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It’s often said that if you admire and love someone,

you should let that person know—while he or she

is still living. But I was skeptical that a letter from

an anonymous layman half the globe away would

actually reach your hands. Not that you were

unapproachable; Lord knows you were always the

opposite. But you didn’t have the time to read tons

of mail, and I didn’t want to waste my sentiments

on a mailroom letter opener.

J i m  A u e r

We could hardly
imagine a pope
who had played
soccer and who
loved mountain
climbing, swim-
ming, skiing, and
hiking—and
who continued to
do so even as
pope.
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I think there’s a much better chance now than
before that you’ll get to “read” this letter—
however that works in this wonderful
communion of saints that we belong to. Besides,
if I had written while you were still pope, I might
have been tempted to give you some respectful
advice. Okay, I would have given you some
respectful advice. And had you read it, you
probably would have respectfully thanked me for
it—and perhaps prayed for my enlightenment.

I REMEMBER LEARNING of your election. I was
sitting at the teacher’s desk in my classroom with
about thirty-five eighth-grade kids. We were
watching the papal-election news as a
combination religion and current-events
activity. The kids were glad to have no
immediate academic obligations other than
watching the TV screen. I had explained that the
College of Cardinals was not like Notre Dame,
what a conclave was, and the meaning of the
dark smoke and the white smoke. So far we had
seen dark smoke rise from the Sistine Chapel
seven times.

And then your name was announced:
Cardinal Karol Wojtyla of Poland. Of Poland!
Wide-eyed, I stood up, gestured a bit wildly, and
exclaimed, “This is incredible!” My students
looked at me as if I had gone somewhat mad.
“Didn’t you hear?” I said. “He’s from Poland!”

They looked at me blankly. “He’s not Italian,” I
explained further.

“Cool,” a student said finally and—without
realizing it—prophetically.

You were the first non-Italian pope in 455
years, and the news of that change was huge. We
had grown up believing that Italy was the best
possible place for a pope to come from—even
the only logical place for a pope to come from!
Coming from Rome was even better, and having
grown up “in the shadow of the Vatican” was
best of all. After all, once elected, the pope would
become “a prisoner of the Vatican,” venturing
out only to Castel Gandolfo, and even going
there under a shroud of privacy. Four and a half
centuries of history seemed to have proved this.

Personally, I never believed that, and not
because I am averse to things or people Italian.
I’ve relished many a dish of pasta with my
mother-in-law’s secret-recipe sauce. But I was
happy at the prospect that Polish sausage, kapusta,
and gołąbki would be served in the papal dining
room, as well as the other, more important
changes that I was certain would happen.

YOU HAD HARD ACTS TO FOLLOW. John Paul I,
your immediate predecessor, had instantly
become known as “the smiling pope” and had
endeared himself to us, even in the short thirty-
three days he’d served. Paul VI had been less
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personable but had impressed us with his
impassioned “War never again!” address to the
United Nations. When you were elected, we still
had fresh in our memories our beloved
John XXIII. His roly-poly, non-austere
appearance might have led us to picture him
making ravioli rather than writing encyclicals.
He had also decided that being a prisoner of the
Vatican was a lot of outdated nonsense.

These men had established the idea of liking
the pope. Before them, we had never thought in
those terms. The pope was…well, the pope—so
distant, so lofty as to be hardly a real person. A
profile of the classic pope reveals a scholar of
theological issues beyond our comprehension
who then became…pope.

But John XXIII, Paul VI, and John Paul I
changed all that. You changed it a hundredfold
more. We could hardly imagine a pope whose
career ambitions as a young man had been to be
an actor and a writer, a pope who had played
soccer and who loved mountain climbing,

swimming, skiing, and hiking—and who
continued to do so even as pope. This was
revolutionary. The pope was a person. You were
holy and scholarly—we took that for granted.
But along with that, you did “normal” and
wonderfully athletic things. We liked you for
that.

We quickly liked you a lot for many other
reasons. For example, the way you stared down
the Communist regime on your first trip back
to your Polish homeland, virtually—and
successfully—daring them to challenge you and
giving your ethnic sisters and brothers hope for
deliverance. The way you stepped off the plane
in Boston on your first trip to North America
and kissed the ground of the New World. Your
remarks at the Mass at Boston Common, telling
“men and women of all creeds and ethnic
origins…that God loves you” (one of your
innumerable outreaches to those of other creeds
as the leader of a Church that historically had
been, well, a bit isolationist). Your magnificent
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occasions when you spoke out bluntly against
oppression of the poor. For too many of us in
this country, that was a theoretical issue, but
then you included us when you spoke of the
evils of greed, consumerism gone rampant, and
the lure of excessive comfort at the expense of
those who have none. This is probably the most
underreported and under-preached-on body of
your papal statements. Many of us were all too
ready to latch onto your statements about more
controversial issues, then either clap with glee
or register sour cynicism. We weren’t—and still
aren’t—so ready to hear about social justice,
and I believe we owe you an apology for that.
You tried so hard to get us to listen.

I COULD CITE DOZENS of other ways in which
you left your mark on the Church and on the
world and dozens of other ways in which I, as
an individual, felt your influence, but these will
have to do. They’re what came to mind for me,
an American Catholic.

Thanks for hanging in until the end, for
both accepting and defying the ravages of
Parkinson’s and general physical decline.
Thanks for leading us through both exciting
and troubled times. Thanks for being Karol
Wojtyla, Pope John Paul II. �

Jim Auer is a retired schoolteacher and freelance writer

who is published widely in the Catholic press.

statement at that same Mass: “I want to tell
everyone that the pope is your friend.”

Everyone. Friend. Before this, we might have
intellectually argued that conclusion from
official documents about the Church’s concern
for all of humanity. But you said it aloud and in
person. You used the words everyone and
friend—and we knew you meant them. You
proved it with overwhelming, poignant
gentleness when you reached out to reconcile
with your would-be assassin.

And perhaps most important, you spread
the love of Jesus to all people. You addressed
the young and the old, married and single,
women and men, lay and religious. You came
into the midst of your people and shared in
their personal experiences.

I sometimes reflect, with a touch of envy, on
how many people are able to say that they saw
you in person, even if it was from across the
expanse of St. Peter’s Square. They consider
that experience an inspiration.

YOU RECOGNIZED SINFULNESS and injustice—
beginning with the Church—in ways we were
not accustomed to, were not always com-
fortable with, and perhaps have minimized to
reduce our discomfort. You publicly apologized
on behalf of the Church and all Christian
believers for injustices committed against Jews,
members of other non-Christian religions,
women, victims of abuse, and many others.
That seemed quite a reversal to many Catholics
who had grown up believing, for example, that
the Church was a “perfect society,” immune to
error and incapable of causing harm, or that
Jews have suffered persecution because they
had to pay for killing Jesus.

Some of the faithful applauded your
statements; others were upset by them. But
there will always be Catholics who want to see
the Church as flawless so they can feel righteous
about being members of it, and there will
always be Catholics who want to see the Church
as immensely defective so they can propose
their own agenda for setting it right. You had
the wisdom to see that it is neither, and you
weren’t afraid to say so. You extolled its glories
and apologized for its sins. Some say that in
doing so you vacillated. I think it was simply a
wonderful case of being in touch with reality.

You likewise recognized sinfulness and
injustice in the world on the countless
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