Forum: The immense legacy of John Paul II

John-Peter Pham looks at how this pope shaped his church -- and helped to shape the world
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Certainly not everyone -- even within the ranks of his flock -- agreed with the ecclesiastical, much less the political, stances that Pope John Paul II took during his more than 26 years on the throne of Peter. But the throngs that spilled from St. Peter's Square onto the Via della Conciliazione and neighboring streets as word of his last agony spread testify to the formidable moral and religious strength of both the Roman Catholic Church and its central institution, the papacy -- even in the postmodern 21st century that finds Christianity's language of sin and redemption near unintelligible. 

	
	  


In his World War II memoirs, Winston Churchill recounted how Joseph Stalin once sneered at French Foreign Minister Pierre Laval's scruples about the Vatican's interests, "The pope! How many divisions has he got?" In one of the richer ironies of history, Stalin's empire has since fallen, in no small part due to the contributions of a pope from Poland whose passing yesterday more than 1 billion Catholics -- as well as countless others -- now mourn. John Paul II has gone on to what the faithful believe to be his eternal reward. Whether they found him inspirationally godly or insufferably holier-than-thou, none of the powers of our world have failed to acknowledge John Paul as a global player, a moral and political force that they and their nations have had to reckon with. 

And while the ultimate judgment is reserved to the Almighty, how are mortals to assess his legacy? By sheer volume, they will have much to consider. 

During his pontificate, John Paul issued an extraordinary voluminous corpus of official documents. In addition, he became the first pontiff since the ill-fated John XXII (1316-34) to publish personal theological and religious works. He promulgated a revised Code of Canon Law for the Western (Latin) Church in 1983 and followed that with the 1990 Code of Canons for the Eastern Churches, the first in the history of the Eastern Rite Churches in communion with Rome. He published the Catechism of the Catholic Church in 1993, a document which will shape the teaching of Catholic doctrine for years to come. 
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Nor has John Paul's pontificate been slack in its production of pronouncements -- whether in the form of encyclicals, apostolic constitutions, letters or exhortations -- on a whole series of controversial issues, ranging from the organization of Catholic universities to the exclusion of women from ordination to the priesthood. 

John Paul has also raised more men and women -- nearly 2,000 -- to the honors of the Catholic altar as saints and blesseds than all of his 261 predecessors combined. Honors, however, have not been confined to the deceased. In nine consistories, John Paul II appointed 233 cardinals, included one whose name has not been revealed, of whom 114 are still eligible to vote for his successor alongside three surviving nominees of Pope Paul VI who are still under the age of 80. Less noticeably, but perhaps more significantly, more than three-quarters of the nearly 5,000 bishops of the Catholic Church owe their positions to the late pope. 

As noted earlier, the scope of John Paul's activities have hardly been limited to the confines of the Catholic fold. Full bilateral diplomatic relations at the ambassadorial level were forged during his papacy with 86 countries, bringing to a total of 175 the countries maintaining diplomatic ties with the Holy See in addition to the European Union and the Sovereign Military Order of Malta. (In contrast, the United States maintains ties with 174 states.) A distinctive element of John Paul's papacy has been his extensive travels, which have been unprecedented in the history of the papal office, taking him to 131 countries and distinct territories. It has made him arguably the most seen human in the history of the species. 
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How will history ultimately judge all of these accomplishments? 

No doubt it will recall the critical role played by the pontiff in the downfall of Soviet communism, not only in his native Poland but throughout Eastern Europe and beyond. It will also look favorably on the advances that the Catholic Church made under his stewardship for more harmonious relations with other Christian denominations as well as with Judaism, Islam and other faiths. Under John Paul, tremendous progress was made in the Vatican's often uneasy relationship with Judaism, culminating in the establishment of full diplomatic relations between the Holy See and Israel in 1993 as well as the pope's historic pilgrimage to the Jewish state in the Jubilee Year. 

However, as John Paul himself admitted in an interview with Italian journalist Vittorio Messori early in his pontificate, the pope is necessarily "a sign that will be contradicted." The Vatican's status in the international community has come under repeated attack from pro-choice groups angered by the role played by the pontiff's diplomatic envoys in coordinating an unlikely alliance between Muslim states and developing countries against a global right to abortion at the World Population Conference and other U.N. conferences. In fact, for many there is no clearer example of the pope's obscurantism than his insistence on the inherent immorality of not only abortion but of "artificial means" of contraception, even when used by monogamous heterosexual adults. 

John Paul has been a "sign of contradiction" not only outside the Catholic Church, but within as well. Even his harshest critics never questioned the late pontiff's personal integrity, his single-minded dedication to what he perceived to be his duty even after illness took its toll and his commitment to an almost mystical holiness of life. But they have pointed to a whole catalog of woes, including defections and apathy among younger Catholics, falling Mass attendance, an aging priesthood that seems to be self-destructing under the weight of scandal, often vicious -- certainly un-Christian -- intramural fights between theological progressives and conservatives, and ever-increasing rates of divorce. As the longtime religion correspondent for The New York Times, Peter Steinfels, recently commented, "Today the Roman Catholic Church in the United States is on the verge of either an irreversible decline or a thoroughgoing transformation" -- an observation equally applicable to the worldwide church. 

These tensions have only been exacerbated by the long twilight of John Paul II's pontificate as his physical ailments prevented him from taking more dynamic actions. In the end, perhaps this will mean that the late pope's legacy -- at least to his eventual immediate successor, if not necessarily his definitive historical bequest -- will be a combination of both high expectations and monumental challenges. 

