
J23 – JP2 canonization 

One of the great theologians of the 20th century, Hans Urs 

von Balthazar, says at one point that saints are God’s 

answers to the unspoken questions of our age. Heaven 

knows what we need even before we are aware of it, and we 

find out what we need by the answers that God gives us. 

These answers coming from above are always revealing the 

eternal truth about God who is the source and goal of our 

life and our journey throughout this world. 

The Church teaches us that God makes this truth incarnate 

in the lives and actions of his saints. But who are they? – we 

may ask – what is the principle and rule of holiness? 

While holding consecrated elements of Christ’s Body and 

Blood – in the Byzantine liturgy – the priest says Holy things 

for the holy. Thus he emphasizes the truth recalled by Pope 

Benedict XVI that the communion of the saints – communio 

sanctorum – is the communion of all those sharing in the 

holy Eucharist and other sacraments of the Church. 

It is the grace of Jesus hidden and given to us in Jesus’ Body 

and Blood that transforms us, makes us holy, and introduces 

us to the community of saints. That is why St. Paul calls all 

Christians saints, and sends in his letters greetings to the 

holy ones of God. 

And yet, the Church decides to publically honor with a 

special title those who through their model lives, holy 

deaths, and their openness to the supernatural help of God’s 

grace rendered from heaven, proved to be a special sign and 

example of holiness. The Church guarantees that they are 

citizens of heaven and can be publically honored, venerated, 

and asked for an intercession before God. 

On the last Sunday we were given two new holy men who 

were officially announced saints by the Church. Both were 

successors of St. Peter, and the vicars of Christ on Earth, to 

whom the words of today’s Gospel were addressed in a 

special way: Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and 

of the holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you. 

Indeed, they were sent to all nations of the changing world, 

encountering new challenges, hopes, and fears of the 

processes of globalization. They were sent to pass on the 

new generations an unchangeable substance and deposit of 

the faith and the Christian and Catholic way of life, in a 

language that will be understandable for the modern 

society. Their lives and pontificates show the unity and 

continuity of the faith, tradition, and the teaching of the 

Church, which finds its expression in a diversity of human 

dispositions and characters. 

Pope John 23rd 

Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli – il Papa Buono – the good Pope – 

or smiling Pope – these are the names given to Pope John 

23rd whose last words spoken on his death bed to one of his 



close friends were these: Remember that smile is the sun 

rising on your mouth.  

Coming from a large family in the remote part of Italy he 

had never lost his attitude of serenity, trust in the world and 

people, and his deep faith which was not destroyed by the 

contact with the world. At all key stages of his life: his work 

in the Curia in Bergamo, his activity in the diplomatic 

service of the Holy See, directing the Archdiocese of Venice, 

and throughout his pontificate, he remained the same man – 

direct, simple-minded, accessible for people, open to their 

dramas, compassionate and loving all. 

He was the first to break the strict etiquette of the papal 

court, creating a new model of the exercise of the ministry of 

the Pope that enabled him to make it close to all the people, 

keeping – at the same time – all the dignity and majesty of 

the office. His humility and piety were extraordinary. We 

know this from his Diary of the soul, the notes that he 

started to write as a seminarian and continued for many 

years. 

Many may have thought that Divine Providence had given 

the Church in Roncalli a short and quiet pontificate of a 

kind and old man, and that important changes of the 

Roman Curia which was in need of a reform would come 

after him, with the next pope. But that was not the case. He 

was not afraid to take the name of John, unused for many 

years after an illegally elected anti-pope John 23rd from the 

14th century, and became one of the most radical reformers 

of the Church in the history, when on the 11th of October 

1962 he lied open the Second Vatican Council, the council 

that ended the era of the post-Tridental Church built in the 

time of the Counter-Reformation. 

The convocation of the next general council was a thought 

of his predecessors. After the 1st Vatican Council was 

interrupted in 1870, when Italian forces took Rome and the 

Papal State had lost sovereignty, both Pius XI and Pius XII 

thought of continuing the work of the Council. But the 

outbreak of World War II, and later progress of communism 

in Central Europe and the "cold war" made it impossible. 

There were many opponents of the idea of a new Council 

who had some serious reasons to look at this project with a 

great caution and distrust. The church was in a difficult 

situation. Europe was divided. Millions of Catholics living in 

the countries of the so-called “real socialism” formed the 

Church of silence. This was the peak period of the 

communist expansion. On the West, a new society based on 

consumerism contested existing forms of religious life, and 

eventually rejected the very faith in God. In this situation, it 

seemed natural for many that the Church should stick to the 

tradition, not trying to change anything in the heritage 

received from the previous generations. 

But John 23rd did not share these doubts and fears. He 

believed that the historical and political context of the time 

required all the more a convocation of a new council that 

will rediscover and prove the vitality of the Church in the 

modern world and will bring a new hope of the union of all 

Christians. 



Under his inspiration conciliar documents adopted and 

introduced a new understanding of the Church, not only as 

an institution and hierarchy, but also as the People of God, 

both clergy and laity, who are called to live a life of holiness, 

to participate in the apostleship, and to shape the history of 

the Church. The Council brought a reform of the liturgy and 

gave a theological basis for a dialogue with Christian 

churches, as well as with other religions and non-believers. 

One of the most important features of the pontificate of 

John 23rd was his effort to maintain peace and social justice. 

He knew very well the horror of war. During World War I he 

was at the front as a chaplain on the battlefield over Piawa, 

where almost one million people lost their lives. He would 

walk in the rain and mud, in his blood-stained cassock, 

carrying aid and relief to the wounded. Feeling the threat of 

a new nuclear war during the Cuban crisis he addressed 

John Kennedy and Nikita Chruszczow asking them to find a 

peaceful solution. 

In 1963 he published an encyclical letter on peace (Pacem in 

terries) which for the first time was addressed not only to 

believers but also to all people of good will. He argued that 

the true peace is founded on the belief in a God’s plan which 

is expressed first of all in the natural law which should be 

followed by everyone, despite of religious commitment. 

John 23rd was not only good, humble and smiling, he was 

also courageous and brave. With the assistance of God’s 

providence he began the work that was followed by his 

successors. 

John Paul II 

Among them we find another saint – Pope John Paul II. 

Unlike Pope John 23rd who was elected at the age of 77, John 

Paul II was elected in his fifties, and was a pope for almost 

27 years, the second longest papacy in history. He became 

the pope of firsts: the first pope to go skiing, the first pope to 

travel to so many countries, the first pope to be present so 

much in media and in a public life. 

If Pope John the 23rd opened the window to let some new 

and fresh air into the Church, Pope John Paul II would begin 

his pontificate with an invitation to go even further, opening 

the door of our very hearts to Christ. Do not be afraid – he 

said – open your door to Christ. 

He was not afraid to open the windows and doors of the 

Church to the modern world, but he was no full. He knew 

the experience of Pope Paul the VI who saw that once these 

windows and doors were opened, it was not only the spirit 

of Christ that had entered the Church. The danger of 

liberalism, secularism, and pragmatism become real even in 

the Church. But JP II was not afraid because he knew that 

the Church is built on a rock – that is on Christ – and the 

world will never destroy it. 

JP II chose a narrow way, being fully faithful, prayerful, 

insisting on the truth of faith and morals, while living a life 

that was wholly human and modern. That was the way in 

which he proved that the Vat II was in the strictest 

continuity with the councils of Trent and Vat I. The style 



and content of his preaching and teaching enabled and 

inspired then cardinal Joseph Ratzinger to say in a book-

length interview with the distinguished Italian journalist 

Vittorio Messori, that There is no ‘pre’ or ‘post’ conciliar 

Church: there is but one, unique Church that walks the path 

toward the Lord… There are no leaps in this history, there are 

no fractures. In no wise did the Vat II intend to introduce a 

temporal dichotomy in the Church. 

The miracle of JP II was to show how to bring the kingdom 

of God to the modern world without yielding to the pressure 

of secular utopianism – either the Marxist vision behind the 

liberation theology, or the pressure of pragmatism, 

consumerism, and sexual liberalism of the western society. 

Someone has said recently that the secret of JP II was that he 

was a mystic, and I believe that that was the case. The way 

he prayed and celebrated mass is a clear testimony to it. But 

his gift of contemplation would never detach him from the 

love and concern for other people. Orphaned and bereft of 

siblings early in life, he lived through World War II as a 

member of a nation that was legally considered under Nazi 

Germany as sub-human, destined for slavery, starvation and 

extinction. Then he saw his country handed over to other 

enemy – Stalin’s Russia. But just as Poland never gave up, JP 

II did not give up either. He knew that the victory would be 

won through the intercession of Our Lady of Chęstochowa. 

That is why the motto for his papacy was totus tuus – all 

yours. He wanted to love other people just as Our Lady loves 

brothers and sisters of Jesus, her son. 

He was a true witness of God’s love towards every human. 

He was able to gather around himself so many people who 

did not necessarily share our faith. He preached to all of 

them through an example of his humility and love. 

To those whom he guided as a chief shepherd, he preached 

about the beauty of the faith and the catholic way of life, 

which – although demanding and not easy – is the source of 

a true freedom. He linked the best of the Christian witness 

with the best instincts of the modern world, but he called it 

to look at a real freedom. Freedom from the tyranny of 

godless systems, whether it be the slavery of the 

communism in the East, or the slavery of consumerism and 

sexual liberalism in the West. His witness triggered a great 

Catholic revival in the US. 

These are the witnesses that the Church is giving us today!!! 

Both Pope John 23rd and JP II tell us that if we are built on a 

rock, we should not be afraid of the storms that may blow 

through the house, they are inevitable. Czesław Miłosz – a 

Polish poet and the Nobel Prize winner – who lived here at 

Berkeley says that if the windows of our souls are opened we 

have to hope that the good spirits come in. We need not 

construct any fortress for our God himself is our fortress, 

and faith is our shield and our salvation. 

Both saints that we celebrate today prove that in the midst 

of apparently endless changes in this world, heaven does not 

change. God does not change, nor do the saints, for they 

have reached their fullness in Christ. It is Christ who is 

glorified today in his saints, just as clear light is glorified 



when it comes through a stain-glass window. It is Christ 

who is calling us to follow the path of holiness in our 

particular vocations. He is calling us to remain faithful and 

to preach the good news to all people around us. He wants 

to be glorified in our lives, just as he was glorified in Pope 

John 23rd and Pope JP II. 

 

 


