
HIS EARLY LIFE 

This great saint, Karol Wojtyła, was born in Poland in 1920, just after the 1st World War.  

Karol’s childhood was not an easy one. His mother died when he was nine. His older 

brother and his father also died a few years later, leaving him without a close family. 

Karol drew closer to the heart of our Mother Mary and learned to devote his life and  

all he had, entirely through her, to serving the Kingdom of God. This total consecration 

“Totus Tuus”, was his pathway to becoming a saint. 

God had a great plan for Karol. As a young man, he worked hard and studied secretly to become a priest. This was a 

dangerous thing to do because Poland was controlled by the communists, who had shut the seminaries. Karol could 

have been put in prison but he kept going.  He believed so strongly in helping others that he was once hit by  

a car while he was trying to save another person’s life. In 1946 he was ordained a priest, and he worked with  

refugees, families and in youth ministry. A few years later he was appointed an Archbishop and then a cardinal.  

On 16 October 1978 he surprised the world by becoming the first non-Italian Pope for 400 years. His first message 

to the Church was: Be not afraid! By praying, trusting in God and working with Him we can change the world. 

OUR CALL TO HOLINESS 

Pope John Paul II loved to teach people about the enormous love God the Father 

has for us, and how this love gives meaning to our life, our bodies, our families, 

our marriages and our future. Every single one of us, he believed, is called to  

become holy. During his time as Pope he canonized many people who had lived 

holy and courageous lives, such as St Maximilian Kolbe, Mother Teresa of Calcutta,  

and Padre Pio. Reading about these saints and imitating them can help us to grow 

in holiness. Prayer is also essential to holiness and so the Pope gave us the new 

Luminous Mysteries of the Rosary. When we meditate with our Mother Mary 

while praying the Rosary, we find that she is helping us to make her Son Jesus,  

the centre of our life and love. The Pope also loved to visit Jesus in the Blessed Eucharist, everywhere he went. 

More than any other Pope in history, John Paul II visited Catholics around the word. He visited 129 countries,  

including New Zealand. Wherever he went, this Pope courageously defended the dignity of the human being.  

His words and witness helped to win freedom for people in some communist countries so that they could travel, 

openly pray and go to Mass, and say what they believed without being arrested. Not everybody agreed with what 

the Pope taught, and in May 1981 he was shot and almost died on a very special feast-day of Our Lady.  

The doctors said it was a miracle that the bullet passed through him in the way it did, and the Pope believed that 

Our Blessed Mother Mary had saved his life. When the Holy Father recovered from this awful suffering he visited 

the man who had shot him, and told him that he forgave him.  

BUILDING HOPE FOR THE FUTURE 

Pope John Paul II was always deeply concerned about human life, marriage and the family. He declared 1994 ‘The 

Year of the Family’ and wrote a letter to all the families of the world, 

about the goodness of the human person and the very real challenges 

facing families today. In this letter, the Pope pinpointed the family as a 

pathway to holiness, which was an important new idea. He wrote that 

men and women are the key to building up a “civilization of love”   

particularly in their roles as fathers and mothers.  

One of Saint John Paul II’s famous sayings is this: “The future of humanity passes by way of the family.” The family is 

where we are born, where we learn what love is, and how to love. The Pope could see that if we all just live for the 

present moment, and for our own selfish desires, then love will grow cold in our families, in our country and in the 

world. There would be no hope, then, that we could live in peace.  

Saint John Paul II: Pope of the Family 



In order to build hope for the future, Saint John Paul II reminded us that we 

must protect the family as the sanctuary and cradle of human life and work 

on being united and faith-filled, loving families.  

He explained our responsibility to protect the dignity of every human life 

from its first moments at conception to its final moments (natural death). 

The Pope asked that people in every country set up Centres for Life, where 

families could get help when they are expecting a child, especially if they 

were struggling to find a way to cope and to provide for their child.  

This is why the John Paul II Centre for Life in Christchurch was established and is named after him. 

POPE JOHN PAUL II’S LETTER TO CHILDREN 

During the Year of the Family Saint John Paul II also wrote a letter to the children of the world, asking them to do 

something great with their lives. He particularly asked them to pray for the family and for the world. 

WORLD YOUTH DAY  

 Pope John Paul II began the tradition of World Youth Day. Each year he met in a different country with huge crowds 

of young people from all over the world. He challenged them to search for Truth and inspired them to grow in faith. 

He attracted love and loyalty from young people because he was a truly great role model, a Spiritual Father who 

was joyful, strong and merciful. Many young people have decided to spend their lives serving others as priests,  

missionaries and religious because of the hope, truth and joy they received at World Youth Day. 

BRAVERY IN SUFFERING 

Suffering came to visit Saint John Paul II again at the end of his life, in 

the form of Parkinsons Disease. Many people stop working when they 

become unwell, but Saint John Paul II believed that God wanted him  

to carry on, and to lead the Church in a new way – as a suffering Pope.  

“The Pope must suffer so that every family in the world should see that 

there is a higher Gospel – the Gospel of Suffering – with which one 

must prepare the future.” He meant that the trials which come with  

aging, sickness and suffering are a natural part of being human.  

These challenges are not useless and we should not be afraid of them.  

Suffering has a noble purpose when we offer it up together with the 

suffering of Jesus.  

The Pope was not afraid to show us his frailty and limitations, even 

when he was unable to speak and move. “It is wonderful”, he said,  

“to give oneself to the very end for the sake of the Kingdom of God.”  

This was an especially powerful witness to people who believe that 

suffering should be avoided, even if that means choosing to end our 

lives or the lives of others deliberately. He reminded us that our elderly 

grandparents, the disabled, the sick and the dying, all possess great 

value and should not be shut away or euthanised.  

Pope John Paul II’s saintly  
qualities and heroic virtues: 

• Unshakable hope and faith in the 
Lord’s goodness, power and mercy 

• A great love of Mary, prayer and 
Jesus in the Blessed Eucharist 

• Courageous defence of those who 
are vulnerable such as the aged,  
the unborn, and oppressed people 

• A noble spirit of sacrifice, willingness 
to suffer for the Kingdom of God 

• Showing love of his neighbour,  
even at the risk of his own life,  
and forgiving others. 

Pope John Paul II was canonised  
on April 27th 2014.  

During the canonisation service,  
Pope Francis told the congregation:  

“In his own service to the people  
of God, John Paul II was  
the Pope of the family.” 

“It was while I was thinking about these facts, (the suffering of children around 

the world) which fill our hearts with pain, that I decided to ask you, dear boys 

and girls, to take upon yourselves the duty of praying for peace. You know this 

well: love and harmony build peace, hatred and violence destroy it. It is to your 

prayers that I want to entrust the problems of your own families and of all the 

families in the world. And not only this: I also have other intentions to ask you  

to pray for. The Pope counts very much on your prayers. We must pray together 

and pray hard, that humanity, made up of billions of human beings, may  

become more and more the family of God and able to live in peace.” 


