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Good afternoon and thank you for the privilege of serving as your honoree at this year’s Friends of John Paul II Foundation, as we remember the 98th birthday of Saint John Paul.

It is nice to see so many familiar faces and I am most grateful that our Apostolic Nuncio, Archbishop Christophe Pierre, is with us this afternoon.

When I was first asked by Alice Laning if I would accept the invitation to be this year's honoree, my immediate reaction was, why me? But then I figured it was because my mother is Polish and with a group like the John Paul II Foundation, Polish ancestry trumps everything else!

My mother’s father, my grandfather, came to the United States from Poland in 1913 and I am proud to say that my cousin, twice removed, Tadeusz Dulny is one of the 108  Martyrs of Dachau beatified by Saint John Paul II in 1999.    Blessed Tadeusz was a seminarian for the Diocese of Wloclawk who was arrested with other seminarians and their teachers as part of the Nazi invasion of Poland on the Feast of the Most Holy Rosary in 1939.  One year later they were transferred to Dachau (December 15, 1940).  

Accounts of his life chronicle that for a period of nearly two years, Tadeusz was beaten, tortured, denied sufficient food and overworked.   Testimony provided by those who were in the Concentration Camp with Blessed Tadeusz relate that Tadeusz was one who was always trying to help others, especially the elderly priests in the camp.   Because food was scarce, some prisoners would steal food from others, but we are told that Tadeusz would often give his food rations away to those whom he thought were in worse shape that we was.   Tadeusz died in 1942 at the age of 28 from a combination of physical exhaustion and starvation.   His body was burned in the camp crematorium and his remains dumped in a pit with those of other prisoners.

I was also asked to reflect a little on my recollections of Saint John Paul II. These memories stem back to 1978 when I was  a junior in High School, sitting in our family room at home, watching the announcement that a new pope had been elected to succeed Pope John Paul I who died after only 33 days as pope.   Like the newscasters, my mother and I were trying to figure out who this Karol Wojtyla was.  Of course, my mother knew he was Polish.  I thought the cardinals elected an African.

I first met Pope John Paul when I was a seminarian and went on a pilgrimage to Rome with the seminary.  I had heard that the Holy Father welcomed people to join him for his morning Mass and so I wrote to then, Monsignor Stanislaw Dziwisz, to see if would be possible for me and my group of friends to participate in one of the Masses, and thankfully, Monsignor accommodated our request.    I still recall walking through the halls of the Apostolic Palace and being brought to the Holy Father's private chapel, and there in silence, as if he were in a trance, which of course he was, Pope John Paul knelt in prayer before the tabernacle, his face buried in his hands.  I remember how nervous I was as we waited after Mass in the parlor to greet the Holy Father and when he entered the room, it was like the light intensified and the nervousness subsided.

Then in 1997 my classmate and I made a pilgrimage to Rome to celebrate the 10th anniversary of our ordination to the priesthood. Through the help of some friends, we were able to participate at a morning Mass with Saint John Paul II, this time in his chapel at Castle Gandolfo since it was September and the Holy Father was still away from Rome.   As a matter of fact, this was also the same day that now Saint Mother Teresa of Calcutta died. 

If you visit the Papal display in Memorial Hall at the National Shrine, in the center you will find a relic of Saint John Paul II and his zucchetto which is the one I exchanged with Saint John Paul on that occasion.

Fortunately for me, I was privileged to meet Pope John Paul several other times, as in the late 90's we used to hold the Shrine pilgrimage directors meeting in Rome every few years and the Holy Father would received our group at the end of the Wednesday General Audience.

While I have had the good fortune to welcome both Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis to the National Shrine, both wonderful experiences, being in the presence of Pope John Paul II was other worldly. Watching the intensity with which he would pray before morning mass in his private chapel, the gentleness with which he spoke when meeting with you and in the end, when he could no longer speak, the power of his eyes, spoke more than words ever could.

In the course of his 27 year pontificate, Saint John Paul II made 104 pastoral visits throughout the world in which he logged over 740K miles, canonized 483 people,  presided over 1,110 general audiences, preached countless homilies and wrote 115 official documents.  However, I believe that one of his most powerful writings is his Last Will and Testament which he first wrote shortly after his election as pope and was subsequently edited on several occasions. If you read this document, you will find that the thoughts expressed by Saint John Paul as his last words, were also the thread which bound together his life, preaching and teaching, and are good way for me to bring my words to a conclusion, and for all of us, they are wise spiritual advice from our beloved Saint who in a 1982 addition to his will wrote:

“I express my profound trust that, despite all my weakness, the Lord will grant me all the grace necessary to face according to His will, any task, trial or suffering that He will ask of His servant, in the course of his life.” (Undated)  “All the more deeply I now feel that I am totally in the Hands of God - and I remain continually at the disposal of my Lord, entrusting myself to Him in His Immaculate Mother (Totus Tuus).” (March 5, 1982)

May Saint John Paul II intercede for us and help us like, him, to place ourselves totally in the Hands of God, at his disposal, trusting that God will give us all the graces that we need and his Immaculate Mother, Totus Tuus ego sum, we are completely hers and in her care.

Dziękuję  bardzo. Niech Bóg błogosławi każdego z was, a Maryja wstawia się  we
wszystkich waszych potrzebach.

