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SAINT JOHN PAUL II (1920-2005) – TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

 

The longest reigning Pope in modern history, John Paul II took his message on the 

road, visiting 129 countries - several repeatedly – on 104 trips and logging more 

than 700,000  miles in a papacy that lasted more than 27 years.  Blessed John Paul 

II died at the age of 84 at the Vatican April 2, 2005, the vigil of Divine Mercy 

Sunday. 

 

Many people who knew young Karol Wojtyla in Poland thought he might someday 

be an actor or a writer.  Instead he became pope.  When he was 22, he realized 

God was calling him to something different.  He knew he wanted to be a priest.  

But at the time, studying for the priesthood in Poland could only be done secretly, 

so that is what he did.  When World War II ended, he was finally able to openly 

pursue his calling.  In 1946, he was ordained a priest. 

 

Karol was a very good student and a very good priest, and this soon caught the 

attention of church leaders, who sent him to Rome for more study.  He later 

returned to Poland to teach at the seminary.  In 1958, he was made a bishop in 

Krakow, Poland, and just six years later became the archbishop there.  By 1967, 

he had been named a cardinal. 

 

He took part in all of the historical sessions of Vatican II and made important 

contributions.  In 1978, his fellow cardinals elected him pope.  He took the name 

“John Paul II.” 

 

John Paul II was pope for nearly 27 years.  He traveled the world many times over, 

going places that popes had not been to before.  He danced in Africa.  He giggled 

with children.  He cried with dying people.  He was a very human and 

approachable pope. 

 



Pope John Paul II ignited rapport with young people.  For example on his first visit 

to the United States in October 1979, he wooed tens of thousands of teenagers at 

Madison Square Garden in New York City.  With school bands blaring popular 

music, he rode the “popemobile” up and down the aisles, greeting kids and 

touching their outstretched hands.  A riot of cheers echoed in the hall.  At one 

point the youth began to chant “John Paul II, we love you!”  The pope, smiling 

broadly, responded with, “woo-hoo-woo, John Paul II, he loves you.”  He won 

their affection because they could feel his love for them. 

 

In 1985 a quarter million young people gathered around him in Rome, and youth 

in dioceses throughout the world celebrated the first official World Youth Day.  

Then the pope invited youth biennially to WYDs with him at international sites, 

beginning in 1987 at Buenos Aires.  In alternate years, dioceses everywhere 

sponsored WYDs.  Millions of young people from all over the world attended 

these joyous international celebrations.  In fact, the closing Mass of the 1995 WYD 

in Manila drew five to seven million people, probably the largest gathering in 

human history. 

 

Pope John Paul II earned the confidence of youth because he took them seriously.  

The sensed that he understood their concerns.  He challenged them to give their 

lives to Christ.  He appealed to their high ideals, inviting them to take a lead in the 

New Evangelization. 

 

With such heart-to-heart communication, the pope created a dynamic friendship 

with millions of youth.  Wonderful opportunities to influence so many people for 

Christ and His Church. 

 

 


