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P ope Pius XII took one of his boldest decisions when, 
on Nov. 12, 1948, he named the 47-year-old Stefan 
Wyszynski (a bishop for only two years) as archbishop 

of Gniezno and Warsaw and primate of Poland. Soon after, 
Wyszynski made his own consequential decision: The Church 
would try to reach some sort of modus vivendi with the new 
communist regime. It was the judgment of an astute politi-
cal realist who understood just how badly World War II had 
wounded the Polish Church, and indeed Poland itself, which 
had seen 20% of its population killed between 1939 and 1945. 
The Church "had shown in Dachau and in the Warsaw Up-
rising that we have learned how to die for the Church and for 
Poland," Wyszynski believed; now, as the country rebuilt itself 
in the harshest years of Stalinism, the Church should show 
that it knew how to live, and to help Poland live. 

Over the next three decades, the former professor and 
clandestine military chaplain put to work the Catholic social 
doctrine he had once taught at the seminary in Wlodawek. 
In doing so, Wyszynski became the defining figure of Polish 
Catholicism between the Second World War and the rise of 
Solidarity - and thereby helped make possible the election 
of a Polish pope. Today, he is revered not only as one of the 
most influential churchmen of the 20th century, but also -
since his beatification in Warsaw on Sept. 12 - as "Blessed." 

'RENDER UNTO CAESAR' 
Upon becoming primate of Poland in 1948, Archbishop 
Wyszynski led a reform of Polish seminaries, giving students 
a much more rigorous intellectual formation. At the same 
time, he spoke to the heart of Polish piety by appeals to Our 
Lady of Cz stochowa, the famous "Black Madonna" whose 
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image he placed on his coat of arms (but without a crown, 
because, he said, Poland was too poor for her queen to wear 
a crown). He was prepared to support social and economic 
reform in Poland even as he rejected communist atheism 
and communist political brutality. Thus, in 1950 he led the 
Polish episcopate in reaching a 19-point accord with the 
communist regime, which granted some free space for the 
Church's pastoral life while the Church acknowledged the 
regime as Poland's legitimate government and promised to 
work for national reconstruction. The agreement did not 
sit well in Rome, where the primate was criticized. It would 
not be the last time Wyszynski's striking combination of 
tough-minded strategic resolve and tactical flexibility would 
prove wiser than the approach of the Vatican's diplomats. 

True to form, the communists began reneging on the deal, 
doing everything in their power to turn the Catholic Church 
into a subsidiary of the Polish state; their underhanded 
tactics included creating faux-Catholic groups of priests and 
laity as alternatives to the real Church. Tensions reached 
the boiling point when, in 1953, the regime issued a decree 
claiming the authority to appoint and remove pastors, 
parish priests and bishops. Wyszynski, now a cardinal, led 
the Polish episcopate in an epic act of resistance. Preaching 
at Warsaw's St. John's Cathedral, the primate laid down his 
challenge in no uncertain terms: "We teach that it is proper 
to render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's and to 
God that which is God's. But when Caesar sits himself on 
the altar, we respond curtly: He may not." Shortly thereafter, 
the bishops met in Krak6w and made Wyszynski's position 
their own: "We are not allowed to place the things of God 
on the altar of Caesar. Non possumus [We cannot]!" 
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