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» Polish text, Warszawa 197 o oo, Shanaci Katovics 987, p 11. .
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1 John Paul I1, Encyclical
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concerns a wide scope of social, political and cultural issues. Here are some
examples to better illustrate this. '
The process of transformation in Poland begun in 1989 has been taking
place first of all at a political level. All “Polish” churches took a positive
attitude towards political transformation. The Catholic Church, for instance,
expressed its stand in the Communique from the 235th Plenary Conference
of the Polish Episcopate.* Such a position of the churches is absolutely under-
standable. The new political reality changed, for example, the nature of the
state, which — by embracing the democratic system — provided real space where
its citizens could genuinely live and pursue their interests. We can speak of
a fully empowered society within the framework of the new structures of the
state. These facts alone were reason enough for “Polish” churches to give their
support to the changes taking place. Taking a positive stand does not, however,
mean an uncritical one. While positive about the spirit of political change,
the churches take an independent view on many issues. The expression of
these views by the churches is in present Poland their qualitatively important
contribution into the ongoing discussion on the issue of what Poland should
aspire to. Particularly active on this issue is the Catholic Church.

The critical position of the Catholic Church concerns several issues. One

of the major political issues is the question concerning the nature of the state
itself, whether we are aiming for a religious, secular or neutral state. The
Catholic Church, as declared by its bishops, unequivocally distances itself from
attempts to establish a religious state. A clear stand on this issue was expressed
in the Pastoral Letter of the Polish Bishops (26 August 1991) on the duties
of Catholics regarding parliamentary elections.> At the same time we need to
stress the fact that the Catholic Church also distances itself from the concept
of a secular or neutral state if these terms were really to hide an attempt to
eliminate completely any mention of religion in public life. Acceptance of
such a model of secularism or neutrality, in which everyone would have to
act in public life as if they were non-believers, would lead to the favouring of
an atheist or agnostic viewpoint as the only acceptable “creed” in the public
sphere. Because, according to the Church, there is no neutral viewpoint, it
cannot accept this idea. Instead, it seeks to assert itself in society in a way that
does not alienate, offend nor hinder the ideas of others.

This view of the Catholic Church is shared today by all “Polish” churches.
What form, then, should the state take in the opinion of the “Polish” churches?
It cannot take the form of a religious state, but at the same time it cannot
head towards a religiously indifferent one. The state should thus guarantee

4 Komunikat z 235 Konferencji Plenarnej Episkopatu Polski, 16-17 June 1989, Wiado-

mosci Archidiecezji Warszawskiej 7-8/1989.
s Pastoral Letter of the Polish Bishops on the duties of Catholics regarding Parliamen-

tary Elections, Jasna Géra, 26 August 1991, Wiadomosci Archidiecezji Warszawskiej 9/1991.
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are other similarly controversial and debatable political issues raised by the
«Polish” churches, such as the understanding of democracy as a form of gov-
ernment, the two mentioned above convincingly illustrate the presence of
churches in public life in Poland.

The processes of transformation begun after 1989 also took place at the
social level. These changes, too, were looked upon by the churches with sym-
pathy in the belief that they would contribute to the creation of an environ-
ment in which a community can and should in fact decide for themselves.!!
Acquiescence also in this case does not rule out criticism. The criticism applies
to several issues on which the “Polish” churches have their own independent
views. Also in this case the Catholic Church plays a leading role.

One such issue is the problem of human rights. In its teachings the Catholic
Church points out that when we discuss human rights today, we need to ask
ourselves what we mean by the term human rights, whether we use it in its
original sense or do we have some new interpretation of the rights of man
in mind. Thus, it is very important what meaning we apply to this term, the
hierarchy of human rights, their irrefutability and the integrity of the funda-
mental human values on which these rights rest. In the Polish discussion the
irrefutability of human rights was negated openly. As those rights were of
human origin, their permanence was considered debatable in parliament. To
give an example, the hierarchy of human rights was questioned in the debate

over the right to have an abortion. The right of free choice, at the disposal
of the woman, was given priority over the right of the child to life.12 Another
important social issue raised by the “Polish” churches was the problem of
axiological premises of the new constitution;13 social tolerance;!4 the vision of
religious instruction in Polish schools;15 and Christian values in society.16

“Polish” churches have shown a positive attitude to economic transforma-
tions.17 These promised the return to the rules of economy that have been
absent for so many years. They provided the conditions for authentic active
involvement and personal engagement of the individual. A positive view in

this matter, however, does not, as in the previous cases, mean lack of criti-

11 Komunikat z 235 Konferencji Plenarnej Episkopatu Polski, 16-17 June 1989, op. cit.

12 Stowo Biskupéw z 264 Konferencji Plenarnej Episkopatu Polski, Warszawa 1993,
p- 2 [mps].

13 Stanowisko Konferencji Episkopatu Polski w sprawie zalozef aksjologicznych no-
wej konstytucji, «Wiadomosci Archidiecezji Warszawskiej” 3/1992.

14 QOredzie biskupéw polskich o potrzebie dialogu i tolerancji w warunkach budowy
demokracji, Wigry, Slowo — dziennik katolicki, 20-22 pazdziernika 1995 r.

15 Komunikat z 240 Konferencji Plenarnej Episkopatu Polski, Warszawa 1990 1. [mps]-

16 List Pasterski Episkopatu Polski o IT Wielkiej Nowennie przed rokiem 2000, War-

szawa 1991 [mps].
17 Komunikat z 236 Konferencji Plenarnej Episkopatu Polski, Wiadomosci Archidiece-

zji Warszawskiej, 7-8/1989.
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ficient action to protect the neediest.?’ Simultaneously they called attention to
the fact that reforms are difficult to implement and can provoke understand-
able opposition from different social groups. This necessitates provision of
social security to the neediest. With all this in mind they emphasised the need
for pro-family policies to be drawn up by the state. At the present moment
it is as if parents were being punished by the sudden deterioration in their
standards of living for giving birth and bringing up their offspring. The situa-
tion is in no way improved by the equally low benefits for everybody, which do
not consider the recipients’ real needs or spirit. For years Poland has not had
a positive, consequent and long-term family policy. And it does not seem to
make a difference what the makeup of parliament, Or the political background
of the parties which currently hold office, is. The promotion of the Polish fam-
ily, so badly needed, remains in the “silent zone”, never entering the sphere of
interest of any of the implemented economic and social policies.”

The churches in Poland have often been accused of not providing suf-

ficiently strong support for the economic reforms being implemented.? The

available documents show this not to be true. Itis a fact, however, that com-
ments made on numerous occasions by representatives of the churches on
the economy went unnoticed and most likely did not make sufficient impact
on people’s attitudes.

The attitude of churches in Poland towards changes in culture was also
positive. This is not surprising. The new cultural reality was also to provide
a favourable environment for the development of individual and group activity.
Several positive steps had been taken to achieve this, such as the elimination
of censorship, free access to all of national and world culture, popularisation
of public means of communication, and so on.

In this case, the “Polish” churches voiced their own views regarding two
contentious issues. The first referred to the issue of national values.

The churches in Poland, especially the Catholic Church, have always been
deeply involved with the people. Considering Polish history this seems only
natural. Rev. Czestaw Bartnik is even convinced that “the Catholic Church
cannot afford not to be a national Church, if it is not to become a mere

abstraction, if it is to be alive, concrete, walking proudly the paths of human
history”.30 It is the nation that contributes to the church its individual members

27 Compare: “Kosciot nie poniost porazki”. Rozmowa z ks. biskupem Tadeuszem Pie-

ronkiem, Biuletyn KAI, 25 September 1993, p. 5.
28 List Biskupow Polskich na Uroczysto§¢ Swietej Rodziny 1993 r., Jasna Gora,

‘ 5 November 1993, Wiadomosci Archidiecezji Warszawskiej 12/1993.
29 Compare R. Graczyk, “Rokita kontra Pieronek, czyli rozmowa wzorowa”, Gazetd

Wyborcza, 19-20 June 1993.
30 Cz. Bartnik, “Problematyka teologii narodu”, in Polska teologia narodu, ed. Cz. Bart-

nik, Lublin 1986, p. 34.
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The Decalogue, as we know, is the great root of European Christianity.3’
Rejection of this tradition would constitute a betrayal of Europe and a threat
to her future:
If the religious and Christian foundations of this continent were marginal-
ized in terms of their role as the source of ethical inspiration and of their
influence on social relations, then not only would the whole historical
heritage of Europe be negated, but a future worthy of a European citizen
would also be threatened.38
Europeanization — according to Polish Catholic bishops, for example
— means “returning to Europe’s Christian roots”.3 All negative experiences
in European history, on the other hand, was the effect of departure from the
Christian sources of European culture.#0 Our return to Europe is a return to

a culture thus perceived.#!
Summing up the above reflections it should be stressed that through their

critical teachings churches in Poland actively participate, in the processes tak-
ing place. This critical attitude is a particular type of input of the churches into
the ongoing changes and has the chance of coming to fruition in the form of
a more mature answer to the question of the future shape of the country. Such
participation allows ecclesiastical institutions to contribute in the discussion
on the direction and shape of the country, ideologically and otherwise.

2. Action as a form of presence of churches in Polish
transformation processes

The churches play a definite role in the Polish transformation not only
through their teachings, but also through concrete action. T his action is best
illustrated by their charity work aimed at preventing negative effects of the
Polish transformation processes from occurring. To better understand the
quality of this engagement we need to look back in history.

It is common knowledge that after 1950 the churches in Poland were
practically deprived of the possibility to organise charitable institutions, asso-
ciations or unions, and most of the church property was requisitioned by the

authorities of the time. As a result, all social and charitable work which formed

37 Stowo Pasterskie Biskupow Polskich na Niedzielg Srodkéw Spotecznego Przekazu,

15 September 1991 [mps], p. 3.
38 List Pasterski Episkopatu Polski na Tydziefi Powszechnej Modlitwy o Jednos¢ Chrze§

cijan od 18 do 25 stycznia 1989 r. [mps], p. 2. )
39 Stowo Pasterskie Biskupéw Polskich na Niedziele Srodkéw Spofecznego Przekazu,

15 September 1991, op. cit., p. 3.
40 Compare J. Glemp, List pasterski prymasa Polski do kaplanow i wiernych archidie-

cezji warszawskiej z okazji dnia modlitwy o pokdj, 27 August 1989 [mps], p. 3.
41 Komunikat z 239 Konferencji Plenarnej Episkopatu Polski, op. cit.
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the “Polish” churches. And because unemployment affects not only individual
persons, but in effect their whole families, they too require assistance from the
parish and religious communities. We need to point out that the unemployed
receive much of the aid offered to the impoverished; thus charity work of the

parish and communes is aimed at meeting their basic needs.
such aid is relatively easy,

itself. It is a known fact th

Organisation of
but does not solve the problem of unemployment

at such material aid provides only temporary relief,
but even relatively large financial benefits cannot compensate for the psycho-

logical trauma resulting from unemployment. In practice this means the neces-
sity of taking up other types of action for the benefit of the unemployed.47 It
is good to note the first signs of an increasing range of projects to help the
unemployed, such as the creation of clubs for the unemployed wher
exchange experiences, find entertainment and get psychological th
clubs are now also offering work placement services.
offer a chance for pastoral services for the unemploy
importance also deserve recognition. It is an undeni
ment carries with it the threat of moral degradation,

the young. Pastoral projects focusing on these people are very important.48 We
also need to mention the fact that the communities of the “Polish” churches
organize various forms of educational courses for the unemployed.

The negative effects of the ongoing changes afflict the younger generation
as well. At issue is not only their growing material poverty,
first of all, the problem of finding their place in society. Often it is the case of
young people being unable to adapt to new conditions created by the continu-
ing changes. They too require the help of the parish and religious communi-
ties. Many of the parishes and religious communities today provide a wide
range of services focused on the elderly. It is provided on two levels. The first
deals with concrete material aid. The parishes and religious communities
today are relatively well prepared in the provision of assistance in the form

of distributing life essentials, help in acquiring such necessities, assisting in

caring for hygiene, keeping accommodation clean and tidy, helping to obtain

needed medication and medical equipment, and so on. The second refers

to the spiritual needs of the elderly and the sick. This is providing pastoral
services in their widest sense.49

The churches in Poland actively respond to problems brought on by the
ongoing changes by providing concrete help also to people with various addic-
tions. In theses cases as well, most of the social work takes place in Catholic
parishes and religious communities of other churches. And because the most
common addiction among Poles is alcoholism, much of the churches’ efforts

e they can
erapy. The
In many cases they also
ed. This element and its
able fact that unemploy-
especially when it afflicts

but also, or maybe

—

47 Compare ibidem, pp. 105-106,
* Compare ibidem, p. 106.

% Compare H. Skorowski, Czlowiek. Kultura, Swiat, op. cit., pp. 224-28.
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focus on prevention at the level of their communities. The possibilities of
counteracting this problem nowadays are relatively many and diversified.
The most frequent form of help in these cases are the AA groups (Alcoholics
Anonymous) formed at the initiative of members of parishes and religious
communities. These groups play a very important role today in Poland.
Interest in various therapy classes is also steadily rising. An important role is
also played by prophylactic camps based on religious programs. There is an
increase in the number of support groups for the families of alcoholics.®

Apart from projects aimed at those who have already succumbed to the
addiction, an important part of the program is alcoholism prevention. The
preventive measures at their disposal are numerous. In many parishes and reli-
gious communities various detox brotherhoods are being formed, which have
a rather long and rich tradition in Poland. Various initiatives are also taken up
with the aim of promoting liquor-free celebrations and entertainment. There
are whole systems in place to promote knowledge of and warning against the
various negative aspects of alcoholism and similar addictions.>!

Apart from efforts directed at fighting alcoholism and its effects, the
Polish parishes and religious communities provide help to people with other
addictions and weaknesses. Drug addiction draws particular attention of the
churches today, and the local congregations try to tackle that problem in many
ways. In this case, too, their actions are aimed, on the one hand, at helping
those already addicted to drugs and, on the other, on preventing the further

spread of this addiction.?

I have just presented some of the ways the churches in Poland try to
respond to the most pressing problems accompanying the transformation
process in Poland. We need to be aware, however, that the problem essential
to the functioning of the churches, which is the whole process of education
in a system of and respect for values, has not been taken up here. It does
represent the basic mission of the churches which is realised in various forms:
meetings, religious instruction, the creation of various groups, and so forth.
They are aimed not only at teaching the faithful, but at raising good citizens,
as well. The activities of the churches signalled here illustrate their active

presence in the public life of Poles.

s0 Compare ibidem, p. 227.
s1 Compare ibidem, p. 227.
s2 Compare ibidem, p. 228.

3. Final comments
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