John Paul II – Discipled as a Youth
Jan Tyranowski was born in 1901 and was a tailor by trade.  When he heard a homily one day by a Salesian priest who said “It’s not difficult to become a saint” the simple phrase stuck in his mind and he began and he began to regularize his spiritual life in a systematic fashion.  He was living a daily schedule of prayer and meditation more strict than that observed by many religious orders.  The goal of his prayer was contemplative - placing himself in the presence of God.

Under the Nazi occupation in Poland, the priests of St. Stanislaw Kostka in Debniki were taken away.  Before the last was taken, he asked Jan Tyranowski to continue the youth work in the parish.  Jan created a program called the “Living Rosary”, which consisted of groups of fifteen young men lead by a more mature student leader who was spiritually directed and instructed by the mystical tailor.  Tyranowski had a powerful, almost irresistible quality.  He somehow managed to communicate to the young men that the points of doctrine they were discussing were not abstractions for him but the objects of his daily experience.  In weekly meetings in his apartment he taught his groups leaders the fundamentals of the spiritual life and methods for examining and improving their daily lives.  Before long, some sixty young men, the youngest of whom was 14, were involved in the Living Rosary.  A young Karol Wojtyla was one of the student leaders.  Karol would later say, “Tyranowski represented a unique lay combination of personal holiness and apostolic zeal, a kind of life that was completely unknown to us before.”  He helped confirm the view for Wojtyla that holiness did not reside solely inside the sanctuary rail.

Tyranowski became the spiritual mentor of Wojtyla and turned him onto the writings of St. John of the Cross - The Ascent of Mt. Carmel, The Dark Night of the Soul, The Spiritual Canticle, and The Living Flame of Love.  Fr. Karol Wojtyla, in his doctoral thesis, would later examine St. John of the Cross’ understanding of the faith.  Fr. Karol would explain that an encounter with the living God was not for the mystics only.  It is the center of every Christian life.  We come to know God as we come to know another person, through mutual self-giving.  As two persons in love come to live “within” each other without losing their own unique identities, God comes to live within us and we come to dwell, in a sense, “within God”, without the radical difference between Creator and creature being lost.

The question then is this, how effective is catechesis if this personal encounter has not been the experience of our students, if the mystic inside them has not been activated, so to speak.  The relationship between youth ministry and catechesis is this: youth ministry creates the environment for transformation (this encounter with God) so that formation can take place.

We incarnate the love of God and adults who intentionally reach out to youth to build relationships with them make the love of God more tangible.  Fr. Wojtyla understood this for it was his experience as a youth with Jan Tyranowski.  In Fr. Wojtyla’s first parish he organized a Living Rosary group.  He was then made chaplain at St. Florian’s parish near the Jageillonian University in Krakow.  It was here that he formed deep personal, spiritual, and intellectual friendships that have lasted, in some cases, for more than fifty years.  He came into contact with students and had such a rapport with them that they started attending his masses.  They then began meeting in homes where they had discussions and liturgical prayer.  They started calling themselves the “little family”.  He would take trips with them and it was on their first trip that they gave him the name “Wujek” (uncle) because in the Stalinist regime it was forbidden for priests to be associated with youth groups.  Whereas previously the chaplain’s task had been to provide sacramental services to students, Fr. Wojtyla thought of his chaplaincy as a ministry of “accompaniment” - a way to accompany these students in their lives.  He believed that the chaplain’s presence could not be limited to the sanctuary and confessional, he had to be present to these young peoples lives in the world as well as in the church.  Thus, he would go on hiking and kayaking trips with the students and the students would describe their time with “Wujek” as and experience of freedom.  He often would hear their confessions on these excursions.  As the young people graduated from the university and began their professional lives, the intellectual conversation with the Fr. Wojtyla network intensified.  A physicists’ group formed as well as an engineers group.  The network soon contained not only students but professional adults and families.  The group came to call itself Srodowisko, meaning environment or milieu.  It contained some 200 men and women.  

Two characteristics repeatedly arise in Srodowisko members’ descriptions of Wujek.  They say he had a quality of “permanent openness” and had mastered the art of listening.  One woman would write, “we felt completely free with him, without any burden.  His presence led us to express ourselves.  While he was among us, we felt that everything was all right.  We felt that we could discuss any problem with him; we could talk about absolutely anything.  With his listening, no matter what the subject, he was always interested.”  
“With such affection for you, we were determined to share with you not only the gospel of God, but our very selves as well, so dearly beloved had you become to us.”  1 Thes 2:8

