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JOHN PAUL THE GREAT - STORIES FROM HIS LIFE 
 
 

Rescuing a Jewish Girl 
 
“When he saw him, he had compassion, and went to him and bound up his 

wounds, pouring on oil and wine; then he set him on his own beast and brought him to 
an inn, and took care of him.” (Luke 10:33-34) 

 
Thursday, 23 March 2000, was an unforgettable day for Edith Zirer, a Jewish 

woman who was born in Poland but who has lived in Haifa for decades. At last, in the 
Yad Vashem Memorial to the Holocaust, she was able to personally thank Karol Wojtyla, 
the man who saved her life 55 years previous. At that time, Edith Zirer said: “I 
remember perfectly well. I was there, I was a 13-year-old girl, alone, sick, and weak. I 
had spent three years in a German concentration camp at the point of death. And, like 
an angel, Karol Wojtyla saved my life; like a dream from heaven: he gave me something 
to drink and eat and then carried me on his back some four kilometres in the snow, 
before catching the train to safety. 

 
On January 28, 1945, Russian soldiers liberated the Hassak concentration camp, 

where I had been imprisoned for almost three years, working in a munitions factory. I 
felt confused, I was prostrated with illness. Two days later I arrived at a small railway 
station between Czestochowa and Krakow.” At this time, Wojtyla was in Krakow 
preparing for his priestly ordination. “I was sure I would arrive at the end of my journey. 
I was lying on the ground, in the corner of a large hall where dozens of refugees were 
gathering, the majority of whom still wore uniforms with the numbers of the 
concentration camps. Then Wojtyla saw me. He came with a big cup of tea, the first hot 
beverage I had had in weeks. Then he brought me a cheese sandwich made with Polish 
rye bread, wonderful. But I didn’t want to eat. I was too tired. He made me eat. Then he 
told me I would have to walk to catch the train. I tried, but I fell down on the ground. He 
then took me in his arms and carried me for a long time. All the while the snow fell. I 
remember his brown jacket, the tranquil voice who told me about his parents’ death, 
and his brother’s, the loneliness he felt, and the need not to be overcome by sorrow and 
to fight for life. His name was indelibly imprinted in my memory.” (AD 2000, May 2000) 
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Papal journeys carry a reporter to a new faith 
 
“Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost.” (Luke 15:6) 
 
Even after living in Rome for more than 25 years, Wilton Wynn hasn't lost the 

soft traces of his Louisiana drawl. He still dresses with dapper Southern charm, in a 
tweed sport coat and a black hat, and leans gently on a cane. The retired correspondent 
and bureau chief for Time magazine spent his career telling stories about other people. 
Now he tells his own story about how, after covering Pope John Paul II, he converted to 
Roman Catholicism. As the world reflects on John Paul's legacy, many speak about the 
impact he had on their lives. Wynn's story is captivating not only because he had access 
to John Paul that few outside the pontiff's inner circle ever do, but also because he 
began as a sceptical journalist and a non-practicing Baptist. He made his living reporting 
facts and figures, and tried to remain objective. But after he retired and felt that it 
would no longer be a conflict of interest, he made a leap of faith. 

 
From Sadat to John Paul 

Before Wynn moved to Rome in January 1979, he was based in Cairo. He covered 
the 1973 war in which Egypt fought Israel, and later the peace between the two 
countries. He travelled often with Anwar Sadat, the Egyptian president. When Pope 
John Paul II was elected in 1978, Wynn had a feeling that the new pope “would be a real 
newsmaker... so I abandoned Sadat in favour of John Paul.” Beginning with John Paul's 
first foreign trip as pope — to Mexico in 1979 — Wynn was astounded by the man's 
presence in the spotlight. “The way he handled an audience, his charisma, was 
overwhelming,” he recalls. Aboard the papal plane, the pope would field questions from 
journalists in five languages and never dodged the tough queries. He would talk 
one-on-one and spend as much time as the reporter wanted.  

Wynn had a front-row seat on history: John Paul was the first pope to visit a 
synagogue, preach in a Lutheran church, visit a mosque. He was “the first pope to swim, 
to ski, to go mountain hiking. These were little things, but they're significant. He broke 
the mould,” Wynn says. He also was impressed by the pope's interpretation of the Bible, 
“especially for me, having grown up in the Bible Belt.” Wynn explains: “He said, 'The 
word 'Adam' does not mean man, it means human. God created Adam, the human, and 
then divided it so there was male and female.' Instead of saying man was created and 
the woman created from him, he puts it on a level of perfect equality.” While Wynn was 
following the pope, John Paul was reading his work. After Wynn co-wrote a Time cover 
story on the pope's visit to England's Canterbury Cathedral in 1982, the pope stopped by 
Wynn's seat on the papal plane. “He reached out and took both of my hands and said, 
You are a good journalist,” Wynn says. “I felt like I'd won the Pulitzer Prize.” Wynn, who 
is 84 — the same age as John Paul when he died — retired in 1985 for health reasons. 
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He went on 20 trips with the pope, who would eventually make 104 voyages outside of 
Italy. In the late summer of 1985, Wynn took one last trip with John Paul, to 
Liechtenstein. The meeting rooms were so small that the reporters divided into teams 
called “pools” and shared their notes. 

 
A papal summons 

“I wasn't in the pool, so I went back to the hotel room to have a siesta,” Wynn 
remembers. “The phone rang. It was one of my colleagues saying, 'Wilt, the pope wants 
to see you.' “I said, 'Oh sure, and (President) Reagan called me this morning. And 
(Russian President Mikhail) Gorbachev a while ago. Now, the pope.' And I hung up and 
tried to get back to sleep.” Then his photographer “came banging on the door saying, 
'Wilt, the pope wants to see you.'” 

When Wynn got there, he learned that John Paul had stopped between meetings 
to give him a blessing on his retirement. “That was one of those times I just broke down. 
I wept. I can't even remember what I said. I was overwhelmed.” Soon after, Vatican 
spokesman Joaquin Navarro-Valls asked Wynn whether he wanted to dine with the 
pontiff. Navarro-Valls had worked alongside Wynn as a correspondent and knew Wynn 
was thinking about joining the Catholic Church. The dinner took place that fall, Wynn 
says. “The pope came into the dining room wearing nothing but a white cassock — no 
headdress, no belt — and he apologized to me for being so informal.” The pope had a 
few spoonfuls of his soup, and then pushed it aside, absorbed in the conversation. “He 
was just so intense. I could see he was determined to make sure he was understood. He 
didn't talk about my becoming a Catholic. He didn't even ask what religion I was.” 

 
Discussing doctrine 

One thing bothered Wynn, he says: the church's opposition to certain kinds of lab 
research with human material, like the embryonic stem cell research that has caused 
much controversy in recent years. “He said it is all based on the transcendent value of 
the human person. No human being must ever be treated as an object. That person is 
created in God's image and therefore has infinite value,” Wynn says. The meal lasted 
just under an hour before the pope was pulled away to other engagements. But Wynn 
says he left a changed man. “After dinner with the pope, I said, 'I believe.' I don't care if 
it looks crazy or irrational. You don't have to try to enforce this on anybody else, but you 
accept it and you do it, or you don't.” Wynn and his wife, Leila, a Protestant who was 
born and raised in Egypt, converted together in April 1987. A few days later, John Paul 
invited them to a Mass in his private chapel in the Vatican. After Mass, the pope spoke 
briefly with everyone. 

Leila had never met John Paul and said she was not going to bow and kiss his 
hand, as is the custom. “As he walked to us, it's not possible to describe the charisma 
that man has. He radiates something, his smile. He got to Leila, who's not going to kiss 
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his hand. I presented her to the pope, and she just melted. I looked down and she was 
smooching his hand, tears running down her cheeks. She was never so moved in her 
life.” Wynn saw John Paul in person just one time after that, soon after Time named the 
pope “Man of the Year” for 1994. He remembered Wynn, and as they shook hands, the 
pope joked that Wynn himself was the “Man of the Year. “That was more than a decade 
ago, but the impact still felt fresh as Wynn told his story in February, while the pope was 
in a Rome hospital recovering from a tracheotomy. Wynn, also in frail health, said he 
was dreading John Paul's eventual passing. “If we lose him, how much I will have lost,”  
he said. “He's been such a support for me, a spiritual support. When he is gone, of 
course there will be another pope, but for me, it's impossible to replace this pope.” 
(usatoday.com) 

 
 

Visiting His Would-Be Assassin 
 
“Forgive your brother from your heart.” (Matthew 18:35) 
 
Mehmet Ali Ağca shot Pope John Paul II in Saint Peter’s Square on May 13, 1981, 

in an assassination attempt. Following the shooting, John Paul asked people to, “...pray 
for my brother (Ağca), whom I have sincerely forgiven.” In 1983, John Paul and his 
would be assassin Ağca met and spoke privately at the Italian prison where Ağca was 
being held. When the pope died on April 2, 2005, Agca’s brother Adnan gave an 
interview in which he said that Mehmet Ali and his entire family were grieving, and that 
the pope was a great friend to them. (Wikipedia) 

 
 

The “Marriage” of Archbishop Milingo 
 
“And he arose and came to his father. But while he was yet at a distance, his 

father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.” (Luke 
15:20) 

 
In early 2001 Archbishop Milingo, a lonely African in Rome, was feeling 

unappreciated and unloved. Forbidden to celebrate the open-air healing and exorcism 
Masses for which he was renowned he had grown desperate. “If in the Church I could 
not preach anywhere, I had to find a way of developing my mission elsewhere.” He went 
to New York, where disciples of the Moonies sought him out. He had “fallen into a trap, 
and the shock was greater than I had imagined. I felt that, psychologically, I was 
beginning to cave in.”  
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The 71 year old ended up marrying 43 year old Maria Sung in a blaze of publicity. 
Alba Vitali, a painter from the north of Italy, rang him. “She told me with a sweet and 
persuasive voice that the Pope had a great desire to see me. The Pope did not discuss 
anything with me, did not accuse me of anything. I greeted him, he asked me to sit 
down and then said to me solemnly: ‘In the name of Jesus Christ, come back to the 
Catholic Church.’” Milingo kissed his feet. “It was a spontaneous gesture. I had caused 
the Pope to suffer, I had tormented him. I had to ask forgiveness now with a gesture.” 
(The Tablet, 23-11-2002) 

 
 

Working Miracles 
 
“He said to her, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be 

healed of your disease.” (Mark 5:34) 
 
Pope John Paul II once cured an American Jew of terminal cancer “in just a few 

hours,” according to the pontiff's long time private secretary, adding momentum to the 
worldwide push for him to be fast-tracked to sainthood. The pope’s secretary, 
Archbishop Stanislaw Dziwisz, was quoted in an Italian newspaper as saying that a 
wealthy American Jew recovered from incurable cancer after receiving Holy Communion 
from the pope in the late 1990s. Communion is reserved for Catholics, and the pope did 
not realize that the man was Jewish until it became obvious that he did not know how 
to receive the sacrament — and afterward, John Paul gently admonished him.  

 
One of the prerequisites for sainthood is two certified miracles. Both are 

supposed to occur after the candidate's death. According to the newspaper La Stampa, 
Dziwisz said an acquaintance had once asked him if a friend dying from a brain tumour 
could meet the pope. He said his friend had three wishes: to see the pope, go on a 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem, and return to the United States to die. The pope gave the sick 
man Communion at a private Mass. Later, Dziwisz's acquaintance phoned him to say the 
tumor “completely disappeared in just a few hours.” “I remember him very well; his face 
showed he was ill,” Dziwisz said. “I also remember that he had no hair, which was clearly 
due to the chemotherapy he was having.” Dziwisz did not claim the inexplicable 
recovery was a miracle, but rather a sign of “the supreme power of God.” But La Stampa 
said the event could wind up being interpreted as a miracle by the church, especially 
given the groundswell of support by the masses to have the dead pope elevated to 
sainthood. The newspaper also claimed that the Vatican had a dossier of other reported 
miracles worldwide that had been attributed to the pope, and other Italian papers were 
full of stories of miraculous acts linked to John Paul II. La Repubblica newspaper quoted 
a Brazilian cardinal, Francesco Marchisano, as saying the pope's touch restored his 
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ability to speak after an operation left his vocal cords paralysed. A 19-year-old Mexican 
also has claimed he was cured of terminal leukaemia after he was blessed by the pope 
15 years ago. (nypost.com) 

 
 

 


