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As we gather to celebrate in this solemn fashion the feast of St. Stanislaus, Bishop of Krakow and 
Martyr, let us review the hard facts that we know. Stanislaw Szczepanowski was a good priest 
and a holy bishop. We know that somehow difficulties arose between him and King Boleslaw 
and that he was killed by the King nearby the Chapel of St. Michael in Krakow. Two hundred 
years after his death the Church declared Stanislaus a martyr and saint. But then we move into 
less certain areas.

The exact difficulties between the Bishop and the King are wrapped in legend and by myth. What 
were the things he did which angered, the King and led him to the bloody deed? These remain 
in mystery. Early in this century a history professor in Poland made the claim that Stanislaus 
was truly involved in plans to overthrow the King (who was caught up in political difficulties), 
and that he was technically guilty of treason. This caused a great reaction among other scho- 
lars and is not mentioned anymore. It is interesting to note that the great Pope Gregory VII did 
enter into some agreements with King Boleslaw against the German Emperor Henry IV. This is 
the same Henry who made that famous journey to Canossa in the Alps, knelt in the snow and 
sought the pardon of Gregory. It would appear that Boleslaw was on the side of the Pope, at 
least in politics. Thus in one way there was no difficulty between the King and the Church.. But 
on the other hand, there was a revolt against the King of Poland; for some reason the royal court 
found Stanislaus guilty of treason, and the enmity of the monarch against the Bishop had begun.

What did the common people say about the situation between the Bishop and the King? The 
legends attest, an anointed king carried out a mean and vicious act against an anointed bishop, 
and they were on the side of Stanislaus. The reasons for this mean act as given in folklore come 
down to one or all of three: 1) Stanislaus had bought land for the Church and the King, angry 
at Stanislaus, conspired by trickery to win back that land, 2) That certain members of the army 
of the King who dallied too long at Kiev, returned to find their wives had not been faithful to 
their marriage vows, and took vengeance on the wives and their lovers. But the King, angry that 
these men had left his army at Kiev to return and carry out this act of vengeance, put some of 
them to death, threw others into prison and confiscated their goods. This caused Stanislaus, the 
Bishop of Krakow, to denounce the King publicly. 3) Or the story is told that one nobleman had 
a beautiful wife whom the King desired. When she rejected him he carried her off to his palace. 
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Like the prophet Nathan of old, who denounced David's sin, Stanislaus pronounced judgment 
on the King and excommunicated him. This brought about the violent act of King against Bishop.

Whatever the reasons, Stanislaus was killed either by the King or by order of the King. His death 
became a cause of unity for the people then, later and even now. It is reported that the King's 
guards cut the body of the martyr into pieces and scattered them. Three days later the Cathedral 
priests gathered - them and buried them nearby at the chapel door where Stanislaus was slain.

Those scattered pieces of the body have a certain symbolism with the people for the history of 
Poland. The bloody death of the saint directly or indirectly brought about the fall of the King. 
The gathering together of the pieces by the priests has been seen down through history by the 
Polish people as a symbol of Poland itself. Like the body of the saint, time and again Poland has 
been cut up and divided. Yet by God's design, the people believe, these actions only served to 
unify the people. For out of this grew the patriotic spirit of Poland, which the people identify 
With God as its Guarantor, and Mary, Queen of the Polish Crown, as its Protectors.

G. K. Chesterton, the English convert to the faith, wrote about Poland and saw the Polish culture 
as primarily Catholic, as he said: "thrust like a long sword blade" between the treacherous pol-
itics of Russia and the materialism and death-bringing spirit of Prussia. For Chesterton, Poland 
was a reenactment of the Passion, but followed by the Resurrection, the spirit of its people, the 
religious life which gave the culture its vitality. So we see the drama of the Bishop and the King 
as a continuing story of confrontations between the demands of God on men and the demands 
of the political power sometimes challenging the rights of God in Poland and elsewhere. St. 
Stanislaus stands for right above might, faith over expediency. His story is the same as Moses 
against Pharaoh, Nathan confronting David, the Maccabees against King Antiochus, the Baptist 
against Herod, Christ before Pilate. You and I say, but surely all of these are in the past. In this 
modern enlightened time there are no such demands made against-men of faith. But of course 
there are; this is a universal battle.

Let's reflect then what St. Stanislaus stood for — the rights of individuals against a sovereign 
state, the right of individuals against the power of might, the rights of family and marriage 
against those who would proclaim only pleasure without responsibility, the right of justice and 
a fair trial for each person against the claims of a king, a state. But where did St. Stanislaus 
learn to care for such things? Our present Pope John Paul, the descendant of St. Stanislaus as 
Bishop of Krakow, gives a clue when he quotes St. Irenaeus: "The glory of God is man alive." 
Look for God, you will find man; champion the rights of God, Stanislaus seems to say, and you 
will champion the rights of man. The other side of the coin is true, as our Pope indicates in his 
encyclical: safeguard the rights of man, and you are championing the rights of God. Yes, for 
each human being has to pursue his destiny, to make his pilgrimage toward God, to conduct his 
search for happiness here and now for the hereafter. St. Stanislaus learned about these rights 
from the reading of the Sacred Scripture. He read there how God has always championed the 
poor, the oppressed, those deprived of justice. The liturgical tradition of the Church showed 
Christ suffering and winning by His death, Resurrection and Kingship with God. They were hard 
times in which St. Stanislaus lived. A brutal military aristocracy had imposed its law above the 
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law of God. Yet from the Old and New Testament, from the celebration of the Eucharist, the 
people learned that the Church cared for persons, for the individual. They know that it protect-
ed the family and the matrimonial vows, and gave hope by promoting learning that men could 
better themselves. St. Stanislaus therefore was a martyr to the freedom of the individual. Only 
sometimes it has been called "freedom of the Church." It was a battle constantly being waged 
in the cathedrals, the Churches and monasteries of Europe. But Freedom of the Church really 
meant what we now believe is in our Bill of Rights, "that each man has the right to life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness" — in other words, "human rights."

Pope Pius XII identified the rights of the Church with human rights in 1951 when he said: "The 
profession of Christian truth and fidelity to the fundamental teachings of the Catholic faith are 
bound up with a sincere and constant assertion of human natures most authentic and exalted 
values." But Poland had learned this in the crucible of its centuries of suffering. This is why it is 
almost a fundamental truth: to be truly a citizen of Poland, or to claim Polish heritage, is to be 
a Catholic. In some European countries religious groups have made alliances with government 
for favors. But Poland discovered early what America learned in time: that the mission of the 
Church must ever be to represent the people, to identify with them and speak for them. It was 
this knowledge that gave Catholics of Polish descent that came to America a great advantage. It 
was a help that their priests came from the people and knew their life. The priests knew it was 
necessary to keep alive not just the Catholic Faith but the Polish culture, which was for them 
identified with it. It is interesting that while Poland had its share of monks and hermits; it also 
had a great share of priests of the people, the Franciscans and others. Its leaders in faith came 
from peasant villages and the small towns, as did the present Pope. While the Polish Catholic 
learned the lesson about the happiness of life to come, he never completely understood the 
call of some who wanted to condemn this world. .To the Pole, this was unbelievable. Condemn 
those lovely mountains, the lakes, the fields, the tiny villages? Long before we began to talk of 
"Incarnational Theology," the Catholics of Poland lived it. They knew the Lord was with them in 
their daily life, had even shared it. Their great devotion to the Blessed Sacrament had the Lord 
Jesus as their neighbor, living in even the smallest village. Their lovely devotions to Our Lady 
in May, October, always made them know Mary as mother, neighbor, friend, and confidant. 
When the Poles had to leave their beloved Poland because of persecution, their hearts were 
broken, their songs reflected their sorrow: "Goralu..." They tried here in America to create little 
enclaves. Some came here to the hills and the waters and the fields of Pennsylvania to keep 
some reminder of the land they loved. But everywhere they went they built their churches to 
keep the Lord living their life with them.

Above all, they cherished freedom, the freedom of a proud and independent people who had 
never bowed to the yoke of conquerers, but fought to keep their faith, their identity, through 
their customs and their language. The Church in Poland still wages the battle of Bishop Stanis-
laus versus King Boleslaw. But here in America we must not forget that even here the spiritual 
descendants of Boleslaw are still about. There are those who want the Church to preach what 
the government wants preached. They come and visit our parish communities and speak en-
thusiastically of how much we American Catholics of Polish descent are a part of America. Then 
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they go away and seek to restrict life, to tear down the Catholic Faith, to hint that somehow 
because we are allied with our bishops and priests and love the Pope in Rome that we are lesser 
Americans, second class citizens.

The feast of St. Stanislaus teaches us that he was more the true citizen of Poland than the King. 
The King, sworn to keep alive the traditions and customs of Poland, sought to attack home and 
family. The King wanted to incite envy and anger, of brother against brother. The King sought 
to declare as enemies of the State those who dared to challenge his judgments. St. Stanislaus 
instead preached that allegiance to God was allegiance to one's true self, that to defend home, 
marriage, family, and children was to defend the very sources of life and the wellsprings of Polish 
tradition. St. Stanislaus preached forgiveness and reconciliation and the right of men to live in 
peace without threat of might. These are the very things that our Pope John Paul recently has 
said that Christ and the people of His Church must care about and must be concerned about.

Then today's observance is no empty celebration. Rather what we keep memory of are the things 
that St. Stanislaus stood for, and say the things that King Boleslaw symbolizes are still confronting 
the things represented by the Bishop/Martyr. Naked power, armed might, brutal force, which 
may sometime come disguised as humanitarian principles, psychological doctrines, the sweet 
persuasive arguments that religion only hinders man: these claims are still challenging the truth 
that man is God's creature, that he is precious because he has been redeemed by Christ, that 
he has the right to find God here in this life, and to live according to his conscience. Only then, 
by faith and love in Christ can a kingdom of justice, love and mercy come to be.
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