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By way of introduction 
 

 

 Forms of presence – absence1 of the Catholic Church in the public and private 

spheres can be examined on the basis of a few mutually conditioned planes: ideological, 

that of customary practice and individual choices.  

 The basic criterion of analyses on the ideological plane are the institutional 

relationships between the Church and the state, as separate systems of authority with 

distinct functions and social expectations. The politically and legally regulated situation 

of the Church implies a secular or confessional type of the state. Legal provisions in the 

past came into force by means of decrees made by an absolute monarch (caesarism/ 

papism), compromise and division of roles between the secular and religious authority 

(caesaro-papism, papal-caesarism, jurisdictionalism), while in our times these are the 

democratic decisions of a legal state (constitutionalism)2.  

 The plane of the customary practice is regulated by rules and norms of public life 

in the spheres of politics, education, ethics and customs, which refer to the law or 

tradition. Two competing trends clash on the public level: sacralisation and secularisation, 

while in the private sphere: observance – omission1 of church practices and precepts. 

 On the plain of individual choice, the approval – disapproval1 of the public activity 

of the Church harmonises with the worldview and the degree of confidence in the 

Church as a religious institution.  

                                                           
 1 The dash between opposite notions indicates their gradability. 

 2 Cf. M. Pietrzak, Prawo wyznaniowe, Warszawa 1999; J. Krukowski, Kościół i państwo. Podstawy relacji 

prawnych, Lublin 2000; J. Krukowski, Konstytucyjne modele stosunków między państwem a Kościołem w Europie, in: 

www.pan-ol.lublin.pl/biul_9/art_907.htm [retrieved on 25 II 2017]; M. Libiszowska-Żółtkowska, Państwo a Ko-

ściół. Zmienność wzajemnych relacji w dziejach chrześcijańskiej Europy, in: Ratio, Religio, Humanitas. Miscellanea de-

dykowane Profesorowi Zbigniewowi Drozdowiczowi, Poznań 2015, p. 167-177.  
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 Throughout the centuries in theory and in practice of the relations between the 

Church and the state two extreme tendencies have formed: the subordination of the 

Church to the interests of the state as well as the subordination of the state to the Church, 

which involves two opposing types of the state: secular and confessional. In a secular 

state all religions are regarded as a private issue of its citizens, while the state obeys the 

rule of separating of “what is Caesar’s and what is God’s”.  

 In the model of a secular state there are three types of separation: pure, hostile 

and coordinated3. 

 The oldest model of relations between the state and the Church is a confessional 

state. In a confessional state the dominant religion provides the legal basis and it  

regulates the shape of the political system. A confessional state involves two types of 

interrelations – traditional or modernist. Confessional states of traditional kind are 

characterised by: the affirmation of a specific religious doctrine as the only true one, 

officially endorsing one religion and/or one Church by the state, subsidising the state 

Church (official religion) as well as formally prohibiting the practice of other religions.  

 Confessional states of modernist (open) kind treat the presence of other religions 

on their territory more leniently, at the same time not resigning from the privileges of 

the dominant religion. Both notions (secular state, confessional state) have a model 

nature. In fact, only relatively few countries are currently either consistently secular 

(e.g. France), or consistently confessional (e.g. Iran). In most countries we are dealing with 

a kind of compromise between those two rules. A common element of the constitutions 

of European countries in our times includes a guarantee of the freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion in the private sphere. It is a European standard, which was 

formed on the basis of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights 

and Fundamental Freedoms from 1950 (Article 9)4. The differences concern the guarantee 

of manifesting these beliefs in public life. 

 The place and role of the Roman Catholic Church in the public sphere has been 

shaped for centuries in a broad context of historically changeable conditions regarding 

geopolitics, the economy, culture and civilization. It is impossible to understand the 

current discussion concerning the style of the presence of the Church in Poland 

nowadays without taking into consideration its latest history – at least superficially. 40 

years ago the then Archbishop of Krakow, Karol Wojtyła, indicated this aspect of the 

entanglement of the present with the past in his introduction to the work on Saint 

Bonaventure: “When dealing with »yesterday« whether through meetings, conferences 

                                                           
 3 J. Krukowski, Polskie prawo wyznaniowe, Warszawa, p. 30-33. 

 4 1. Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to 

change his religion or belief and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, 

to manifest his religion or belief, in worship, teaching, practice and observance.  

 2. Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed 

by law and are necessary in a democratic society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public 

order, health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.  
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or congress, or on the road of personal study, we always reach a conclusion that this 

»yesterday« is inherent in our »today« and therefore also has a chance to shape our 

»tomorrow« (...) This »yesterday« of a human, Christian and church thought has not 

become obsolete. It is inherent in our spiritual, intellectual, philosophical and theological 

»today«. If on the one hand the conditions of our »today« make us interpret this 

yesterday thought a bit differently, on the other hand an opposite process occurs, 

namely with the use of such a reading of the »yesterday« thought we discover how 

deep-rooted it is in our »today«, how we cannot understand and explain our philosoph-

ical or theological »today« without it”5.  

 The longing for the “yesterday” model of the state, expressed by Archbishop 

Stanisław Gądecki in 2014 proves how the bygone conditions the thinking of “today” 

and “tomorrow”. The 223rd anniversary of the adoption of the Constitution of May 3rd 

was an opportunity to share his reflections. “The Church, if it is authentic, should be 

the soul of the country. Without spiritual values, which the Church brings, the body of 

the state dies out”, said Archbishop Stanisław Gądecki during the celebrations at Jasna 

Góra. In his sermon, he referred to the text of the Constitution of May 3 rd, which 

“proclaimed Catholicism the dominant religion”6. The President of the Polish Episcopate 

emphasised that “the weakness of the present-day dimension of social, cultural and 

political life in our homeland has its roots in dissociating the state from the Church”7.  

 In a comment on this statement, professor Tadeusz Bartoś wrote: “What Abp Gąde-

cki and his confreres in the episcopate says is well-thought-out, bolstered by reflection 

on the history of the Church from the last few centuries. They are fighting for a change 

of culture, the return of times from before the era of revolutionary transformations. 

This movement of thought is called traditionalism. It concerns the return of the former 

social condition, which has passed and has partially been forgotten. The traditionalism 

of the Polish Episcopate opposes modernity, namely the movement which has lasted 

for several hundred years and has aimed at the emancipation of human, social and 

state matters from the influence of religion and the religious image of the world”8. 

 

 

                                                           
 5 K. Wojtyła, Słowo wstępne na otwarcie sympozjum św. Bonawentury, in: Św. Bonawentura, życie i myśl, S. C. Na-

piórkowski, i E. I. Zieliński (ed.), Niepokalanów – Warszawa, p. 25-28. 

 6 The Constitution of May 3rd, 1791: “The dominant national religion is and shall be the sacred Roman 

Catholic faith with all its laws. Passage from the dominant religion to any other confession is forbidden under 

penalties of apostasy. Inasmuch as that same holy faith bids us love our neighbors, we owe to all persons, of 

whatever persuasion, peace in their faith and the protection of the government, and therefore we guarantee 

freedom to all rites and religions in the Polish lands, in accordance with the laws of the land”. The English 

version retrieved on 16 VI 2017 from: www.en.wikisource.org/wiki/Constitution_of_May_3,_1791#I._The_ 

Dominant_Religion 

 7 S. Gądecki Abp., 2014, in: www.czestochowa.gazeta.pl/czestochowa/1,48725,15895257,Abp_ Gadecki_ 

na_Jasnej_Gorze__Panstwo_i_Kosciol_sa.html [retrieved on 25 VII 2014]. 

 8 T. Bartoś, Polski Kościół walczy i osądza, „Gazeta Wyborcza”, 13 V 2014. 
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The Catholic Church in People’s Poland (1945-1989) 
 

 After the liberation of Poland in 1945 the Church has expressed its position and 

preferences by means of the words by Primate August Hlond, who said on the Freedom 

Square (Plac Wolności) in Poznan during the Feast of Christ the King on 28th October: 

“We want Poland to be a progressive country, the most cultured and we will contribute 

to it. We want to cooperate (...) in introducing such a social system, in which there 

would not be any privileges, any injustice, any proletariat, any unemployed, any 

hungry, any homeless and we want all citizens in the Polish national community, 

organized according to the imperative of justice and love of one’s neighbour, to have 

the possibility to provide for themselves and their family a worthy standard of living 

for a human being, by means of honest work. (...) The Catholic people expect new 

statehood to be based on Christian thought, the tribal genius of the nation, the mystery 

of the native psyche, because after age-old disappointments and suffering, this nation 

at last would like to feel the master of its own fate in the new Poland, without sorrow 

and dilemma in its soul. The Christian state will not only be their beloved, but also the 

pride of its citizens”9.  

 In 1946 the Episcopate of Poland delivered an address on the parliamentary 

election, where it stated: “The elections will not only determine the fate of the country, 

but also the fate of the Church. It is not indifferent to us who rules the country – 

religious people or the enemies of God”10. 

 Exhortations of the Church were of little avail, the “enemies of God” won and 

took power for almost half a century. In this situation the Church addressed the nation 

directly, beyond the authority of the state, to nurture faith and the moral religious 

system, according to the decisions of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). The 

Council, by recognising the independence of the state, at the same time reserved the 

right of the Church to assess all activity – also political – in moral categories as well as 

recommended active participation in social life to Catholics. “Catholics skilled in public 

affairs and adequately enlightened in faith and Christian doctrine should not refuse to 

administer public affairs since by doing this in a worthy manner they can both further 

the common good and at the same time prepare the way for the Gospel” (Decree on the 

Apostolate of the Laity, 14). Laymen are always and everywhere supposed to “sanctify 

the world”. It also concerns the sphere of the law and the state, since they are “to 

animate the world with the spirit of Christianity”11. 

                                                           
 9 A. Hlond,  Kościół katolicki w Polsce wobec zagadnień chwili, Poznań 1945, in: www.hlond.tchr.org/ kandy 

daci-na-oltarze/sluga-bozy-kard-august-hlond/dziela/1945-1948/Przemowienie-Polska-na-przelomie-dziejow- 

_1152#.U85Qz_l_vuo [the Polish version retrieved on 25 II 2017]. 

 10 A. Hlond, Orędzie Episkopatu Polskiego w sprawie wyborów do Sejmu z 10 września 1946, in: www.patrimo 

nium.chrystusowcy.pl/kandydaci-na-oltarze/sluga-bozy-kard-august-hlond/dziela/1945-1948/Oredzie-Episk-

opatu-Polski-W-sprawie-wyborow-do-Sejmu-_1125#.U9J6LPl_vuo [the Polish version 25 II 2017]. 

 11 The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, p. 43-45. 



The Catholic Church in Poland in the public and private spheres 87 

 

 The Church, which for centuries has been the mainstay of national and cultural 

tradition as well as the symbol of the Polish identity in hard times of partitions and the 

German occupation, in the period of the Polish People’s Republic responded to the same 

challenge. Paradoxically, by striving to eliminate religion, socialism unintentionally 

equated the problem of faithfulness towards the Catholic Church with maintaining 

and cultivating the Polish identity. This reinforced a Pole-Catholic stereotype. A Pole 

accepting the atheistic Marxism became as if an apostate from the national religious 

community. A Pole-Catholic also could not accept a socialist system as an atheistic 

creation. “And so, the matter of faith in God, which in fact was completely irrelevant to 

socialism, not having a direct influence on social and economic problems, became  

a political issue of great significance and entangled the parties and the government  

in a major conflict with the Church. This conflict gave new vitality to religiousness. 

Sociologists of religion stated long ago that nothing is more destructive to religious 

organisations than prosperity and tolerance full of indifference. However, the fighting 

and persecuted Church gathers, mobilises and has to continually stimulate the active, 

living faith to effectively oppose atheism and various pressures. Hence – in comparison 

with the religious indifference of capitalist states – religiousness and also the Church 

are lively and thriving in a socialist state”12. 

 The socialist Poland was to have a secular programme. The constitutional regulation 

of the times of the Polish People’s Republic (1952 and 1976), guaranteeing the freedom 

of conscience and religion to all citizens, while ensuring the Church and other religious 

organisations the liberty of fulfilling their religious functions, was a dead letter. In 

practice, a model of hostile and aggressive separation was implemented towards religion, 

adopting the rule of the secularisation of the state and secular upbringing. Socialism in 

its idealistic programme of reforming the world negated the essence and importance of 

religion as well as was involved in hostile politics towards the Catholic Church. The 

separation of the Church from the state was connected with secular education, 

nationalisation of Church property, elimination of the control and influence of the 

Church(es) on political life, abandoning religious content and symbols in mass culture 

as well as the autonomy of academic research. The clergy was deprived of political 

meaning. However, in practice the restriction of the influence of religion on public life 

was neither so clear-cut nor so definitive. Religion was still present, indirectly, through 

its followers, despite the narrowed sphere of its official influence. The atheisation of 

society, which brought about notable effects among our Czech neighbours, left only  

a mark in the files of party reporting department in Poland. A game of appearances, in 

which both sides – the interrogated and the interrogating played their roles, to a greater 

or smaller extent aware of the farce they were participating in – lead nowhere. The 

majority of society did not cut ties with the Church. On the contrary, in the last years of 

socialism, in the 1980s, these ties were strengthened by the attitude of the Church, 

                                                           
 12 J. Szczepański, Polska wobec wyzwań przyszłości, Warszawa 1989, p. 118. 
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which unanimously supported the anti-government opposition. The researchers of this 

problem point out that the declared trust towards the Church has never been as great 

as back then. With hindsight, it turned out that the antagonism between the party 

officials and the Catholic Church positively contributed to cultivating the religious 

tradition in the nation and the care with which families handed it down from generation 

to generation. In the overall scheme of things, the top-down secularisation of the past 

period turned out to be an ally to the Catholic Church in Poland. The disappointment 

with the system was demonstrated by a turn towards religion and its proven values as 

well as towards the Church as a social force, which was granted authority guaranteed 

by the personal charisma of its leaders – Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński, who after his 

death came to be known by the worthy name of the Primate of the Millennium and 

Karol Wojtyła, later Pope John Paul II and the saint of the Roman Catholic Church as 

well as J. Popiełuszko, a priest, a blessed martyr brutally murdered by the apparatchiks 

of the Security Service (SB) of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Many Poles regarded the 

Church as the symbol of the political opposition and became a place of making new 

acquaintances as well as strengthening the ideological bonds – not always those of 

religious background.  

 A turn towards the Church meant the choice of antisocialist orientation. That is 

why the presence of some “neophytes” in the Church was interpreted more as “political 

religiousness” than as “religious religiousness” exploring the mysteries of faith . 

Religious values made the oppositional activity truly worthwhile. The situation of formal 

ideological monism (Marxism) and organisational monism (Polish United Workers’ 

Party) as well as the lack of official (legal) political opposition forced the Church into 

taking over the role of a catalyst for social dissatisfaction and the driving force for change. 

In the private sphere the turn towards the Church brought about a spiritual transfor-

mation. The political revival of society freed – the suppressed, often concealed by an 

apparent indifference and often really absent – need for national unity. Consolidation 

of identity around “Solidarity”, supported by the strength of hope and faith, caused 

religious symbols to appear together with national and patriotic symbols. The authority 

of Church leaders was engaged in searching for solutions to urgent social problems 

and they started to perform the role of advisors and mediators themselves. 

 Since August 1980 the Church has made its presence felt especially strongly not 

only by engaging a part of the clergy in the social and political issues of the country, but 

first of all by the fact that almost the whole society appealed to it. The aversion to the 

communist system, imposed and alien ideology manifested itself by mass participation 

in the community of religious worship (Masses for the homeland). 
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The Third Polish Republic – a secular or confessional state? 
 

 Ten years later the political aim was achieved. Society – actively supported by the 

Catholic Church – won the battle of overthrowing the socialist system. Atheism ceased 

to be the official state ideology. After 1989, as Professor, Father Janusz Mariański noticed: 

“two extreme, opposite attitudes clashed. According to the first one »the Church has 

already done its job« and should keep a low profile in free Poland. According to the 

second one – it should participate in social and political life even more actively and 

have the right to do so on special, privileged terms as a rightful constituent element of 

civil society authenticated in the 1980s”13.  

 The second option prevailed. People, for whom the Church was a moral and political 

strength in their struggle with totalitarianism, came to power and the attitude towards 

the Catholic religion was the criterion of common identification. They transferred the 

former system of mutual connections with the Church to a new reality, as an ideological 

ally in the sphere of politics, while in the sphere of values – a spiritual guide. The 

worldview consensus of politicians in power at that moment has brought a public 

dimension to values, behaviour and the authority of the Catholic religion. As a result, 

after being half-secret in the life of the nation in the Polish People’s Republic, the Church 

became openly present in public life. 

 The period of political and social transformation at the turn of the 20th and 21st 

centuries created an opportunity for the Church to define itself anew in a changed 

political setting. The first element of this change was the rejection of ideological monism, 

which in place of religion imposed the atheistic ideology on the whole society. Another 

element was a return to traditional religious values and restoring the authentic freedom 

of conscience and religion in the private and public spheres. 

 When discussing the ideological shape of Poland, we encounter more and more 

often questions whether the Third Polish Republic is a country with a neutral worldview 

or is it a confessional state?  

 In the legal understanding of the term (de iure) it definitely is not a confessional state. 

The constitutional legislation in Poland, which is the highest-ranking civil agreement, 

guarantees the secularism of the state and neutrality in relation to outlooks on life as 

well as determines the Churches and other religious organisations their competences 

and areas of activity. The Constitution of the Republic of Poland (from 1997) as well as 

other acts of denominational law guarantee the freedom of conscience and religion. In 

democratic Poland denomination is a private matter of its citizens. 

 On a constitutional level solutions typical of a secular state predominate: the 

impartiality of public authorities, the autonomy of the state and Churches as well as 

religious organisations, the right to remain silent (a denominational secret), equal rights 

for religious organisations and their members, the freedom of conscience and religion 

                                                           
 13 J. Mariański, Kościół katolicki w Polsce w przestrzeni życia publicznego. Studium socjologiczne, Toruń 2013, p. 150. 
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of an entity. The Preamble to the Constitution declares the acknowledgment of “the 

Christian heritage of the Nation” and reference to God (invocatio Dei) in the universal 

version as “recognizing our responsibility before God or our own consciences”. Such  

a constitutional provision indicates a moderately secular state, based on the rule of 

coordinated separation (friendly separation). 

 However, in social reception we encounter a polarisation of attitudes. From the 

conviction that the position of the Catholic Church is discriminated against, not as it 

should be in a country where the majority of citizens are Catholics14, to the feeling of 

discrimination against non-Catholics15. It will suffice to read Internet forums as well as 

discussions in the media about the statements of bishops, priests or publicists of the 

Catholic media. Janusz Mariański indicates the debatable nature of the forms of  

engagement of the Church in public and political life by emphasising two extreme 

attitudes and the resulting practical consequences: “Those, who claim that the model of 

Church presence in public life from the period of the so-called real socialism should be 

regarded as a norm for the pluralistic and democratic society, quite often protest against 

all forms of increasing the presence of the Church in public life and warn against the 

strive after forming a confessional state, dominated by the influence of the Catholic 

Church in society. Since the beginning of the 1990s, it has become quite fashionable to 

exaggerate the social and political influences of the Catholic Church, highlighting  

a certain attack of Church institutions and people connected with it, especially in the 

scope of legislative matters as well as noticing the danger of Catholic fundamentalism”16. 

A statement by a shrewd observer of religious life in Poland, a German Jesuit, Doctor 

Michael Hinz, polemicises with the last thesis by saying that “the Polish Episcopate  

has adopted a style of propagating its intentions by force”. The author of the quote 

substantiates his thesis by citing an incidental statement by Archbishop Henryk Hoser, 

who said that “MPs publicly declaring Catholicism, but voting for in vitro can expect 

excommunication”17. The German Jesuit, commenting this threat notices that the 

hierarch “not only violated the autonomy of politics recognised by the Church during 

the Second Vatican Council, but also caused that the Church is treated (...) as »a party« 

and as such it is rejected”18. 

 Some Church environments cannot get used to the loss of their influence on politics 

and those in power. “Striving for forming a confessional state or at least for expanding 

the political influence of the Church is an element of an intentional strategy of bishops: 

                                                           
 14 Cf. J. Gowin, Kościół po komunizmie, Kraków 1995. 

 15 J. Hartman, Mój dziwny kraj i jego dziwna religia, „Liberté!”, 2008, nr 4, in: www.liberte.pl/moj-dziwny-

kraj- i-jego-dziwna-religia/ [the Polish version retrieved on 25 II 2017]. 

 16 J. Mariański, Kościół katolicki w Polsce w przestrzeni życia publicznego. Studium socjologiczne, Toruń 2013, p. 151. 

 17 M. Hainz, Niemiecki komentarz do przemian religijnych w Polsce, in: Pomiędzy sekularyzacją i religijnym oży-

wieniem. Podobieństwa i różnice w przemianach religijnych w Polsce i w Niemczech, E. Firlit, M. Hainze, M. Libiszo-

wska-Żółtkowska, G. Pickel, D. Pollack (ed.), Kraków 2012, p. 69. 

 18 Ibidem. 
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step by step they fulfil their aims, gradually radicalising their demands”19, in “the bosom 

of the Catholic community exist environments aspiring in their programme to make 

Poland a confessional state”20. The discussions held and arguments put forward seem 

to testify that de facto Poland is not a fully secular state. Some label it a para-confessional 

or a quasi-confessional state. “The diversity and a high level of increase in confessional 

elements in the sphere of organisation and functioning of the state as well as in general 

in public life justify the statement that contemporary Poland is in practice a confessional 

state in the »soft« version or in other words – a quasi-confessional state”21. 

 The criteria regarding a confessional state apply to our country, more so in practical 

terms (on the level of customs) than in the legal sphere (on the level of ideology).  

However, also employers in their activity did not avoid concessions to Catholicism as  

a predominant religion. “The Church claims the right to regard its interpretation of 

natural laws as binding because it considers itself a competent institution in matters  

of morals, denying the state this competence”22. A confessional nature of the state is 

connected first and foremost with the official recognition of the Catholic Church as an 

unquestioned moral authority by the state, which excludes disputing with its views. 

This in turn, as quoted earlier Michael Hinz notices, escalates the “tension between the 

national-conservative, liberal-European, post-communist and anticlerical alliances”23.  

 When politicians refer to the social teachings of the Church, to Christian values, they 

often support programmes controlling the economy, culture, art, politics and education. 

Ceremonies of state importance have a religious nature. Masses where the representatives 

of the authority are present precede the more significant secular events. Pilgrimages of 

civil servants to Jasna Góra have become common. Administering public blessings to 

them, blessing workplaces, schools, public utilities offices as well as everyday items – 

all these external symptoms prove both the omnipresence of religion in the public 

activity of the state as well as they are evidence of the process of departing from 

secularisation on the level of public life as well as to a certain extent from the secular 

model of the state towards a sacred legitimisation of the authorities. Religion has 

become a bargaining card in personal political tactics. An appeal persuading the voters 

– Catholics to make “the right” political decisions, as well as common prayers with 

intention for their success are a frequent element of Church ceremonies.  

 Despite the constitutional regulation on the separation of the Church from the 

state, a process of departing from the rule of the non-religiousness of public life is in 

                                                           
 19 J. Gowin, Kościół po komunizmie, op. cit., p. 261. 

 20 Ibidem, p. 83. 

 21 P. Borecki, Wyznaniowy charakter współczesnego państwa polskiego, „Przegląd Religioznawczy”, 2010, no. 

3, p. 233. 

 22 Obecność Kościoła katolickiego w sferze publicznej demokratycznego państwa prawa. Przykład współczesnej 

Polski, S. Sowiński (ed.), Warszawa 2013, p. 43, in: www.kas.de/wf/doc/kas_33431-1522-8-30.pdf?130204162455 

[retrieved on 25 II 2017]. 

 23 M. Hainz, Niemiecki komentarz do przemian religijnych w Polsce, op. cit., p. 68. 
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progress24. The presence of secular elements in a religious worship (the political signific-

ance of sermons), extra-religious authority of the clergy, its activity and involvement in 

politics are what makes the situation of the Church in Poland distinctly different from 

its role and meaning in Western Europe and in the United States of America, where the 

separation of the competence of the Church and the state is highly respected by both 

parties. It is obvious that the Church cannot avoid the role of a spokesperson for that 

part of society which believes in relation to the state. A situation when the state finds 

support in the authority of the Church to legitimise the ones in power in the eyes of the 

nation is judged differently. Every necessity to strengthen the authority of the office by 

an authority belonging to another institution, raises suspicion as to the lack of credibility 

of the former. This rule refers in equal measure to a situation when the government 

negotiates with the nation through the Church as well as to the attempts to morally 

support the authority of the Church with the authority of the secular law. 

 The departures of the constitutional law from the rule of the state neutrality or the 

secularity of the state towards the domination of Catholicism as a state religion are as 

follows: 

 – the privileged position of the Catholic Church, the lack of symmetry in treating 

the remaining religious organisations;  

 – adapting the laws established by state authorities to the teachings of the Catholic 

Church (Catholic social teaching); 

 – the financial privileges of the Catholic Church;  

 – the media law supporting Christian values; 

 – the presence of Catholic content and symbols in secular state celebrations. 

 The clergy is almost routinely included in state celebrations and activities: blessing 

new road objects and buildings, banners, military and public transport equipment, 

Masses for the beginning and the end of the school year as well as for other state or 

municipal occasions, political agitation before elections, pressures on the attitudes of 

competence on the part of members of parliament and councillors even under threat of 

excommunication. A Catholic Chapel in the Sejm, crosses in places of public authority, 

schools, hospitals and offices.  

 So, on the one hand there is theory, that is the regulations of the state system, 

guaranteeing a neutrality in the worldviews and respecting the citizens’ beliefs, while 

on the other hand a public practice, in which according to the historical tradition as 

well as expectations and preferences of the substantial majority of the Catholic nation, 

the role and authority of the Church remain indisputable.  

 In the cultural dimension the sum of concessions to the domination of the Catholic 

Church and their social calibre are so significant that you could have justifiably said 

that Poland de iure is a confessional state. If the law is broken, it concerns more the 

                                                           
 24 Cf. E. Łętowska, Niech się Kościół domaga tego czy owego. Ale czemu władza temu ulega, „Gazeta Wybor-

cza”, 17 X 2014, p. 2-3. 
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spirit than the letter of the law. Maybe it does not look so “innocent” to non-Catholics 

who are following the political arena. The indicated departures result from respecting 

the centuries-old tradition of dominating the Catholic Church in the Polish public sphere 

by state institutions and they are justified as such. Even nowadays the citizens give 

consent to this domination and a considerable part of society is understanding towards 

it. The state of civic democracy, reckoning with preferences of the majority, at the same 

time has to remember about the protection of minority rights and respecting their 

opinions. This in turn means adhering to the constitutional law on a public level, that is 

in the political as well as constitutional and legal dimension and on a private level. 

Therefore, the categories “secular state” and “confessional state” need to be examined 

not only as sides of dichotomy, but as polar opposites on a continuum. So, it is justified 

to consider whether the state is more or less secular or – more or less confessional. 

 Referring to the planes mentioned in the introduction, which define the scale of 

presence-absence of the Catholic Church in public life it has to be said that on an 

ideological plane, the institutional Church is a trustworthy ally of the Third Polish 

Republic, while the state is its loyal supporter. Even though on the plane of customary 

and worldview practice, the discussions in the media and presented arguments could 

suggest a widespread aversion to the clericalisation of life, in fact it is not the case. The 

Catholic nation approves of the presence of its Church in the public sphere. However, 

it eliminates or reduces to a minimum the influences of other Churches and religious 

organisations, which are often labelled as foreign sects threatening the Polish identity 

and tradition. An “average”, statistical Pole-Catholic generally ignores and dismisses 

other denominations than Roman Catholicism from the public sphere, reserved for the 

only true and national Church. 

 In a comparative study of public mood throughout 20 years it turns out that “the 

respondents almost universally declared and are declaring that they do not mind 

crosses in public buildings, the overwhelming majority had and have nothing against 

Religious Education lessons in schools or the religious nature of the military oath; they 

do not feel uncomfortable when priests bless public places and facilities or when priests 

or bishops participate in state celebrations”25.  

 Statistical analyses show that Polish society accepts the existing model of relations 

between the state and the Church and the current practice. Most Poles do not mind this 

model and practice and we can even think that they feel at ease in the current situation. 

The presence of religious symbols, the Church and the clergy in the public sphere has 

become integrated and joined in the Polish landscape. Such was and still is our national 

colour of the political arena (“between a squire, a bailiff and a parson”). To the Catholic 

majority such a situation is normal, obvious and even desired. Behind this lies a surface 

and symbolic manifestation of the indestructible cultural heritage, the defence of which 

                                                           
 25 Cf. CBOS – Centre for Public Opinion Research, Religia i Kościół w przestrzeni publicznej, in: www.cbos.pl/ 

SPISKOM.POL/2013/K_170_13.PDF [the Polish version retrieved on 25 II 2017]. 
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has been a part of the tragic nature of the Polish fates. However, it seems that at present 

this acceptance ends more at the level of religious symbolic culture, sacralising the daily 

practice than it translates into allowing priests to interfere in personal moral choices. 

According to numerous research as well as the results quoted here, many Catholics 

distance themselves from the Church teachings when it comes to ethical issues, especially 

those concerning sexual and family life, contraceptives, abortion, in vitro fertilisation, 

prenatal diagnostic tests, civil unions, divorces, concubinage, non-sacramental marriages. 

On a private level the syndrome of secularisation has reached morality. It means that 

ethical teachings of the Church are not approved by a considerable part of Catholics in 

Poland. In times of civic freedom and democratic elections the approval for the political 

involvement of the clergy has significantly decreased. More than a half of the respondents 

surveyed by the Centre for Public Opinion Research (CBOS) find it uncomfortable when 

the Church adopts a stance on acts passed by the Sejm, while four fifths of the responden-

ts do not approve of a situation when priests tell them who to vote for in elections.   

 
Chart 1. Attitudes towards the presence of religion and the Church in public life (Centre for 

Public Opinion Research – CBOS, from 1995- 2013; IS UW – Institute of Sociology, the University 

of Warsaw; PGSW – Polish National Election Study) 
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Crosses in public facilities, e.g. in offices 

or schools 
87 88 88 91 88 91 88 88 

Religious Education lessons in schools 79 84 88 90 84 90 84 82 

The religious nature of the military oath 75 82 88 89 85 87 84 85 

Priests who appear on public television 69 73 76 77 69 76 79 74 

The Church expressing its opinion on 

moral and social issues 
69 68 74 75 65 68 65 61 

The Church adopting a stance on acts 

passed by the Sejm 
34 38 40 40 33 47 35 39 

Priests telling people who to vote for in 

elections 
- - 17 19 18 26 16 15 

Blessing public places and facilities by 

priests 
- - - - - 81 77 76 

Priests/bishops participating in public 

ceremonies and state celebrations 
- - - - - 84 79 80 

 

 The observations made concerning the shape of contemporary Poland entitle us 

to come to a conclusion that on the level of legal provisions the model of a secular state 

with coordinated separation is still the case. On the level of customary practice the 

majority of society give their consent to and approve of Church initiatives in solving 

social (aid) issues as well as its presence in the sphere of symbolic culture. However, 

forcing through Christian moral values and imposing them on the general public by 
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the Church hierarchs, with the legislative support of the members of parliament of 

consecutive terms, raises an objection. Paradoxically, the situation from the “times of 

communism” has reversed. The Church was more present in its believers’ private life 

when it was less visible in the public sphere. Now it is the other way round, with the 

increase of the Church presence in the public sphere, we are observing its declining 

influence on the religious consciousness in the private sphere.  

 On the one hand, the abundance of religious and spiritual offers on the market 

creates favourable conditions for the rejection of the institutional mediation of the Church, 

while on the other hand, revealing pathological behaviour among the clergy creates 

aversion and undermines trust towards the authority of the ecclesiastical office. 

 

 

The Church in the private sphere – the case of students 
 

 According to research I conducted in 2011 among 1347 students of various 

universities26 one of the issues concerned the opinion about the Church and the Catholic 

clergy. I have obtained the following results denoting approval, disapproval or lack  

of opinion.  

 The Church interpreted ecclesiastically – as a religious institution consisting of 

clergymen and laymen is perceived by most respondents (82%) as an element of national 

identity and tradition, no matter their own attitude towards faith. For more than  

a millennium the history of the Polish nation and the Catholic Church are mutually 

linked by a strong, real and emotional bond. In the common awareness, the Church 

seems to be a bastion of Polishness and a guarantor of the continuity of the national 

tradition. Students are convinced of these values of the Church on the Polish territory. 

This knowledge and this conviction is an inherited tradition of generations, strengthened 

in the history of the nation learned at school lessons, as part of family upbringing and 

in the teachings of the Church.  

 The ideological message of Christianity is to “love your neighbour”. A practical sign 

of respect towards the dignity of a human being is the help given to the poor and needy. 

According to the surveyed, the Church fulfils this duty in a proper way – 64.5% of the 

respondents agree with the statement The Church does a lot to help the poor and needy. 

 The Church is also a moral authority to half of the respondents (53.7%) and an 

authority on education (47.8%). In a group of believers (N = 744) this rate is a bit higher 

and comes to 75.9%. One fourth of the people declaring faith (24%) rejects the statement 

on the moral authority of the Church. The same percentage (25%) of students who are 

                                                           
 26 Cf. M. Libiszowska-Żółtkowska, Dlaczego odchodzą? Studenci mówią „nie” Kościołowi katolickiemu. Anali-

za wyników badań empirycznych, „Annales Universitatis Mariae Curie-Skłodowska”, sectio I: Philosophia-Sociologia, 

2010, vol. XXXV, 1, p. 121-134; M. Libiszowska-Żółtkowska, Why are They Leaving? Students Say 'No' to the Catholic 

Church. Analysis of Empirical Study Results, in: Dilemmas of the Catholic Church in Poland, T. Buksiński (ed.), 

Washington 2015, p. 9-25. 
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nonbelievers or religiously indifferent (N = 191) recognize a moral authority in the 

Church. In this respect, the assessment of the Church does not correlate explicitly with 

the declared attitude towards religion. Acknowledging the Church to be a moral authority 

does not mean the same as submitting to its moral imperatives to all students. Moreover, 

almost half of those who see the Church as a moral authority claim that “priests do not 

set a good example to believers in the moral sphere” (47.7%). 

 
Chart 2. Students’ opinions (N=1347) on the Church (in %) 
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The Church is an element of national identity and 

tradition 
38.5 43.5 82.0 6.5 3.6 10.1 7.9 

The Church is a moral authority  16.1 37.6 53.7 22.2 15.4 37.6 8.8 

The Church is an authority on education 13.1 34.7 47.8 25.5 17.0 42.5 9.7 

The Church is a political authority 2.4 10.2 12.6 29.8 44.8 74.6 12.7 

The Church should not interfere in the state policy 57.5 19.6 77.1 9.4 6.7 16.1 6.8 

The Church contributes to the division of society into 

believers and nonbelievers 
17.0 22.7 39.7 28.4 13.4 41.8 18.5 

The Church is geared towards its own financial benefits 21.4 29.4 50.8 26.1 10.2 36.3 12.8 

Priests do not set a good example to believers in the 

moral sphere 
25.2 29.5 54.7 23.6 5.3 28.9 16.4 

The Church should allow contraception 49.7 25.2 74.9 5.7 6.9 12.6 12.5 

I place confidence in the Church 12.8 34.1 46.9 19.4 20.2 39.6 13.6 

The Church does a lot to help the poor and needy 16.6 47.9 64.5 19.4 5.8 25.2 10.4 

I feel a member of the Church 22.9 35.9 58.8 12.1 18.3 30.4 10.8 

The authorities should consult important decisions with 

the Episcopate 
4.5 14.0 18.5 20.7 41.5 62.2 19.4 

Radio Maryja tarnishes the image of the Church 57.9 20.0 77.9 5.6 4.0 9.6 12.5 

The Church should not interfere in intimate affairs 42.2 25.6 67.8 13.8 6.0 19.8 12.3 

More and more young people leave the Church 40.4 37.8 78.2 7.7 2.4 10.1 11.7 

Most students believe in God, but walk away from the 

Church 
18.3 56.6 74.9 8.2 0.6 8.8 2.7 

 

 Correlational juxtapositions of the connection between regarding the Church as  

a moral authority and the assessment of chosen moral issues by the students who 

answered both questions show that the students object to the Church interfering in their 

intimate life – 88.7%. They claim that using contraceptives is acceptable – 76.8% as well 

as that the Church should allow contraception – 75.2%. By negating the teachings of 

the Church, they accept intercourse between people who are not married to each other 
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– 66.9%. Less numerously they regard a married couple only on the basis of a church 

wedding – 44.8%. They do not agree to a complete ban on abortion (45.8%) and they 

support in vitro fertilisation – 71.8%. 

 Morality, underpinned by the Church ethical system, especially those imperatives, 

which ex cathedra concern the choices of intimate behaviour (sexual intercourse) as well 

as those connected with procreation (contraception, in vitro fertilisation, abortion), has 

met with dissenting voices, distancing themselves from the teachings of the Church. In 

the students’ casual statements also those issues were found important, especially to 

the young generation. Young people do not want the Church to interfere in their private 

life. The moral norms of the Church are treated by the young as an attempt to restrict 

their freedom.  

 “Contraception, in vitro fertilisations, premarital sexual intercourse – these problems 

are so personal that the Church should stay away from them. Everyone wants to have 

privacy and the Church alienates many people by not respecting this rule. 

 The stand of the Catholic Church on abortion, in vitro or premarital sexual 

intercourse is at the same time funny and discouraging to the young. 

 The Church uses mediaeval methods in the 21st century. It says no to everything. 

No to contraception, no to abortion, no to in vitro fertilisation, no to concubinage, no to 

civil marriages. And maybe also no to love, no to tolerance, no to health? Is there 

anything strange in the fact that it does not work? The world has changed a bit, maybe 

it is time to reform the Church. Young people stop believing in priests just now. They 

seem to want to make our lives difficult. They do not understand us. They do not even 

try to understand. 

 When it comes to contraception, I agree to using it. Looking at contemporary 

women, who are aware of the possibility to decide when they want to have a baby, the 

Church should allow the use of contraception. You can already read opinions on many 

Internet forums which priest to go to confession to be absolved from using it”. 

 Students do not value the Church for its engagement in politics, caring for its own 

financial benefits. They refuse the Episcopate the right to consult the authorities with 

regard to important decisions for the country, while in the opinion of 78% respondents 

Radio Maryja tarnishes the image of the Church. Generally, students agree that more 

and more young people are leaving the Church and that while most students believe 

in God, they walk away from the Church institution. They are especially put off by the 

Church of moral damnation. An increasing number of young people question the 

authority of the Church when it comes to the so-called “life” issues, intimate affairs, 

referring to a relationship between two people who are close to each other.  

 “Priests, while preaching the Word of God, not always perform their duty as they 

should. The press and television often inform us of breaking the law or immoral  

behaviour of priests and church dignitaries, which to a certain extent shatter my perfect 

image of the Church as a fully moral institution, setting a good example and teaching 

how to live and act, preaching the Word of God to convert and bring up. I sometimes 
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have a feeling that the Church as a community was invented only to benefit financially 

from faith. 

 In my opinion priests who talk about celibacy are hypocritical. They teach about 

chastity before marriage and later we hear about priests who sexually abuse under-age 

children or have children themselves, which they hide from »above«. 

 At present, I cannot trust the Church – too many views it states clash with my 

outlook on life or even trigger my aggression. Its position on homosexuality or contra-

ception make me feel that as an institution the Church seems foreign to me. 

 I cannot bear the duplicity, hypocrisy, which is present in the Church. I cannot 

bear it when from places where the Word of God should be said, I can hear words 

condemning or praising one of the political parties. I cannot understand how a priest 

can speak of the virtue of poverty and after the Mass he gets into a new car. I pass over 

the facts of paedophilia, homosexuality, gambling, alcoholism and other pathologies in 

the Church. Generally speaking, the Church is sick. Instead of speaking openly about it 

and trying to improve the situation, the Polish overlords hide everything they can.  

I believe that God does not need churches with towers high up in the sky, neither does 

He want a villa to be a presbytery or usurpers who have the audacity to call themselves 

His servants to have vocation.  

 With age, I started to notice the mistakes that the Church makes as an institution. 

Interfering in politics, the radio in Toruń, financial scandals. Some clergymen have  

a huge need of holding power. Some of them want to be gods, while they are ordinary 

men with a huge amount of weaknesses. 

 In 80% of cases I regard the Catholic Church as an institution full of hypocrisy, 

strange secrets and rituals not necessarily needed (e.g. kneeling, confession). Churches 

in Poland are monumental, cold buildings full of old people, sad songs – all this makes 

going to church on Sunday Masses a duty which is performed less and less often by 

believers. 

 My attitude towards the Church is becoming more and more negative. In my 

opinion, the contemporary activity of the Polish Catholic Church has an influence on 

that. In communist times, the Church was a great anchor of Polish society. At present 

its role is becoming more and more marginal. I think that it results from the shocks that 

affect this institution (numerous scandals, the material attitude of many clergymen).  

I believe that the Church has got lost in the current cultural and political situation. It 

has lost what is the most important, that is the trust that believers placed in it. 

 I feel more and more distanced from and disappointed in priests. It is not a result 

of the media witch hunt, but personal experiences. It influenced my negative attitude 

towards the Church as an institution. I guess that life disappointments and unpleasant 

experiences will not allow me to return to that strength of faith. 

 I did not like the fact that priests are trying to give advice on matters they know 

little about. I do not think that interfering in politics or something other than delivering 

a sermon is right, making use of the Mass in progress and a large collectivity of people. 
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Not God Himself or rather the faith in Him is a problem, but those who should spread 

the Word of God. I have met a lot of priests who were modest, open, fair, honest and 

»humane«. These are highly desired traits and as it turns out also rare, because they more 

and more often yield to exploitation, hypocrisy as well as violation of the rule of celibacy”. 

 Aversion to the Church and the clergy did not turn them away from God, who 

is still present in their life. Relationship with God has a direct and individual nature. 

The Church, with which they lost the emotional and identification bond ceased to be  

a commonwealth of faith for them. Their attitude towards religion has an autonomic 

character, it is a form of private faith, which distances itself from the model of church 

religiousness. The Church, which is the synonym of the clergy, loses trust and authority 

in the environment of student youth. The young not so much walk away from God as 

from the model offered by Church institutions. The religiousness of the youth more 

and more often depends on searching for spirituality outside of the Church. The young 

are becoming less and less religious, while more and more open to spirituality. Young 

people need spiritual experiences, spontaneous and private references to God. More 

and more students are looking for their God on their own, more and more often they 

are becoming indifferent towards the Church as an institution. They trust their own 

religious experiences more than practices imposed by church institutions. In terms of 

faith and morality young people become their own authority. 

 The approval of the presence of the Church in the public sphere and at the same 

time aversion to submitting to its ethical requirements can be interpreted as distancing 

from the idea of making Catholicism a state religion. In the public debate extreme points 

of view will still clash, fight with the use of arguments and emotions. The statements 

by Archbishop Gądecki and Professor Bartoś, quoted in the initial paragraphs, illustrate 

them, and have become as if a basis for this text. Each of the sides has its advocates. 

Ones demand expanding and intensification of the presence of the Church in the 

public sphere, while the others opt for the removal of religious content and symbols in 

the name of a neutral model of the state. The scales of both those radical and little tolerant 

attitudes (consent and approval versus banning and disapproval) balance, tilting to 

one or the other side, depending on the context of events, social circumstances and the 

changeable configuration of political power.  
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 Throughout centuries in theory and in practice of relations between the Church and the 

State there have developed two extreme tendencies: the subordination of the Church to the 

interests of the State and the subordination of the State to the Church, which entails two opposite 

types of states: secular and confessional. The oldest model of relations between the state and the 

Church is the confessional state. In the confessional state the predominant religion constitutes the 

base and regulates the shape of the political system. 
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 In Poland the constitutional law, being the highest rank of civic agreement, guarantees the 

secularism of the state and neutrality with regard to outlooks on life as well as determines the 

competence and fields of activity of the Churches and other religious organisations. On the 

constitutional level, there is a predominance of solutions typical of a secular state. However, we 

can observe a polarisation of positions in social reception. From the conviction that the position of 

the Catholic Church is discriminated against, not as it is supposed to be in a country where the 

majority of citizens are Catholics, to the feeling of discrimination against non-Catholics. On the 

level of customary practice, there is a substantial consent and approval of the majority of the 

society for Church initiatives to solve social matters (providing aid) as well as its presence in the 

sphere of the symbolic culture. However, due to an emotional attitude towards the faith in God, 

people object to forcing through the Christian moral values and imposing them on the general 

public by Church hierarchs, alongside the legislative support of Members of Parliament of 

consecutive terms of office. 


