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Abstract
In the interwar period, Volhynia (the Volhynian Voivodeship) was part of the 
Polish State. The territory of the Diocese of Lutsk, governed from 1925 by 
Bishop Adolf Piotr Szelążek, largely coincided with the borders of the Volhyn-
ian Voivodeship; only a few northern parishes were located within the Polesie 
Voivodeship. From the beginning of the Second World War, the Catholic Church 
in Volhynia faced numerous obstacles hindering regular pastoral work. These 
were caused by the conditions imposed by successive occupiers: Soviet (1939–
1941), German (1941–1944), and Soviet once more (1944–1945). The system-
atically deteriorating conditions for pastoral activity reached the scale of a ca-
tastrophe in 1943. As a result of the genocidal actions of the Bandera faction of 
Ukrainian nationalists (OUN-UPA) directed against the Polish population with 
the aim of exterminating this ethnic group, the Roman Catholic Diocese of Lutsk 
was completely disorganized. The vast majority of parishes ceased to exist; the 
faithful were murdered or dispersed, and places of worship were burnt or de-
molished. Few masonry churches survived, and most of those were profaned 
and vandalized. Twenty clergymen were murdered – seventeen Roman Catho-
lic and three Neo-Uniate. Priests who survived the pogrom left the diocese; 
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after 1945, only three remained. The anti-Polish activity of the Ukrainian In-
surgent Army significantly contributed to the liquidation of the Catholic Church 
in Volhynia in subsequent years under Soviet rule. In the whole of Volhynia, 
only one Catholic temple remained active: the Church of St Stanislaus the 
Bishop and Martyr in Kremenets.

Keywords: Volhynia; Roman Catholic Church; Diocese of Lutsk; OUN-UPA 
genocide

Streszczenie
W okresie międzywojennym Wołyń (województwo wołyńskie) był częścią 
państwa polskiego. Terytorium diecezji łuckiej, której rządcą był od 1925 roku 
bp Adolf Piotr Szelążek, w zasadzie pokrywało się z terytorium województwa 
wołyńskiego; jedynie kilka północnych parafii znajdowało się na terenie woje-
wództwa poleskiego. Od początku II wojny światowej Kościół katolicki na 
Wołyniu borykał się z wieloma problemami utrudniającymi normalną pracę 
duszpasterską. Przyczyną tego były warunki stworzone przez kolejnych oku-
pantów: sowieckiego (1939-1941), niemieckiego (1941-1944) i ponownie so-
wieckiego (1944-1945). Systematycznie pogarszające się warunki pracy dusz-
pasterskiej nabrały rozmiarów katastrofy w 1943 roku. Na skutek ludobójczych 
akcji bojówek banderowskiego odłamu nacjonalistów ukraińskich (OUN-UPA) 
wymierzonych przeciwko ludności polskiej celem eksterminacji tej grupy na-
rodowościowej została zupełnie zdezorganizowana rzymskokatolicka diecezja 
łucka. Zdecydowana większość parafii przestała istnieć, wierni zostali wymor-
dowani lub rozproszeni, miejsca kultu spalone lub zburzone; ocalało niewiele 
murowanych świątyń, ale większość z nich została sprofanowana i zdemolo-
wana. Zostało zamordowanych dwudziestu duchownych – siedemnastu rzym-
skokatolickich i trzech neounickich. Ocaleli z pogromu kapłani opuścili diece-
zję. Po 1945 roku zostało ich tam już tylko trzech. Antypolska działalność 
Ukraińskiej Powstańczej Armii wydatnie przyczyniła się do likwidacji Kościo-
ła katolickiego na Wołyniu w kolejnych latach, już za czasów sowieckich. Na 
całym Wołyniu pozostała czynna tylko jedna świątynia katolicka, a mianowicie 
Kościół pw. św. Stanisława Biskupa Męczennika w Krzemieńcu. 

Słowa kluczowe: Wołyń; Kościół rzymskokatolicki; diecezja łucka; Adolf 
Szelążek; ludobójstwo; OUN-UPA

⁎⁎⁎⁎⁎
Volhynia and Eastern Lesser Poland, which constituted an integral part of 

the Polish State, were placed under the occupation of the Soviet Union by virtue 
of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact of 23 August 1939. The implementation of this 
provision followed the seizure of the Eastern Borderlands (Kresy Wschodnie) 
of the Second Polish Republic by Soviet troops, which entered Polish territory 
on 17 September 1939. Following the commencement of hostilities against the 
Soviet Union by the German Third Reich on 22 June 1941, German rule began 
in Volhynia. This allowed for the activation of the Organisation of Ukrainian 
Nationalists (OUN), which cooperated with and was trained by the Germans. 
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The leadership of the Bandera faction of the OUN, portraying itself as the sole 
state-forming force, envisaged the creation of a Ukrainian state as an ethnically 
homogeneous entity, devoid of large national groups such as the Poles and Jews. 
The extermination of the Jewish population in the years 1941–1942, with the 
active cooperation of the Ukrainian police and the Germans, was a development 
conducive to the OUN’s policy. In the plans of the Ukrainian nationalists, the 
resolution of the ‘Polish question’ – understood as the removal of Poles from the 
Eastern Borderlands – was considered beyond debate. The genocide perpetrated 
by the OUN-UPA against the Polish population was a derivative of the Ukrainian 
nationalists’ determined pursuit of an ethnically pure state. The resolute aspiration 
of the Poles to rebuild the Polish State after the war within its pre-1 September 
1939 borders stood in direct conflict with the Ukrainian rule planned by the OUN 
on Polish lands, which had been annexed by the Soviet authorities to the Ukrainian 
Soviet Socialist Republic and thereafter referred to as ‘Western Ukraine’.

The Volhynian Voivodeship, whose territory largely coincided with that of 
the Diocese of Lutsk, was inhabited by a multi-ethnic population: Ukrainians, 
Poles, Jews, Germans, Czechs, and Russians. The significant majority consisted of 
Orthodox Ukrainians, who in 1938 numbered approximately 1,610,000 (69.4%). 
Poles were the second largest national group in Volhynia, accounting for 16% of 
the total population. Prior to the outbreak of the Second World War, approximately 
400,000 of them may have resided there.1

The Polish population in the area under discussion was, in its vast majority, 
dispersed within a ‘sea’ of Ukrainians. This was how the situation of Poles in pre-
war Volhynia was perceived by the Jesuit missionary, Szymon Jarosz:

In the entire area of the diocese [Lutsk – M.D.], only 16% are Polish Catholics. 
The rest are Orthodox and Jews, who are numerous in the towns. There are 
very few concentrated parishes; Catholics are mostly submerged, scattered 
like grains in a sea of Orthodoxy. They often have to travel 15, 20, or even  
30 km to reach a church, and when the mud, thaws, or snowstorms arrive, 
access to the church becomes impossible.2

In 1939, the Roman Catholic Diocese of Lutsk was divided into 16 deaneries, 
which comprised between six (the Volodymyrets [Włodzimierzec] deanery) and 
twenty-three (the Kremenets [Krzemieniec] deanery) parishes. The highest density 
of parishes, and thus easier access to a parish church, was found in the southern 
part of the diocese – in Volhynia proper. Parishes were significantly more sparsely 
distributed in its northern part, in Volhynian Polesie. There were few rural centres 

1  This number of faithful of the Catholic rite was provided by Revd Jan Szych, Chancellor of 
the Diocesan Curia in Lutsk, in a report of 23 July 1945 prepared for the Holy. See: Diecezja łucka 
w latach 1939–1945. Sprawozdanie ks. Jana Szycha [The Diocese of Lutsk in the years 1939–1945. 
The Report of Revd Jan Szych], ed. M. Dębowska, Kraków 2018, p. 15; cf. G. Hryciuk, Przemiany 
narodowościowe i ludnościowe w Galicji Wschodniej i na Wołyniu w latach 1931–1948 [National 
and Demographic Transformations in Eastern Galicia and Volhynia in the years 1931–1948], Toruń 
2005, pp. 153–154.

2  Misje jezuitów na Wołyniu 1928–1939, eds. M. Dębowska, S. Augustynek, Biały Dunajec–
Ostróg 2019, p. 23.
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with a strong Polish and Catholic community that served as hubs for Latin parish-
es. These included, among others: Huta Stepańska and Wyrka (‘inhabited only by 
Poles, which is a rarity in Volhynia’3) in the Kostopil [Kostopol] deanery, Zasmyki 
in the Kovel [Kowel] deanery, and Kąty in the Kremenets deanery.

In the Eastern Borderlands of the pre-war Polish Republic, the term ‘Pole’ 
referred primarily to Catholics of the Roman rite. Thus, the anti-Polish activity of 
the OUN-UPA was simultaneously a strike against the Roman Catholic Church. 
The extermination of the Polish population in Volhynia became an action directed 
against parish communities, which simultaneously resulted in the complete ruin 
of the entire territorial administrative unit of the Catholic Church – the Diocese 
of Lutsk, governed until 1945 by Bishop Adolf Piotr Szelążek. 

The location of the Diocese of Lutsk proved advantageous for its functioning 
under the conditions of war and occupation. The absence of border lines within 
its territory between the occupiers, or between individual administrative units, 
significantly facilitated the governance of the diocese. After 17 September 1939, 
the entire territory of the Diocese of Lutsk found itself within the Soviet occupa-
tion zone and was subsequently incorporated into the structures of the Ukrainian 
Soviet Socialist Republic. Following the outbreak of the German-Soviet war on  
22 June 1941 and the establishment of new administrative structures in the ter-
ritories occupied by German forces, the Diocese of Lutsk was situated entirely 
within the borders of the Reichskommissariat Ukraine. Following the division 
into smaller administrative units – general commissariats (Generalbezirke) – the 
territory of the Diocese of Lutsk fell entirely within the General Commissariat of 
Volhynia-Podolia (Generalbezirk Wolhynien-Podolien). The Germans delegated 
the majority of administrative authority in this area to the Ukrainians.

The period of the first Soviet occupation (1939–1941) saw mass deportations 
of the population (military and civilian settlers, Polish state services – policemen, 
foresters, etc., as well as the families of arrested persons) deep into the Soviet 
Union. In the years 1940–1941, four deportations were carried out (three in 1940 
and one in 1941), during which over a million people, predominantly Poles, were 
deported. The deportations of the Polish population (the vast majority of whom were 
Catholic) led to a reduction in the size of certain parishes. In one instance, due to 
a lack of faithful, a parish practically ceased to exist in its pre-war form. This was 
Kalinówka in the Volodymyr-Volynskyi [Włodzimierz Wołyński] deanery, where 
the majority of parishioners were military settlers, and the local parish church was 
referred to as ‘settler-owned’. It had been consecrated in 1930 by Bishop Adolf 
Piotr Szelążek. The deportations reduced the number of local parishioners to such 
an extent that the parish priest, Revd Stanisław Janaszek, after leaving a Soviet 
prison, did not return to his parish but instead settled by the chapel in Bielin, 
located within the territory of the Volodymyr parish church.4

From the beginning of the German occupation (1941–1944), a further systematic 
decrease in the Polish population took place, due to forced deportations for labour 

3  Ibidem, p. 69.
4  Okrutna przestroga, eds. J. Dębski, L. Popek, Lublin 1997, p. 290.
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in Germany. The Chancellor of the Diocesan Curia in Lutsk, Reverend Jan Szych, 
included information on this in his report of 23 August 1945, intended for the Holy 
See: ‘The order to deport people for forced labour in Germany was a major blow 
to the Poles in Volhynia. Ukrainians, who worked in the German offices, sent Poles 
to Germany en masse, thereby sparing their own people’.5 From the beginning 
of the war, under the conditions created by the changing occupiers, the situation 
of the Catholic Church in Volhynia systematically deteriorated. However, in the 
years 1939–1942, despite the very difficult conditions for pastoral work, efforts 
were made, as far as possible, to ensure that the vast majority of parishes in the 
Diocese of Lutsk remained staffed and to meet the basic needs of the faithful. 
The catastrophe occurred in 1943, while the years 1944–1945 already marked the 
period of the final demise of the Latin Diocese of Lutsk.

Issues concerning the planning and course of the genocidal actions of the  
OUN-UPA, the number of its victims, and the organization of self-defence in Vol-
hynia and Eastern Lesser Poland have been presented in numerous publications.6 In 
contrast, the subject of the annihilation of the Roman Catholic Church in Volhynia 
in 1943 has been addressed by only a few authors in Poland.7 In Ukraine, such 
a question is entirely non-existent in academic research. This is primarily due to 
the fact that the memory of the Polish population’s presence in the territories of 
Volhynia and Eastern Lesser Poland over many centuries is being carefully erased 
there. Since the overwhelming majority of Poles were Roman Catholics, this sub-
ject is consequently omitted.

Research on the situation of the Roman Catholic Church in Volhynia was made 
possible thanks to the accessibility of the documentation from the Diocesan Curia 
in Lutsk from the period of the Second World War. These records are currently 
held at the Centre for Church Archives, Libraries, and Museums of the John Paul II 
Catholic University of Lublin.8 Publications based on the aforementioned archival 
materials are appearing systematically.9 

5  Diecezja łucka w latach 1939-1945, p. 15.
6  An overview of the more significant publications devoted to the Volhynian Massacre was 

presented by F. Łoboda, Zbrodnia Wołyńska 1943–1944 w polskiej historiografii – przegląd litera-
tury, “Świętokrzyskie Studia Archiwalno-Historyczne”, 12 (2023) pp. 161–178.

7  L. Popek, Straty Kościoła rzymskokatolickiego na Wołyniu w latach 1939–1945, in: Polskie 
Państwo Podziemne na Wołyniu w latach 1939–1944, eds. M. Sawczuk, L. Popek, Sandomierz 2006, 
pp. 98–122; M. Dębowska, Kościół katolicki na Wołyniu w warunkach okupacji 1939–1945, Rzeszów 
2008; eadem, La Chiesa cattolica in Ucraina durante l’occupazione tedesca 1941–1944, in: La 
Chiesa cattolica in Unione Sovietica. Dalla Rivoluzione del 1917 alla Perestrojka, ed. J. Mikrut, 
Verona 2017, pp. 307–330; eadem, La Chiesa nel periodo dell’occupazione tedesca negli anni 
1941–1944, in: La Chiesa cattolica in Europa centro-orientale di fronte al nazionalsocialismo 
1933–1945, ed. J. Mikrut, Verona 2019, pp. 781–808; eadem, Wołyń 1943. Dezorganizacja i zagła-
da parafii katolickich. W 80. rocznicę męczeństwa Polaków, Kraków 2023.

8  See: Inwentarz Archiwum Diecezji Łuckiej, eds. M. Dębowska, A. Hamryszczak, Kraków 
2018.

9  Including Materiały do dziejów diecezji łuckiej. Relacje o stanie dekanatów i parafii 1941–1944, 
ed. M. Dębowska, Biały Dunajec–Lublin–Lutsk 2005.
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A narrow circle of researchers in Poland has focused primarily on losses 
among the Catholic clergy as one of the groups of Polish society particularly 
affected by the genocidal activity of the OUN-UPA.10 In 2023–2024, a significant 
two-volume work was published containing accounts of witnesses to the Volhynian 
Massacre, recorded in Lviv by employees of the Central Welfare Council (Rada 
Główna Opiekuńcza) providing assistance to surviving refugees, including those 
from Volhynia. Primarily, their personal data was recorded to aid in the search for 
relatives. An additional fruit of the work of Urszula Szumska and her colleagues 
was the collection of hundreds of accounts concerning the course of the crimes 
in various localities (identified mainly by their affiliation with a specific Roman 
Catholic parish), the names and surnames of the victims, and, in many cases, the 
personal details of the perpetrators.11

Despite the existence of the aforementioned publications, the matter of the 
complete disorganisation of the Diocese of Lutsk in 1943, the disappearance of 
the majority of parishes in its territory during that time, and the burning or demo- 
lition of temples have not yet been exhaustively researched and identified. The 
issue of locating the sites containing the remains of both clergy and lay victims 
of the genocide remains unresolved. To date, they have not been exhumed and 
provided with a dignified burial. Exhumations would perhaps allow, among other 
things, for the verification of the number of victims. According to researchers of 
this issue, the current estimated number of murdered Poles in Volhynia alone is 
assessed at approximately 60,000 people. Reverend Jan Szych, Chancellor of the 
Diocesan Curia in Lutsk, who left the Diocese of Lutsk in August 1945, possessed 
information stating that ‘according to testimonies, the number of those murdered 
amounts to 30,000 or even 50,000’.12

At the beginning of 1943, 37 parishes of the Diocese of Lutsk remained unstaffed 
out of the 165 that had existed there before the outbreak of the war.13 A dramatic 
deterioration occurred in 1943. The complete disorganization or total annihilation of 
Catholic parishes began as early as March 1943 and extended into the first months 
of the following year. Its peak intensity lasted until the end of August 1943. Within 

10  L. Popek, Martyrologia duchowieństwa katolickiego na kresach południowo-wschodnich  
II Rzeczypospolitej w latach 1939–1946, in: Ojczyzna i wolność. Prace ofiarowane Profesorowi 
Janowi Ziółkowi w siedemdziesiątą rocznicę urodzin, eds. A. Barańska, W. Matwiejczyk, E. M. Zió-
łek, Lublin 2000, pp. 253–259; idem, Losy księży rzymskokatolickich na Wołyniu i w Galicji Wschod-
niej w latach 1943–1944, in: Antypolska akcja OUN-UPA 1943–1944. Fakty i  interpretacje, eds. 
G. Motyka, D. Libionka, Warszawa 2003, pp. 76–80; M. Dębowska, L. Popek, Duchowieństwo 
diecezji łuckiej. Ofiary wojny i represji okupantów 1939–1945, Lublin 2010; M. Dębowska, Posta-
wy duchownych diecezji łuckiej wobec zagrożenia ze strony nacjonalistów ukraińskich w latach 
1943–1944, in: W cieniu tragedii wołyńskiej 1943 roku. 70. rocznica mordów Polaków na Kresach 
Południowo-Wschodnich Rzeczypospolitej, eds. E. Żurawska, J. Sperka, Katowice 2015, pp. 89–109; 
J. Marecki, Misterium iniquitatis. Osoby duchowne i zakonne obrządku łacińskiego zamordowane 
przez ukraińskich nacjonalistów w latach 1939–1945, Kraków 2020.

11  Dokumenty zbrodni wołyńskiej, vol. 1-2, eds. E. Gigilewicz, L. Popek, P. Sokołowski, T. Zych, 
Warszawa–Lublin–Tarnobrzeg 2023-2024.

12  Diecezja łucka w latach 1939–1945, p. 16.
13  Dębowska, Kościół katolicki na Wołyniu, pp. 397–417.
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seven months of that year – from March to August – organized religious life in the 
Diocese of Lutsk practically ceased to exist. During this period, pastoral activity 
consisted primarily of meeting only essential religious needs: masses, confession, 
and the burial of the murdered, insofar as conditions permitted. The vast majority 
of victims could not be buried in cemeteries. For example, in 1943, the Ukrainian 
municipal authorities refused to issue a permit for the burial in the Roman Catholic 
cemetery in the town of Melnytsia [Mielnica] of Reverend Wacław Majewski, the 
local parish priest and the first victim of Ukrainian crimes among the clergy of 
the Diocese of Lutsk. This was despite the fact that his parishioners had prepared 
coffins and were awaiting the opportunity to bury the murdered individuals, who 
had been interred in a hastily dug pit. It was not until the 1960s, following the 
identification of one of the killers, that the remains of the murdered were exhumed 
and buried in the Melnytsia Orthodox cemetery. Several decades later, a cross was 
erected upon the victims’ grave.14

It should be added that the Poles residing together with Ukrainians in the Pol-
ish Eastern Borderlands (Kresy Wschodnie), occupied first by the Soviet Union 
and subsequently by the Germans, did not expect an attack from their Ukrainian 
neighbours and were thus unprepared for it. Until the outbreak of the war, as ev-
idenced by numerous accounts, Poles and Ukrainians generally maintained good 
relations and were frequently related by marriage or blood. In that tragic year of 
1943, the Polish inhabitants of Volhynia – especially the elderly – often refused 
to flee or hide from the murderers, believing that their friendly or correct coexis-
tence with their Ukrainian neighbours and the fact they had done them no harm 
would protect them from the worst. The Volhynian Poles did not understand then 
that simply being a Pole was sufficient reason to lose one’s life in the most cruel 
manner. During the raids, the Ukrainians did not spare even those Poles who had 
previously acted for their benefit. A particularly harrowing example is that of the 
Oblate Ludwik Wrodarczyk, the parish priest in Okopy, who, during his brief period 
of less than four years working in Volhynia, became famous for his herbalism. He 
devotedly treated all local residents in need of help. Even during his lifetime, his 
brothers in the priesthood considered him a holy man. He lost his life in terrible 
agony, having been taken by night to a purely Ukrainian village for the purpose 
of subjecting him to sophisticated torture.15

In contrast to the Poles, their Ukrainian neighbours had been prepared – since at 
least mid-1941, through the instilling of Banderite ideology – for the final solutions 
planned by the OUN regarding the removal of the Polish population from Volhynia. 
Every Ukrainian was obliged to possess and read the Decalogue of the Ukrainian 
Nationalist. It took possession of the minds of many Ukrainian clergymen who 
were poorly prepared intellectually and did not maintain a sufficiently high moral 
standard. The consecration of the tools of crime by certain Orthodox and Greek 
Catholic clergy was consistent with their moral failings. What occurred in Volhynia 

14  K. Krzywiński, Odnalezienie grobu ks. Wacława Majewskiego z Mielnicy, “Wołanie z Wo-
łynia”, 22 (2016) no. 4, pp. 4–6.

15  M. Kielar-Czapla, Ojciec Ludwik Wrodarczyk OMI. Portret duchowy, Biały Dunajec–Ostróg 
2012, pp. 39–40, 99–100.
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resulted from the pagan, anti-Christian, and anti-human ideology of the Ukrainian 
nationalists. At that time (and not only then), the Banderite ideology, cultivated 
by one of the factions of Ukrainian nationalists and characterised by the utmost 
cruelty, triumphed in Volhynia and Eastern Lesser Poland. The genocide committed 
against the Poles in Volhynia and Eastern Lesser Poland by their Ukrainian neigh-
bours proves that they accorded almost divine worship to the ‘nation’. Criminal 
acts committed for the nation – a kind of idol – were to be considered glorious, 
even holy deeds. A Ukrainian peasant, not firmly rooted in Christianity, could be 
convinced that by murdering people of a different nationality, he was sacrificing 
himself for the sacred cause of the nation.

The extent to which the Ukrainians in Volhynia were stupified by the OUN 
ideology is best captured by the words of a letter dated 29 May 1943, sent by 
Bishop Adolf Szelążek to the Archbishop of Kraków, Stefan Sapieha: ‘With some 
inconceivable stupor, seemingly calm Ukrainian women neighbours or Ukraini-
ans living in the towns, when visiting Polish homes, assert that all Poles must be 
slaughtered’.16 

Contempt for people outside one’s own nation, or for those who questioned this 
ideology, gave rise to a level of cruelty unprecedented in human history, applied 
particularly to the most defenceless beings – infants, young children, women, and 
the elderly. The OUN-UPA perpetrators did not even spare the Ukrainians them-
selves – those who refused to murder their spouses, provided assistance to Poles, 
or expressed disapproval of the Banderites’ criminal actions.

In this context, it is worth noting the pastoral letter of the Greek Catholic 
Metropolitan of Lviv, Andrey Sheptytsky, Thou Shalt Not Kill, dated 21 November 
(4 December) 1942, and particularly the section dedicated to ‘murder for political 
reasons’. It is evident from the Archbishop’s reflections that he was very well 
acquainted with the views and methods of the activists adhering to the Banderite 
ideology, to whom, among others, he addressed his pastoral letter. His words indi-
cate the moral condition of a segment of the Greek Catholic faithful, from whose 
ranks emerged the organisers and perpetrators of the acts of genocide against the 
Polish population of Volhynia and Eastern Lesser Poland:

The sight of shed blood evokes in the human soul a sensual lust combined with 
cruelty, which seeks satisfaction in inflicting suffering and death upon its vic-
tims. The bloodlust can become an unbridled passion, for which the greatest 
delight is the tormenting and killing of people. A man in whom bloodlust reaches 
such a state, and who takes sadistic pleasure in the sight of the suffering, ago-
ny, and death of his fellow man, obviously becomes highly dangerous to the 
community in which he lives. For such a man, crime becomes an indispensable 
daily food, without which he languishes and suffers, as if afflicted by a disease 
of thirst and hunger that he must constantly satisfy. Unfortunate are those people 
condemned to live in the proximity of such a criminal.17

16  Archive of the Metropolitan Curia in Kraków, ref. no. TS XXVI no. 46.
17  Metropolita Andrzej Szeptycki. Pisma wybrane, eds. M. H. Szeptycka, M. Skórka, Kraków 

2000, pp. 410–411.



	 THE ANNIHILATION OF THE ROMAN CATHOLIC DIOCESE	 139

Information from 1943, provided by Reverend Franciszek Milewski, the parish 
priest in Maciejów, concerns the tools with which the Ukrainians put their victims 
to death. It was included in a letter addressed to Bishop Szelążek on 15 October 
of that year:

(...) Ukrainian bandits – following a prior, wicked agreement on their conduct – 
in many villages and colonies murdered our people using axes, scythes, pitch- 
forks, shovels, and firearms. Those who could escape, nearly all have left our 
diocese. No one can express or describe the hopelessness, pain, and martyrdom 
of the fleeing Poles. It may seem strange, but there is no exaggeration in the 
enumeration of these cruelties. (...) Everywhere on the roads, armed Ukrainian 
axe-bearers track down and kill Poles. Dogs pull out the corpses of Poles in 
the forests and villages.18

There is also no exaggeration in the words of Reverend Jan Szych, contained 
in his report of 23 August 1945 addressed to the Holy See:

The Ukrainians organised a terrible slaughter. Armed, they attacked the Poles 
and murdered them with utter cruelty: they hacked them with axes, burned 
them alive, gouged out their eyes and tore out their tongues; some were wrap-
ped in barbed wire and thrown into pits. On several occasions, the Ukrainians 
besieged churches during Holy Mass, murdering both the faithful and the 
priests.19

As a result of the mass genocide, carried out on the initiative and under the 
auspices of the OUN-UPA – into which masses of Ukrainians who were not mem-
bers of that organisation were conscripted in Volhynia – all parishes of the Diocese 
of Lutsk ceased to function normally in 1943, and two-thirds of the 165 pastoral 
centres had ceased to exist by the end of that year. Thus, a terrible devastation of 
this organisational unit of the Catholic Church occurred. A thesis may be advanced 
that 1943 marked the true beginning of the end for this diocese.

The presence of a pastor in a parish, despite the impossibility of conducting 
pastoral work in the field and the most common restriction of ministry to the parish 
seat, already constituted a significant limitation of pastoral work. Its further disor-
ganisation occurred at the moment a vacancy arose due to the death or flight of the 
parish priest. Occasionally, pastoral care over a parish was continued – albeit to 
a limited extent – by neighbouring priests or sometimes by sent substitutes. A parish 
ceased to exist when there was no longer a pastor, the places of worship had been 
devastated or demolished, and the parishioners had been murdered or scattered.

Of the sixteen deaneries of the Diocese of Lutsk, the small deanery of Ber-
estechko (comprising seven parishes) was the first to be depopulated, as early as  
mid-1943. Only the parish in Berestechko survived – or rather, the town itself, sit-
uated close to the border with the General Government. Its situation was described 
by the Dean, Reverend Jerzy Zwoliński, in a letter from August 1943:

(...) all the Catholic families of my parish, or rather the survivors from the 
surrounding areas, have gathered in Berestechko. The weeping of widowers, 
the lamentation of widows and orphans, half-naked and hungry, the sky  

18  Materiały do dziejów diecezji łuckiej, pp. 121–122.
19  Diecezja łucka w latach 1939–1945, p. 16.
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constantly red from fires, the lowing of hungry cattle, the howling of homeless 
dogs – this is the atmosphere I have been breathing for several weeks.20

The parish in Boremel, part of the Berestechko deanery, was the first in the 
Diocese of Lutsk whose pastor, the Conventual Franciscan Odoryk Beń, perma-
nently left his place of work as early as the beginning of March 1943 out of fear 
for his life.21 The UPA operations in this area, aimed at the complete ‘cleansing’ of 
Poles, likely served the organisation of one of the UPA’s logistical centres there. 
In the aforementioned territory, the so-called ‘Smyków Republic’ (Rzeczpospolita 
Smykowska) was established,22 about which Reverend Dionizy Baran, the parish 
priest in Sienkiewiczówka, informed the authorities of the Diocese of Lutsk on 
29 May 1943:

(...) in the vicinity of Boremel (Smyków, Kundziwola, Złoczówka, Żabcze, part 
of Kołodeże, and on the other side of the Styr), independentist banners have 
been flying for two weeks, and a Ukrainian stands guard with a rifle in hand, 
defending his independence. The Smyków Republic is operating energetically 
in our area; their motto of political work is “rizaty Lachiw” (to cut off the 
Poles’ nails, to pull out fingers with pincers, to drive wooden stakes between 
the ribs, to scalp, and – as an act of mercy – to burn alive or kill with explo- 
sive bullets. Such cases are buried in our cemetery every day). The border of 
the independent state is shifting towards Sienkiewiczówka; every night we 
expect an invasion of the Vandals. They have mobilised all men, arming them 
with primitive tools – clubs, pitchforks, scythes, etc.23

Another enclave established by the OUN-UPA in Volhynia was the so-called 
‘Kolky Republic’ (Republika Kołkowska); the name derived from the town of Kolky, 
which became an important administrative centre in Volhynia. All parishes within 
the sphere of influence of the local UPA headquarters (the entire Kolky deanery 
and surrounding areas) had ceased to exist by the end of June 1943. At the same 
time, Poles aware of the threat in that area (Volhynian Polesie) – following the 
murder of all inhabitants of the village of Parośla on 9 February 1943 and recurring 
individual killings – organised several strong self-defence centres where Poles 
who had survived the massacres found refuge. The strongest was the self-defence 
in Przebraże, a Polish village belonging to the parish in Jezioro; it survived until 
1944. It was established in March 1943, providing shelter mainly to Poles from the 
nearest parishes: Jezioro, Zofiówka, and Kolky. The local parish priests, Reverend 
Stanisław Szczypta (Jezioro) and Reverend Stanisław Dydek (Zofiówka), became 
the pastors for the population of over ten thousand gathered there. Reverend Konrad 
Moszkowski, the parish priest in Kolky and the dean of Kolky, fled to Lutsk in the 
final days of March, likely warned of the danger, keeping his departure secret even 
from his closest associates. The wooden church in Kolky was burned down in the 
last days of June 1943. To the north-east of Kolky, a self-defence centre existed 
in Huta Stepańska, formed in February 1943 and linked with the self-defence in 

20  Materiały do dziejów diecezji łuckiej, p. 79.
21  Dębowska, Wołyń 1943, pp. 32–33.
22  The Ukrainian village of Smyków was located in the Boremel commune, Dubno district.
23  Dębowska, Popek, Duchowieństwo diecezji łuckiej, pp. 194–195.
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Wyrka. Both villages were purely Polish. This self-defence survived until mid-July 
1943, protecting a Polish population of approximately five thousand. On 18 July, 
an evacuation was ordered due to the impossibility of further defence. During the 
existence of the self-defence in Huta Stepańska, the faithful, primarily from the 
parishes of Huta Stepańska, Wyrka, Chołoniewicze, and Stepan, gathered there 
along with their pastors. Until the end of its operation, pastoral care was provided 
by four priests: Bronisław Drzepecki (parish priest in Huta Stepańska, Kostopol 
deanery), Jan Szarek (parish priest in Wyrka, Kostopol deanery), Czesław Domański 
(parish priest in Chołoniewicze, Kolky deanery), and Faustyn Lisicki (parish priest 
in Stepan, Sarny deanery).

None of the self-defence centres was left without pastoral care. Several priests 
of the Diocese of Lutsk even played a  leading role in centres where lay com-
manders were lacking. Among them was Reverend Józef Kuczyński, the parish 
priest in Dederkały (Krzemieniec deanery), the organiser of the self-defence for 
Poles taking refuge in the local brick post-Reformed church and monastery. The 
brick-built Volhynian churches often became fortresses protecting persecuted 
Poles. In the Krzemieniec deanery, such sites included the post-Carmelite church 
and monastery in Wiśniowiec, as well as Kąty (Kuty) – where, until May 1943, 
the church and the rectory, among other buildings, constituted the defensive base.

The cruel crimes, however, evoked such a profound atmosphere of panic that 
even the pastors succumbed to it. Some of them saved themselves by fleeing – at 
times even in secret from their parishioners (Konrad Moszkowski, Wiktor Kry-
weńczyk). These were few in number. The vast majority of pastors remained in their 
parishes until the end, when the parishioners were either murdered or scattered, 
and the church was devastated or burned. Some pastors could have saved them-
selves, but their attachment to their parishioners and their sense of duty prevailed. 
For instance, on the day preceding the attack on Ostrówki and Wola Ostrowiecka 
(30 August 1943), Reverend Stanisław Dobrzański encouraged his parishioners 
to save their lives by moving to a safer location. He himself stayed, as he saw 
that the parishioners did not believe his warnings and did not follow his advice. 
Earlier still, the Dean of Luboml, Reverend Stefan Jastrzębski, had urged him to 
take refuge in Luboml. On that occasion, too, he did not obey his dean.24 It is also 
noteworthy that Polish pastors were sometimes informed by sympathetic Ukraini-
ans of the timing of the attacks. Nevertheless, twenty clergymen were murdered.

The OUN-UPA developed a plan for mass attacks on Polish settlements during 
major holidays (Easter, Christmas) or on ordinary Sundays. At such times, the 
attention of Catholics was focused on pre-holiday preparations, or larger numbers 
of them gathered for Sunday Masses. On the night between Good Friday and Holy 
Saturday 1943, UPA units attacked Janowa Dolina, a beautiful settlement (and also 
the seat of the parish of the same name) built in the interwar years near a basalt 
mine. At the turn of March and April 1943, many inhabitants of the surrounding 
localities had taken refuge in the settlement. There was practically no self-defence 
there. A German garrison was stationed there; during the raid, sheltered behind 

24  Dębowska, Wołyń 1943, p. 211.
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a wooden palisade, they did not even attempt to intervene in defence of the mur-
dered residents. The Janowa Dolina parish practically ceased to exist in a single 
night, from 22 to 23 April 1943. Approximately 600 people perished at that time.

During Holy Week 1943, the parish in Kazimierka also ceased to exist; the 
village of Kazimierka itself was inhabited by Ukrainians, and ‘there were only as 
many Poles as there were in the rectory’.25 In April 1943, as the UPA raids inten-
sified, the parish priest of Kazimierka, along with other residents of the rectory, 
moved to nearby Małyńsk to live by the railway station protected by the Germans. 
The mining and demolition on Good Friday, 23 April, of the seventeenth-century 
chapel in Kazimierka (the ‘Volhynian Częstochowa’), whose walls were one 
metre thick, echoed loudly throughout Volhynia. To this day, the whereabouts of 
the icon of Our Lady of Kazimierka, which was most likely removed from the 
shrine, remain unknown.26

On 27 May 1943, during a May Devotion in the Neo-Uniate parish of Żabcze 
– subordinate to Bishop Adolf Piotr Szelążek, the Ordinary of the Roman Cath-
olic Diocese of Lutsk – the parishioners were driven out of the church, and UPA 
perpetrators set it on fire with the parish priest, Serafin Jarosiewicz (a Ukrainian), 
deliberately locked inside; he ‘consumed the Blessed Sacrament and stood before 
the altar with the monstrance in his hands, awaiting a slow death in the flames’.27

July 1943 became a symbol of unfinished Masses. In that very month, tragedies 
unfolded in several churches; Sunday, 11 July, became particularly memorable 
(Ukrainians were then celebrating the feast of Saints Peter and Paul). The faithful 
gathered for Mass were attacked in Catholic churches in: Chrynów, Kisielin, Poryck, 
and Zabłoćce. UPA members positioned machine guns in the church doorways, 
firing them at the worshippers gathered inside the shrines. They threw grenades 
through the windows, subsequently finished off the wounded, and set the churches 
on fire. In the church in Poryck, the majority of those murdered were women and 
children, as men avoided appearing in public. In the church in Kisielin, several 
dozen people perished. Some of the faithful gathered for Mass managed to save 
themselves by taking refuge in the brick-built post-Carmelite monastery adjacent 
to the church, which served as the rectory. They defended themselves there against 
UPA attacks until late at night. In Stężarzyce, the pastor, having been warned, 
cancelled the Sunday services; however, he himself was murdered in the days 
that followed. In Woronczyn, the church was attacked. No service was held there, 
as the parish priest was already staying in Lutsk. In Wyszogródek (Krzemieniec 
deanery), the church burned down in July along with the corpses of the murdered 
faithful and the parish priest.

The Ukrainians of the OUN-UPA decided to remove the Polish population from 
the former Eastern Borderlands (Kresy Wschodnie) of the Second Polish Republic 
in such a way as to gain certainty that they would never again lay claim to these 
lands. This meant only one thing: the physical elimination of all those who failed 
to escape with their lives or defend themselves. After the murder of the inhabitants 

25  Quoted in: Dębowska, Wołyń 1943, p. 97.
26  Ibidem, pp. 97–98.
27  Dębowska, Popek, Duchowieństwo diecezji łuckiej, p. 194.
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of a given locality, property was looted and buildings were burned so that no trace 
of the Polish residents would remain. In this manner, Polish settlements vanished 
from the south-eastern borderlands of the Second Polish Republic.28

The destruction primarily affected rural inhabitants; rural parishes ceased to 
exist. Virtually until 1944, only urban centres survived, along with those few rural 
ones where strong civilian self-defence had been organised (Zasmyki, Przebraże 
belonging to the Jezioro parish, Stara Huta in the Zasłucze region, Ostróg, and 
Dederkały in the Krzemieniec deanery). The population, either threatened with 
massacre or already decimated, either fled to the territories of the General Gov-
ernment (across the Bug River or to the District of Galicia) or sought refuge in 
places considered safe. Such locations included self-defence outposts, larger towns, 
and localities where German or Hungarian military garrisons were stationed to 
defend strategic points, such as railway junctions. The Germans exploited this fact 
and deported Poles to the Reich for slave labour. This did not always occur under 
duress, as some of those Poles who had lost their families and all their property – 
seeing no chance of survival in Volhynia – volunteered for departure themselves.

The Germans remained largely passive towards the bestial actions of the 
UPA against the Polish population. This was noted, among others, by Reverend 
Mieczysław Rossowski, the parish priest in Berezne: ‘The Germans only ask how 
many corpses there are, write it down, and return to their quarters. There has not 
been a single instance of them standing in defence of the Polish population’.29 
The German occupier, treating the Ukrainians as allies, did not oppose them. The 
organised UPA units thus enjoyed complete freedom of movement across Volhynia 
and in the extermination of Poles. The Germans sought to provide protection to 
the Polish population only in those cases where their own security and interests 
were at stake (e.g., the gathering of harvests for the purpose of collecting quotas). 
Nevertheless, there were honourable exceptions, such as Leopold Hampel from 
Sienkiewiczówka, who – having been recalled from there by his superior author-
ities – advised the Poles to evacuate and provided protection during the passage 
of the convoy to Lutsk.

The Polish underground estimated that at the beginning of September 1943, 
approximately 170,000 Poles were staying in all 11 district towns of Volhynia and 
in 25 self-defence outposts (including Bielin, Dederkały, Klesów, Łokacze, Ostróg, 
Witoldówka-Ożenin, Pańska Dolina, Przebraże, Rożyszcze, Rymacze, Skurcze, 
Stara Huta, Zasmyki, and Zaturce).30

By the end of 1943, 51 parish centres had survived (that is, less than a third 
of the pre-war number) which possessed one or more pastors. However, they re-
tained only the names, the buildings of worship (not all of them), and the pastors 
(not everywhere the same ones who had ministered in them at the beginning of 
1943). In contrast, the personal composition of the faithful in all these parishes 

28  Lists of destroyed Polish villages and settlements were provided by Cz. Piotrowski, Znisz-
czone i zapomniane osiedla polskie oraz kościoły na Wołyniu, Warszawa 2002, passim.

29  Dębowska, Wołyń 1943, p. 106.
30  G. Motyka, Ukraińska partyzantka 1942–1960. Działalność Organizacji Ukraińskich Nacjo-

nalistów i Ukraińskiej Powstańczej Armii, Warszawa 2006, p. 348.
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had changed significantly. In some, such as Radziwiłłów, situated near the border 
with the District of Galicia in the General Government, the local parish priest – 
having very few of his own parishioners left – ministered until the autumn of 
1943 to constantly arriving new refugees moving into the territory of the General 
Government.31

In these several dozen pastoral centres, few of the former parishioners remained. 
A large number consisted of refugees from the territories of other parishes. In most 
towns and self-defence centres, there were usually more faithful than before 1943. 
This gave rise to many problems, the most difficult of which to resolve were pro-
viding food, clothing, housing, and medical treatment for the throngs of refugees. 
Others included the lack of documents, as most individuals had saved primarily 
their lives. Many parishes lost their documentation. Particularly grievous was the 
loss of parish registers. Their absence made it significantly more difficult for the 
clergy to document the ministries provided; thus, they relied on the testimony of 
witnesses.

Religious life was concentrated exclusively in the settlements that had survived, 
where there was a church and pastors. Thus, whoever failed to reach them could not 
count on any pastoral assistance – above all, the sacrament of confession, which 
was particularly desired at that time. Throughout the whole of 1943, it became 
impossible for both the faithful and the pastors to venture into the field. Ordinary 
religious practices – Sunday Mass in the parish church, or priests travelling to the 
sick – were fraught with the danger of losing one’s life.

As previously mentioned, twenty Catholic clergymen involved in parish ministry 
were murdered in the Diocese of Lutsk at the hands of the Ukrainian police and 
members of the UPA. Only five of them received a dignified burial; one of them 
only after several decades. Priests began dying violent deaths as early as March 
1943.32 The first priests perished at the hands of the Ukrainian police. Reverend 
Wacław Majewski, the parish priest in Mielnica, was murdered on 18 March, 
and Reverend Józef Szostak from the parish in Małe Hołoby on 5 April. In May 
1943, Reverends Hieronim Szczerbicki, the pastor from Tesłuhów, and Jerzy Jan 
Cimiński from Łysin, attempted to reach Lutsk together. Both were captured by UPA 
members (possibly inhabitants of Wołkowyje) on the road between Wołkowyje and 
Demidówka and, after being tortured, were thrown alive into a well in Wołkowyje. 
An attempt to exhumate their bodies, undertaken in June 1944 by Reverend Stanisław 
Mazak, the parish priest of Szczurowice (Archdiocese of Lviv), had to be inter-
rupted due to a Banderite attack following the shift of the front and the departure 
of the Red Army, whose soldiers – while not assisting – had at least not obstructed  

31  ‘I have almost no parishioners of my own, but families from further afield keep arriving; they 
must be transported further, and this is becoming increasingly difficult’, Antypolska akcja nacjona-
listów ukraińskich w Małopolsce Wschodniej w świetle dokumentów Rady Głównej Opiekuńczej 
1943–1944, eds. L. Kulińska, A. Roliński, Kraków 2003, p. 448.

32  For biographies of Polish clergymen – victims of the UPA, see: Dębowska, Popek, Ducho-
wieństwo diecezji łuckiej.
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the exhumation work conducted by Reverend Mazak.33 On Sunday, 11 July 1943, 
two clergymen lost their lives: Reverend Józef Aleksandrowicz in Zabłoćce, 
and Reverend Jan Kotwicki in Chrynów. Priests Karol Baran of Stężarzyce and 
Bolesław Szawłowski of Poryck avoided death on 11 July. The former, warned 
in time, had cancelled the services. Unfortunately, the very next day he was 
abducted from his home into the forest and cruelly murdered by being sawn 
through with a wood saw. Reverend Bolesław Szawłowski hid in the home of an 
Orthodox clergyman, where he was tracked down in the following days and killed. 
In Wyszogródek, in July 1943, the Ukrainians burned the murdered Reverend 
Konstanty Turzański in the church along with his parishioners. It is impossible to 
establish the course of the crime, as there were no witnesses. On 30 August 1943, 
during a UPA raid on the villages of Ostrówki and Wola Ostrowiecka, Reverend 
Stanisław Dobrzański perished. In the first months of 1944, two more priests lost 
their lives. The parish priest of Skurcze, Reverend Stanisław Grzesiak, was shot 
dead on 16 January in the church in Poryck. Reverend Stanisław Fijałkowski, 
the pastor from Poczajów, had evacuated with a portion of his parishioners to 
Podkamień (Archdiocese of Lviv). There, all were murdered on 12 March 1944.

Included in the number of twenty priests – victims of Ukrainian nationalists – 
were also three members of religious orders. On the night of 6/7 December 1943, 
the Oblate Ludwik Wrodarczyk OMI was taken from the church in Okopy and 
cruelly murdered in the purely Ukrainian village of Karpiłówka. To this day, the 
Ukrainians have not revealed the burial place of this priest, whose beatification 
process is currently underway. On 8 February 1944, the Poles taking refuge within 
the walls of the Discalced Carmelite monastery in Wiśniowiec were murdered by 
Ukrainians who had gained entry to the buildings by ruse. Among the murdered 
were two Discalced Carmelites: Father Kamil Sylwester Gleczman and Brother 
Cyprian Lasoń, who did not take advantage of the opportunity to leave the endan-
gered outpost in order to remain with the several hundred Poles who had sought 
shelter in the monastery, having no means of escape. Poignant letters from both 
monks to their confreres in Kraków and Lviv have been preserved, filled with 
painful irony (‘a great many people are leaving us, and in masses, for Abraham’s 
estate’). On 28 October 1943, Father Gleczman wrote: ‘beyond the old cordon in 
the Soviet Union there are Poles, but the Soviets do not persecute them at all; they 
are even surprised that the Ukrainians in Volhynia are such bandits’.34

Among the twenty murdered clergymen, there were also three of the Byzan-
tine-Slavonic rite (two of whom were Ukrainians): Serafin Jarosiewicz – the parish 
priest of Żabcze, Józef Gaducewicz – the parish priest of Kuśkowce Wielkie, and 
Father Kasjan (Józef Czechowicz) – a Capuchin from Lubieszów (a Pole) who 
assisted in pastoral work within the Kamień Koszyrski deanery. Death at the hands 

33  M. Dębowska, Ksiądz Hieronim Szczerbicki (1910–1943). W 79. rocznicę męczeńskiej śmier-
ci na Wołyniu, Kraków 2022, pp. 41–45.

34  J. Wołczański, Źródła do dziejów eksterminacji Polaków przez ukraińskich nacjonalistów 
w Wiśniowcu i powiecie krzemienieckim na Wołyniu podczas II wojny światowej, in: Fides, ars, 
scientia. Studia dedykowane pamięci Księdza Kanonika Augustyna Mednisa, eds. A. Betlej, J. Skrab-
ski, Tarnów 2008, p. 159.
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of the UPA also overtook Reverend Piotr Walczak, a retired priest of the Diocese 
of Sandomierz, in Volhynia. The circumstances of his death cannot be established 
due to a lack of witnesses to the crime.

At the beginning of 1943, approximately 150 priests resided within the ter-
ritory of the Diocese of Lutsk. The vast majority of them were employed in 
parish ministry. The question of their remaining within the diocese was linked to 
the existence of their own parishes, where they could count on some means of 
subsistence. However, in cases where parishioners were murdered or scattered, 
and there was a lack of means of support in the devastated diocese, some priests 
decided to leave. In such instances, Bishop Szelążek usually did not oppose their 
decisions. Those clergymen who wished to leave the diocese and received the 
bishop’s consent were provided with a special permit issued by the diocesan curia. 
Both the Ordinary and the priests themselves treated their stay outside the diocese 
as a leave of absence – and only a leave of absence – granted without a specified 
return date and most often justified by the need to ‘recover one’s health’. Some 
clergymen, upon receiving permission, made use of the opportunity to depart 
without delay; others remained within the Diocese of Lutsk for several months 
after leaving their parishes. For example, the Dean of Dubno, Reverend Stanisław 
Kuźmiński, having received permission to leave the diocese in June 1943, only 
made use of it in January 1944.

The departure of pastors from the Diocese of Lutsk, caused by the anti-Polish 
actions of the UPA, began as early as May 1943. The greatest intensification of 
this movement occurred in the second half of 1943. In the first half of 1944, due 
to the German retreat and the forced evacuation ordered by them, almost all priests 
working in the western part of the Diocese of Lutsk left their parishes. Most de-
parted from Volhynia for the General Government. By 1944, only about seventy 
clergymen – parish pastors – remained within the entire diocese. By the second 
half of 1944, only a few priests still persevered.35

Bishop Adolf Piotr Szelążek presented a picture of his diocese in 1943 in 
a letter dated 26 May 1946, addressed to Pope Pius XII:

Your Holiness’s heartfelt words36 seemed to hang over a sea of flowing blood, 
over the groans of many thousands of Catholics in my diocese, who were being 
murdered by Banderites; they seemed to hang over the clouds of smoke from 
burning Catholic churches. From many parishes, news arrived daily of the 
bestial murder of Polish Catholics. Thus, it fell to my lot that I not only had to 
witness the ruin of everything I had sought to build for the good of the Church 
over a number of years, but I became an eyewitness to the destruction of all 
the treasures which, through an uninterrupted succession of centuries, for the 
glory of God, in His honour, and for the exaltation of the Christian name,  

35  Dębowska, Kościół katolicki na Wołyniu, pp. 130–160.
36  Bishop A. P. Szelążek’s letter was a response to a congratulatory message from the Pope on 

the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Lutsk Ordinary’s episcopal consecration, which 
fell on 24 November 1943.
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the finest, most eminent, and most illustrious Pastors of the Church had found- 
ed, meticulously preserved, and entrusted to our generation’s vigilant care.37

In 1944, the further depopulation of the Diocese of Lutsk continued, resulting in 
the slow fading of religious life in the moribund parishes, although – as Reverend 
Gładysiewicz claimed – the new Soviet occupying authorities ‘do not place any 
obstacles in the way of pastoral work’.38 Subsequent priests left the diocese at that 
time; some deaneries became completely deserted, while in others, only individ-
ual clergymen remained. Religious life was limited to the irregular fulfilment of 
basic religious practices: participation in services and the reception of sacraments. 
Services were celebrated with less frequency than in the previous years of the 
occupation. The few remaining priests were unable to provide all Catholics with 
sufficient pastoral care, especially when one priest had to serve the territory of an 
entire deanery, and sometimes even more than one.

From the beginning of 1945, a gradual process of the disappearance of the 
remnants of Latin parishes in Volhynia began. This was triggered by the compul-
sion of resettlement. During interrogations in the prison in Kyiv, Bishop Szelążek 
argued that the UPA’s ethnic cleansing had undermined the existence of his diocese, 
while the final blow to its survival was dealt by the agreement on the resettlement 
of the population concluded between Poland and the Soviet Union in September 
1944. The anti-Polish action of the UPA immensely facilitated the Soviet author-
ities’ total liquidation of the Catholic Church in Volhynia. After 1945, only three 
clergymen continued to work there: Reverend Jan Rutkowski, the Capuchin Alojzy 
Serafin Kaszuba, and Reverend Marian Jasionowski, a priest from the Diocese of 
Łomża. Only one Catholic shrine remained active – namely, the Church of Saint 
Stanislaus the Bishop and Martyr in Krzemieniec.

The final act in the history of the Diocese of Lutsk – as an organised community 
of the faithful – was recorded in 1945. Bishop Adolf Piotr Szelążek was arrested by 
the Soviet authorities at his palace in Lutsk on the night of 3/4 January 1945 and 
imprisoned in Kyiv. On 6 August 1945, the remaining free administration of the 
Diocese of Lutsk and the members of the cathedral chapter left Lutsk. The hiatus 
in the functioning of the Diocese of Lutsk lasted for over fifty years. The official 
resumption of its activities occurred in the second half of the 1990s. On 18 May 
1996, Pope John Paul II appointed the Metropolitan of Lviv, Archbishop Marian 
Jaworski, as the Apostolic Administrator of the reactivated Diocese of Lutsk. Two 
years later – on 25 March 1998 – the diocese received its own ordinary in the 
person of Bishop Marcjan Trofimiak.

Translated by Marek Robak-Sobolewski

37  Dębowska, Popek, Duchowieństwo diecezji łuckiej, p. 208.
38  Materiały do dziejów diecezji łuckiej, s. 188.
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