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DAR R ELL JODOCK

Fumbling Toward Integrity: 
A Sermon on Mark 8:34-38, Pastor Kaj Munk, and Father Maximilian Kolbe1 

This weekend, in our discussions of bio-ethics, we are strug-
gling with many important questions. What does it mean to 
live as created co-creators? In a fallen world, what does it mean 
to live in the image of God? What priorities should govern the 
life of a believer? 

Today, following the suggestion of our worship leader, 
Chaplain Andrew Weisner, we remember two martyrs—one 
from Poland, Father Maximilian Kolbe, and the other from 
Denmark, Pastor Kaj Munk. Both were in their 40s when they 
died at the hands of the Nazis. 

Why recall their lives? To honor them? Doing so may be appro-
priate, but it will not be our purpose. In order to imitate them? Not 
really, because the circumstances of their lives are not identical to 
ours. Why then? We recall their lives so they can serve as a mirror. 
As we look carefully at the priorities of their lives, we can see more 
clearly the priorities actually at work in our own. 

There are, to be sure, religious fanatics who are impetuous and 
bold. But most of us in this room are not fanatics. The operating 
priorities in our lives are more likely caution and deliberation. 
Such qualities are not themselves a problem, but they can so easily 
be tangled with others. Then caution becomes timidity, and a lack 
of information becomes an excuse for inaction. 

To all of us Maximilian Kolbe is particularly relevant because 
he was a theologian. What interested him most was the renewal of 
faith among the people of his nation. He got involved in religious 
publishing both in Poland and in Japan and started a religious 
community in Poland that eventually grew to 800. When war 
came in 1939, his community took in 2,000 refugees, two-thirds 

of whom were Jewish. As you may recall, the Nazis attacked more 
than Poland’s army. They attacked the nation itself, killing or 
incarcerating the political and intellectual and religious leaders. In 
1941 Father Kolbe was offered German citizenship, refused, was 
arrested, and imprisoned. In May he was sent to Auschwitz. At this 
early stage only about 10% of those in Auschwitz were Jews, but the 
Jews and the priests received the worst treatment. He was beaten by 
the guards, at one point so badly that he was left for dead. But the 
calm and non-vindictive way he handled his harsh treatment made 
an impression on his fellow inmates. 

The Nazis practiced “collective retaliation.” To discour-
age opposition, they executed ten prisoners for every one who 
escaped. Late in July a prisoner managed to get out. Every 
remaining inmate was made to stand in roll call for hours. Then 
officer Fritsch started to select the ten who would die. When 
he reached prisoner #5659 the man broke down and wailed “my 
poor wife, my poor children.” At that point prisoner #16670 
stepped forward. “What do you want?” asked Fritsch. “I want 
to take his place.” “Why do you want to do that?” Kolbe chose 
his words carefully, citing the Nazi principle that “the sick and 
weak must be liquidated” and continuing, “I am an old man, sir 
[he was 47!], and good for nothing. My life is no longer any use 
to anyone.” “Who are you?” “A priest.” To his assistant, Fritsch 
said, “Scratch out 5659 and write in 16670” (Royal 194).2 As a 
result prisoner #5659 would survive and live for another fifty 
years. But what awaited Kolbe and the nine others was the star-
vation bunker—an underground cell with no food and no water. 
It was a dreadful way to die. The only attention they received 
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was one visit a day to remove the dead. Kolbe invited the men to 
pray and sing hymns. At the end of two weeks, he was still alive. 
After an injection with carbonic acid, he died on August 14, 
1941, the day before I was born. 

Would we step forward to take another’s place? If not, why 
not? What are the priorities at work in our lives? A need for 
approval? A paralyzing fear? The impression that what we are 
doing is too important to be interrupted? A lack of confidence 
in Jesus’ promise that the person who loses his life for the sake of 
the gospel will save it? 

Those who have studied the rescuers (that is, those who risked 
their lives to hide or assist the victims of Nazi racism) have identi-
fied several characteristics not found in the bystanders.3 Father 
Kolbe shared those characteristics. The first is a sense of agency—
the conviction that one can do something to make a difference, no 
matter how small. What about us? Do we see ourselves as victims 
or as persons who can make a difference? The second characteristic 
is moral independence—the capacity to make a moral judgment 
and undertake a moral act that is out of step with the surrounding 
society. What about us? When is the last time we stifled an ethical 
reservation or recommendation when no one else said anything? 
The third feature is a universalistic sense of caring—caring for 
people in need, whatever their nationality or religion. Where does 
our caring reach its limits? At the edge of the responsible elements 
of society? At the edge of our country? At the edge of its legal 
residents? At the edge of “the West”? At the edge of Christianity? 
The fourth characteristic is a history of care-giving. In no case was 
the decision to risk one’s life to hide another the first instance of 
care-giving. The best predictor of our response in a potential crisis 
is what we are doing now. The question is: what sort of pattern of 
care-giving is evident in our lives? 

Kaj Munk was the pastor of a village church and a play-
wright. These were not two callings but one. “In all his plays,” 
one observer has commented, “he was continuously preaching” 
(Keigwin 18). His plays were so popular that he considered 
resigning from his pastoral responsibilities to devote himself to 
writing, but the members of his parish valued his ministry so 
much that they petitioned for him to stay and arranged for an 
assistant to take over some of his tasks. 

In his early years he flirted with an admiration for strong 
men. But Mussolini’s campaign in Ethiopia and Hitler’s actions 
against the Jews ended that. After the Nazis took control of 
Denmark in 1940 and as he encouraged resistance, the themes 
with which he had wrestled throughout his adulthood came into 
play—themes such as truth and falsehood, faith and unbelief, 
courage and caution. 

In a sermon on “Christ and John the Baptist” that was later 
printed and circulated, he said:

There are people who believe that truth can be salted 
down. That it can be pickled, to be taken from the jar and 
used when convenient. 

They are mistaken. Truth can not be pickled. It is found 
only in living form, and it must be used the moment it 
appears. If not used then it dies and decays, and it soon 
becomes destructive. The most dangerous of all lies is dead 
truth.” (Munk 11)
 

When I read this I sense that truth is a way of life, and I wonder: 
How often have I said—“Not now. There’ll be a more opportune 
time to live or speak the truth.” But there never is.

When discussing John’s decision to denounce Herod’s adul-
tery, Munk continues:

His majesty, naturally, did not argue with John. He ordered 
handcuffs. Thus it has always been. Truth has the word at its 
command; error has sword and chains. And error continues to 
delude itself, even to believe it is the stronger of the two. (14)

One wonders about our obsession with success—whether in 
sports or the use of our military power or our own careers. Why 
do we exhibit such a fascination with power rather than with 
moral strength? 

Once in prison, John is left alone while Herod continues just 
as he had before. Munk comments:

The people manifested their cowardice by tamely leav-
ing their hero to languish in prison—as reward for his 
faithfulness. They cheered the truth lustily so long as there 
was no price to pay. But when the truth became costly they 
were discreetly silent—and left John to pay the price. (15)
 

This seems to describe an almost-universal affliction in our 
society—a readiness to cheer the truth so long as it is not costly. 
Let someone else figure out how to end the bloodshed in Iraq. 
Let someone else reduce CO2 without expecting us to curtail 
our use of non-renewal energy. We object to paying higher gaso-
line taxes, but then wring our hands when a bridge goes down. 
We endorse justice but ignore the pay scale for housekeepers or 
secretaries in our own institutions. 

In the fall of 1943, the Nazis begin their unsuccessful 
endeavor to round up the Danish Jews. Munk, along with 
others, helped create the resistance movement that eventually 
saved 97% of Denmark’s Jews. Several of his sermons were 
circulated underground. Late in 1943 Munk was arrested 
and then released. In January, on orders from Berlin, he was 
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picked up, shot through the head, and dumped by the side  
of the road. Forty-five years of age, he left a widow and five 
young children. 

In another of his sermons, “God and Caesar,” preached before 
the Nazi roundup, he described what he thought should happen: 

It has been made our duty as Christians to render unto 
Caesar the things that belong to him, and we have obeyed 
the command....

The Emperor may ask much of us: our money, our labor, 
our health, the best years of our youth, our lives. 

But if he demanded that we should call black white, 
tyranny liberty, violence justice, we should answer: “It is 
written, Thou shalt have no other gods but me.”…

Let him come with his lions and his tigers, with his gal-
lows and his stakes.… We conquer by our death. We must 
obey God before man. (34-35)
 
Calling violence justice. Does that sound familiar in a nation 

that for years has fought what, by traditional Christian standards, 
is an unjust war? Calling tyranny liberty—do these words also 
sound familiar in a nation fudging the definition of torture? As 
we look into the mirror of Munk’s life, we ask: what about the 
lived priorities of our lives? Have we behaved as if truth could be 
pickled and stored for another day? Have we stepped back while 
the faithful endured the consequences of questioning Herod? 
Have we objected when violence is called justice and tyranny is 
called liberty? How, I ask myself, could I ever possibly become a 
martyr if I routinely opt out so early in the process—in the face of 
even minimal opposition? My seminary roommate was martyred 
a dozen years after he returned to his native Ethiopia. Was that 
entirely a matter of differing circumstances, I wonder, or did 
authentic Christian priorities show forth more clearly in his life, 
making him all the more dangerous? 

The lives of Kolbe and Munk are like mirrors held up for our 
own self-examination. 

Our Gospel text also holds up a mirror. Just prior to it comes 
the turning point in Mark’s Gospel—Jesus’ discussion with his 
disciples. “Who do people say that I am?” Some say John the 
Baptist. Some Elijah. Some one of the prophets. “But who do you 
say that I am?” “You are the Messiah.” Each of these answers has a 
different implication for the priorities of a follower. As Jesus sets 
his face to go to Jerusalem, he begins to point out the priorities for 
those who call him Messiah. 

In today’s text, he says to the crowds—yes, to the crowds, 
because this message is for all his followers, not just the few: “If 

any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and 
take up their cross, and follow me. For those who want to save 
their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, 
and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mark 8:34-38). All 
those who expected a political Messiah would be disappointed. 
Following Jesus was not to be a life of triumph but a life of 
suffering. All those who expected a spiritual Messiah would be 
disappointed. Following Jesus was not to be a life of quiet peace 
and tranquility. All those who expected an avenging Messiah 
would be disappointed. Following Jesus will not offer an escape 
from every tragedy or conflict on this side of the eschaton. 

Like the lives of Kolbe and Munk, this text is a mirror. It is an 
invitation to consider our own priorities and our own expectations. 

But there is an underlying question: why should we bother to 
look into the mirror? Why trouble ourselves? Why not follow 
the all-too-common American pattern of allowing ourselves to 
be distracted? Because nestled in this text is also a promise: that a 
full and meaningful life is a gift—a gift from the one who set his 
face to go to Jerusalem. Every time we taste the inner joy of living 
the truth, of standing up for another, of finding a way to serve, of 
bypassing our fretful preoccupation with lesser things, we know—
yes, we know—that our calling is the avenue to a richer, fuller life. 

The promise to Kolbe, the promise to Munk, and the promise 
to you is that in all of this fumbling toward integrity you will surely 
find life—not because of your searching but because it is finding 
you. Abundant life is being given to you. And that gift frees you to 
risk all. For such a splendid gift, let us rejoice and be glad. Amen. 

Endnotes
1 This sermon was delivered at the ELCA Convocation of Teaching 

Theologians, Lenoir-Rhyne College, Aug. 13, 2007.

2 Robert Royal is here drawing upon Serguis C. Lorit, The Last 
Days of Maximilian Kolbe (New York: New City Press, 1988), 16-20. 

3 See, for example, Samuel Oliner and Pearl Oliner, The Altruistic 
Personality: Rescuers of Jews in Nazi Europe (New York: Free Press, 
1988) and Nechama Tec, When Light Pierced the Darkness: Christian 
Rescue of Jews in Nazi-Occupied Poland (New York: Oxford UP, 1986).
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