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On Thursday, March 26, | was with my prisoner from 3 pm. | found him to be smiling, peaceful
and fully resigned. After 4 pm the sheriff came with the news that the Governor General, despite the
efforts of the Congress of Poland did not accede to their pleas and his sentence to hang will be carried
out.

To this Ciesla answered — “I was not awaiting for any grace from people. | am very happy with
that which God is giving me and | know that He has forgiven me. | am not afraid of death.”

Later | had supper with him. | didn’t have much of an appetite and neither did he. Every little
while someone would enter his cell to bid goodbye with him, or they tried to amuse him, for they
thought that Ciesla would be very depressed. They were totally amazed when they found him laughing
and joking. He wasn’t very fond of this fair time mood in his cell and all the efforts of his visitors to
remove all black thoughts from him. He just wanted peace. It seemed to him as though the outlines of
this world in his eyes were already fading away and worldly matters found no echo in his soul. In his
thoughts and heart, he already belonged to a new world.

For this reason, he directed all of his conversations to godly topics. He feared lest someone
disturb his last moments which he wanted to gain completely for God. From time to time he interwove
these moments with sorrow for his wasted life.

It was evident that God was taking more and more of His lost property into His own possession —
the son —who had been lost, and now had been found. This was, no doubt that 100" lamb which got
lost away from the Good Shepherd, and when it was found, the joy in heaven was greater than it was
over the 99 others who were just.

Ciesla was immensely happy when he was told that he would die on a Friday, on the feast of Our
Lady of Seven Sorrows. In Poland, he heard that in Lublin, our Sorrowful Mother had wept bloody tears.
In connection with this, he complained about how great and numerous must be the sins of people that
the Mother of God not only wept bitterly, but wept bloody tears. He reflected deeply upon his life and in
a half whisper kept saying how good God is for showing him so many proofs of His love for him.

His heart was destined for even greater joy when other graces flowed upon him. A few hours
before his execution, the Bishop, Vicar General Trudel came and administered to him the Sacrament of
Confirmation.

When we were selecting a new name for him, he asked me what name | had taken when | was
confirmed. | told him that | took Vincent de Paul. Then | had to tell him who this saint was. Ciesla took
that same name for, as he explained with satisfaction, St. Vincent loved the poor and the unfortunate.

He met with further joy when they brought him a little crucifix from a certain poor lady, a
charwoman. This woman, along with several others, was adoring the Blessed Sacrament from midnight
until 1 am mainly during the time that Ciesla would be returning his soul to God. These good women
promised to remember him in prayer.
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Then | read to him from the talks of Archbishop Cieplak in which this servant of God, upon
receiving the sentence of death said: “Standing on the threshold of death, maybe | will soon stand
before God’s tribunal. | trust that my heavenly Judge will show me His mercy.”

| read him a letter in which was written that the Sisters of the Resurrection, with their school
children, are all praying for him. Ciesla listened, deeply moved, and when | finished, he was silent for a
while.

Finally, he spoke with great piety: “Therefore, dying is not something terrible. People fear that
which is the very best — heaven! Death for me is gain. | never knew any happiness on earth. | never
owned a suit in all of my life. | always went about in rags. For months, | was as homeless as a dog.
Should | be sorry about something in this life? Furthermore, | have never been greedy nor rapacious. |
would commit robberies only because of my hunger or some need. Should | regret the riches which |
could have had? | would not exchange this treasure which | possess today with any person wealthy in
material things.

What they love is money, machines, iron. All of these things are lifeless, cold and stiff. They do
not repay love for love. Of what use to me is something that doesn’t love me? One must love God, who
prepays you with love. Love is hot — it is never indifferent or cold.

Will | fear that death on the end of a rope? That death will be light, almost instantaneous. | will
not suffer long. Furthermore, | am ready for torment in order to show God that | truly love Him and that
| surrender myself totally to His will.

God gave me life, a soul and a heart. That is all that | have and | give it all to Him. There is
nothing more that | have on this earth.

In the evening, around 8 pm, Mr. Brzezinski, the President of the Polish Congress in Montreal, F.
Lawruszczyk and S. Twardy came to bid him goodbye in the name of all of the Polish people.

He stood before them with his bright, wide-open eyes, like a child who is constantly surprised.
After they had left, Ciesla spoke to me in a voice that was so tender, as if he could wrap around these
crowds of his countrymen who were praying for him and had shown him so much compassion.

Please, Father if they would set me free now, and | would go out among my own people, how
many of them would now accept me as a brother? | have so many friends now, at the hour of my death
and before | always felt that | was despised. But | like my priest benefactor the most for he led me to
God!

Before midnight, we were reading Sacred Scripture — the section on the Passion of Christ. During
the reading | noticed how tears were forming like pearls in the corners of his eyes, something | had
never before noticed in him, because in general, he was a hard and resistant person.
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Shortly before midnight, | gave him absolution and Mass immediately began in his cell. The
prison chaplain said the Mass during which | was praying while kneeling alongside this condemned man.
During Mass, with great piety and concentration, he received Holy Communion.

We had barely risen from our knees when we began to bid him goodbye, begging him for
prayers and help from that other world. He didn’t talk anymore, but he did give me a big smile. His brow
was smooth and peaceful. He didn’t show even the least sign of nervousness.

Then the guards came, tied up his arms and that slow march to the gallows began. In front of
the platform of the gallows, he stopped again for a moment, looked at me one more time then boldly
went up onto the platform.

| reached out a crucifix with the relics of the true cross and a plenary indulgence for him to kiss.
His eyes were closed and his lips were stuck to the crucifix, as though he were already in the vestibule of
heaven, kissing Him Who is his Savior and best Father.

When a heavy black hood covered his face, he couldn’t see us anymore, but he heard my words,
My dear Jesus mercy! He did not moan, nor did he faint. He was as quiet as a lamb. On his breast hung a
large rosary which he habitually wore around his neck and from which | had begun to tell him about the
mysteries of the Lord.

The official witnesses of the execution were very moved. One of the policemen cried as a father
would cry over the loss of his child. | was also deeply moved and touched, but | rejoiced in spirit for | had
brought him to God, | had given him to God, a man without blemish, a new man.

In this example, the morality of Ciesla is distinctly seen as bright at a time when religion was
foreign to him. Yet, when he learned the principles of morality through religion, he accepted them and
loved them with his entire simple soul!

In the story of Ciesla, we clearly see that religion influences the morality of life and in reality
decides the moral life of a person. Religion gives the measure of the good and evil, defines the virtue
and the sin, the law and the duty. If the purpose of my entire life, my final purpose is found beyond the
grave, then everything that draws me away from it will be for me an evil — a sin; and all that leads me to
that purpose, will be a good, a virtue.

On the contrary, if after death nothing is waiting for me, then my final purpose must be reached
during life here on earth. Then | will be virtuous if | provide myself with the most comforts, joys and
temporal pleasures and spare myself difficulties, pains and sufferings.

Someone wrote: “If on a trip, the road on which I travel is good if it leads me to my destination
and it is not good if it takes me away from my destination or goal.”

So too, my actions will be morally good if they lead me to my eternal goal and they will be evil if
they lead me away from my eternal goal.
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The morality of a state, a legislature, politics, of an administration, of a family, of an economy, of
an industry and of business stems from religion. In a word the fate of a person, his entire temporal life
depends upon the morality flowing from religion.

Let us want to understand this and let us imprint it in our memory.
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January 24, 1954
| greet all of you my fellow country-men with the greeting, “Praised be Jesus Christ.”

Two weeks ago | spoke to you about morality, specifically on Christian morality and | stressed
that religion is the foundation and basis of this morality. To this talk | am referring to today’s treatise. In
the beginning it is very gloomy but in it’s course, development and ending, it proves the unlimited mercy
of God and the gradual conversion of the miserable and defective person.

On March 27, w953 in the prison in Bordeaux of Montreal, Canada a 21 year old Maximilian
Ciesla was hanged for murdering the owner of a garage in Yamaska, Quebec. Father Bernard, the pastor
of Our Lady of Czestochowa Parish in Montreal wrote to me concerning this matter: “I am sure that the
enclosed article written by Father Zbigniew Krolikowski will be of use to you for the Rosary Hour.

Father Zbigniew came to Canada with Polish orphans from Africa in 1949. He had been accepted
into our Congregation in Poland by Father Maximilian Kolbe. He is a very good monk and an exemplary
priest.

I met Maximilian Cie$la in prison right after his arrest. He looked like a wild animal. He had been
hiding in the woods and islands of Canada just as he had been hiding in Poland from the Nazis. Despite
the fact that he was very poorly nourished during his entire sojourn on Canadian soil, he still possessed
unusual strength. Four policemen had trouble trying to subdue him.

Because Cie$la was a DP and Father Krolikowski was also one, | asked him to take care of that
prisoner. This, therefore, is the printed flower from the garden of his work. Thus, from the letter of
Farther Bernard to the article by Father Zbigniew Krolikowski entitled: A New Person to the Gallows.

Let’s look at this character a little closer. Cie$la came from the Slask area. In 1952, he ran away
from Poland to the Baltic Sea. He swam three days and three nights in a life belt with metal swim fins on
his arms. On his head, under his hat held tight by elastic, he had a supply of a condensed food (ground
nuts in honey).

Twenty miles from the shores of Poland, he rested for a half day on a sunken ship on the part
that stuck up above the waves. Then later, he moved farther.

On the third day, the crew of a Danish ship pulled him out of the water. From Denmark, he
emigrated to Canada. In the columns of the Canadian newspapers there was only a short notice about
the carrying out of the verdict, without any words of sympathy or defense.

That is why, as the chaplain who was preparing him for death, | wish to dedicate this article to
honor this dear Polish young man who converted before his death, and died not with curses on his lips
nor hatred in his heart nor sorrow for the entire world, nor was he overcome by fear but with dignity
and fully conscious, he became a new person. He died with faith that a happiness, such as he had never
known on earth would be given to him in full on the threshold of death.
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My first meeting with him in his prison cell was disagreeable and heavy. This young Pole was full
of uncertainty and his eyes blazed with anger. His few words were characterized by hatred for those
who founded prisons, for those who arrested him and kept watch over him.

He did not feel like talking, therefore during that entire time, | did the talking. | never made any
reference to his past, which consisted of one open never healing wound. | spoke to him for hours about
God, His love for man, even prodigal man, of the fact that every one of us belong to God’s great family,
where God is the Father and we are His children, and of all the eternal privileges and duties that flow
from this. | straightened out his thoughts, step by step directing them to God and people but he
constantly and stubbornly kept silence.

Meanwhile the service people of the prison brought me complaints of his brutal behavior and
arrogant conduct towards them. For safety’s sake they were forced to put handcuffs on his hands and
chains on his feet when he went to court for a session. On the door of his cell hung a sign — Dangerous!
Special Attention!

They even wanted to give me a protective guard when | would be talking with him, stressing the
fact that he was a very dangerous person. They talked about the fact that he tried to take his own life
several times.

After a few weeks, a sudden amazing change came over him. His face brightened with a wide
smile and the warm expression in his eyes. His eyes that were the color of the sea were no longer fixed
on the ground but constantly were looking at me. His round face, covered with wavy, luxuriant blond
hair, took on the appearance of a child. Maximilian the murderer became a beautiful child in a
supernatural way which showed up on his face.

Now he already yearned for the Word of God and he made me stay with him for many hours. He
wanted to very quickly satisfy his first hunger for these new shocking things; he wanted to calm himself
as speedily as possible and to have a lot of material for his daily contemplation. Meditation was his one
and only occupation for he didn’t know how to read or write.

In Poland, he had barely finished the first grade in a primary school and when war broke out in
1939 and with war brought all the plagues that war carried to fall on Polish ground, he could never study
further, especially after the Gestapo broke up all of the families. He lost his parents when he was just 11
years old. He remained alone like a nail in the fence.

He talked about those times that after the loss of his dearest family members he felt an
enormous emptiness surrounding him. He complained that he had no one to whom he could address
that sweet word — Mama.

After receiving the death sentence, he was transferred to another cell that was underground.
His spiritual change continued even faster there. In this cell, oddly Maximilian felt like a free man. A new
spirit possessed him — joy, life! Up until now, he never had such feelings. In his cell he kept active. He
changed it into a painter’s workshop.
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since he didn’t have any paper at the beginning, he drew on the walls. He sketched that with
which the soul was rich; on the walls there appeared sketches of ships, figures of saints and religious
symbols. Finding this talent in him and the love for this work, I brought him some crayons.

He turned his little table into an altar, decorated partially by his own drawings or by the holy
pictures that | brought him with pictures from the life of Christ. Holy pictures were for him the best
objects for reflection. He loved the holy picture best that showed the Father drawing his prodigal son to
his bosom. Maximilian stubbornly loved those who love the paupers and the ragamuffins.

Little by little, Ciesla felt the need to share his experiences and his observations on life and on
the world. These impressions, amazing for their simplicity and depth of thought, | studiously wrote
down for myself so that someday | could share them with others.

This is a short thrust of his thoughts that | have taken from our conversations: “Father, maybe
you think that at one time | despised God. No, never. | just forgot Him. It was so easy to forget about
Him because | never knew much about Him. My parents were God-fearing. When | would return home
from church, they examined me as to what the priest said in his sermon in order to check whether | had
hidden out in the woods with the other boys. If | could not repeat what the priest said, there would be a
whipping.

However, after the death of my parents, who cared about me? There was misery at home. My
sister would cook turnips to last for several days and she wouldn’t cook another portion until | had
finished eating the first one.

Therefore, | ran away from home. | would rather get it with a poker by my sister as long as |
could be with my friends. | felt better because among them | felt that at least someone loved me
although now | know that | was doing wrong things. Those boys taught me about every evil that exists
under the sun. They would beat me if I didn’t do evil things. Until later, | became so enthusiastic about
doing evil things that | tried to outdo all of them in evil.

| became enthusiastic about everything. Just as | was once enthusiastic in doing evil things so
today | am enthusiastic about doing good things.

Back then, everything was pushing me towards evil; misery also. The Russians, having taken over
our country were spending days and nights emptying all of our Polish stores and warehouses of every
article and consumer goods. My hunger was so great that | went about begging. | didn’t like to steal
from such very poor people, but almost everyone fell into that category.

| was searching garbage dumps and pulling out all of the peelings from potatoes. | washed these
in the river and cooked them in a tin can. It seemed to me they tasted better than the meat they served
us in prison.

| searched the dumps for pieces of coal. There was my school. | listened in as older people were
telling one another about terrible things, to which at the beginning | had no attraction. What could such
a life teach me?
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Then, later | used to hide in the woods with our country’s army. From these points we organized
attacks to blow up, destroy and take away the enemy. Did | ever see anything good?

Father, if | were to teach you how to drive a car, | would do everything contrariwise. | would call
it the starter, but point to the brake and point to brake as the starter. Where would you end up driving,
in a ditch or against a pole? That’s how they taught me; that’s why | ended up in prison.

Today, | am very sorry that | wasted so many years not knowing God. | had heard how people
talked of God. | thought that if He is a Lord, He must be far away and is not interested in us. | never
presumed that God is also our Father, as you are now explaining to me. | was such a fool, a real lunatic,
so stupid that | didn’t see those things which stand out to one’s eyes. No one can say that God, our
Father, had pushed him away, that He didn’t remember someone and did not show him a hind heart.”

Ci€sla loved life in the bosom of nature, he loved farming life. In Poland, he worked for some
time on a farm. He promised himself that when he would be set free, he would set himself up on a farm.
He had even drawn up a plan as to where he would place things.

Memories from Poland were a source of great joy when he would recount how he walked
behind the plow and the horses were faithful and obedient to him and were very hard working. “I would
tchick to them,” he said, “and they pricked up their ears to get my command. Under the plow, the
ground was cut and gently laid on both sides.”

He was also fascinated by the faithfulness of the dog, looking faithfully in his eyes, and there
wasn’t a trace of any rebellion or deceitfulness in that animal’s eyes.

It was with sorrow that he deplored the fact that he had repaid God with black ingratitude for all
of these good things and he said — “I never thanked Him, absolutely, for anything. When | ate an orange,
it awakened in me a greed for a second and a third one, so great is the sweetness and the pleasantness
of the taste. It is God, my Father who created that pleasant taste for me. And I, did | at least think of
thanking Him for that gift? That’s why | am now so sorry!”

Maximilian went to confession and Holy Communion for the first time when he was in prison.
Warmed by this new life which God brought him, he recalled — “Seeing people going to confession and
Communion, | asked myself — why am | different from others? In Canada, | had a mind to go to
confession, but my companion filled me with fear, saying, ‘When the priest finds out that you have
never before been to confession, he is going to shout at you! But, if you definitely want to go, then go,
but tell the priest that you had just recently confessed, then go to another priest and tell him that you
lied to the first priest and then everything will be in order.”

Ciésla considered it a great grace that God gave him the time to improve. He could have been
killed by a bullet during the war or during his conflicts with the police. Then, he would never have been
able to recognize God.
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Those two months of forced recollection in a prison cell and his surrender to the workings of the
grace of God, gave him more than to someone who spent 50 years of his life in indifference, despite the
abundance of God’s grace.

God loves to reveal Himself to the little ones and to shame and blind those who consider
themselves as great and wise. Knowing full-well how uncertain earthly goods are in people’s hands, for a
thief, fire or war can take them away, he loved to use the words of Jesus: “Do not store up treasures on
earth where moth and decay destroy and thieves break in and steal. But, store up treasures in heaven,
where neither moth nor decay destroy, nor thieves break in and steal.” And he stored up for himself as
much as he could in that short time. He was in a hurry. That is why he showed kindness and goodness to
everyone.

In prison, the authorities talked about this sudden change as though it were an actual miracle.
He showed great cordiality to everyone and he especially had great pity for his fellow prisoners.

When one of them was scheduled to go to the gallows, Ciesla gave him a holy picture of the
Risen Christ and said: “Believe that the Lord Jesus arose from the dead. You, too, will rise from the dead.
Life is not ended with your death.”

Later, that same condemned prisoner begged Ciesla for the holy pictures of the Way of the
Cross on the night before his own hanging. Later, Ciesla spoke about that incident: “I loved those holy
pictures for | was learning from them how much Jesus suffered for me and for people, how He loved us,
how He did not forget about the good thief and about his enemies for whom He prayed while on the
cross.

That’s why | wanted to keep those holy pictures for myself and | even thought that the chaplain
should buy him such. Later on, | thought that | already know what the love of God is like. Since | had
learned then | could give them to another. Let someone else learn from them.” Ciesla also gave holy
pictures of the Blessed Mother and of the Savior to another convict who was a Protestant. But, he must
have done something with them for on the next day, Ciesla already didn’t see them; the convict avoided
talking with Ciesla and pretended to be asleep. He closed his eyes when Ciesla would be led back from
washing up through the convict’s cell.

At the beginning it was difficult for Ciesla to accept the thought that one must love his enemies.
Later on, he conquered himself knowing that every person is a child of God created in the image and
likeness of God. Right before his death, he noticed that one of the detectives did not want to come to
bid him goodbye, therefore he said, “He thinks that | despise him, but | would find something nice to say
to him.”

On the vigil before his hanging, Ciesla was transferred to the death cell from which at midnight
he would be taken directly to the gallows. The guards did not put him in chains. “The lion had become a
lamb,” the chaplain of the prison noticed, “and didn’t need to be chained.”




