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August 14 


MARTYR OF CHARITY

Pope John Paul II called Maximilian Kolbe a martyr of charity. He is a modern-day embodiment of John the Evangelist’s letter (1 Jn 3:13-18) and gospel (Jn 15:12-16), which stress that true love constantly looks to one’s brother, accepts him as he is, with his positive and negative traits, shares his joys and his sorrows, places one’s self at his service without paternalism or servility. True love believes in others, trusts them, looks to the substance and not to appearances, and is always ready to understand and forgive, without making a show of it.


John, in his first letter, states: “To hate your brother is to be a murderer” (1 Jn 3:15). Much of the evening news on TV is a worldwide litany of hatred and death, luridly illustrated. Hatred is a clear sign that those who give vent to it are the cause of their own ruin and have fallen into death.


But, says John, “we have passed out of death and into life ... because we love our brothers” (1 Jn 3:14). Maximilian Kolbe illustrates this belief: that the love of our brothers inserts us into God’s kingdom of life. Jesus gave his supreme proof of love for this purpose: “I lay down my life for my sheep... I lay it down of my own free will” (Jn 10:15, 18). St Maximilian gave his supreme proof of love by volunteering to die in order to save the life of a fellow prisoner.


This year, August 14 is a Sunday, so we shall not celebrate the Memorial of St Maximilian, Priest and Martyr, on his feast day, but we can still remember him at our meeting in August.


The gospel chosen for his Memorial is a segment of the discourse of the Last Supper (Jn 15:12-17) that opens and closes with the commandment of Jesus - “my commandment” - to love one another “as I have loved you”. It is “his” because he gave it with his word and actions, and with his very life.


In the gospel, we have some sayings of Jesus that are centred on the word “friends” (Jn 15:13-15). The apostles are friends of Jesus if they observe his commandments. And Jesus shows that they are his friends because he entrusts to them all that he has heard from the Father. The law of friendship goes as far as giving one’s life.


The Christian community, as a loving communion, is called by Jesus in the gospel to realize this ideal: “A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends” (Jn 15:13). Fr Maximilian is a splendid example of “no greater love”.


The love that Jesus demonstrated on the cross should spur us on also to live the highest form of love: “Love one another as I have loved you” (Jn 15:12).


The love that the disciples are to have for one another is not to exhaust itself within the community of the disciples. Rather, it is to be obvious to all. It is to open them to everyone. It is to motivate them in their apostolic outreach to the whole world.


Seeing how the disciples love one another, those outside their community will know who are the disciples of Jesus, and will be drawn into their community of love and into the communion of love between God the Father and Jesus his Son.


Jesus Christ has loved us even to the extent of dying for our salvation. He says he chose us and commissioned us to go out and bear fruit (Jn 15:16). And so he could impose a “new commandment” on us. “We, too, ought to give up our lives for our brothers [and sisters]” (1 Jn 3:16). Every person is a brother or sister of Christ and the image of God.


The highest peak of Christian love is to give everything, also our life if necessary. This love that must animate us throughout the day is not to be mere words but deeds. Love without good deeds is not love. John wrote: If someone “saw that one of his brothers was in need, but closed his heart to him, how could the love of God be living in him?” (1 Jn 3:17).


St Maximilian was a man of strong words and stronger deeds. He wrote, “The effectiveness of our work does not depend on our abilities, efforts or money, even if these are gifts of God, but only on the degree of our union with God. Should that weaken or fade, all the other means become useless. On the other hand, if our union with God remains vital, we shall have the rest without any difficulty.”

