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Officially, he was known as Prisoner 5659.  That of course was not the name his parents 

gave him.  But within the notorious Nazi death camp known as Auschwitz, prisoners weren’t 

granted the honor of a name. It was far more efficient to assign them a number.  It’s easier to 

account for a number than a person.  It’s easier to manage a number than a person.  And if need 

be, it’s easier to kill a number than a person. 

 

Prisoner 5659 had served as a sergeant in the Polish army. But when the Nazis overran 

Poland in 1939, he was captured and eventually transferred to Auschwitz, arguably the most 

brutal of all the Nazi deathcamps.  The situation at Auschwitz turned especially grim near the 

end of July 1941, after a prisoner escaped.  This greatly embarrassed the commandant, and so he 

decided to set an example.  Ten prisoners would be randomly selected and thrown into a cell 

where they would die by starvation.  The guards gathered the prisoners in assembly as the 

numbers of the ten were slowly read aloud.  The list included Prisoner 5659.   

 

He was of course much more than a number.  He was a man.  As he heard his number 

called, he fell to his knees and in agony, cried out, “Oh, how I pity my wife and children whom I 

am about to orphan.”  In a place like Auschwitz, such expressions of humanity were usually 

greeted with hostility or, at best, indifference.  But not this time.  Another prisoner – number 

16670 – quietly stepped forward and approached the commandant.  He said, “I am a priest from 

Poland.  I would like to take his place, because he has a wife and children.”  The commandant 

was as surprised as everyone else, and so he granted the request.  Prisoner 5659 would live 

another day.  Prisoner 16670 would take his place in the starvation cell. 

 

The story I’ve just shared with you is true.  I know it seems impossible that anyone would 

willingly make such an enormous sacrifice for a stranger.  And yet it really happened.  But this 

story from 1941 is no more or less true than the story we heard in today’s Gospel.  That story 

also involves an astonishing sacrifice.  Jesus willingly surrendered himself to his adversaries.  

Jesus willingly poured out his life to save another.  But which others?  Not mere numbers.  He 

did it for us, people he knows inside-and-out, people who sometimes disappoint him, but people 

he nevertheless continues to love fully and unyieldingly, forever. 

 

As Christians, we believe that by his death and resurrection, Jesus defeated sin and death 

so that we could be forgiven, saved, and someday carried home to heaven.  Jesus likewise 

intended that in this life, we, his followers, would be instruments of his peace, love and mercy so 

that in our mortality we might experience a foretaste of heaven.  Remember how Jesus described 

heaven in today’s Gospel?  It’s not puffy clouds and streets paved in gold; he said that heaven – 
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eternal life – is a deep, intimate relationship of unity both with God and one another.  And so 

with his last words as a free man, Jesus prayed a final prayer in which he asked God to stir in us 

a desire for unity – for oneness -  so that a bit of heaven might come to earth for us, long before 

we are gathered into heaven. 

 

Unity is the one thing we seem most lacking these days.  We find endless reasons to 

divide ourselves into camps and factions.  I’m not suggesting that we must agree on everything 

in our politics, our churches, or our families.  On the contrary, Jesus wasn’t praying for 

uniformity.  Our differences can be delightful and even offer a peek into God’s imagination!  

Our differences need not divide us.  We can disagree, and still be in unity, so long as we 

remember that we are more than labels or numbers.  We can still be in unity as long as we always 

value and dignify our mutual humanity.  We can still be in unity as long as we find a way to love 

one another. 

 

Prisoner 16670 understood that.  He was heading into a starvation cell even though it’s 

possible that the man whose place he was taking had a different view of politics than he did, or 

different hobbies, or a different way of thinking about God.  What really mattered was that Jesus 

loved Prisoner 5659, and that was enough reason for Prisoner 16670 to love him as well, and to 

offer his life in exchange. 

 

Friends, as the Coronavirus pandemic continues to imperil our health, restrict our 

movements, test our patience, and fray our tempers and nerves, is it possible that Jesus’s 

reminder of the critical importance of unity is coming to us at just the right time?  After all, our 

Gospel testifies that Jesus achieved his moment of highest glory not on a throne but a cross… 

not wearing a crown of gold, but a crown of thorns… not by exalting himself, but by humbly 

serving, loving, and sacrificing for the very least of us.  So how is Jesus calling you to humbly 

and sacrificially serve and love others?  Will it be in the mask you wear to prevent someone else 

from getting sick, the anonymous gift you give to brighten someone’s day, the simple phone call 

you make to say “I care about you,” or the time you invest to try to build common ground with 

someone who may think differently than you, vote differently than you, or worship differently 

than you? 

 

Spend just a few moments on a social media platform like Facebook and you’ll soon see 

all the time people waste arguing about politics.  No one’s vote has ever been changed because 

of anything someone has posted on Facebook.  And so in our online and interpersonal 

interactions, what if we instead took a cue from Jesus?  What if, in our words and actions, we 

were to work for unity, simply by loving our neighbor?  Might that make a difference?  I think 

so.  I can’t tell you exactly what that’ll look like in your life or what you should say or do.  But I 

can encourage you to ask God to reveal a pathway forward for you, so that you can be an answer 

to Jesus’s prayer and be a force for love and unity.  Pray to God for that direction.  The answer 

may not come all at once, but it will come.  So be persistent.  God will show you the way.  If 

your experience is anything like mine, it won’t be easy.  God will challenge you.  But trust God.  

Take a chance on the value of unity.  Never underestimate the power of love. 

 

So, do you want to know what happened at Auschwitz?  Prisoner 16670 was led into the 

starvation cell with the other nine men.  At first the cell was filled with screams of despair, 
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anguish, and anger.  But Prisoner 16670 offered comfort, prayer, and perspective.  He was more 

than a number – he was Father Maximilian Kolbe.  And under his merciful care those men died 

with dignity, in the calm and fearless assurance of Christ’s love.  After two weeks, Father Kolbe 

was the only one still alive.  And so the impatient commandant ordered that Father Kolbe be 

injected with carbolic acid in order to bring a swift end to his life.  Kolbe used his last breaths to 

bestow a blessing on the man who administered the injection. 

 

What happened to Prisoner 5659, the man whose life was saved thanks to the sacrifice of 

Father Kolbe?  Miraculously, that man, Franciszek Gajowniczek, survived the horrors of 

Auschwitz and was eventually liberated by the Allies.  Franciszek lived a long life – he died in 

1995 at the age of 93.  He was able to be present when Father Kolbe was canonized by the 

Roman Catholic Church.  Kolbe is likewise honored on our Lutheran calendar.  The experience 

of Father Kolbe’s sacrifice transformed Franciszek.  He once said that so long as he had breath in 

his lungs, he would consider it his duty to tell people about the heroic act of love by Maximilian 

Kolbe.  And indeed that’s just what he did.  Now, uplifted by the grace of our savior Jesus 

Christ, it is our turn to act.  Trust God.  Take a chance on the value of unity.  Never 

underestimate the power of love.  Amen. 


