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ST. MAXIMILIAN KOLBE'S MISSIONARY HERITAGE

St. M aximilian, seeing the developm ent of his Knights of the  
Im m aculata m ovem ent, its publishing centres, and the m issions in 
Japan , w as deeply convinced tha t all these w orks w ere inspired by 
God Himself, through the m ediation of the Im m aculate Virgin. He 
did not w ant the works of such a divine origin to fail; so he asked 
the Franciscan sem inarians in Rome; „Brothers, w hen the new s of 
my death  reaches you, you should know  that, by v irtue  of th is 
testam ent, you  are m y heirs... You should w ork unreservedly , even  
to shedding your blood if it is necessary; and you should spread 
the Knights of the Im m aculata m ovem ent to the ends of the  e a rth "1. 
H ow ever, he not only asked them  to  continue the w orks he had 
started, but also to perfect and develop them, since he thought tha t 
„every  generation should add its own w orks to  th e  w orks and 
achievem ents of the preceding generations"2.

If we seek to fulfil the Saints tw o postulates, let us give some 
thought to the questions; W hich ideas, m ethods and m eans of w ork 
contained in his heritage we should accept? And how  we should 
enrich it, so that it can rem ain vital and fruitful? There is no doubt 
tha t m odern societies have their problem s, their achievem ents and 
ideas. N obody who w ants to continue St. M axim ilian's w ork can be 
indifferent to them. If he w ere still alive, he would notice them , 
take  them  to heart, and prepare  himself to deal w ith them. I would 
like to consider here  St. M axim ilian's m issionary work, in order that 
we m ight continue and com plem ent his heritage. W e know  the 
history  of his work, and it is not my in tention to  recall th a t here. 
Instead I would like to  point to  the  factors, which m ost likely  con
tributed to the beautiful and quick developm ent of the evangelical 
seed, sown by  St. M aximilian. T hat seed becam e a „great, strong 
tree", which, in the opinion of the bishop of N agasaki, Paul Jam a- 
guchi, „gives the im pression of som ething wonderful to  those who 
know  the  circum stances under which this w ork developed"3. A  dis-
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cussion of the factors which w ere decisive for the developm ent of 
St. M axim ilian's m issionary w ork indicates at the sam e tim e a pro
per approach for today 's m issionaries.

1. The missionary attitude

Our Lord Jesus Christ often stressed tha t He was fulfilling His 
F ather's will; th a t He preached and conveyed to  the people w hat 
He saw  with His Father, as He and the  Father are one; tha t the 
Father had sent Him into the w orld to redeem  it. H ence the  do
cum ents of V atican II call C hrist the  Divine M issionary. In order 
to allow  people to participate in the process of redeem ing the 
world, Christ established the Church, which is supposed to proclaim  
and bear w itness to God, and to  lead the w orld to  Him until the 
end of time. So the Church is also a M issionary of the  world. It is 
a lasting and „universal sacram ent of redem ption ''4. Everyone who 
believes in Christ and belongs to  the Church, should testify  to 
Christ and participate in redeem ing the world. The better one 
understands these tru ths and the  m ore deeply he experiences them, 
the stronger will be his desire to  speak about Christ and to testify  
to his m ysteries. So much the better m issionary he will be. It seems 
tha t one should look for the deepest foundations of St. M axim ilian's 
m issionary w ork in his understanding and experiencing of the 
above-m entioned theological truths.

St. M axim ilian infinitely and unreservedly  gave himself up to 
God and people. He w anted to fulfil the Divine plan of Redem ption 
as precisely  as he could, th rough the Im m aculate Virgin. He a rti
culated this inner attitude in 1917, w hen he was a student, in the 
act of offering him self to the Im m aculate Virgin. In the  act he 
g ives up every th ing  in favour of God and people. His desire is 
only to be a most perfect tool in the hands of God, in order to  
fulfil His plans as quickly and as w ell as he could. So his perception 
of himself as a tool in God's hands is dynamic, obligating him to 
a continuing perfecting both of himself and of the  m ethods and 
m eans by  which the w orld can be perfected and sanctified as 
quickly as possible, according to  God's plans.

This com plete giving of him self to God and people through the 
Im m aculate V irgin had in the case of St. M axim ilian tw o im portant 
dim ensions; his desire to convert as m any people as he could, all 
of them , w ith no exception, and especially  those, w hose w ay to God 
was longest; and his self-forgetfulness, w hereby in his m issionary 
activ ities he refused to take him self into consideration. It w as only 
God and other people that counted: God, who is the way, the truth 
and the  life; and all those who neglect or misuse the divine gifts.

4 Lumen gentium,  48.
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Ow ning such an attitude, the  m issionary of Japan  and the m artyr 
of Oświęcim  becam e all things to everyone, in accordance with 
St. Paul's words, that a true  w itness of God is a G reek for the  
Greeks, a Roman for the Romans and a Jew  for the Jew s. St. M axi
m ilian's m issionary w ork began crossing the borders of nations and 
cultures. This was a typ ical characteristic  of the w orld 's g reatest 
m issionaries. Those who m et St. M axim ilian felt that he was fully 
devoted to them, tha t all he w anted was their good, and tha t he 
was ready  to give his life for them. St. M axim ilian's attitude of 
fulfilling God's mission and his spirit of service, m ade the Japanese  
responsive to him as a person  through whom God w as speaking, 
even  though they did not alw ays understand his language nor the 
periodical he edited. Since they  experienced his being only an in
term ediary  betw een them  and God, they  did not feel th rea tened  by 
him. They allowed him to publish his periodical, to build a friary 
and to establish  a school. They even  allowed his co-w orkers, citi
zens of a state  allied w ith Japan 's  enem ies, to stay  in Japan  during 
the  war, at a tim e w hen they  w ere deporting or even  arresting  
other m issionaries.

2. Affirmative attitude towards the missionary world

In the theory  and practice of the Church two attitudes tow ard 
the w orld can be differentiated. One of them  sees the  Church as 
the holy h istory  of redem ption, d istinctly  cut off from the world 
which is identified w ith evil. The world is the scene w here God's 
Kingdom is being realized until the final defeat of evil. The Church 
here is seen like Israel in the Old Testam ent, chosen by  Yahweh, 
and standing out as distinct from all other nations. The other view  
of the m utual relation betw een the Church and the w orld sees the 
world affirm atively. It notices and stresses the ex istence of sanctity  
in the world from the first creative act. Christ revealed  and 
strengthened this sanctity, and it is being com plem ented ceaselessly 
till the  end of time. The task  of the Church is to make people realize 
the existence of this sanctity, to testify  to  it, and to increase it. 
St. M axim ilian saw the Church and the world in this affirm ative 
way. He believed that the sanctity  which comes from God is con
tained in the world. Because of this sanctity, the w orld develops, 
is ennobled and perfected. In the process of its retu rn  to  God, its 
source, the world becom es ever more divine5. This is a typically  
Franciscan w ay of view ing the world, which for St. Francis was 
full of God's goodness, love and sanctity.

These two different w ays of view ing the world shape different

5 N a sz  cel  (Our aim), in: Pisma  (W orks), V.7, p. 411; Ż y c ie  Boże  (D ivine  
Life), in: Pisma  (W orks), V.7, p. 488.
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m otivations for the C hurch's m issionary work. In the  form er case, 
such w ork is undertaken  first of all because of the  ex istence of evil. 
The redem ption of people from  ev il and sin is closely connected 
with their en tering  the  Church, outside which there  is no redem p
tion. The Church is seen here first of all as an institution absolving 
and saving people. In the o ther case, God's wisdom  and sanctity  
are  seen as spread all over the  w orld among all nations and re li
gions. H ence even  non-Christian religions can be seen to  have m any 
good features in their w orship of God, bo th  with respect to  its form 
and content. Such religions are helpful in developing hum an re li
giosity, a characteristic  basic to the natu re  of all hum an beings. 
They are  certain ly  included in the  holy h istory  of redem ption. The 
fact that Christian religion is re la tive ly  lim ited in tim e and space 
w arrants our taking a favourable attitude tow ards non-C hristian re 
ligions. This was also affirm ed by V atican II. The Church, recogniz
ing tha t , ,it is m issionary and th a t evangelization is the basic task  
of God's People"6, undertakes the  evangelization of the w orld not 
so m uch out of fear that m illions of people can be dam ned, but 
prim arily  out of the inner need to  testify  to Him and to show Him 
as the way, the tru th  and the life. In this way, individuals and 
nations which still do not know  Him can fully participate in the 
task of redem ption, and tha t w hich has a lready  begun, can develop 
into a m ature divine life, the com plete love of God and neighbour. 
From this point of view, it is not so much the Church which is seen 
as the w orld 's m issionary, but Christ himself. Accordingly, m issio
nary  w ork is not connected so m uch w ith ecclesiology (as in the 
form er case) but w ith Christology.

St. M axim ilian's m issionary activities are in this C hristocentric 
current. The m ain m otive for his going to  the  Far East was a desire 
to testify  to his love for God and his earnest desire to  bring people 
closer to God, because „only He is the source of happ iness ''7. And 
,,if only one soul achieved... happiness" as he w rote after four years  
in the Japanese  mission, „all difficulties and sufferings w ithstood so 
far are of great value"8. He w anted to  rouse religious and m oral 
sensitiv ity  in people 's souls, to open „the eyes of people who have 
false notions of religion", to  teach  „about the beau ty  of heroic v irtue 
in people living in this w orld", to  lead „those who honestly  seek 
the  truth... so tha t they  would not lose their w ay in their striving 
for tha t m ost im portant aim ”, to absolve „souls and like a friend to  
encourage them  to follow the w ay  of v irtue”9.

6 A d  g en tes  d iv in itus,  35.
7 W sp o m n ien ia  c z terech  u b ie g ły c h  lat  (M em ories of the last four years), 

M ugenzai no Seibo no K ishi 5 (1934) 130— 1931.
8 Ibid.
9 Co je s t  c e lem  R y c e r s tw a  N ie p o k a la n e j  (W hat is the aim  of the I.M. M o

vem en t), M ugenzai no Seibo no K ishi 3 (1932) 121— 122.
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The Christo-centric, ra ther than  ecclesiological, basis for St. M a
xim ilian 's m issionary work is ev ident in the fact th a t he did not 
apply to the  Church authorities for the  righ t to  organize a typ ically  
pastoral institution. It was difficult for him to agree to the  practice 
of dividing m issionary terra in  into zones of w ork and influence 
each under the control of a particular order or congregation. 
Through his activities he w anted not so much to build up the  Church 
in the  Japanese  world, in order to bring Christ w ith it; rather, on 
the contrary, he preached Christ first, and only then did he think 
about the Church.

St. M axim ilian w as not a typical m issionary of his time, like 
those who defined the results of their work by the num ber of 
established parishes and the am ount of baptism al w ater poured on 
the heads of „pagans". At every  moment he was ready  to  give his 
life to m ake others accept God and the Im m aculate Virgin, but he 
was not know n as a dispenser of baptism. W e do not even  know  if 
he baptized one Japanese, although there  w ere conversions during 
his stay  in Japan  — he m entions them  himself. His m issionary w ork 
resem bles w hat St. Paul says of himself; „Christ has not sen t me to 
baptize, but to preach the Gospel, and not in the wisdom of the 
w ord"10. St. M aximilian, like Paul the  Apostle, w anted first of all 
to preach God to the world, to bear w itness to  Him; he ceded to 
others the g lory  of solem nly incorporating the converts into the 
Church.

St. M axim ilian in his Christo-centric view  of his mission was 
also M ariological. Right after Christ he w anted to show the world 
the V irgin M ary as the one who of all people m ost fully realized 
the ideal of sainthood, and in whom is accom plished m ost perfectly  
the task  of transform ing hum an creatures into som ething Godlike. 
She is „the most perfect creature..., the most adored of all c rea
tu res"11. H ence he showed her as a model of hum an perfection. At 
the same tim e he show ed her to  be the Saviour's M other and 
a m ediatrix betw een Him and us. He preached her m oral beauty, 
her m ercy, and power. He presented  her as the  w orld 's g reatest 
m issionary — after Christ. She leads people to Christ by  the  m ost 
sure and straight way.

Because St. M axim ilian's m issionary w ork was deeply  rooted 
in his cult of the Virgin M ary, we can say that it had better chances 
of success in the Far East countries — w here he had alw ays been 
inclined to  go — as in the  religions of those countries there  is 
a cult of the  woman, unlike the  N ear East, w here wom an is con

1 Cor. 1,17.
11 N ie p o k a la n e j  M il ic ja  (The K nigthood  of the Im m aculate V irgin) (M.I.), in: 

Pisma  (W orks) V  ,7 p. 439.
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sidered inferior to man and w here even  today her social status and 
prestige are low.

3. The testimony of faith

Faith in Jesus Christ takes the shape of im itating Him first of 
all in His love tow ards the Father and all hum anity. C hristianity 
is supposed to realize the presence of C hrist's love in the  world. 
This m eans that the tru th  of C hristianity  is not prim arily  the tru th  
of a teaching office, as doctrine, but the tru th  of a person, expressed 
in an act of love. H ence the Church considers the  prim ary means 
of evangelization to  be: ,,the testim ony of a true  and precise 
C hristian life, which perdures in an inseparable comm union with 
God, and at the same tim e in a fervent and unlim ited spirit of de
dication to  the o thers '’12. So the  m issionary „following the footsteps 
of his M aster, who was quiet and meek", is supposed to show „that 
his yoke is sweet, and his burden  light". He is to  testify  „to his 
Lord through a tru ly  evangelical life, through g rea t patience, m ild
ness, gentleness, through a love which is not hypocritical, and — 
in case it is necessary  — through spilling his b lood"13.

St. M axim ilian was fully aw are of the fact, th a t Christian w it
ness is the most efficient m ethod of evangelizing the world, and he 
accepted it as the basic m ethod of his m issionary work, considering 
it typically  Franciscan. It consists of th ree  elem ents; a) p rio rity  of 
exam ple over word, b) poverty, c) sacrifice and offering oneself for 
others in everyday  activities. Like the  founder of his order, St. F ran
cis, he persuaded his co-w orkers and the whole order tha t people 's 
minds and hearts can be better stim ulated to love God and neigh
bour by our being true  w itnesses of Christ, than  by beautiful ser
mons in church. He taught tha t „holy poverty  is a pow erful capital 
allowing one to com pete w ith the g reatest financial pow ers", and 
that „in the w ork of redem ption and sanctification, the  most efficient 
m eans are the  cross, suffering, sacrifice"14. St. M axim ilian dem anded 
such attitudes of those, who w ere going to  undertake m issionary 
work. In a le tte r to  one of them  he wrote: „Brother M arian, w rite 
to  me... if you still intend to give yourself up to  the  w ork of the 
Im m aculate Virgin, if you would rea lly  like to give your life to 
her, to exhaust yourself com pletely and perhaps because of s ta rva
tion and inconveniences to let your life be shortened, and to expose 
yourself to an early  death  for the  Im m aculate Virgin? W rite  to  me, 
to  N iepokalanów ; since branches of «The Knight» and I. M. are

12 P a u l  VI,  Evangeli i  nuntiandi,  41.
13 A d  g en tes  d iv in itus,  24.

R e k o le k c je  (R eligious ex ercises), M ugenzai no Sono 1935.
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opening in other countries, I would like to know  how m any such 
«madmen» as I are available for this cause"15.

St. M axim ilian realized tha t the  Franciscan m ethod of Christian 
w itness in its m issionary w ork is not easy. Some of his co-w orkers 
retu rned  from Japan  to Poland, or w ent to  Am erica, because they  
w ere not able to cope w ith the tasks set by the Saint. H ow ever, he 
himself was faithful to his ideals, and he persuaded Franciscan se
m inarians tha t „there is no m eans m ore proper for rem edying the 
evil of our age" than  the Franciscan m ethod of bearing w itness16. 
He spoke to the young generation as if he had an intuition that in 
the near fu ture this m ethod would be indispensable for bringing 
back to God the rich countries of Europe, countries w ith perfectly  
developed propaganda, which now  w ere becom ing secularized. In 
m odern societies, in which the word is passing through a crisis, 
because of its abuse, Christian w itnesses are m ore read ily  „heard" 
that teachers, and even if teachers are  „heard", it is because they  
are w itnesses first. A lready St. Peter the A postle saw it, pointing 
to the need for a real and noble C hristian life, so tha t even  those, 
who do not believe the word, seeing this life... would be won over 
w ithout the w ord17.

The attitude of bearing witness, in which the spirit of Franciscan 
poverty  is stressed, is desirable in the work of evangelization for 
several reasons, especially  the following two: first, it dispels the 
doubts w ith those who are the subject of the work, and who m ay 
fear that the w ork will be followed by new  forms of control and by 
lim iting their freedom; and second, if m issionaries live in poverty, 
it brings them  closer to the masses, which are most prone to be 
secularized. These two phenom ena enable ties of m utual trust, help 
and cooperation in m any fields betw een the m issionaries and the 
people they  serve to be formed. A w itness to poverty  certain ly  
opens the w ay for the God's W ord to  penetrate  hum an souls. St. 
M axim ilian noticed these b lessed resu lts of the  Franciscan attitude 
of C hristian w itness as soon as he began his m issionary w ork in 
Japan. After a few m onths' w ork in N agasaki he w rote to Father 
Florian Koziura: „If we could afford any comfort, we just would not 
be able to work. But w ithout it, everybody  helps us, and our most 
proficient in terp reter is now Professor Yamaki, a Japanese, born 
a Protestant M ethodist"18. In an article published in the „M isje Ka
tolickie" („Catholic M issions") monthly, St. M axim ilian stressed that

15 List do  brata k le r y k a  Mariana W ó jc ik a  w e  Fryburgu  (Letter to Brother 
M arian W ó jc ik  in Freiburg), A syż  (A ssissi), 26.01.1930.

16 Do m ło d z ie ży  za k o n n e j  w  ko leg ia ch  iranc iszkańsk ich  (Letter to  F rancis
can sem inarians), N agasaki, 28.02.1933.

17 Cf. 1 P. 3,1.
18 Do o. Floriana K o z iu ry  (Letter to  Father F lorian K oziura), N agasak i, 

9.12.1930.
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the sim ple w ay of life of the friars in N agasaki, as described by 
correspondents in the local non-Christian new spaper won the favour 
of th e  local public tow ards the Franciscan community. On the basis 
of their favourable a ttitude minds and hearts opened to  the ,,seed 
of God's W ord" sown by the  m issionaries19.

4. Modern means of evangelization

Throughout the ages the Church has w orked out th ree types of 
foundations and m eans for its m issionary work. They are the follow
ing: an organized place for religious cult; schools; and hospitals. 
M issionaries, w herever they  came, first of all would build a t least 
a small chapel. Around it they  would assem ble the first C hristian 
parish, so that it would be the beginning of a developing young 
Church. They would organize schools, as well as m edical and social 
programs. M issionary w ork in the  period betw een the  tw o W orld 
W ars was based on these th ree  foundations, and it is still the  same 
now. The low er the level of civilization or state  of developm ent 
at which a country  finds itself, the easier the task  of organizing 
schools and hospitals is for the  Church. It is much more difficult 
to do so in m odern countries w here the state  takes over the  educa
tion system  and schools, as well as the system  of social and m e
dical care. M aintaining Catholic schools and hospitals in such 
a m odern state  becomes so expensive that the Church is not able 
to support them  w ith its own means.

A ppreciating the im portance of the above m entioned m eans of 
evangelization, St. M axim ilian nonetheless sought o ther m eans — 
those resulting  from the developm ent of technology and the  mass- 
-media. Using them  for the evangelization of the  w orld was not 
som ething com pletely new  in the w ork of the Church in the  1930s. 
The Church already  used the prin ted  w ord on a large scale. There 
w ere great publishing houses both in the  established Christian 
w orld and in the mission countries. W hat was new  w as St. M axim i
lian 's open attitude tow ards m odern media, as w ell as the principles 
according to which he used media in evangelization.

a) The attitude of both the clergy and the laity  tow ards tech 
nical inventions and m odern organization has alw ays been divided. 
Γη the period betw een the W ars a considerable num ber of clergy 
disapproved of them, thinking th a t they  w ere used for sowing 
unbelief and doubt, for propagating loose morals, for fulfilling 
people 's low est desires and drives. In short, the w orld would be 
better if m ass-media did not develop so rapidly; in fact it would 
be better if m ass-media did not ex ist at all. St. M axim ilian belonged

19 Japońsk i  N ie p o k a la n ó w  rozrasta  się... (The Japan ese N iepoka lan ów  
grow s...), M isje K ato lick ie  51 (1932) 280—-283.
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to those, who approved of the progress in technology and m ass
-media. He thought tha t all inventions, including those in the  field  
of m ass-media, are beneficial. Their ultim ate source is in G od's 
wisdom, and they  ought to serve Him. If they  do not, it is not their 
fault, but tha t of the people who use them. Those people a re  
frequently  indifferent or even  hostile to  God. This kind of people 
should simply be outdistanced in using technical and organizational 
achievem ents. On the grounds of such simple reasoning St. M axi
m ilian form ulated the following rule: ,,Let all means, all inventions 
in m achines or work system s, first of all serve the cause of sanc
tifying souls through the Im m aculate V irgin"20. Follow ing this rule, 
he successfully used an already  tried medium to evangelize the  
world, nam ely the press. He attem pted to  use the radio, w hich w as 
becoming popular at that time, and even  m entioned television which 
was in its initial stages. Since he w anted to  m ake his co-w orkers 
and the M.I. m em bers w ell-disposed tow ard all technical and o rga
nizational possibilities, he gave them, as it w ere in testam ent, an 
order to use for evangelization of the world every th ing  tha t ,,ever 
is invented for enlightening minds and inflaming h ea rts"21. This 
order is especially  tim ely today, w hen the transm ission of thought 
by  m eans of w ord alone is becom ing inefficient and useless. V isual 
transm ission is becom ing ever m ore prom inent. Pope Paul VI, 
noticing and stressing the im portance of this change, said that 
a ,,p icture civilization" is being developed which requires th e  
Church to use such means of preaching the Gospel as are available 
in this civilization22. They include, among others: film, theatre , te le 
vision, video-recorders. W e can be sure tha t St. M axim ilian would 
use them.

b) Using the new  mass-media, St. M axim ilian w anted to  reach 
as large a public as possible, and first of all those who w ere far 
from God or did not know  Him at all. He adjusted the contents, 
language, typography and distribution of his periodical to the needs 
and level of the average reader. He asked the readers to w rite  
articles. Together w ith his co-w orkers he w ent out to the stree ts 
and railw ay stations; he w ent into the country,· he gave aw ay his 
periodicals to  everyone he met. He w idely applied the m ethod of 
looking for custom er, w ithout w aiting for them  to come to him.

c) St. M axim ilian sought to organize a large and dynam ic ev an 
gelization center, which would m ake use of various m ass-media. H e 
thought this was m ore im portant than building large and m agni
ficent churches. That is w hy in N agasaki he organized a prin ting

20 Do r y c e r z y  i r y c e re k  N ie p o k a la n e j  (To the K nights of the Im m aculate  
V irgin), R ycerz N iep ok a lan ej 16 (1937) 353— 355.

21 List do  o. Floriana K o z iu ry  (Letter to Father Florian Koziura), M ugenzai 
no Sono, 21.12.1931.

22 P a u l  VI,  E vange li i  nuntiandi,  42.
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office before establishing a public chapel and a school. He thought 
that these social centers of m ass-com m unications could play a great 
role in the  evangelizing w ork in the m odern world, and that their 
em ployees w ere true m issionaries. Adm ittedly, a m issionary of pen, 
of radio, or television does not evaluate  the fruits of his w ork by 
,,the am ount of issued baptism al certificates, bu t he is an educator 
of the public, shapes opinions, tem pers ha tred  for Catholicism, 
clears up and gradually  rem oves from minds m usty prejudices and 
reproaches, gradually  disposes people to  loyalty  tow ard the Church, 
and also in the course of tim e (shorter or longer) tow ard  a disposi
tion of tru st and ultim ate w illingness to  becom e more closely 
acquainted with the religion. This m issionary rou te  is long, but it 
leads m asses, not only indiv iduals"23.

d) St. M axim ilian did not w ant those who evangelize the world 
by m eans of m ass-media to constitu te an isolated group. He w anted 
them  to feel deep bonds w ith the people to whom they  w ere commu
nicating new s and ideas. He w anted them  to know  and understand 
their problem s. H ence he suggested tha t the people w orking for the 
press, radio, television and film should ,,go and get closer to  the 
souls through religious exercises, missions, lectures and confessions, 
through organizing and visiting M.I.2". Then ,,they will learn  better 
w hat and how they  should w rite for the country and for the neigh
bourhood at the moment. M oreover, orally  they  w ill be able to 
penetrate  into the  hearts m ore in tensely”24.

e) M ass-media should p resen t the good side of social life, at the 
same tim e as it clearly  form ulates Christian principles of conduct. 
Giving advice to ,,Mały Dziennik" (,,The Little Daily") St. M axim i
lian form ulated this principle in the following way. „Stress and 
praise the good m ore than point to  the evil — so that good exam ple 
m ight be attractive. How ever, if one m ust draw  the  a ttention of the 
society  or of the authorities to an evil, it should be done gently  and 
w ith love tow ards the evildoers. One should not exaggerate  or go 
into details about evil m ore than  is necessary  to  rem edy it"25.

Today the Church fully recom m ends St. M axim ilian's attitude 
tow ards mass-media, because it th inks tha t „these media harnessed 
to serve the Gospel, largely  spread listening to  God's W ord and 
they  bring the m essage of redem ption to millions of people. The 
Church would be guilty  before the Lord if it did not use those 
powerful aids which are being constantly  im proved and perfected

23 S p ra w o zd a n ie  z  p ra c y  za rok  1934 (The annual report of 1934), W ia d o 
m ości z Prow incji OO. Franciszkanów  w  P o lsce  5 (1935) 24— 25, 27.

24 List do  o. Floriana K o z iu ry  (Letter to Father Florian Koziura), M ugenzai 
no Sono, 2.12.1931.

25 D y r e k ty w a  dla ,,M a le g o  Dziennika"  (D irections for the ,,M ały Dziennik"  
—  T he Little D aily). Zapisk i  (N otes), N iep o k a la n ó w  1936.
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by the hum an m ind”26. Pope Paul VI calls them  ,,the m odern pulpit 
of the  world". Through them  Christ can speak to the m asses m ore 
efficiently today. They can be certain ly  included in the Franciscan 
m odel of m ission which has alw ays been disposed tow ards the  
masses. In the past the Franciscans built large Gothic churches and 
preached in town squares to reach  as m any people as they  could 
w ith the God's W ord. Today they  have to use m ass-media. This 
m eans of preaching the Gospel is given to  the O rder by technolo
gical and organizational developm ent. The Evangelical m essage 
which is delivered, how ever, will penetrate  the consciences of the  
people listening only if this m essage is supported by the C hristian 
witness of those who use m odern media.

5. Social work

Acts of the Apostles tells us tha t Christ, the m ost perfect 
exam ple of a m issionary, did not lim it His mission to preaching, bu t 
„He w alked doing good and healing everybody”27. The Gospels 
describe num erous cases in which His deep concern about the tem 
poral good of His people is shown. He taught the  unknowing, com
forted the worried, resto red  sight to the blind, hearing  to  the  deaf, 
speech to the mute. He opposed the w rongs done to  helpless widows, 
He fed the hungry masses, th a t followed Him, so tha t th ey  would 
not faint on their way. From earliest tim es His followers and disci
ples w anted to im itate Him in this respect too. Church docum ents 
stress that m issionaries, if they  w ant to  be true  to  the Gospel they  
p reach  m ust first of all be true to its fundam ental principle — the  
principle of love. U ltim ately C hristianity  is the religion of love for 
God and neighbour. H ence a m issionary cannot be indifferent to the 
conditions in which people live.

St. M axim ilian was not very  active in the field of charitable 
and social work, but he was sensitive to m aterial poverty  and social 
hum iliation around him. He handed this sensibility dow n to his co- 
-workers, of whom Brother Zeno Żebrowski becam e the  forem ost 
witness. The latter, through his charitable and social work, becam e 
ano ther pillar of the mission in Japan. Brother Zeno took care of 
the homeless, the poor, the ill, the depressed, the unem ployed, and 
those who w ere affected by  natu ral calamities. He gave them  
clothes, food, medicine, good words, faith, hope and love. For those 
m ost severely  in need Brother Zeno established orphanages and 
nursing homes. He organized and supported those who could work; 
he fought for their proper rights, joining them  in opposition to po
verty  and social degradation. He m anaged to  activate  the  deepest

26 P a u l  VI,  Evangeli i  nuntiandi,  45.
27 A cts 10,38.

6 C ollectan ea  T h eo log ica
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resources of the good both in the poor and in the rich who, thanks 
to his words and deeds, shared their w ealth  w ith those who w ere 
in need.

C haritable and social work becam e — alongside the publishing 
apostolate — an im portant characteristic  of the Franciscan mission 
in Japan, and perhaps it was th e  m ain reason w hy th is m ission 
developed so quickly.

It is indispensable to  com plem ent evangelization w ith chari
table and social work, because a person to  whom  the Gospel is 
preached, is not an abstract being. He or she is a person involved 
in econom ical and social problem s. Evangelization would not be 
com plete — as Paul VI said — „w ithout taking into consideration 
the m utual relation  which constan tly  occurs betw een the Gospel 
and an actual personal and social life of a m an"28. One cannot grow 
beautiful flow ers of religion and m orals w here there  is a p lentitude 
of hunger, unem ploym ent, ignorance and social injustice. A m is
sionary must notice these  w eeds and erad icate  them.

6. The attitude of dialogue and ecumenism

People today  are aw are th a t an attitude of dialogue is indis
pensable. H arm ony among individuals, nations, religions and cul
tures would not be possible w ithout it. Such dialogue is becom ing 
even  m ore necessary, as m utual relations betw een people increase 
and living space diminishes.

A lthough St. M axim ilian did not w rite about the a ttitude of 
dialogue, he possessed such an attitude. He m anifested it in several 
ways: looking for contacts with people of other creeds, o ther 
religions, other outlooks on life; in his ability to  m aintain these 
contacts; in gaining very  num erous co-workers; and in the positive 
approach of his periodicals, w here one does not find negative 
opinions about their creeds, religions or cultures.

The conviction that Christ is the source of life and the  aim 
of ev e ry  person and of whole nations, and that their culture springs 
from the same source — from God's wisdom — is the foundation of 
the  attitude of dialogue. The same eternal W ord is reflected, 
although not to the same extent, in every  culture. A m issionary 
m ust adm it this pluralism  and in a dialogue with people of o ther 
religions and cultures he should notice and accept w hat is „true 
and holy" in them 29.

Every religion gives answ ers to the fundam ental questions: W ho 
is man? W hat is the m eaning of hum an life? W hat happens to  
a person after death? W hat is the good? From w here does ev il

28 P a u l  VI, E vangeli i  nuntiandi,  29.
2> N o s tra  ae ta te ,  2.
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come? W hat is the w ay to  happiness? Only a dialogue betw een 
people of different religions can  allow  us to find the right answ ers 
to these questions. M oreover, only through dialogue can C hristian 
humanism, enriched  by Christ, perfect tha t hum anism  w hich is 
formed on the basis of m an's natu ral desires and philosophical re 
flection. Only through dialogue can the Church benefit from the 
experience of ancient cultures and absorb their treasures into its 
life. To this end the Church encourages m issionaries and religious 
institutes.

Dialogue rooted in a consideration of hum an problem s and 
God's m ysteries leads people of different religions and cultures to 
the same understanding of God and hum anity. It guarantees peace 
in the world. Dialogue betw een Christians, which is rooted in their 
common search for a deeper and closer bond with Christ, leads all 
Christians to an ever new  understanding of the m ystery  of Christ 
and to new forms of unit^ w ith Him. This dialogue we call 
ecumenism.

The Decree about the Church's mission w ork encourages Ca
tholics to  „cooperate in a bro therly  w ay with the separated  bro
thers, according to the norms set by the Decree about ecumenism , 
together, in face of the nations, believing in God and Jesus Christ, 
and by a cooperation in the social and technical as well as in the 
cultural and religious fields, but excluding any shade of indifference 
and confusion of nations as well as of morbid competition. Let them  
cooperate first of all for Christ, their common Lord; let His name 
unite them ”30.

The attitude of dialogue and ecum enism  m ake it easier for 
a m issionary to join in the  cultural and social life of a given country, 
to live with the national and religious traditions, to  participate in 
solving topical problem s.

7. Inculturation

The last characteristic of m issionary w ork which should be d is
cussed here  is inculturation. Inculturation is the  en trance of the 
Christian m essage w ith its understanding of God, the Church, w ith 
its various gifts, like grace, the holy sacram ents, w ith its cult 
of God and its norms of conduct, into the concrete culture of a n a 
tion. C hristianity  en ters into this culture, bringing into it som e
thing that it never had, and giving it a new  perspective for 
developm ent, w ithout destroying  any of the im portant values proper 
to that culture. Pope Pius XII expressed  this rea lity  vividly: „W hen 
the Gospel is accepted by various races" — he w rote in Evangelii 
praecones — „it does not destroy  or restra in  anything tha t is good,

30 A d  g en tes  d iv in itus,  15.
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praisew orthy  and beautiful, and which they  had achieved w ith the 
pow er of their native genius and natural abilities. W hen the Church 
calls and leads a tribe to a higher level of perfection and to a more 
cu ltural life under the inspiration of the Christian religion, it does 
not act as a lum berjack who cuts down w ithout choosing, and 
devasta tes  the luxurian t wood. It ra ther acts like a gardener who 
grafts a cultivated shoot on a na tu ra l tree, so that later noble and 
ju icy  fruit can grow  and ripen on it"31.

Conscious of the fact that it m ust bring the light of the Gospel 
to  all nations, and that it must give the life brought by  Jesus Christ 
to  every  nation, the Church also realizes that it should come into 
the culture of every  nation in such a w ay tha t does no violence to 
tha t nation 's identity. W e can take from that culture every th ing  
th a t is not contrary  to C hrist's teaching. This mode of divine life 
coming into hum an life was shown by Christ Himself. Coming into 
the  w orld in order to redeem  all people, Christ Incarnate en tered  
the  concrete conditions of the Jew ish  nation. His en trance into the 
Jew ish  nation can be seen under tw o aspects: the first one is de
scribed by St. Paul in the following w ay: Jesus Christ, being the 
Son of God, „deprived Himself of everything, assum ing the shape of 
a Servant, as He becam e like us"32 not only by name, but in fact, 
experienced  ,,in every th ing  to  our likeness, but in s in ''33. The second 
stage is C hrist's acceptance of the whole culture of Israel and His 
active help in solving the  problem s of that nation.

Likewise today  Christ w ants to come into particular nations in 
these  two ways. Fulfilling this ideal of Christ the Church does not 
identify  itself w ith any particu lar culture, „even w ith the culture 
of the W est w ith which its h isto ry  is so closely connected”34. 
M issionaries coming to  a nation should „deprive them selves" of 
every th ing  that might constitute an obstacle in their contacts with 
th e  natives. It m ay include behaviour patterns, social activities, 
habits and customs, prejudices brought from  their own culture. It 
m ay be the feeling of superiority  resulting  from the econom ic and 
cultural im portance of their own country. A m issionary m ust give 
up much of w hat was essentia l in his own country  and he m ust be 
v e ry  humble, so that he can accept the w ay of life which is p re 
valen t in the country to which he has come with God's W ord.

A djusting itself to the local culture, the Church requires also 
th a t the young Christian com m unity adjust itself to  God's W ord — 
and sometim es to do so at all costs. Christ dem ands His new  
follow ers to give up much, sell much, and to  buy „the new  precious 
p e a rl”. This m ay m ean that they  m ust renounce polygam y w hen that

31 P i u s  XII, Evangeli i  praecones ,  89.
32 Phil. 2,7.
33 Hebr. 4,15.
34 J o h n  XXIII, Principes pastorum ,  16.
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prevails in their culture, or admit equal rights for the m an and 
woman, or re ject revenge as a principle of conduct, or leave tem ples 
frequented by m any generations, forsaking the  feasts to which their 
fam ily h istory  is related. This m eans that en tering  a culture, the 
Church cannot give up the tru ths and norms essentia l for C hris
tianity. The core of these tru ths and norms is the same, irrespective 
of the culture and the latitude in which a Church develops.

Thanks to the fact that the Church is open to every  culture and 
that it sim ultaneously in all places preaches the same and inviolable 
tru th  of God, Christ can be received and w orshipped in every  
nation in slightly different way. Every culture experiences His p re 
sence in its own way, but for all cultures He is the same w ay and 
tru th  and life. Hence the Church is the same everyw here, although 
in every  nation it is a little  different. W hat is universal in it is 
divine; and w hat is particular is human. It is a continuing incarna
tion of Christ in hum an life after the model of incarnation tha t 
happened in the Jew ish nation.

The en trance of C hristianity  into a nation and its culture creates 
a new  context for the divine life. In this context dogm as are fo r
m ulated in a w ay which is closest to the w ay that nation perceives 
the reality. The forms of contact w ith God stem from the experien
ces and behaviour of that nation. Hence to obtain true  African 
Christian prayers, it is not enough to simply translate  G regorian 
hymns, the breviary , Franciscan rosary  or songs to the Holy Virgin 
sung in Italy  or in Poland into one of the African languages. This 
is insufficient. Such a p rayer might be alien to  the spirit of the 
African culture. To be tru ly  African, it should arise from the events, 
experiences, problems, spirit and language of those nations. The 
most m ature Christian life in a nation which becomes C hristian can 
be only created  by the natives. Only they  can unite their culture 
with the C hristian faith com pletely and creatively. St. M axim ilian 
understood this very  well, and he did not impose the European 
religious forms upon the Japanese. He made efforts to enable the 
natives to  take over the evangelization of Japan. W hen the Pro
vincial Father Anselm Kubit was going to  establish  a separate 
province of the O rder in Japan, St. M axim ilian opposed it. He felt 
that a new province, consisting m ainly of Europeans, should not be 
established, since they  w ere an alien body in the Japanese  society. 
About this problem  he w rote to the Provincial in the following 
m anner; ,,I do not think it expedient to establish  a Province of the 
O rder here with our fathers and brothers. W e are ra ther the seed 
for forming native religious in our spirit. And only they  will develop 
the action"35.

35 List do  o. A n zs lm a  Kubita  (Lotter to Father A nzelm  Kubit), N agasaki,
3.11.1934.
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Inculturation is not a spontaneous, blind process. It should be 
preceded by a detailed study of the history, law, customs, and 
processes going on in the nation, and by looking for an answ er to 
the question w hy they  are going on. This la tte r is m ost im portant, 
since know ing the causes and m echanism s of the changes going on 
in the culture in question allows one to join in them  and to  control 
their developm ent. One m ust know  in which direction he should 
lead, in w hat ways, and w ith w hat tempo, so tha t the  native culture 
will not be destroyed, and especially  tha t new  sufferings will not be 
caused. Inculturation is a subtle game of courage and wisdom, in 
itiative and intelligence, creative fantasy and common sense, strong 
resolution and inexhaustible patience, g reat respect for one's own 
culture, and hum ility to accept som eone e lse ’s. It progresses best 
when the following rule is kept: faithful to Christ and to  the par
ticular culture, trusting  alw ays in the influence of the Holy Spirit.

8. Conclusions

A presentation  of the m issionary heritage of St. M axim ilian in 
the light of research  and the contem porary situation of the Church 
would not be com plete if we did not try  to form ulate a few postu 
lates for the m issionary activities of the Church.

A. In developing countries the num ber of Christians is ever in
creasing. In 1960 48,5% of all the  w orld 's Catholics lived in the 
countries of Asia, Africa, O ceania, and Latin America; in 1984 
already  58%; and in 2000 probably  70% of the w orld 's Catholics 
will live th ere3*. The old C hristian countries will constitute a mi
nority  in the Catholic Church. Our O rder should have a share in 
the developm ent of the young Church, and already  today  our a tten 
tion should be draw n first of all to India, China and Brasil. W hy to 
these countries? 1° The population of these countries already 
constitutes m ore than  half of the w orld 's population, and they  still 
show a great dem ographic vitality . So in the future they  will decide 
about ,,the face of the world". This face will be the m ore beautiful, 
the more strongly it can be shaped by Christ. 2° They are countries 
open to C hristianity, especially  India. 3° If in St. M axim ilian's m issio
nary  w ork one can see a m essage of Divine Providence, then  this 
Providence directed him constan tly  tow ards India and China, but 
did not allow  him to develop his m issionary work in those coun
tries, leaving them  as a task  for his spiritual heirs. He indicated the 
direction for developing our missions.

B. In the countries with great populations and high birth-rates, 
which at the same time are quickly modernized, the  mission w ork

86 J. M i t t e r h ö f f e r ,  Der M iss ionsbegriff:  W e r d e n  und W a n d e l ,  T h eo
log isch -praktische  Q uartalschrift 132 (1984) 255.



ST. M A X IM ILIA N  KOLBE'S HERITAGE 87

should be based on: a. creating centers of social communications; 
b. organizing and directing charitable and social work. The choice 
of these m eans of evangelization is justified by two phenom ena: 
1° Using m athem atical term s w e can say tha t the am ount of 
churches and chapels will grow  in arithm etical progression, w hereas 
the population will grow in geom etrical progression. The resu lt of 
this difference is such tha t m ore and more m em bers of the young 
generation will not have access to God's W ord. It can only be made 
accessible if we proclaim  it through the press, radio, television, 
cassettes, film. M oreover, the young generation in those countries 
eagerly  uses this kind of mass-media. 2° A high birth-rate  makes 
a m ultitude of children and young people live in the  conditions of 
m aterial, social and often m oral poverty . W ork tow ard their 
betterm ent and liberation from penury  and social degradation is 
the task  of the Franciscan O rder in the m odern world. A Franciscan 
should share his life with the least ones of th is world.

C. W ithout questioning the priority  of the divine factor (the 
charisma) in people going to the missions, one cannot today under
estim ate the hum an factor, nam ely a versatile  p reparation  for 
m issionary work. To m ake such a p reparation  possible, an in te r
national mission center should be established. The center would 
have the following tasks: a. intensifying a m issionary spirit on the 
basis of the recent docum ents of the Apostolic See; b. introducing 
m issionaries to the culture and curren t problem s of the mission 
countries; c. establishing personal contacts w ith future co-workers; 
d. instructing the m issionaries in various forms of pastoral and social 
w ork which are  possible in the  mission areas; e. teaching the lan 
guages of the mission countries and one global language; f. de
veloping a d istance from one's own culture, and the religious a ttitu 
des peculiar to one's own nation; g. form ing an attitude of dialogue; 
h. developing a sensitiv ity  to new  problems, so tha t the m issionaries 
can understand them  and shape their developm ental processes in 
the spirit of the Gospel. The problem  of peace, for exam ple, so 
curren t and so much discussed today, could be solved because of 
a fear of war, or a feeling of threat. On the other hand, a whole 
peace in itiative could also resu lt from a vision of hum an b ro ther
hood among all peoples — the vision of an agape, in w hose center 
is Christ.


