5th Sunday of Lent 2026
Walter Ciszek was born in 1904, in Pennsylvania, to polish immigrant parents.  He grew up a “tough kid” in a coal mining district, but, to everyone’s surprise, he decided to join the Jesuits, and in 1937 he was ordained a Jesuit priest.  Learning of an underground mission to smuggle priests into Russia, Ciszek volunteered, and, in 1939, with false identification papers, he slipped into Russia.  

There, he worked as an unskilled labourer, but secretly ministering as a priest, until 1941, when the KGB arrested him.  Charged with spying for the Vatican, he was imprisoned to five years of solitary confinement, and then to ten years of hard labour in Siberia.  After fifteen years in prison, Fr Ciszek was released, however, the Soviet authorities would not allow him to leave Russia, but did permit him to write a letter home to his sisters.  Presuming Walter to have been long dead, it seemed to his sisters, on receiving his letter, that he had come back to life!

On being told that Lazarus was ill, Jesus said “This sickness will not end in death, but in God’s glory”.  Fr Walter Ciszek’s story permits us to paraphrase that comment, and say, “This imprisonment will not end in death, but in God’s glory” - and so indeed it did – today he is considered by many to be a saint, and his cause for canonisation is being processed.

Jesus and Lazarus were friends – it appears that Lazarus' house, where he lived with his two sisters, was for Jesus, a home from home.  When sickness and death had shattered the family in Bethany, Jesus intervened to waken Lazarus from the “sleep of death”, and reunite him with his sisters.  Yet, while bringing Lazarus back to earthly life was indeed a great miracle, he would die again, die a second time!  Nevertheless, it was a sign of something greater to come.

Bringing people back from the grave was not Jesus’ earthly mission.  He came to bring life, life that cannot be touched by death – life beyond death.  It was belief in this life that motivated the mission of Walter Ciszek.  The earthly life to which Lazarus was restored merely symbolized a new unending life, God's very own life, which Jesus, by his resurrection, made possible for everyone to share in.  What Jesus said to Martha, he says to everyone, “If anyone believes in me, even though he dies he will live, and whoever lives and believes in me will never die”.

Today, as we reflect on the raising of Lazarus, the question that arises is, “What impact does my faith in Jesus have on my life?  What difference does it make?”  We know that in death, all that is treasured in life is left behind.  If there is no God there is nothing; if Christ did not confront and conquer death, there is no future. 

It is central to our faith that Jesus, through his own death, has confronted death, and by his resurrection, defeated death.  Life does not end in nothingness – there is a life after life!  Jesus challenged Martha; “Do you believe this?”; she replied, “Yes, Lord, I believe you are.......the resurrection and the life...  whoever lives and believes” in you “will never die”.  Today, through the words of the Gospel, Jesus asks us, “Do you believe this?”  Do we believe that Jesus gives life that cannot be touched by death?  

The faith that enables us to answer “yes” to the Lord's question, is God's gift to us in Baptism, because through Baptism, in the words of St. Paul; “the spirit of God has made his home in you…..the spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you”.  

Although, in 1955, Walter Ciszek was freed from the labour camp, he continued to remain a virtual prisoner for the next eight years – bound by the unjust Soviet system.  Nevertheless, at every opportunity, he continued, secretly, to minister as a priest – he never lost hope.  Finally, in 1963, President John F Kennedy secured his release and his freedom. 

When Lazarus emerged from the tomb with, “his feet and hands bound with bands of stuff and a cloth round his face”.  Jesus said, “Unbind him, let him go free”.  As we prepare for Easter, Jesus calls again on us to “come out” from our dark places, and be freed from whatever binds us – from our grudges, our addictions, our apathy, our strained relationships, our hardness of heart - and be renewed in our baptismal faith.  We experience this reality in Confession, when the bonds of sin fall away, and the spirit of Jesus is renewed within us.  This is the reality we will celebrate in our Parish Penitential Service next Sunday, Palm Sunday.

“Lord Jesus,
even when his captivity weighed on him like a tombstone,
Fr Walter Ciszek never lost hope in freedom.
May his example inspire us to trust, that you will unbind us
from all that holds us captive in this life,
and on the last day, set us free from death itself.”  Amen

