Corpus Christi A + 7 June 2026 + Deut 8:2-3, 14b-16a + 1 Cor 10:16-17 + Jn 6:51-58
Trying to preach on Corpus Christi is not easy. Because a mystery so beautiful, so sublime,

so far beyond our dare to hope, defies words. And so today I'd like to reflect on 3 different
witnesses to the love of the Eucharist as a means to help us to grow in our own wonder and
love for the Blessed Sacrament.

The first is Venerable Emil Kapaun, the man whose heroic life we reflect on each month at
our men’s Cor meetings. Fr. Kapaun grew up in a farming community not all that different
from our own in rural Kansas. Even as a young boy, he loved the Eucharist. He set up an
“altar” in the parlor of his home to play Mass, and later on would slip away from recess to
pray in the church. After a few years as a parish priest, he volunteered to be a World War Il
and later Korean War chaplain, and eventually lost his life by helping a group of American
POWs to survive and keep hope alive in a horrific prison camp in North Korea. There is so
much I could say about Fr. Kapaun, but one event especially fits our celebration today,
which speaks of not only his love for the Eucharist, but also that of the Korean Church.

Prior to his imprisonment, Fr. Kapaun was part of an American unit that won back Ansung,
a Korean village that had been taken by Communist forces. During their occupation, no one
was allowed to go to Church, and the church building itself was nearly destroyed. Fr.
Kapaun used hand gestures to explain that he was a Catholic priest, and the people led him
to the Catholic Church. The villagers quickly cleaned up their church and assembled a
choir, and Mass was said in the church for the first time since the Communists took over for
both the Korean villagers and the American soldiers. Mass was still said in Latin at that
time, so there was no language barrier. One said that it was the most moving Mass he had
experienced during his whole time in the Army. We can only imagine what it must have
been like for those villagers to be able to celebrate Mass again, which was far from
guaranteed. As of 2021, there are still no Catholic priests in North Korea. After the Mass in
Ansung, some of the villagers said to Fr. Kapaun, now we have a father again. But he
couldn’t stay with them. Fr. Kapaun didn’t know it at that time, but his men would soon
need him even more than the villagers. He carried the Blessed Sacrament and his holy oil
with him in every combat action, until being voluntarily captured so he could minister to
the American soldiers in the POW camp. Fr. Kapaun posthumously received the
Congressional Medal of Honor for the care of his men during the Korean war.

The next witness to Eucharistic love I'd like to consider is Fr. Walter Ciszek, who was an
American Jesuit priest who was falsely imprisoned by Communist Russia as a so-called
“Vatican spy,” when he entered the country as a missionary just as WWII began. Again,
there is so much we could say about Fr. Ciszek, as well as the faith of the bitterly persecuted
Catholic people in Russia. But what really stands out about Fr. Ciszek is that his Eucharistic
love was born out of a deprivation that we can hardly comprehend.



Fr. Ciszek initially worked at a logging camp deep in the Ural Mountains, and would have to
say mass secretly on a stump in the forest, saying the Eucharistic prayer from memory.
After he was arrested, he was held in solitary confinement for 4 years, where he could only
say the prayers of the Mass (as he had no bread or wine). He was then sentenced to 15
years of manual labor in the Gulags of Siberia. Here, he was finally able to say Mass again,
but only in secret, and at great risk to his own life. Polish prisoners made wine out of
stolen raisins, the paten was a cover of a gold watch, the chalice was a shot glass. Later on,
freed prisoners and nuns in the Ukraine would smuggle wine, bread, and missals into the
camps. Prisoners would fast all day long in spite of doing back-breaking work in order to
receive the Eucharist (there was the midnight-prior fast back then). Fr. Ciszek recounted,
that was how much the sacrament meant to them in this otherwise God-forsaken place.

After he was freed from prison, Fr. Ciszek was allowed limited priestly ministry under the
ever-present eyes of the KGB. One Easter, midnight Mass lasted 3 hours, and so many
Eucharist-deprived Catholics came that he was still distributing Holy Communion at 9am
the next day! In the book “He Leadeth Me,” which Fr. Ciszek later wrote in response to the
question of how he survived such a difficult experience, he reflected, for many Christians, I
fear, the notion of the Blessed Sacrament as the Bread of Life is somehow only a poetic or
symbolic phrase...yet how much it meant to us to have the Body and Blood of Christ as the
food of our spiritual lives...for us it was a necessity. Regarding the faith of the people he
served, he said, these men, with simple and direct faith, grasped the truth, and they believed
in it. They could not explain it as a theologian might, but they accepted it and lived by it and
were willing to make voluntary sacrifices...in order to receive the Bread of Life. Fr. Ciszek
finally came home in a prisoner exchange with the USSR in 1963.

One more. Ithink it is very significant that the first settlers of this area brought a priest
with them from Germany—Fr. Anton Kopp. Fr. Kopp was followed by Fr. George Godez,
who was the first priest to serve Catholics in Dallas township. I can’t help but think that
one of the reasons why the faith has remained particularly strong in this area is because
even in their desire for a better life in the new world, our ancestors knew God had to
remain the center of their lives—both now, and as their hope of eternal life in heaven.

Jesus tells the Jewish crowds in our Gospel today that their ancestors [ate the manna] and
still died, but whoever eats this bread—his flesh for the life of the world—will live forever. We
are blessed with so many witnesses who believed in and lived by this Bread from Heaven.
And they remain speak to us even today, helping us to never forget all that God has done for
us, as Moses admonishes us in our 15t reading today. Above all, to remember that He has
given us not only our daily bread, but His own living bread from heaven, the Most Holy
Eucharist, as a pledge and foretaste of heaven.



