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SAINT MAXIMILIAN KOLBE (1894-1941) – TWENTIETH CENTURY 

 

Raymond (birth name) was born Jan. 7, 1894, in a small Polish village of Zdunska-

Wola.  As a child of ten years old, Raymond was so mischievous that one day his 

mother, in exasperation, asked him, “Raymond, what is to become of you?”  The boy 

asked himself the same question, and then went to church to pray and repeat his 

question to the Blessed Mother.  Later he confided to his mother that at this visit he 

had had a mystical experience in which he saw Our Lady.  In her hands she held two 

crowns; a white one for purity and a red one for martyrdom.  “Which do you 

choose?” the apparition seemed to say.  Raymond’s heart leaped as he answered, “I 

choose both.”  Silently Our Lady smiled approval of the choice and faded from view. 

 

Raymond entered the Conventional Franciscan Seminary at the age of 13.  He was 

invested in the Franciscan habit and to the name of Maximilian.  He was ordained a 

priest 7 years later.  Shortly after his ordination, he wrote to his younger brother, also 

a Franciscan, “The most deadly poison of our times is indifference.  Its victims are 

found not only among worldly people, but in our own ranks as well.  And this 

happens, although the praise of God should know no limits….Let us strive, therefore, 

to praise Him to the greatest extent of our powers.”  He had already recognized his 

life mission – to combat religious indifference. 

 

He began to develop his concept of the “Militia of Mary Immaculate.”  For this 

purpose, he founded the Knights of the Immaculata.  The purpose was to capture all 

souls of Christ through Mary.  Each member was to dedicate himself to Mary 

Immaculate and become a tool for her use.  Each Knight of the Immaculata was 

charged to work for the salvation of all souls, particularly the enemies of the church.  

Each member wears the Miraculous Medal and daily prays the simple prayer 

inscribed on it – “O Mary conceived without sin, pray for us who have recourse to 

thee” – adding the words, “especially for the enemies of the Church and those 

recommended to you.”   The group was given status of a Primary Union by Pope Pius 

XI in 1926, and has spread throughout the world. 

 



In 1927 Father Kolbe founded the first “City of the Immaculate,” a bold undertaking 

to create cities populated solely by religious friars.  The first city located in Poland was 

home to 800 friars when WWII broke out.  When German troops invaded Poland, 

Father Kolbe was arrested and sent to Auschwitz Prison in Warsaw.  The Priests were 

singled out for exceptionally cruel treatment, and at one point Father Kolbe was 

severely beaten and left for dead under a pile of trash.  Because Father Kolbe publicly 

acknowledged that he was a Catholic Priest, many extra sufferings were heaped upon 

him, including regular beatings, vicious do attacks, the dirtiest and heaviest work, and 

the gruesome carrying of corpses. 

 

Though Father Kolbe was very sick and weak, he ministered to his fellow prisoners 

day and night.  At a roll call one night, one of the prisoners was missing.  According to 

the rules of the prison, if a prisoner was not caught after escape, ten would be 

executed in reprisal.  The commandant went through the ranks pointing out ten 

victims who were then separated out screaming, by armed guards.  One Polish soldier 

cried out, “What will happen to my family?”  Father Kolby shouted, “I am a Catholic 

Priest, I would like to take his place because he has a wife and children.”  Along with 

nine others, Father Kolbe was thrown into a starvation bunker.  They received no 

food or water.  Father Kolbe led the condemned men in the Rosary, prayers, and 

hymns.  Reduced to the state of animals, Father Kolbe was still, by the grace of God, 

able to encourage and comfort others.  The guards were even amazed at his Christian 

faith and conviction.  One by one the other men died, with Father Kolbe comforting 

them to the end.  The only one still alive, he was injected with carbolic acid that 

ended his life on August 14, 1941. 

 

Pope John Paul II proclaimed Father Kolbe a Saint and a Martyr in 1982. 

 

 

 

 


