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He was born on a farm in 1916 in rural Kansas. 
 
His parents were Czech by origin, and they named their son Emil. Emil Kapaun. 
 
Emil loved the farming life of rural Kansas, but he grew to love someone even more.  He grew to 
love Jesus. And he felt called to give his life to the Lord by becoming a priest. So he attended 
seminary, and was ordained in Wichita in 1944. 
 
Now, in 1944, we were still in the midst of World War II.  So Fr. Kapaun became a military 
chaplain. After the war ended, he assumed that he would become pastor of a small church in 
Kansas. 
 
But by 1950 we were at war again, this time in Korea. And Fr. Kapaun went there with an 
infantry unit. 
 
The soldiers in the unit thought that Fr. Kapuan was crazy. (Parishioners OFTEN think that their 
pastor is crazy!) Fr. Kapaun was always on the front lines, helping wounded soldiers, anointing 
the sick. He celebrated mass in some of the harshest conditions. 
 
On November 2, 1951, Fr. Kapuan’s unit was overrun by Communist forces. His unit started to 
retreat. But… there were wounded Americans everywhere, and everyone knew that if no one 
stayed behind to care for them, the Communists would show them now mercy. 
 
So Fr. Emil Kapaun said, “I will stay with them.” Along with the unit’s doctor, he stayed behind. 
When the North Korean troops threatened to shoot all of the wounded, it was Fr. Kapaun who 
insisted that they be treated as prisoners of war.  
 
They marched 75 miles to a horrendous prison camp. The Americans received almost no food. 
Fr. Kapaun ministered to everyone, no matter what their race of religion. He helped to dig 
latrines. He cared for the sick. He gave what little food he had received to those who were ill. He 
even figured out a way to steal a little food, and coffee and medicine from the prison guards, and 
he gave that to his suffering brothers.  
 
On Easter Sunday of 1951, Fr. Kapaun  led an ecumenical prayer service in a foul-smelling hut. 
A Jewish soldier created a wooden cross. Fr Kapaun performed a baptism, and proclaimed the 



Easter Gospel from memory. 
 
And then he cried… because he had no bread or wine with which to celebrate the Eucharist for 
the troops. 
 
A few days later, he collapsed. 
 
And at the end of May, 1951, Fr. Kapaun, the farm boy from Kansas, died in the filth of a prison 
camp in Korea. 
 
After his death, he was awarded the Medal of Honor. He is the most highly decorated chaplain in 
American history. And today, the Vatican has started a process to make him a saint. 
 
What makes him a possible saint? Well, first and foremost, he had a profound love for Jesus. 
And a desire to serve Jesus. That is something all of us are called to. That is something all of us 
can do. 
 
What else makes him a possible saint? Well, on some level, I think Fr. Kapaun put into practice 
thousands of people who were hungry for his message. They were also hungry for supper! 
 
And the disciples panicked. All they had was a few loaves and couple of fish. So many hungry 
people. The disciples were overwhelmed. Jesus simply asked them to give what they had. And 
all ate, and were satisfied. 
 
Fr. Kapaun was surrounded by soldiers who were hungry and sick. He could have been 
overwhelmed. He could have said to Jesus, “All I have is a little coffee and broth.” But what did 
Fr. Kapaun do? He gave what he had. He did not give from his surplus. He gave from his need, 
so that others could live. And they did live, thanks to him. 
 
We can become overwhelmed, can’t we? We look at our world, and we see so many problems 
and so many people need. And we can convince ourselves that there is nothing that we can do, 
since our individual resources are small. We can be frozen into inaction, because we are 
convinced – “there is nothing I can do. The needs are too great. My resources too small.” 
 
But, God does not want you to stay focused on how small you are. God wants you to stay 
focused on how big He is! Give him what little you have. Give from your need, not from your 
extra. And watch what God can do. 
 
What makes Fr. Kapaun a possible saint? As we celebrate Memorial Day, there is one moment 
that speaks to me most profoundly. It is that moment when his unit was getting ready to retreat, 



and someone needed to stay behind to protect the wounded.  
 
Everyone knew that if you stayed behind you would be captured. If you stayed with the 
wounded, you were sacrificing your life. 
 
And Fr. Kapaun said, “I am staying.” 
 
I am sure that the boy, growing up on a farm in Kansas, could never have imagined that he 
would face that kind of choice, in the middle of a war, on the other side of the earth. 
 
But when that moment came, Fr. Kapuan said, “Here I am.” 
 
As a priest, I find that moment, that decision, to be so stunning. Why? Because every day, a 
priest stands at the altar and repeats the words of Jesus at the last supper. You remember the 
words of Jesus: “Take this, all of you, and eat of it. This is my body, which will be given up for 
you.” 
 
This is my body, which will be given up for you. 
 
And isn’t it true that when Fr. Kapaun volunteered to stay with the wounded, he was saying the 
same thing: “this is my body, which will be given up for you wounded men.” Whenever he gave 
away his own food to feed a brother in the prison camp; when he cared for the sick, risking 
illness himself, wasn’t he saying, “this is my body, which I give for you…” 
 
Aren’t we all called to give of our very selves, for the sake of others?  
 
Every medical professional who has every risked infection in order to treat a patient is putting 
the words of Jesus in to practice…. “This is my body… which I am risking for you.” 
 
Every parent who is exhausted, but gets up in the middle of the night to care for a child, is 
saying, “this is my body, which I am giving for you.” 
 
Every parent who goes to work even every fiber of their being wants to stay in bed and rest, is 
saying to their family, “this is my body, which is given for you.” 
 
Every police office or firefighter who runs toward danger to help others is repeating the message 
of Jesus, “This is my body which is given for you.” 
 
Every volunteer who refuses to leave a dangerous part of the world in order to keep on serving, 
every Christian who keeps the faith in a place of persecution, every neighbor who stands up for 



what is right to protect someone else, is saying “this is my body, given for you….” 
 
And every time we get up off our seats, volunteer our time, and get to work on behalf of an 
important cause… we are saying, “this is my body, given for you.” 
 
Fr. Kapuan could have stayed safe… but he made the choice to do what God called him to do. 
He gave his body, and his life, and his love. 
 
Jesus could have stayed safe… but he made the choice to do what God called him to do. He gave 
his body, and his life, and his love… and we experience that in the Eucharist. 
 
WE can stay safe. Or we can choose to do what God calls us to do. We can give our bodies, and 
our lives, and our love…  
 
On this Memorial Day, that is something worth remembering.  
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