
Jesuit Father Walter Ciszek: A Life in Service 
 
On October 12, 1963, American-born Jesuit Father Walter Ciszek (1904-1984) arrived 
in New York after 23 years in Russia, much of it spent in captivity in Siberian labor 
camps and Soviet prisons. To add to the intrigue surrounding this extraordinary 

Jesuitʼs life, Fr. Ciszekʼs daring release — a complicated prisoner exchange — was 
negotiated with the help of President John F. Kennedy just one month before the 

presidentʼs tragic assassination. 
 
Many Jesuit schools and campus buildings are named after great Jesuits — Ignatius, 
Xavier, Marquette — and Fr. Ciszek is another one of these inspirational men. His life 
reads like a Hollywood script, but his experience results from one simple question: 
Will you devote your life to the service of others? As Jesuits have for centuries, Fr. 
Walter Ciszek answered that call, which is why the Society of Jesus is highlighting Fr. 

Ciszekʼs life in service for Novemberʼs Vocation Month. 
 
Born in 1904 in Shenandoah, Pa., to Polish immigrants, Fr. Ciszek joined the Jesuits in 
1928. A letter from Pope Pius XI asking “all seminarians, especially our Jesuit sons” to 
enter a new Russian center in Rome to prepare priests for work in Russia was “almost 
like a direct call from God” to young Walter Ciszek. 
 
Missioned to Rome to study theology and the Byzantine rite, Fr. Ciszek was ordained 
in 1937, but since priests could not be sent to Russia, he was assigned to work in 
Poland. When war broke out in 1939, Fr. Ciszek entered Russia with false 
identification papers and worked as an unskilled laborer until June 1941 when the 
secret police arrested him as a suspected spy. Sentenced to 15 years of hard labor in 
Siberia, Fr. Ciszek still found ways to hear confessions and say Mass. 
 
“For all the hardships and suffering endured there, the prison camps of Siberia held 
one great consolation for me: I was able to function as a priest again,” he wrote in his 
memoir “He Leadeth Me.” 
 
In 1955, Fr. Ciszek was freed from the labor camps but forced to live in the Gulag city 
of Norilsk, where he worked in a chemical factory. Happily, after decades of being 
presumed dead, Fr. Ciszek was finally allowed to write to family members in the United 
States. 
 
After his return home in 1963, Fr. Ciszek worked at the John XXIII Center at Fordham 
University (now the Center for Eastern Christian Studies at the University of Scranton 
in Pennsylvania) until his death in 1984. 
 
This past March, the Vatican gave its formal approval to begin the canonization 
process for Fr. Ciszek, a testament to the fact that a quarter century after his death, Fr. 

Ciszekʼs life is still inspiring those considering a Jesuit vocation today. 
Father Robert Ballecer, director of the Office of National Vocation Promotion for the 

Jesuits, says, “Walter Ciszekʼs work is a legacy of the frontier spirit of the Society of 

Jesus. Itʼs the spirit of ʻWhere is God calling me today?ʼ Walter Ciszek answered the 



call by going to the Soviet Union. Today, Jesuits are working around the globe on the 
frontiers – from building schools in Malawi to aiding migrants at a small border town 
between the United States and Mexico.” If, like Fr. Ciszek, you have a call to service, 
visit www.jesuit.org/join. 


