
Fr. O’Connor’s Homily Easter 2019 
 
Ernest Gordon wrote a book called “Through the valley of the Kwai”. It documents the true story 
of what happened in a Japanese prison camp along the River Kwai during World War II.  
 
Many of us have heard of the camp from the movie Bridge Over the River Kwai.  There, 12,000 
prisoners died of disease and brutality while building a railroad. 
 
Men were forced to work in heat that sometimes reached 120 degrees.  Bareheaded and 
barefooted they built the entire bed for the railroad from dirt and stone.  Their only clothes were 
the rags they wore.  Their only bed was the bare ground. 
 
Their worst enemy was not their captors or their hard life; it was themselves. 
Gordon says that fear of their captors made the prisoners paranoid.  They stole from one another 
distrusted one another and informed on one another.  The guards laughed to see how the once 
proud soldiers were destroying one another. 
 
Then something incredible happened.  Two prisoners organized the others into Bible study 
groups.  Through their study of the Gospel the prisoners gradually discovered that Jesus was in 
their midst as a living person. 
 
They came to discover that Jesus understood their situation.  He too had no place to lay his head 
at night.  He too was often hungry, often bone weary.  He too was betrayed and felt the sting of 
the whip across his back. 
 
Everything about Jesus- what he was, what He said, what He did, began to make sense and come 
alive. 
 
The prisoners stopped thinking only of themselves as victims of some cruel tragedy, they 
stopped informing on one another, destroying one another. 
 
Nowhere did their change of heart show itself more clearly than in their prayers.  They began to 
pray not only for themselves but for one another.  When they prayed for themselves it was not to 
get something but to release the new power.  They suddenly focused within themselves. 
 
Suddenly the camp went through a transformation that amazed not only their captors but the 
prisoners themselves. 
 
One night Gordon was hobbling back to his shack after a meeting with his study group.  As he 
walked along in the darkness, he heard the sound of men signing.  Someone was keeping time 
with a stick on a piece of tin.  
 
The sound of the stick hitting the tin and the sound of the men signing made the darkness come 
alive. 
 
The difference between that joyful sound and the deathly silence of past months was the 
difference between life and death- the difference between life and resurrection. 
 



There is a darkness that has come over America in recent years.  People are losing hope- even 
faith in God.  It may have crept into your life even faith in God.   The spirit of our country, even 
the spirit of Europe is on the wane.  But we have wonderful news today.  Jesus is risen.  In His 
rising he has defeated death. 
 
Listen to St. Paul: 
Death is swallowed in victory. 
Where, O death is your victory? 
Where, O death is your story? 
The Spirit of Jesus has defeated death! 
 
Jesus moves among us as surely as he moved among those American prisoners on the River 
Kwai. 
 
Let us rejoice! 
Let us be glad! 
Let us cry out alleluia!  


