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Abstract
This article investigates the ecumenical dimension of the mar-
tyrdom of the Jesuit priest Alfred Delp and the Evangelische 
layman Helmuth James von Moltke. Delp and Moltke were 
leaders in the anti-Nazi resistant group the Kreisau Circle. They 
organized and planned a post-Nazi German society based on 
Catholic Social Teaching, Protestant social ethics, and human-
istic socialism. Together they were imprisoned, tried, and 
sentenced. Moltke was executed on 23 January 1945, and Delp 
was executed on 2 February 1945. This article approaches the 
collaboration and martyrdoms of Delp and Moltke as an ecu-
menical phenomenon. It highlights the contribution of Delp and 
Moltke to the work of the Kreisau Circle. It then gives prom-
inence to the spiritual collaboration between Moltke and Delp 
when they were imprisoned together from September 1944 to 
January 1945. The article concludes with a theological inter-
pretation of Delp and Moltke’s witnesses unto death as being 
guided by the Holy Spirit in common prayer and service. Delp 
and Moltke revealed that the road to Christian unity involves 
acts of prayer, self-giving, and suffering together. In their joint 
witness in life and death, Delp and Moltke show that Christians 
must remain anchored in Christ’s love and open to the future of 
the Christian body under the guidance of the Spirit. 

Introduction
In a homily at the Roman Coliseum on 7 May 2000, Pope John Paul II points to the 
witness of the martyrs as the way for unity among Christians. He said, “The most 
persuasive ecumenism is that of the martyrs and the witnesses of the faith; to the 
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Christians of the twentieth century, it shows the way toward unity.”1 This article 
argues that one of the most significant cooperation between Protestants and Cath-
olics in the Second World War occurred within the anti-Nazi resistance group—the 
Kreisau Circle. The article discusses the expansion of Christian martyrdom into an 
ecumenical phenomenon through examining the cooperation of Alfred Delp, S.J. 
and Helmuth James Graf von Moltke from the Kreisau Circle. Delp was a Catholic 
and Jesuit and Moltke was an Evangelical. Conjointly they planned for a post-Nazi 
Germany based on Christian values. Moreover, together they were imprisoned and 
executed as Christians in the winter of 1945.

This paper approaches the ecumenical phenomenon instigated by Delp and 
Moltke’s cooperative sacrifice and their resulting martyrdoms through historical 
and theological lenses. My examination begins with Moltke and his role in the 
formation of the Kreisau Circle. Secondly, I will describe the contribution of Delp 
to the planning of post-war Germany’s social and economic structures. Thirdly, I 
will examine the imprisonment and trial of both Moltke and Delp, focusing on the 
spiritual union formed between them (and other members of the Kreisau Circle) 
and their transformation through praying together during their imprisonment. 

Theologically, Moltke and Delp’s relationship exemplifies ecumenism in prac-
tice and prayer. In their work to establish a post-Nazi Germany, they collaborated 
as a Protestant and Catholic, and in their imprisonment and trial, they prayed, 
testified, and suffered as Christians. To their fellow Christians, Moltke and Delp 
stand as a reminder that the road to ecumenism does not necessarily have to go 
through controversial doctrinal discussions and debates from theologians and 
church hierarchy. Ecumenism can go through acts of self-giving, praying, and 
suffering in communion. In their lives and deaths, Moltke and Delp show in the 
midst of evil that persons of different Christian denominations can come together 
as an undivided Christian body. They reveal that what connects the Christian body 
is stronger than what separates it—Christ’s love and service to fellow humans in 
the midst of chaos triumphs over a difficult history.

Helmuth James von Moltke and the Kreisau Circle
The mandate of the Kreisau Circle was the preparation and organization of a col-
lection of people who stand by at the ready to take over the German government 
upon the demise of the Nazi tyranny (which they believe was inevitable). The new 
government would lead Germany back to the people of nations. Amid the condi-
tions of wartime and totalitarian Germany, the Circle’s members could not gather 
often. Even still, given their circumstances, the circle was a remarkably cohesive 

1 Pope John Paul II, “Ecumenical Commemoration of Witnesses to the Faith in the 
Twentieth Century,” May 7, 2000, http://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/documents/
ns_lit_doc_20000507_testimoni-fede-present_en.html.
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group, held together by friendship purpose, and danger. Moreover, the group had 
a center in the figure of Moltke, who by personal contact, correspondence, and 
conviction established himself as the crux of the entire enterprise. 

Helmuth James von Moltke was born in Kreisau, in Silesia, on 11 March 1907. 
He was the first child of Helmuth Count von Moltke and his wife, Dorothy. As a 
young man, Helmuth embarked on studies in law, politics, and history. He studied 
in Breslau, Berlin, and Vienna. In 1931, Helmuth married Freya Deichmann. As 
Hitler was rising to power, Moltke did not hide his antipathy for the Nazis. He 
warned in 1933, “Whoever votes Hitler votes for war.”2 In 1935, Moltke went 
abroad and studied British Law at Oxford. He used the opportunity to meet and 
convince “Appeasers” in the British Camp both civic and church leaders about 
the true goals of the Nazis. 

After Moltke had finished his program at Oxford, he returned to Germany in 
1939, just as the war was breaking out. He made use of his knowledge of British 
law by joining the Foreign Division of Abwher (the German intelligence service) 
as a legal advisor to the High Command of the Armed Services. The Abwher, 
under Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, was a focal point of opposition to the Nazi re-
gime. This job gave Moltke the justification for keeping in touch with the outside 
world. It permitted Moltke the opportunity to focus efforts on preventing the Ger-
man military from betraying norms of war conducts as established by the inter-
national community. He also believed that Germany would lose the war from the 
outset and that it would be necessary to prepare established bureaucrats to rebuild 
Germany.

It was in the summer of 1940 that Moltke began assembling like-minded 
people to discuss the principles on which Germany should be rebuilt after Hitler’s 
deposition, hence the creation of a group the Gestapo would coin the “Kreisau 
Circle.” Moltke took care to include socialists and representatives from the 
churches, two groups he saw as building blocks for a new Germany. He was, also, 
acutely anxious about the harm done by the Nazis’ exploitation of the 
Protestantism. 

The participation of the Jesuits in the Kreisau Circle was due in part to one of 
the members, Baron Guttenberg, who encountered Augustin Rösch, Provincial of 
the Upper German Province of the Jesuit Order. In October 1941, while in Berlin 
to negotiate the dismissal of Jesuit chaplains in the German military, Rösch met 
Guttenberg on the street. Rösch had just heard a speech by Hitler over the loud-
speaker in which Hitler claimed that the war in the Eastern Front was almost over. 
Guttenberg approached Rösch while he was reeling from what he had just heard 

2 Michael Leonard Graham Balfour, Helmuth von Moltke: A Leader Against Hitler (London: 
Macmillan, 1972), 26.
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and asked, “Why so serious, Father?”3 Since it was difficult to talk in the open 
streets, Guttenberg led the Jesuit to a building on the outskirts of Berlin. Thus, 
Rösch met Moltke, who went on to predict that Germany would lose the war to 
the Soviet Union in a few years if Hitler was not removed. Rösch, however, ex-
claimed that he and his Jesuits would not participate in an act of tyrannicide. 

Moltke, nonetheless, insisted on some form of resistance. He argued, “We 
must fight, we must do everything to save what can be saved . . .”4 Moltke then 
expressed disappointment with the conflicting views between the Confessing 
Church and the Nazi supported Reich Church. The different orientations battered 
the Protestants, while in the perspective of Moltke, the unity and coherence of the 
Catholic Church were protected by the episcopacy and the pope. While discussing 
the differences between the Evangelische and the Catholic churches Moltke sur-
prisingly added, “As a Protestant there is one thing I want to say to you: We must 
unite in order to save Christianity, which is still there and to make our concern the 
re-Christianization of the working world.”5

On 4 December 1941, Rösch met with Moltke again to assure his cooperation 
in the Kreisau Circle. On the weekend of May 25 to 27 of 1942, the first large-
scale Kreisau Circle conference was held at Moltke’s estate in Silesia. The themes 
of the conference were education and the relationship between church and state. 
The participants agreed that Christianity is the most powerful force for the moral 
renewal of German and Western societies. They desired that a reconstructed Ger-
man society would welcome the insights of all the churches. At the end of the 
conference, Moltke asked Rösch to suggest a Jesuit, who is an expert in the field 
of political science and could bring a Catholic viewpoint on the state and econ-
omy. At Rösch’s suggestion, Delp was brought into the project. From July 1942 
onwards Delp was thus engaged in the goals of the Kreisau Circle. 

The Contribution of Alfred Delp
Prior to the second Kreisau conference, scheduled to be held on 16 to 18 October 
1942, Alfred Delp conducted preliminary meetings with Moltke to understand bet-
ter the issues that confront the Kreisau Circle. A text by Delp, dated 2 August 1942, 
shed light on the issues that concerned both Moltke and Delp.6 They believed that 
the starting point for discussion was the dehumanization and disempowerment of 
peoples. In the second meeting of the Kreisau Circle, the focus was on the state and 
the economy. Delp facilitated the discussion based on the premises of two papal 

3 Roman Bleistein, Alfred Delp: Geschichte Eines Zeugen, 1. Aufl (Frankfurt am Main: Knecht, 
1989), 257.

4 Ibid., 258.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid., 266–67.
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social encyclicals Rerum Novarum by Leo XII and Quadragesimo Anno by Pius 
XI.7 In these papal letters, the Catholic Church expressed concern for the working 
poor and the world. Interestingly, the socialists and the trade unionists did not 
sense that Delp was providing the official teaching of the Church but was expound-
ing his opinion. As a result, Delp later arranged talks between members of the 
Kreisau Circle and a German Catholic bishop. The socialists and trade unionists 
in the Kreisau were quite surprised at the Church’s stance on the social issue. Due 
to Delp’s exposition of Catholic Social Teaching and the bishop’s confirmation, 
one of the surprised socialists exclaimed that the Catholic Church had made an 
irrefutable turn to Socialism. He wrote, “This is an incredible historical decision!”8 

The third Kreisau meeting, which took place over Pentecost 1943 (12-14 June) 
dealt with foreign affairs and the international economic order in the post-war 
period. Delp participated at this meeting and contributed to the area of restoring 
the rule of law.9 Handwritten drafts by Delp, intended for this meeting, indicate 
not only the trajectory of Delp’s thoughts about these issues, but also that his 
suggestions were adopted in the “Declaration of Principles” of the Kreisau Circle. 
Moltke prepared the “Principles” on 9 August 1943.10 He anticipated a revolt 
against Hitler by the generals and a power vacuum resulting from the coup d’etat; 
as such he hoped to shape decisively a new Germany and a European common-
wealth with concepts that his group developed. The document makes Christianity 
the common reference point for the reorganization of Germany and Europe with-
out regards to denominations. The document is the fruit of exemplary discussion 
among the persons of the Kreisau Circle, whose members span different denomin-
ations, political inclinations, and class distinctions. They believe that the Chris-
tian churches together can help humans overcome nationalism and ideologies. 
Moltke’s biographer describes the document as a close partnership among Cath-
olic Social teaching, Protestant social ethics, and humanistic socialism. 

With that said, Alfred Delp played a crucial role in the planning. One of the 
surviving members, Theodor Steltzer described Delp as the most intellectually 
significant and open-minded figure among the resistors.11 Another member, a Lu-
theran pastor Eugen Gerstenmaier, referred to Delp as the one who had the ability 
not to appreciate only different theological and political viewpoints, but could 
integrate them into a whole.12

7 Ibid., 269.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid., 270.
10 Behind Valkyrie: German Resistance to Hitler: Documents (Montreal; Ithaca: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 2011), 76.
11 Bleistein, Alfred Delp, 423.
12 Petro Müller, “A. Delp - Ansätze Einer Ökumenischen Und Praxis,” in Alfred Delp Jahrbuch, vol. 

4 (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2010), 50.
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Imprisonment and Trial of the Kreisau Circle
On 19 January 1944, as a part of a wider crackdown on conspirators and dissent-
ers within Abwher, the Reich Security Office arrested Moltke.13 The arrest had a 
decisive and negative influence on the development of the Kreisau Circle. Though 
Delp was the intellectual head, it was Moltke who held everything together and 
provided the stimulus. The center was now missing, and the work of the Kreisau 
Circle came to a standstill. Another blow came to the Kreisau Circle when Ge-
stapo agents arrested Delp on 28 July 1944 after he celebrated Mass in Munich. 
It all appears, at least, on a surface level that the aims of the Kreisau Circle were 
vanquished. Gradually, a majority of the members were arrested; some were exe-
cuted soon after their arrests while others languished imprison awaiting trial with 
Hitler’s infamous judge—Roland Freisler. 

Nevertheless, an important fruit did indeed emerge within the Kreisau Circle 
after their active planning ended. While awaiting trial, the surviving members of 
the Circle, including Delp and Moltke, learned that they were in adjoining cells. 
Their cooperation with one another, and more importantly with God, took on a 
different level. What was communicated among the imprisoned members of the 
Kreisau Circle was not a new social polity, but prayer. Prayer and worship were 
decisive and influential in their lives together in the prison. In these months of 
captivity, an ecumenical community emerged from the grace of God in a Nazi 
prison.14 “We four pray here, two Catholics and two Protestants, and believe in the 
marvels of God,”15 wrote Delp in a letter dated 5 January 1945.

The collaboration that had begun during the clandestine meetings of the Krei-
sau Circle was now deepened into a spiritual union, made all the more intense by 
their furtive communications. They whispered to one another their prayers or 
meditations on particular Bible passages. The thought of the wheat seed from 
John 12 (unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a 
single seed. Nevertheless, if it dies, it produces many seeds) as an interpretation 
of their impending death was employed by the prisoners. Moltke noted in a letter 
to his wife Freya that one of the members of the circle, a Lutheran pastor Eugen 
Gerstenmaier, shared with them Matt 14:22-33, where Jesus rescues the sinking 
Peter in the Sea of Galilee.16 Besides individual prayers, Delp introduced his Prot-
estant colleagues to Catholic devotions—the Sacred Heart—and led them in nov-

13 Balfour, Helmuth von Moltke; a Leader Against Hitler, 296–98.
14 Müller, “A. Delp - Ansätze Einer Ökumenischen Und Praxis,” 51.
15 Alfred Delp, Alfred Delp: Gesammalte Schriften: Aus Dem Gefängnis, ed. Roman Bleistein, vol. 

4 (Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Josef Knecht, 1984), 88.
16 Helmuth James Moltke and Beate Ruhm von Oppen, Letters to Freya: 1939-1945 (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1995), 406.
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enas. In a letter to his brother Jesuits, Delp referred to his co-resistors in prison as 
“This praying Una Sancta in chains.”17

Through the help of two social workers and the Lutheran prison chaplain, they 
could bribe prison guards with cigarettes and smuggle hosts and wine into Delp’s 
prison cell so that he could celebrate the Mass. On October 1, 1944, Delp said his 
first Mass in the cell. The Eucharist became a lifeline for others in the prison 
through a method used by many other imprisoned priests in the Nazi regime. Ac-
cording to Mary Frances Coady, 

With his wrists, [Delp] knocked on his wall to the left and the right 
when Mass was beginning, and the others knocked on their walls, 
and so on, until the entire block of prison cells became alive with 
the great offering; the cosmic prayer of thanksgiving. Here, de-
nominational differences were put aside. Gathered into prayer, [in 
Tegel prison], came all the misery, the horror, the evil, and the de-
spair of all the suffering humanity. For Delp and his chained 
comrades, the Mass was not only a momentary consolation—a 
means of hanging on until the next day—but more importantly, a 
meeting place of the world’s sinfulness and the purifying presence 
of God.18 

The Eucharist had an ecumenical impact, at least on an existential level. In one of 
Delp’s letters, dated 22 November 1944 he wrote, “Since the Blessed Sacrament 
is here, the world has become much more beautiful, and I want to surrender to 
God’s freedom and goodness and to offer him my sufferings. So, that I do not deny 
him and always remain in his trust and that he can bring us across the sea, without 
whom we all drown.”19 

The trial of the Kreisau members, including Moltke and Delp, took place be-
tween 9 to 11 January 1945.20 The common defence of the members was that they 
had not taken part in any direct activity against the Nazis, but were rather discuss-
ing constitutional possibilities. The judge was Roland Freisler, who was known as 

“Red Roland,” because he usually worked himself into a state of rage. Freisler’s 
judicial style was to act as both judge and prosecutor and to humiliate the defend-
ants by shouting insults at them. For the trial, he ordered all the defendants to re-
move their belt and suspenders. As a result, the underfed defendants were com-
pelled to hold on to their trousers to prevent them from falling. 

Delp was the first defendant to be tried. Freisler asked how Delp had come to 

17 Delp, Alfred Delp: Gesammalte Schriften: Aus Dem Gefängnis, 4:60.
18 Mary Frances Coady, With Bound Hands: A Jesuit in Nazi Germany (Chicago: Loyola Press, 2003), 

80.
19 Delp, Alfred Delp: Gesammalte Schriften: Aus Dem Gefängnis, 4:29.
20 Coady, With Bound Hands: A Jesuit in Nazi Germany, 159.
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know Moltke and the others. What did he discuss with them? Why did the Kreisau 
meetings concern a future German society, but not a single National Socialist 
representative? Delp stood calmly with composure and responded to each ques-
tion in a low, even tone. Freisler’s voice gradually began to rise. What were the 
aims and purpose of such meetings? Freisler shouted, “And the future German 
society would be one after the defeat of the Nazi? Defeatism!” He screamed such 
talk amounted to treason. Freisler launched into a tirade against Delp:

You miserable creep, you little sausage, you clerical nobody—who 
dares to want the life of our beloved Fuhrer taken . . . a rat—that 
should be stamped on and crushed. . . . Now tell us, what brought 
you as a priest to abandon the pulpit and get mixed up in German 
politics with a subversive like Count Moltke and a troublemaker 
like the Protestant Gerstenmaier? Come on, answer?”21

Delp calmly and firmly responded,

I can preach forever, and with whatever skill I have I can work with 
people and keep setting them straight. But as long as people have 
to live in a way that is inhuman and lacking in dignity, that’s as long 
as the average person will succumb to circumstances and will nei-
ther pray nor think. A fundamental change in the condition of life 
is needed.22

On the following day, it was Moltke’s turn to face Freisler’s interrogation. 
Once again, the initial questions were calmed. Moreover, next in expected fashion, 
Freisler began to raise his voice in the issues of why Moltke was anticipating a 
German defeat and planning for a new German society. Then Freisler targeted 
Moltke’s collaboration with Delp and other Christians in a tirade. The decisive 
moment during the trial, according to Moltke’s letter to his wife Freya, was ut-
tered from Freisler, who said, “Herr Graf, we, National Socialists and Christians, 
have one thing in common and one only: we demand the whole man.”23 Moltke 
reflected on Freisler’s remark,

I don’t know if the others sitting there took it all in, for it was sort 
of a dialogue—a spiritual one between [Freisler] and myself, for I 
could not utter many words—in which we two got to know each 
other through and through. Of the whole gang, Freisler was the 
only who recognized me, and of the whole gang he is the only one 

21 Bleistein, Alfred Delp, 377-78.
22 Ibid., 378
23 Moltke and Ruhm von Oppen, Letters to Freya, 409.
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who knows why he has to kill me. We talked as if it were in a vac-
uum. He made not a single joke at my expense, as he had done with 
Delp and Eugen. No, this was grim earnest: “From whom do you 
take your orders? From the Beyond or Adolf Hitler?” Who com-
mands your loyalty and your faith?” All rhetorical questions of 
course. Anyhow, Freisler is the first National Socialist who has 
grasped who I am.24

Overall, Moltke’s last letter to his wife about the trial shows relief, gratitude, and 
joy. He recognized that in this trial Freisler had confessed to the incompatibility 
between Nazism and Christianity. It was the incompatibility that the regime had al-
ways been at pains to conceal, but now the hostility was in the open. He continues:

Was it clear what he had said there? Just think how wonderfully God 
prepared this His unworthy vessel . . . [H]e humbled me as a great 
landowner as I have never been humbled before, so that I had to lose 
all pride, so that at last I understand my sinfulness after 38 years, so 
that I had to learn to beg for forgiveness and to trust in his mercy. . . . 
Then he lets me talk with Eugen and Delp and clarify things . . . and 
then your husband is chosen, as a Protestant, to be above all attacked 
and condemned for his friendship with Catholics, and therefore he 
stands before Freisler not as a Protestant, not as a big landowner, not 
as a nobleman, not as a German—all that was explicitly excluded 
in the trial . . . but as a Christian and nothing else.25

On 23 January 1945, Moltke was executed. Delp was executed on 2 February 1945. 

Theological Conclusion: Ecumenism in Prayer and of Blood
The Kreisau Circle worked towards a new Germany and integrated Europe. The 
foundation of their documents is Christian values. When the members were im-
prisoned, their cooperation deepened into a spiritual union. They were tried as 
conspirators but were condemned as Christians. The “praying Una Sanctum in 
chains” points towards a new mission for Christians. As Delp wrote in a Christmas 
letter after he received a small Christmas gift from a fellow Protestant prisoner:

This was a beautiful Christmas gift. And if we are outside again, we 
should show that more with it was meant. . . . History will have to 
carry further the burden and inheritance of the divided churches. 
Yet the division should never again become a scandal to Christ. I 

24 Ibid.
25 Ibid., 410.
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believe so little in utopian ideas, but Christ is nevertheless undivid-
ed, and where there is undivided love, we are led to him. . . . The 
Lord dedicates us to a new mission.26

The term “Christ” for Delp stands above denominational differences. Both 
Delp and Moltke learned this in the Kreisau, particularly during their time in pris-
on. For Delp as it was for Moltke, imprisonment became a transformative event 
because of praying together. In the Christian tradition, the Holy Spirit prays with 
human beings on their behalf. The Spirit transforms people by prayer, not that 
they change themselves and earn the Spirit and, then encounter Christ. Delp rec-
ognizes that transformative work of the Spirit in the praying person when he 
writes from prison:27 

[The Spirit] is the giver; through Him we can be shaped to the 
likeness of the Son. He gives us new life and makes us capable of 
living. He heartens us, strengthens our will, heightens our under-
standing so that we may believe and hope and love—that is we may 
draw nearer to God and live in unity with Him. . . . There is only 
one way to progress, and that is by praying, and praying in the right 
way.28

For Delp, the act of prayer and the conformity to Christ are the deeds of the Spirit. 
In Delp’s prison writing, the Spirit enables persons to receive Christ by dwelling 
and working within the center of their being, which is represented by the heart: 

[H]ere, in the very center of our being, the temple of the Holy Spirit 
should be established. It is the very nature of the Holy Spirit to 
penetrate and blend with the life impulses, purifying and complet-
ing them and thus imbuing them with its own intensity and 
assurance.29

Authentic Christian prayer is an openness to the Other and involves an “unself-
ing” so that one can be remade in the image of Christ. The term “unselfing” signi-
fies the Spirit dwelling within persons and preparing them to receive and become 
like Christ.30 For Delp, this indwelling is not static but a dynamic process. The 

26 Delp, Alfred Delp: Gesammalte Schriften: Aus Dem Gefängnis, 4:76.
27 While in confinement, Delp was able to write a series of meditations on the topics of Christian 

life that were dear to him. In his prison meditation on the Holy Spirit, Delp speaks of the Spirit as 
the one who enables and guides him to encounter the healing and transforming love of Christ. See 
Alfred Delp, Alfred Delp, S.J.: Prison Writings (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004), 115-45.

28 Ibid., 119
29 Ibid., 121.
30 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama V: Theological Dramatic Theory: The Last Act, trans. 

Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 334.
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Spirit dwells in and conforms persons to Christ by drawing them out of their 
self-enclosure and leading beyond themselves and doing God’s work for the 
world:

We must not delude ourselves that we can find freedom by running 
away from history. We have to find freedom within this framework 
of history in alliance with God for the fulfillment of His purpose.31

Thus, prayer is not a monologue, where one addresses God with what God al-
ready knows about oneself, but rather authentic prayer, which is an act of 
self-emptying. In their imprisonment, trial, sentencing, and awaiting execution, 
their prayer became a sustained act of dispossession. The aim of prayer in a fallen 
world goes beyond self-fulfillment or self-growth. What is involved in authentic 
prayer is a going beyond the self, possibly breaking idols of the self, not to make 
Christ in our image but to allow the Spirit to re-create oneself in Christ’s image. 
Prayer seeks transformation in Christ, who is undivided and holds all things 
together. Moreover, for Delp, Christ stands above denominational differences. 
Delp writes that disciples are men and women who are genuinely filled with the 
Spirit. They have prayed with all sincerity, and who have asked Christ to make 
their hearts like his.32 He says, 

Only then will they see God’s requirements with clear eyes even in 
the darkest of hours. Only then will their willing hearts beat with 
compassion that sweeps aside as negligible the old stubborn attach-
ment to being “right after all.” Their hearts will beat with one 
desire—to help and heal in God’s name.33

Towards the end of their lives, the members of the Kreisau Circle held the 
conviction that the future of humanity lies in unified Christianity. In the face of 
Nazi terror and of impending death, Catholics and Protestants encounter the heart 
of their faith. Moreover, the unity of Christians will not be founded on great 
speeches or programs, but for Delp and the other members of the Kreisau, acts of 
service and prayer. For Delp, Christianity can reach the hearts of contemporary 
men and women in two ways. Firstly, Christians must heal the divisions among 
the different churches. The disunity of Christianity “impresses nobody nowadays. 
It is to our eternal reproach that we were not capable of preserving the heritage of 
Christ intact.”34 Secondly, Christians must return to and actualize Christ’s call to 

31 Delp, Alfred Delp, S.J., 48.
32 Delp, Alfred Delp: Gesammalte Schriften: Aus Dem Gefängnis, 4:321.
33 Ibid.
34 Delp, Alfred Delp, S.J., 97.
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serve others. Christ calls persons into a relationship with Him by asking us to 
empathize with others:

By that I mean meeting the man in the street on his ground, in all 
circumstances, with a view of helping him to master them. That 
means walking by his side, accompanying him even unto the 
depths of degradation and misery. “Go forth,” our Lord said—not 

“sit and wait for someone to come to you.” I look on the spiritual 
encounter as a dialogue, not a monologue or an address, a monot-
onous drone of words.35

Through the approach of prayer and service, the members of the Kreisau Circle 
became a “sheet anchor” in the chaos and darkness of Nazi Germany. After Delp 
and he had been sentenced to death, Moltke employed the term “sheet anchor” in 
his last letter to his wife, Freya. He remarked that their Christian faith was like a 
sheet anchor in the chaos of Nazi Germany. The term refers to the largest anchor 
of a ship that is stowed away and used only in extreme danger. Moltke and Delp’s 
Christian faith became a force of resistance against a culture of dehumanization 
and violence. Their prayer and friendship with Christ served as a last refuge to 
keep Christians, amidst the storm of Nazism, pointed to the homeland that is 
Christ. Furthermore, in their common witness, there is both a sense of being an-
chored in Christ and a simultaneous openness to the future of the Christian body 
under the guidance of the Spirit. They prayed with each other, to be transformed 
into an Una Sancta in prison and testified together before Freisler, not as Cath-
olics or Protestants, but as Christians opened to an ecumenical horizon. Despite 
the divisions between the churches, Moltke and Delp have revealed that God 
Himself maintains, at a more profound level, the communion of faith among the 
baptized, attested by the supreme sacrifice of their lives. The lasting effect of 
Moltke and Delp’s shared martyrdom, and the subsequent ecumenism that fol-
lowed the war illuminates a way forward spanning further into the 21st century 
and beyond: theirs is a path to unity.

35 Ibid.


