HOLY NEW-MARTYR ALEXANDER SCHMORELL OF MUNICH
“Never forget God!”

By Archpriest Peter Olsen
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During WWII, when Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany unleashed a barrage of war, death, and
horrific annihilation against the entire world, there were many heroes who fought back to
preserve a sense of freedom, democracy, human dignity, respect, and love for fellow man.
Among the brave warriors for truth and sensibility was a young Russian medical student named
Alexander Schmorell. Alexander was born in 1917 in Orenburg Russia of a German Lutheran
father named Hugo who was a physician by profession, and a Russian Orthodox mother
named Nataliya. Having been baptized Orthodox, Alexander’s mother died when Alexander
was about a year old. His father, out of respect for his deceased wife and respecting his son’s
Orthodox baptism ensured that Alexander would be raised in the Orthodox faith. Hugo hired a
Russian nanny, Feodosiya Lapschina, who took Alexander to church and taught him about the
Orthodoxy. Dr. Schmorell remarried in 1920, a German woman named Elizabeth, who was of
the Roman Catholic faith. They had children together who were baptized Roman Catholic like
their mother.

By 1921 the situation in Russia became unbearable due to the oppressive Bolshevik regime,
and the family relocated to Germany. Although of German heritage, they continued to love
everything Russian and the language spoken at home remained Russian. The situation in
Germany also began to deteriorate when Alexander was a teenager and the Nazis came to
power. Hitler’'s perverse ideology of the superiority of the so-called Aryan race placed people
of Slavic origin in the category of untermenschen, people who were considered to be sub-
human, or less than human. Alexander despised the Nazi ideology, but was conscripted to
serve in the German army. Abhorring killing of any kind, and certainly not wanting to fight for
the Nazis, Alexander chose to study medicine and served as a medical officer in the war. This
way he could avoid combat and killing. When taking the military oath he refused to swear
loyalty to Adolf Hitler. Amazingly, there were no repercussions at the time and he was
accepted into military service.

By 1942, Nazi control of Germany was nearly total. World War Il was raging around
Germany on all sides. German forces had taken over most of Europe, and German troops
were far into Russia and as far as the north of Africa. By this time Hitler's plans for the
"cleansing" of Europe were well underway, and Nazi death camps were up and running. It was
no secret that any perceived enemy of Hitler's was also liable to be arrested and sent to one of
these prisons and concentration camps. Not only that, but the practice of Sippenhaft was also
widespread, that is, the family and friends of anyone suspected of opposing Hitler would also
be arrested. Alexander, along with some friends and acquaintances, founded an underground
resistance organization called The White Rose. Having obtained a duplicating machine, they
printed and disseminated anti-Nazi leaflets encouraging Germans to subvert and fight against
the Nazi regime by any means possible. The also risked arrest by painting anti-Nazi graffiti
such as “Down with Hitler” in conspicuous places. Contained in the second leaflet, in a
passage written by Alexander Schmorell, is the only known public outcry by any German
resistance group against the Holocaust.

During the summer of 1942, Hans Scholl, Alexander Schmorell, and another friend, Willi
Graf, were sent by the army to Russia as medics. For Alexander, it was a homecoming of sorts
—this was the first time in his life that he could remember experiencing Russia for himself. He
told others that there was no way that he could shoot at a Russian, though he added that he
couldn't kill Germans either. In Russia, he provided a link for his friends to the Russian people.
He sought contact with regular people, doctors, and Orthodox priests; he, Hans, and Willi
attended Orthodox liturgies together (wearing Nazi uniforms, no less!).
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In 1943 some of the members of the White Rose were caught, interrogated, tried, and
executed. The Gestapo, aware of Alexander’s activities, began to search for him. For four
grueling days Alexander hid and attempted to escape. Having failed in his attempts, he was
caught and imprisoned. Then began a series of long months during which Alexander was
interrogated and suffered horribly. His family was imprisoned at least twice but spared criminal
sentencing. They sought clemency for Alexander, which eventually made its way to Adolf Hitler
himself who rejected their appeal for mercy. Throughout his ordeal Alexander remained
steadfast in his declaration of the truth of his beliefs and justification of his deeds. He tried the
best he could to conceal the identifies and activities of those who he might incriminate. His
letters to his family express a spiritual transformation and a calmness and peace in his soul
which he received as a result of his ordeal. It is interesting that Dostoevsky also experienced a
spiritual transformation while serving time in prison. Ultimately Alexander faced execution by
beheading on July 13, 1943, with dignity, faith, bravery, and trust in God. Just before his
execution, he wrote to his family, “Never forget God!” He received an Orthodox funeral and
was laid to rest behind Stadelheim Prison in the cemetery at Perlacher Forst. A chapel nearby
was eventually purchased by the ROCOR, who glorified Alexander as a New-Martyr on
February 5, 2012, in Munich. When | purchased the biography of St. Alexander from Holy
Cross Monastery in Wayne, WV, | received the beautiful icon of St. Alexander that we have in
church. Attached to the icon is a reliquary with soil from the saint’s grave. The icon was paid
for by a pious woman as a gift to those who purchased the book. On the back of the icon is
the inscription, “Pray for Helena and family.” This copy of St. Alexander’s biography is
available to borrow from our parish library.

In his last letter to his family, St. Alexander wrote: ”"Now it shall be none other than this, and
by the will of God, today | shall have my earthly life come to a close in order to go into another,
which will never end and in which all of us will again meet. Let this future meeting be your
comfort and your hope. Unfortunately, this blow will be harder for you than for me, because |
go in the certainty, that in my deep conviction, | have served the truth..."

Holy New-Martyr Alexander of Munich pray unto God for us! Amen!

See “Alexander Schmorell, Saint of the German Resistance” by Elena Perekrestov, Holy Trinity
Monastery, Jordanville, NY, 2017
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