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“A Time to Stand:  
Letters of Courage, Hope, and Faith”  

by Helmuth James von Moltke

Background on the Selection

Helmuth James von Moltke (1907–1945) was a German lawyer, nobleman, and 
statesman who was tried and executed by the Nazis just weeks before the 
defeat of Hitler and the end of World War II. Called “the greatest person on 
either side of the war” by American diplomat George Kennan, Moltke used his 
position in the Nazi German intelligence service to argue openly against Hitler’s 
orders, sometimes winning temporary support and saving the lives of many 
Jews and POWs. He was also one of a small group who met to plan for a post-
Nazi Germany, anticipating Germany’s defeat and setting out a Westernized 
structure for the nation’s government, diplomacy, and social systems.

Unlike other resisters, notably theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Moltke did 
not advocate assassinating Hitler or attempting a coup. He believed Germany 
would only be freed of the Nazis through a sound defeat in war and then being 
rebuilt. Arrested in January 1944, Moltke eventually was one of thousands 
executed after the failed “July Plot” assassination attempt in July 1944.

Group Discussion Questions

1 Before Britain and England declared war on Germany on September 1, 
1939, Helmuth and Freya von Moltke had laid plans to leave Germany and 

move to London. What is his attitude during the early months of the war when 
he found himself not only trapped but also drafted into service?

2 In his letter of 1 June 1940, read from “Peace is not complacency” through 
the end of the letter. What is the difference between accepting evil for good 

“for the sake of outward calm” and not endangering “a peaceful atmosphere” that 
Moltke sees as being so important?

3 On 8 November 1941, Moltke describes his own uncle and others who ques-
tion his resistance as being “chameleons” and “mere filler.” What difference 

does this kind of person make in a society?
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4 In his letter of 3 November 1942, he remarks, “It is interesting to see again 
how such people can be swayed to the right side by a resolute stand.” What 

does this say of the power of leadership?

5 In Moltke’s lengthy letter to Lionel Curtis, he describes how the average 
German is overwhelmed by life circumstances in the war, undermining their 

ability to resist the inhumanity of the Nazis. In what ways is this true of most 
people? What motivates a person to think beyond his or her own situation?

6 How would you describe Moltke’s frame of mind in what he sees as his last 
twenty-four hours? What do you find most striking in his description?

7 In his letter of 25 November 1939, he describes persevering in one of his 
arguments in the Abwehr as “this hardest part of the road,” and again in 

his last letter, he writes about a “hard bit of road ahead of me” as he faces the last 
hours before his execution. What would it take to embrace all of life’s challenges 
like this? Where does Moltke receive his strength?

8 What did Moltke hear in Judge Freisler’s statement, “we demand the whole 
man”? How does he see that he has been uniquely prepared for this moment 

of reckoning? Why is it important to him that he stood before the Nazis “as a 
Christian and nothing else”?

9 How do you find his relationship to Freya and his parting words to her 
about their marriage?

10 Moltke writes, “I shall write tomorrow, but since one never knows what 
will happen, I wanted to touch on every subject in [this] letter.” In what 

sense is this not knowing the future true of everyone? How might living as if every 
day is the last change the way you live?

11 What difference did Moltke’s battles and temporary little victories make? 
Why did he see this as worth dying for?

12 Are you in a situation now where you could take a stand that would make 
a difference?



The Trinity Forum Reading © 2002, 2006 The Trinity Forum, Inc. • www.ttf.org

13 How would you have to live now to be able to write a paragraph like the 
last one by Moltke?
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