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Players: (to be decided by theater group direction--as low as 5 or 6 if actors take multiple roles--as high as 25, if youth scene is acted out with ten young men and women)                                                                                                    

Franz Jägerstätter (at 26)

Franz Jägerstätter (at 35)

Franziska Jägerstätter

Jägerstätter children (3)

FR. Karobath, Pastor of St. Radegun Church

FR. Jochmann, Catholic Chaplain Berlin Prison

Bishop of Linz, Joseph Fliesser

Trudy Mueller, mother of Franz’s illegitimate daughter

Gerhardt Mayer--St Radegun veteran of Great War (1914-18)

Arnold Schwartzfeld--St Radegun farmer

Hooded executioners (2) 

5 young (18-22) women and five young men (including the young Franz and Franziska Jägerstätter)

 

Narrator: (Announcement in program and before the play begins)
This is a play for interactive audience participation

After the play, actors and moderator will respond to questions from the audience.

 

Franz Jägerstätter, an Austrian peasant, was told in 1943 that he must leave his family and farm and report for duty in the German army. Jägerstätter had opposed Anschluss, the Nazi annexation of Austria in 1938. Franz was the only person in his village who voted against the Nazis in the forced referendum.

 

Following Anschluss, Franz refused to salute—to say Heil Hitler! Instead, Franz gave the traditional, pre-annexation greeting: Gruss Gott—God bless you—or, a sarcastic, “pfui Hitler!”

 

Franz answered the order of induction into the army but immediately told the military that his belief in the Christian Gospel demanded that he not kill—he would not serve.

 

Jägerstätter was sent to Berlin in July of 1943, put on trial and sentenced to death. He was beheaded on August 9th, 1943 at 36 years of age.

Act I, Scene 1

 

The interior is a barred cell with a small desk, toilet, sink, a bed and chair.  A man of about 35 years is lying on his bed. He rises slowly and stretches. He walks slowly to the edge of the stage and a broad smile creases his handsome face.

 

Franz :  My chaplain wants me to read some prayers.  He told me that before my execution, it would be good to meditate. As if I’ve not been doing so for years?  I just hope he has more witnesses to console—I know I‘m not alone. I’ve met a few who have refused to be part of the killing machine. (pauses,looking at audience, raising eyebrows and smiles) But only a few! 

 

Chaplain Joachmann is a good fellow--he’s likely in tune with most German and Austrian hierarchy who salute the mad man Hitler. I was told by my Bishop that I had a duty to serve the state. “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s” he told me. I told him that my conscience doesn’t belong to Adolph Hitler or the Nazi Party in general. Curious he, a Roman Catholic Bishop, didn’t seem to comprehend that. Fear on his part? Maybe. More likely he was conditioned to believe that line from the Gospel without giving a thought that Jesus himself knew it was sinful to submit to orders that forced one to do immoral acts—such as kill your neighbor instead of love your neighbor. But I understand. Cardinals, Bishops and Priests and Ministers must listen to the people. The people are listening to the call of patriotism—to defend the fatherland—as if some nation is actually invading us. Germany and Austria were not invaded. Germanic invasions of Czechoslovakia, Poland and Russia have been blessed by the Church.

 

Now the patriotic call is to defend our fatherland after killing hundreds of thousands of innocent people for Lebensraum--Living room, says the Fuehrer and his cronies. 

What do I think about all this? I don’t have to think, I know the Swastika has replaced the cross. 

 

(Fr. Jochmann enters the cell.)

 

Fr. Jochmann: Gruss Gott Franz. 

 

Franz: Gruss Gott, Vather. 

 

Fr. Jochmann. How are you doing, Franz?

 

Franz: (smiling, calm) I’m at peace.

 

Fr. Jochmann: (pointing to a small table with a paper) You have read the statement from the government, haven’t you Franz?

 

Franz: (picking up the sheet he reads) “By order of the Third Reich, Franz Jägerstätter will be granted a pardon and reassignment in the Wermacht upon signing this order of release.” (Franz, sets the paper down) I cannot and may not take an oath in favor of a government that is fighting an unjust war.

 

Fr. Joachmann: We have talked a lot over the past weeks, Franz. I think I understand. I have some prayers and some readings from the New Testament for you to read—or I can read them to you.

 

Franz: (again a broad smile) Father Joachmann, you don’t seem to understand. You see, I’m completely bound in inner union with the Lord; any reading would only disturb my communication with my God.

 

(Light fades and darkens on Franz. Fr. Joachmann goes to edge of stage.)

 

Fr. Joachmann: I can say with certainty that this man is the only Saint I have ever met in my life time. (He walks slowly toward center stage, turns to the audience and says with a smile) But he wasn’t always a Saint.

 

(The sound of Austrian folk music off stage increases in volume as Fr. Joachmann walks off stage right).
 

Act 1 Scene 2

 

Enter ten young people around 17 to 21 yrs.(girls in dirndl dresses, men in Austrian peasant garb--lederhosen & loden jackets or white shirts & decorated suspenders) Dancers are having a joyous time. Franz (younger looking—but casting should account that he would be about 26 or so vs. age 36 when imprisoned by Nazis) dances with Trudy Mueller.  His future wife, Franziska dances with someone else.

 

The dance is a typical Austrian/Bavarian slap dance with lots of stomping, flirting, and showing off to the folk music. The dance should last several minutes in good humor, until one of the men moves in on Franz and an argument ensues—not important to hear words (which can be in German but body language will get the message to the audience) The music muffles words exchanged. Shortly after the start of the confrontation, Franz smacks the young man and knocks him down. The girls administer to the injured fellow. Police arrive on the scene and Franz is taken away to jail.

 

Act 1 Scene 3

 

Onstage are Franz and Trudy Mueller, the young woman with whom he was dancing. Set scene in Austrian country side with props or a large photo in background of hill country. The Alps are visible from his village of St Radegun but only as a very distant backdrop

 

Trudy Mueller: Franz, I’m sorry I told others of my condition. The fellow you punched is from Ostermiathing, (pronounced oozter-meh-thing). We met there at a dance last month and he didn’t know you and I were so close.

 

Franz: So why was he and the others so upset with me—just because you and I have been friendly?

 

Trudy: Franz, when things happen, like what has happened to me, it’s only natural to turn to someone you trust. I turned to my best friend and told her my problem. I asked her not to say anything about it. I just needed someone to go to and my parents were not the ones. Now, my secret is out, and our dancing friends all know. 

 

Franz: What are you talking about, Trudy? What’s the problem? Are you telling me that your friends and the fellow I smacked know something that I don’t know?

 

Trudy: I told my friend what I’ve known for the past two months, I’m pregnant. She didn’t keep my secret.

 

Franz: (slumps down on a bench) I’ll support you Trudy. But you’ve had a lot of boy friends. Am I the one for sure?

 

Trudy: Yes. 

 

Franz: Trudy, we don’t even know each other very well. Our night of too many schnapps was not love. 

 

Trudy: I’m only asking you to help me through this. 

 

Franz: I promise. I have an opportunity to work in the iron mines of Steieremark. I’ll send you shillings from there or maybe even come back to visit briefly. I’m sorry that this happened Trudy. You know marriage wouldn’t work with us.

Lights fade out Trudy and Franz who slowly exit, one stage right, one stage left.

 

Act 1 Scene 4 

Family and friends as well as some of the girls and guys from the fight scene included,  gather around Franz and his motorcycle. Motorcycle being revved up—taped sound, no actual ignition. Everyone excited about the first motorcycle in St Radegun

 

Fr. Karobath:  (Pastor of St Radegun RC Church shaking hands with Franz after the engine is turned off.) Franz, my name is Fr. Karobath, the new pastor. I‘ve heard a lot about you and now I‘m really impressed—the first motorcycle in St Radegun! Congratulations. Drive over to the rectory and we‘ll have a talk-

 

Franz: Hop on Father, we’ll drive together.

 

(The priest gets on the motor cycle, and the engine is revved up) curtain closed and/or stage lights out.)

 

End of Act 1

 

 

Act II Scene I

 

1938 The stage is bare stage with only a large photo of St Radegun Church in the background. Franz and his wife, Franziska are talking to their pastor, Fr. Karobath. Music of Mozart can be heard lightly in background.

 

Fr. Karobath: Franz, when we first met two years ago you told me about your problem with Trudy and how you were helping her with the child you fathered. It was only a few months later that you and Franziska came to me and said you wanted to marry. I asked you how you met. Do you remember what you said Franziska?

 

Franziska: Sure. I’d known Franz for years. I was not impressed with him. Actually, I thought he was a bully. But then I began seeing him at mass. It seemed curious because I lived about 12 kilometers from St Radegun. Then, he began appearing at the gasthaus where I worked in the kitchen. I saw him drinking and singing with his friends and flirting with the waitress. He even stood by the kitchen door and peered in but I never really met him. I intentionally avoided looking at him. Then, he started driving his motorcycle to our church. I thought it curious that he would come all the way over for mass when he had a church in St Radegun. I always diverted my eyes from him but he started to bump into me coming into and going out of church. It was annoying and I told him so one Sunday morning.

 

Franz: Yeah, I needed to get Franziska’s attention. I began to think only a miracle would draw her to me, so I helped the miracle along with some Holy contact. It worked, Father, but only after some sustained bumping. Franziska can be feisty. It finally worked one morning when I almost knocked her over—she had fire in her eyes.

 

Franziska: (laughing) I knew his reputation as a wild one. I knew about the fights he was in with guys from Tarsdorf. In fact, one Tarsdorf fellow was a boy friend of mine. Franz was not liked by the Tarsdorf gang. They knew about his willingness to fight and tried not to engage him..

 

Franz: (with a wide grin) I‘ve matured, Franziska.

 

Franziska: Now he’s a little Franz bear, just cuddly and playful. (Franziska, hugs Franz and tickles his chin)
 

Fr. Karobath: (with good humor) You two are beyond playful. You’re parents—what brings you here?

 

Franz: The referendum on Anchluss, Father. I have a hard time believing that Austrian people—and that means Catholics—because almost everyone claims to be Catholic—are going to vote approval of Hitler’s annexation of Austria.

 

Fr. Karobath: I’ve already heard that you’re not going to vote for Anschluss, Franz. I‘m not happy with the Nazis and especially with their annexation. The vote is a farce. People are afraid to not vote for the brutes. They know what has already happened to those who dare differ in Germany and now here in Austria.

 

Franz: That’s why I refuse to vote for annexation. The Nazis are an immoral bunch of gangsters. I won’t support them.

 

Fr. Karobath: Consider what this may lead to, Franz. You don’t want your family to suffer from your action, do you?

 

Franz: Of course not. But they’ll suffer anyway to know that I was a supporter of hoodlums who marched in and took over our land and people. I’m not going to vote tomorrow. I’ll spend the day tending to my farm chores. The rest of you can go and give approval to the anti-Christ.

 

Fr. Karobath: (the priest turns to face Franziska) Franziska, you have a cross to bear with Franz. I doubt if anything I say will change him.

 

(Franziska’s facial expression exposes her worry and angst with the stubbornness of Franz—the dangerous situation at hand)
 

Franziska: We’ve talked on this subject almost to the point of exasperation. I’m at wits end. I don’t want to lose my husband. I don’t want our children to be fatherless. I’m a strong woman. I have no doubt that I can continue on with the farm. I can do much of the physical work in the field and in the barn as well as raise our children. That is the point; our three daughters are our children--not just mine. Franz has a mindset that seems to block out this fact--If it were only me involved--his planned action could be understood better—but to abandon our children!?

 

(Franziska turns away from Franz. Music in background from Destiny’s Child—“Stand Up For Love”—Franz is heard over the music)
 

Franz: Look, sometimes more sense comes from the subconscious. A few months ago I had a dream that told me what is happening. It came after hours of lying in bed trying to reconcile my Christian beliefs with Nazism. When I finally dozed off after midnight I saw a bright shining train coming around a bend--sort of like the pictures you see of the Simmering bridge with a train crossing it--but people were flocking to get on the train--men, women, children--few did not get on. A voice called out ‘This train is going to hell.’ I awoke and knew the train was the Nazis and Christians were falling for the power and the glitz. I woke up Franziska when I yelled out: “Jump out before this train reaches the end of the line, even if it costs you your life.”

 

(Music volume increases—Franz sings two stanzas from, “Stand Up For Love”, with permission of copyright owner)

 

Fr. Karobath: That was a dream, Franz. The reality of tomorrow’s vote is already known. The National Socialist Party is already in control. Your  refusal to vote will only label you for the Nazis.

 

Franziska: Father, Franz is already labeled. Everyone in the village knows his opposition to the Nazi Party. I agree his not voting will make him a target—and maybe our whole family. (Turning to Franz) If you don’t vote tomorrow, I don’t see how I can continue to love you. (She exits slamming the door.)

 

(Franz puts his head down to his knees with his hands muffling a light sob. Fr. Karobath gets up and puts his hand on the shoulder of Franz
 

Fr. Karobath: Franz, why not go to the voting tomorrow and cast your vote. You don’t have to vote yes. Your conscience will be firm and even if the Nazis don’t count your vote, you know and the public knows you could never vote yes.

 

Franz: I don’t think Franziska was serious when she said she could not love me if I didn’t vote. (brushing a tear from his eye, but now smiling). So, I’ll take your suggestion and go there and hold up my no vote—maybe some local Nazi stooge will shoot it from my grasp. But I’ll make a point of letting everyone know I cast a no. Thanks for your suggestion, Father. (The men shake hands and lights fade to blackness)
 

Act II, Scene 2

 

A beer garden in St Radegun. Franz is sitting at a table with two other men. All have steins of beer. Folk  music plays in background. Depending on size of cast available, some dancing can be going on, or eating or just others talking lower than the rather loud comments of Franz and the two other male patrons. Gerhardt Mayer, a man of about sixty years, large handlebar moustache is the most vocal. 

 

Before Franz has an opportunity to respond to Gerhardt, a young slightly built fellow, Arnold Schwartzfeld, about the same age as Franz, listens as the conversation develops.

 

Gerhardt: Franz, we haven’t seen you here in years. Remember the last time you were here in 1935? You were babbling about how the Nazis would never dare come into Austria! Hah! Have you seen the tanks over in Ostermiathing or the swastikas evident on the low flying planes that buzz over the Salzach—so much for your foresight. Let me ask you, Franz, will you vote tomorrow?

 

Franz: That’s why I’m here, Gerhardt. I’ve decided I’ll vote but you must know how I’ll vote.

 

Gerhardt: Hah! Ja, Ja, Ja Jagerstetter, that’s how you should vote but nein, nein, nein Jägerstätter—Is that how you will vote? (The older man pushing his face close to Franz but with a big smile) 
 

Franz: I’ll hold up my ballot for all to see.

 

Arnold: You don’t have to do that, Franz. You’ve made your point about the Fuhrer but don’t you think it’s time to get in step? 

 

Franz: If you want to be part of the goon squad, Arnold,  then why don’t you join, get your black boots and goose step with the other thugs, thieves and murderers?

 

Gerhardt: Come off it, Franz. No country has been invaded. The Third Reich is reasonably concerned with those who have no sense of patriotism. You need to support the effort to get back what was stolen from Austria and Germany in 1919 at Versailles. The French and British are robbing bastards and the Bolsheviks are a threat on the Eastern Front.

 

Arnold: It may be necessary to go into some of those places to support our German culture where it is dominant---like Czechoslovakia, where our German speaking people are suppressed.

 

Franz: Look, if Germans and Austrians invade other countries it’s not to free people but to enslave them. War is a sin. If a conqueror invades another country it’s to take their minerals, their oil wells, or good farmlands. This is a sin against God. I’ll not be a part of it.

 

Gerhard: When the Great War came about in 1914, I didn’t have a choice. I was drafted into the army. But I would have joined sooner or later because I was physically and mentally fit and it was my duty--my country asked me to defend the fatherland and my church blessed the war effort and the soldiers. I was a proud soldier.

 

Arnold: And you came home with no regrets?

 

Gerhard: No regrets, except for so many of my boyhood friends who died. They did not come back. Here in St Radegund, in our little village of six hundred men, women and children, we lost twenty-eight young men. 

 

Franz: For what? Lost them for what? For the Generals and the Austro-Hungarian Empire? Absurd! Those men died for lies. Was that their duty—to die for lies? To invade, destroy and kill? Was that their Christian duty?

 

Gerhard: I am proud of my service. I was wounded twice and twice I went back to the front. I have medals to prove my point. I have my pride to say that I served my country honorably.

 

Franz: Honorable to kill? Are you Catholic? Are you one who says, “I’m a Christian?”

 

Gerhard: (standing up and angry) First you insult my service to my fatherland and now you insult my religion.

 

Franz: (stands up as well and leans into Gerhard’s face) You are so right, Herr Meyer. My father was an Austrian soldier in the Great War. He was led to slaughter in 1917. By my father’s soul and by my belief in the nonviolent teaching of Jesus Christ, I shall not let you hide the lie of war. Your excuse for Christianity is the real insult. The fatherland in the Great War bamboozled you to be blind to the cross and swear by the sword. 

 

Arnold: I have to tend to my animals (downs his beer). See you at the voting booth.

 

Gerhardt: After this moment, I will never have a word with you again, Jägerstätter. You are a coward and a fool.

 

Franz: (extending his hand that is slapped off by Gerhardt) Herr Meyer, I hold no grudge. I pray for you and all of us who this day will trade their leader Jesus in for a pagan system of treachery. God forgive us all.

 

Gerhardt: Here is what I hope the National Socialist Party will do to you Jägerstätter-(Gerhardt picks up his stein and smashes it on the floor.) I hope they break you into pieces.

 

(Franz walks out of the gasthaus--standing in the opposite entrance way is Franziska--Franz walks to her and they embrace)
 

Franziska: I should not have said I would never love you if you did not vote. I will always love you Franz. 

 

 

Act II, Scene 3  

 

Franz, in a German soldier uniform, stands on edge of stage explaining the vote and its significance..

 

That was over two years ago. The vote went as expected. Nazi tanks in the neighborhood didn’t produce any negative votes except mine. Yeah, I did hold it up for all to see, including the goons working for the Nazis. I refused to get on the train. 

 

The vote came on Holy Thursday,  April 10th What occurred three years ago  was not much different than what happened over 1900 years ago, when people were given the freedom to choose between  Barabbas and Jesus Christ.  

 

So now, the Austrian Catholic Church has let itself be taken prisoner and has been lying in chains ever since. But there will be no Good Friday for Austrians. We’re already dying by the hundreds of thousands. We’re dying not for Christ; we’re dying for a Nazi victory. Whatever victory means. To the Nazis, victory is to invade another land, destroy, rape, torture and kill. Some victory! I just returned from six months of military duty. Seems strange doesn’t it with all that I’ve said about not cooperating with the Nazis? So, now, Franziska and my family will have to agree that I did my duty. Six months of learning how to break things and kill. I was told to come home and wait for a call up to duty--probably to the eastern front--so many of my boyhood friends are there or were there until word of their death arrived. We used to have about 800 souls in this village of St Radegun. So far, we’ve lost as many men as we did in the Great War-- and more will die. The war is far from over…But it is for me. (Franz strips off his military jacket and tosses it over his head) I’ll never wear that uniform again. I’ll not kill, I’ll not fight. I’ll not be part of the death machine.

 

The Mayor got me back to work on the farm. Seems food is still important. Over one hundred and thirty years ago, the murderer Napoleon said that an army marches on its stomach.  I have a problem with being a supplier to the military so I’ll insist on selling  my farm goods locally. The agriculture authorities know me; they were shocked when I refused to take their subsidy for my crops ruined by hail storms last year. I don’t want their blood money. 

 

(Enter Fr. Karobath, Bishop Fliesser, and Bishop of Linz. Fr. Karobath wears a Roman collar and the Bishop is in his black cape and gown and red skull cap—Fr. Karobath, has a pronounced limp resulting from a foot lost during the Great War)
 

Fr. Karobath: Franz, you need to talk about your rejection of military service to me and to His Excellency, Bishop Fliesser.

 

Bishop Fliesser: Franz, I was on my way to Salzburg and had my driver take me first to St Radegun just to talk to you and Fr. Karobath. First, I must ask Fr. Karobath, how did you manage your imprisonment these past two months?

 

Fr. Karobath: It was not a major hardship Your Excellency. But as you know, I’m here today to simply collect my belongings. I’ve been ordered to leave St Radegun. 

 

Bishop Fliesser: I have you assigned to an even smaller parish in the mountains, Father. I must suggest that you not speak to the Nazis as you have here in St Radegun. You should know that the diocese of Linz has more of its priests in prison than any other diocese in Austria or Germany.

 

Fr. Karobath: (smiling) Must be something in our diocesan water, Bishop Fliesser! We know the real answer, Bishop, and we’re proud of what our former Bishop, Bishop Gfollner, did when he ordered every pastor to read his letter of opposition to the Nazis. No other diocese in Germany or Austria had the opportunity to hear this letter.

 

(The Bishop turns away from Karobath and Franz and faces the audience)

 

He’s speaking of the man whose job I now have. Bishop Gfollner was a brave fellow. Foolish, but brave. Sometimes one makes decisions that are later a source of regret. I believe Bishop Gfollner has to regret what he forced upon his priests and people. It’s true that more priests from our Linz diocese are in prison than any other. I’m not convinced that removing our spiritual advisors away from their flock is something to be proud of as Fr. Karobath claims. When the German annexation took place some of our hierarchy were criticized for saluting Hitler. I say better safe than sorry. If I did not cooperate I would most likely be in prison as well. I am the shepherd and I must look after my sheep, I must protect them.
 

(Spotlight off the Bishop and now on Franz, speaking not to the Bishop but directly to the audience)
 

Franz: The Bishop seems proud of his silence--the crimes of the government forced on us by the Germans have somehow been approved by both the Bishops and their clergy. How? By their silence—except when priests praise soldiers for brave deeds against the enemy. Killing and destroying is now a Christian value? What has happened to the nonviolent example and teaching of Jesus Christ? Why do we celebrate fighters for Nazism in the churches? We had one Bishop who was willing to speak the Gospel truth of the nonviolent Jesus. (Franz points to the Bishop) Bishop Fliesser’s silence in the face of these murderous times may keep him safe from harm. But what is worse than the silence of the sheep is the silence of the shepherd.

(The Bishop, angry moves toward Franz)
 

Bishop Fleisser: Don’t say I am silent, Herr Jägerstätter. Tell the truth, you have a martyr 

complex. Your voice may be loud but it will destroy not just you but your wife and your three little girls. You have no right to put them in jeopardy. You have an obligation to do your civic duty and report to the military as ordered. You are no better than the millions of young men who have obeyed their fatherland. The clergy supports the troops? What do you expect them to do, not pray for their safety, not pray for their souls, not praise them for their courage? No, Herr Jägerstätter, the Church does not condone violence, but in the face of Godless Bolshevikism--in the face of those who betrayed us in 1919, after the Great War, who took our son’s lives, who took our lands, who took our iron and coal and grains--there is every right to uphold the Fatherland and the brave men who give us our freedom.

 

Franz: (Speaking again, not directly to the Bishop but to the audience) The Bishop has not answered my questions so I’ll ask him again in another manner: Bishop, if Austrian Catholic soldiers are now praised for killing, if they are rewarded for their actions by the Church for being defenders of freedom—then how is possible to raise one’s children on the Christian principal of love your neighbor as yourself? How can one manage to be both a soldier for the nonviolent Christ and a soldier for the killing machine of our Fatherland? 

 

Bishop Fleisser: (talking directly to Franz) Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s. You very well know the words of Jesus Christ, Herr Jägerstätter!

 

Franz: Words instruct, Bishop, and example inspires us to follow. “Come follow me,” said Jesus. Are you suggesting we follow Hitler, not Jesus? Where is the Pope on this issue, Bishop. Where are you? What is your example? Is it to hide behind rendering to Caesar? Our Nazi Caesar is a brute who tramples other countries and their people—should I and millions of other young German and Austrians simply cave into the modern Caesar because he tells us to support his troops and his immoral war?

 

Bishop Fleisser: ( getting close to Franz and speaking directly to him) Herr Jägerstätter, Christians are obligated to obey civil law, and good Christians raise their children to obey civil authority. However, you have an even greater obligation, Herr Jägerstätter, and that responsibility is to your family. I made this side trip to St Radegun because of letters I have received from your mother and friends who respect and love you. They all say the same thing. You need to be convinced of the importance of family, to love those who care for you and to return that love with understanding of their fear for your safety. Do your duty, Herr Jägerstätter, when the time comes, think of your children, think of your family, report for duty. This is the honorable position for you to take. I’m concerned that you may be suicidal, Herr Jägerstätter. I pray that is not so but you must know that if you persist in your resolve, I fear you will most likely die for your refusal to obey. 

 

Franz: My fear is not dying at the hands of the state, Bishop. My fear is agreeing to kill for the state. I fear losing my soul rather than losing my body.

 

Fr. Karobath: (stepping forward ) Franz, please let me have a last comment with Bishop Fliesser.

 

(Franz nods and leaves.)

 

Fr. Karobath: Thank you Bishop for driving the back roads to our tiny village. And thank you for responding to the many letters from his mother and his many friends. Franz is well thought of by most people who really know him. But the recent news that one of our priests from Linz, Fr. Franz Reinisch  was executed by the Nazis should be a deterrence for Franz Jägerstätter. But instead, it seems to make him even more committed to his action as many more priests are arrested or like myself, jailed and then sent to some far removed place. 

 

Bishop Fleisser: I cannot unravel the web of anti-Nazi influence my predecessor, Bishop Gfollner has sewn. I’m losing priests to prison. Yet, Catholic parishioners have a right to spiritual guidance, to daily and weekly mass, to weddings and funerals but now many have no one to serve them as their pastors are dragged off to jail. The separation of state and church should be a sacred one as Christ commanded. We cannot meddle with civic rule, to do that has been our downfall in the past and it will be our death if we continue to fight the government. This government will pass—the dream of Hitler that this is a thousand year government is foolish. But the Church has lasted for almost 2000 years and still flourishes around the world. It flourishes because the Church has not allowed itself to be at war with any one government. Look at Russia, unlike the Catholic Church of Western Europe the Russian Orthodox Churches are now used to store grain. Their religion is totally suppressed. 

 

Fr. Karobath: (speaking with strong convection) Excuse me, Bishop. You and I both know that early Christians did oppose the Roman Empire. And they were victimized—many of them died defending their faith and the nonviolent teaching of Jesus.

 

Bishop Fleisser:  (sneering) Perhaps that is the key to understanding Franz Jägerstätter, Father. You and others may have led him to believe he must be a martyr. The poor fellow has taken too seriously the stories of early Christians being boiled in oil or fed to lions for refusing to give up their belief. That was well over 1500 years ago—that was then and this is now. We need you and other priests to administer to your flock. We don’t need martyrs, we need people who are willing to ride through these dark times. The light of freedom in our Church  will someday shine once again. The real heroes, the real defenders of our faith in this day and age are those who continue to come to mass, who confess their sins, who receive the Eucharist—the body and blood of our savior Jesus Christ. (The Bishop, unfurls his cape, turns to leave the stage and then stops to speak to the audience)

 

Bishop Fleisser: What Franz Jägerstätter would like us to believe is that war is always immoral. But there are just wars. This is a just war. The enemies are all around us. Not to fight is cowardly. To not fight is treason. The Church must not become Nazified, but it must also not cave in to the Bolsheviks and other enemies of the state. (Lights dim, as he furls his cape once again makes a slow dignifed exit.)

 

(Stage left. Spotlight on Franz and Franziska. Franziska is handing a letter to Franz.)

 

Franziska:  Franz, this is the letter you’ve been waiting for. I must admit it came yesterday but I knew the Bishop would be here today so I kept it until he was gone.

 

Franz: (Smiles and hugs Franziska—takes the letter, looks at the address and holds the letter up high—then slowly lowers it to the floor. He kneels down and speaks to Franziska) I was holding it up as a letter from high but it’s a letter from Hell. They want me to get on the train, don’t they? (He opens the letter, reads it quickly—looking at Franziska as he speaks) I am to report to Enns for immediate deployment. Back to my assignment with the motorized division. 

 

Franziska: (Embracing Franz) I won’t stop asking you to reconsider, Franz. But I know your determination. I love you—whatever happens.

 

(They part. They continue to hold hands facing one another as they step back, looking intently into each others eyes. Some seconds elapse.)

 

 Franz : Let’s go home and talk to the children. (They exit--as light fades)

 

Act II Scene 4

 

(The same prison cell. Franz is writing as soft, background music is played—Johann Sebastian Bach’s Come Sweet Death. He  looks at what he has written. He crumbles the paper he has written on and his head falls to the desk. He sobs loudly. Then, he takes another piece of paper and begins once again to write. He speaks as he writes. Off in the shadows listening, is Chaplain Joachmann)
 

Franz: All my dear ones, the hour comes even closer when I will give my soul back to God, the Master. It is hard to leave you. I would have liked to spare you the pain and sorrow you bear because of me. You know we must love God even more than family. We believe in an afterlife and we must love God, and our neighbor as ourselves. I am convinced I must speak the truth, even if it costs me my life. I cannot take a vow to follow orders that will force me to kill another person. It is not permitted to live a lie, to kill, even for the sake of one’s family. 

 

Now, my dear children, when Mother reads this letter to you, your father will already be dead. He would have loved to come home to you again but our Heavenly Father willed it otherwise. Be good and obedient children and 

pray for me so that one day we may all be reunited in heaven. 

 

Dear Franziska, forgive me everything fin which I have offended you. For my part, I forgive everything and ask the people of St Radegund to forgive me for any injuries or offenses I may have caused them.

 

Fr. Joachmann: (Enters, slowly approaches Franz and rests his hand on his shoulder)

Franz, I heard your reading of  forgiveness in your letter--but what of the priests and Bishops who have not accepted your words that you are doing the will of God? Don’t you harbor any feelings of resentment toward those people of God?

 

 

Franz: (rising from his chair with a wide smile) I have no bad feelings or thoughts of anyone including priests and bishops. I have been blessed. I have been given the grace to face sinful acts with painful decisions. They simply have not been blessed with the same 

grace. Thank you Father, for your kindness, mercy and acceptance.

 

(Two hooded men arrive at the door and stand at attention.) 

 

Franz walks with purpose toward them and extends his arms.

 

Crescendo of Bach’s “Come Sweet Death”. The hooded men lock arms with Franz and the three exit.

 

Curtain/End

 

 

The Roman Catholic Church began an investigation into possible sainthood for Franz Jagerstatter decades ago. On October 26th, 2007, in the Cathedral of Linz, Austria, over 5,000 people gathered for the beatification of Franz Jagerstatter. Beatification means that Franz has been declared “Blessed” and Sainthood is the next step. 

 

This play is possible because of the research and writing of Gordon Zahn, who spent years studying the life of Franz Jägerstätter. Zahn’s book, In Solitary Witness, (Template Publishers, copyright 1964)  follows Franz Jägerstätter from his youth to his execution.

 

Dr. Erna Putz of Ostermiathing, Austria and author of Franz Jägerstätter, A Shining Example in Dark Times (published by the Diocese of Linz, Austria) and Dr. Putz’s essay, Against the Stream provided basic information to tell the story of Franz.
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