
K A R L  M A R I A  L E I S N E R

Karl Leisner was born in Germany on 28 February 1915, the oldest 
of five children. During his youth, he became an altar boy and, 
at the suggestion of the high school chaplain, formed a Catholic 
youth group. These youth groups combined prayer with outdoor 
activities, such as camping and cycling. Karl Leisner turned out 
to be a natural leader and became a youth leader in the 1930s, 
during the era in which the Nazis were beginning to take con-
trol of all youth organizations. In order to avoid Nazi interference, 
Leisner would often take his group on camping trips to Holland 
or Belgium.

In 1934, when he was nineteen, Leisner entered the seminary 
in Munich, however, he had to spend six months in compulsory 
agricultural work during which, despite Nazi opposition, he or-
ganized Sunday Mass for his fellow workers. His home was raided 
by the Gestapo, who seized his diaries and papers. These metic-
ulously preserved documents tell how the spiritual young man 
became a religious leader.

On 25 March 1939 Karl Leisner was ordained deacon, however, 
shortly after his ordination, during a medical examination, the 
doctor told the new deacon that he had contracted tuberculo-
sis. In those days, the sole treatment available for the disease 
was good food and fresh air. These were to be found at a sani-
torium in St. Blasien, in the Black Forest, where he was sent and 
began to recover. It was during his recovery that a fellow patient 
heard speak about the failed assassination attempt on Hitler. The 
Gestapo arrested him as a political prisoner on 9 November 1939, 
when he was twenty-five. He was moved to the Dachau concen-
tration camp on 14 December 1940, where he became prisoner 
No. 22,356. Since he was a deacon, Leisner was assigned to the 
priests’ block.

Prisoners often had to work outside in snow or rain and then 
had to sleep in their wet prison clothes. Cold weather, poor ra-

tions and harsh treatment proved a dangerous combination for 
someone already suffering from tuberculosis. One day, during an 
inspection, two Gestapo guards beat him unconscious and he 
spent several hours on the floor of his hut. By March 1942, he was 
spitting blood and was forced to report to the infirmary where 
medical experiments were known to be performed. He was put in 
a room that was crowded with over 100 tuberculosis patients. In 
Dachau, there was never any attempt to cure a disease and very 
little care was given to the sick. During inspections of the infirma-
ry, any patient thought to be incurable was executed.

Fearing that the great dream of his life – to be a priest – would 
never be realized, he and the priests in his cellblock secretly sent 
a petition to a local cardinal (aided here, and in so many areas, 
by a heroic nun known as the “Angel of Dachau”, Sister Imma 
Mack.) The cardinal granted permission for the French Bishop 
Gabriel Piguet detained in the camp to perform the ordination, 
and asked Sister Imma to deliver a ritual book and chrism needed 
for the rite. A number of prisoners, including some non-Catholics 
who worked in different work areas of the camp, made full sets 
of vestments for the bishop and Deacon Leisner. A Jewish vio-
linist played music near the barracks to create a diversion. They 
even managed to print an ordiantion card for him on which Karl 
Leisner wrote “Victor in Vinculis”, which means “Victor in Chains”. 
Even though he was in prison, he was still free in Christ, despite 
the Hell of Dacahu!

The newly ordained priest only celebrated a single Mass and was 
so ill that he had to postpone his first Mass for over a week. When 
Dachau was liberated on 4 May 1945, Leisner was taken to a sana-
tarium in Planegg, near Munich. He died there a few months later, 
on 12 August 1945.

Karl Leisner was beatified by Pope John Paul II in 1996 in Berlin.

“Bless also, O Most Holy One,
my enemies!”

Last words of Karl Maria Lesiner


