
In September 1874, in the middle of the cultural battle in Germany,

Arnold Janssen became convinced that God wanted him to found the first Ger-

man mission house. We have since accompanied him on his way to Steyl. On

that way he had good and encouraging, as well as bad and discouraging ex-

periences. Courage came from the support of Bishop Haneberg of Speyer for

his plan of founding the mission house; the Bishop wrote: “Far from us be the

thought that the present persecution of the church should stop the execution

of such a plan; just the opposite must be the case: the present persecution

must urge us to carry out the plan because it awakens in noble souls an un-

usual zeal and because the strength of the Catholic faith must show itself not

just in negative remarks, but particularly in works of faith” (Mit dem Segen der Kirche,

Briefe an Arnold Janssen (With the blessing of the church. Letters to Arnold Janssen), Steyler Mission St.

Augustin, 1975, p. 54).

On the other hand, the road to Steyl was full of critical remarks which

had to do with Fr. Arnold’s person as well as the circumstances of the time,

that is the cultural battle. In this issue of “The Arnoldus Family Story” we will

recall the difficulties which Fr. Arnold met on his way to Steyl.

The cultural battle prevented Fr. Arnold from founding the German mis-

sion house on German soil; so he decided to go to the diocese of Roermond

in the Netherlands, just close to the German border. Since he needed the per-

mission of the Bishop of Roermond for the mission house’s foundation, on

November 24, 1874 he visited Bishop Paredis in Roermond. Later the Bishop

told the Dean of Roermond: “Father Janssen, the rector of the Ursulines in

Kempen has just paid me a visit. He wants to start a mission seminary. Ima-

gine that! And he doesn’t have a penny! He’s either a fool or a saint” (Bornemann,

Remembering Arnold Janssen, Analecta SVD – 42, Rome 1978, p. 53). 

On this very same November 24, Fr. Arnold’s own bishop, Bishop Brink-

mann of Muenster, wrote to him: “This is certainly a very redemptive and meri-

torious work. But we should not be blind to the fact that the realization of this

goal will involve great obstacles, starting with the cost alone. However, God is

powerful enough to remove these obstacles. If, therefore, this is in the plan of

formed me later.” Many years on this priest visited Arnold Janssen in Steyl, and

Fr. Arnold told him: “I have often recalled how you encouraged me that night

at the railroad station when I was so depressed. Almost everyone else I had

spoken to on that trip had discouraged me” (ibid., pp. 50-51).

Arnold Janssen’s own brother, Capuchin Brother Juniperus, William

Janssen, tells of the effect which all those critical remarks about his brother

had on himself:

“With my own eyes I saw how people made fun of the Sacred Heart Mes-

senger. If I so much as hinted that my brother Arnold planned to establish a

mission seminary, people would laugh out loud. In those days the thought

never entered my mind that whatever is good, or anything from which good is

supposed to come, must suffer. I no longer dared to speak to anyone about

Arnold’s plans. I even wrote a letter in which I related everything I had been

forced to hear. He should not make a fool of himself. The project would gain

him few friends. He was not the right sort of person to start a mission semi-

nary. The head of such a project should be a man of learning. Big buildings

would have to be erected, etc. The Jesuits, now, they were the right people for

such an undertaking. They had learned men and they had money, etc. Arnold,

however, did not even bother to acknowledge my letter” (ibid., p. 55).

The many disappointments took their toll on Fr. Arnold. In later years he

would say about the time leading up to the foundation of the mission house:

“I felt I was treading a very thorny pathway and if I had not said to myself,

‘God wants you to do it. You are a coward if you do not do it,’ I would have

abandoned everything, especially since at that time I felt weak and sickly and

was afraid of having to work later in such a state of health” (Alt, Journey in Faith, p. 52).

Fr. Arnold did not give up – for he was convinced: God wanted the mis-

sion house!

And therefore we, the Arnoldus family, at the beginning of this new year

should listen to our “Pater – Dux – Fundator” / “Father – Leader – Founder”

reminding us of the vision with which he began the Steyl mission work on Sep-

tember 8, 1875 and which should inspire us throughout this new year:
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“It is the beginning of a holy enterprise, dedicated to God, which,

even if it only partly reaches its goals, cannot fail to become a source

of salvation and blessing for many thousands of people.”

(From the sermon during the opening Mass of St. Michael’s mission house)

GOD HELPS – THEREFORE, HAVE COURAGE! (Arnold Janssen)
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Divine Providence, he will make it possible. If he gives you a sign that he wants to

use you for this work, I will certainly place no obstacle in the way. But the matter

must be considered carefully and tested according to the rules of Christian wis-

dom to see whether God has really called you for this purpose. Not everything

which is good in itself is necessarily the will of God for us” (Alt, Journey in Faith, p. 56).

Probably around the end of 1874 Fr. Arnold went to Archbishop Melchers

of Cologne to seek his support as well. The Archbishop’s – now famous – im-

mediate reaction was: “We live in a time when everything seems to be sha-

king and sinking. Now you are coming and want to start something new?” To

which Fr. Arnold replied with the by now even more famous words: “We live in

a time when much is collapsing and new things must be established in their

place” (ibid., p. 57).

One of Fr. Arnold’s secretaries, Fr. Hilger, reports that in later years Fr.

Arnold had often spoken of this visit “with great relish” and had given this in-

teresting little detail: The Archbishop’s next visitor was the Bishop of Paderborn.

“As soon as the latter entered the room, the Archbishop led him quickly to the

window, pointed to the street below where Arnold Janssen was walking deep in

thought. ‘Take a good look at him,’ the Archbishop said. ‘He doesn’t seem to be

entirely normal in the upper story. With the Kulturkampf [cultural battle] raging

around us, he wants to start a mission seminary.’ Both bishops had a good

laugh at the pious fool’s expense” (Bornemann, Remembering Arnold Janssen, p.49).

A pious fool Fr. Arnold was in the eyes of many of his priestly confreres.

A Holy Spirit Sister recalled this anecdote: “Our parish priest told us the follo-

wing: ‘Rector Janssen is a saint. He had to take a lot of humiliations and much

criticism when he began his foundation. Once when I visited a fellow priest he

said: That crazy Janssen was just here. I gave him 10 Marks just to get rid of

him’” (ibid., p. 50). 

It seems that the priests were of divided opinion about Fr. Janssen. A pro-

moter of the Steyl magazines told this story: “We lived in Lobberich [a village

in Germany, near the Dutch border, not far from Steyl], almost on the very

edge of the village. Our neighbor, whose house actually formed part of the vil-

lage of Hinsbeck, was a simple, pious man. … He was a zealous promoter of

the Associations of St. Francis Xavier [today MISSIO] and the Holy Childhood.

As often as he came to visit us he would speak at length about these Associ-

ations. One day he told us: ‘In Kempen at the Sisters’ convent there is a cer-

tain Father Janssen who wants to establish a seminary for the foreign

missions. I recently paid him a visit and I do not believe a more virtuous priest

can be found anywhere. He received me very kindly and explained his plans

to me. I was very much impressed. … I gave the priest 200 Taler but later,

when I mentioned this to our curate, he said: ‘Lommes, Lommes, stay away

from Father Janssen. He means well and you mean well, but nothing will come

of his plans. You gave your money to no good purpose. That man is not alto-

gether right in the upper story’ and he pointed to his head. Afterwards, when

I told the parish priest in Lobberich what I had done, he said: ‘That’s a mar-

velous work! I believe this man has been inspired by God and that his plans

will succeed’” (ibid., p.56).

Fr. Arnold did not only receive donations from generous people like Mr.

Lommes; he also had to beg for money and that was not always easy, yet it

could succeed in some marvelous way. A priest recalls:

“One night in 1874-75 at the railroad station in Holzwickde [near the Ger-

man city of Dortmund], I saw a priest I did not recognize. He seemed to be in

difficulty as he paced up and down. I approached him and asked him whether

I could be of any assistance. He said: ‘I got the wrong connection. I had wanted

to visit Mr. von Boeselager but I doubt whether I can still reach him tonight.’

‘I said: ‘If I may, I invite you to spend the night with me. Then tomorrow

you can call on him. Although my residence isn’t very large, it is big enough to

accommodate the two of us.’ He gratefully accepted my invitation. It took us

three quarters of an hour to walk to the rectory. As we walked along he intro-

duced himself as Arnold Janssen from Kempen and he said he planned to es-

tablish a seminary for the missions. I stopped dead in my tracks and asked

him: ‘Father, have you recommended the project to the Mother of God?’ ‘In a

general way, yes, but not specifically. But I have prayed to the Sacred Heart.’

‘Pray also to the Mother of God,’ I told  him; ‘then your project is as good as

realized.’

We reached the rectory and went on talking about his plans. He wanted

to visit Mr. Boeselager in order to ask for some financial help. He had just

come from the family of Count Galens but had been given nothing. The old

Count had explained very clearly how much the family had to spend for the 

education of its three sons because, he said, he did not want Janssen to 

entertain false hopes.

I assured him that on the following morning I would accompany him to Mr.

von Boeselager. ‘I am a friend of the family and will put in a good word for you.’

We talked for a good part of the night about his project which I encour-

aged him to launch. It was close to four o’clock when we retired.

We rose late, celebrated Holy Mass and then called on the Baron. He lis-

tened to what Janssen had to say but was reluctant to contribute any money

to so uncertain a project. He sought excuses for not doing so. Then I spoke up.

‘Baron, you can make a donation. I know that only recently you sold a lot of

wood, you have ready cash on hand. A donation will not hurt you very much.’ …

That helped. After Janssen returned home he did receive a donation as he in-



Arnold Janssen enjoyed the support of many good people in Steyl and
Venlo, as well as in Germany whose services helped the mission house to 
survive. As in the previous issue of “The Arnoldus Family Story”, we will also
remember some of those people in this issue.

The mission house was founded on September 8, 1875. Winter was 
approaching and so food had to be stocked up. As a Capuchin monk, Fr.
Arnold’s brother, Br. Juniperus Janssen, was experienced in collecting alms.
Therefore he offered to beg farmers in nearby Germany for food for the mis-
sion house. His first attempt was to be made in the small German town of
Straelen but it came to a sudden and abrupt end, as Fr. Hermann Fischer 
reports in his biography of Arnold Janssen: Brother Juniperus “had just been
led to the first farmer by the parish priest, and introduced, when a policeman
entered.” It was the time of the Kulturkampf [cultural battle] and religious
were forbidden by law to beg for alms. The farmer quickly invited the police-
man for a cup of coffee and asked him to sit next to Brother Juniperus who
was dressed in civilian clothes. “The two men entertained each other; and
the man in uniform, being a guest in the house, could not bring himself to be
so impolite as to arrest the Brother. Right in the midst of the conversation,
Brother Juniperus rose and, accompanied by a member of the family, went to
a neighbor. Twice that same afternoon at different farms he met the police-
man, who eyed the suspicious- looking stranger with the long beard with ever-
increasing distrust.

“In the evening, the report reached the parish house that, at a meeting
of the village council, a ‘liberal’ citizen had made the ‘awful’ revelation that,
most probably, a disguised monk was going through the place and begging the
people for alms, and was in consequence ‘infringing on the laws of the land.’
The police had received orders to arrest the dangerous individual the follow-
ing day. When the policeman arrived next morning at eight o’clock, he was in-
formed that the disguised monk had left and crossed the Dutch border, at six.”

“Naturally, Fr. Arnold was very much disappointed when Br. Juniperus
told him the story. What to do now?  But then, a week later, a wagon from

However, I was used to having a short preparation in church in front of the
Blessed Sacrament, usually to say the prayers in the missal (in those days we
had morning prayer in one of the rooms of the house which had been changed
into a prayer room). Therefore I once left the prayer room before the Veni Cre-
ator had been sung in order to pray in church for a few minutes in front of the
Blessed Sacrament. This upset Fr. Janssen very much. Because of that, from
then on, I always stayed until the Veni Creator had been sung“... (Peter Bill, Me-

moirs, p. 30).
Frs. Arnold and Bill were not only of different opinions about prayers but

also regarding the structural changes which had to be made in the mission
house which had once been an inn; that old inn consisted of a two storey res-
idential building and an adjacent one-storied outbuilding, which had once
housed stable, barn and brewery and there was also a small annex to it. Fr.
Bill writes in his memoirs:

“First the kitchen was to be changed. I wanted it to be in the old stable
whereas Fr. Janssen wanted to have a study-room there; I was against it be-
cause in my opinion there was not enough light. Then Fr. Janssen wanted to
immediately build toilets in the outbuilding which I did not agree with. I main-
tained that they should only be built once the whole outbuilding was going to
be renovated; furthermore there was no real need since there was already
one toilet in the house.

“In the attic under the roof there were to be dormitories for the students;
but first a ceiling had to be made. Once this was decided it took quite some
time until the move was made to get the building materials. Soon this and
then that was lacking; and I couldn’t take care of the matter, since I did not
know anybody and I didn’t have any connections with people and furthermore
I did not know the language well enough, but particularly since Fr. Janssen
didn’t authorize me to do anything; he wanted to do everything himself. …

“There was no progress with regard to the dormitories under the roof.
Furthermore Fr. Janssen had the strangest plans for getting them built; and
since winter was approaching and I put pressure on him, he thought that the
job could be done in a few days without taking into account that the ceiling
needed time to dry. I just kept hoping more and more that a third person with
authority and experience would come ….” (ibid.).
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Straelen stopped in front of the mission house bringing 30 hundredweight of
potatoes. The valiant farmers had heard that a begging religious had been
chased out of their community. In honest indignation they said: Now more
than ever! And they contributed a good load of potatoes“ (Hermann Fischer, Arnold

Janssen, Steyl 1919, p. 130 and H. Fischer, transl. Frederick M. Lynk, SVD., Life of Arnold Janssen, Techny,

Mission Press, 1925, pp. 151-152).
Another begging tour, at Kempen was left undisturbed by the police and

was so successful that the mission house had enough food for several months
to come (see ibid.).

Once four priests from Germany paid a surprise visit to the mission
house. Jokingly they asked Fr. Arnold about the first missionaries for China
and teased him quite a bit because he had none ready yet. Fr. Arnold invited
his guests for a cup of coffee and served them while he remained standing.
They repeatedly asked him to sit down with them. Finally he could not conceal
the fact any longer that there wasn’t another chair in the house. Then the
teasing stopped and a few days later a dozen chairs arrived as a donation 
(H. Fischer, Arnold Janssen, Steyl 1919, p. 128).

Desk-Bed

The carpenter Heinrich Erlemann had joined the mission house to be-
come a missionary priest. However, his first job was to make furniture, in-
cluding beds. At first, until Erlemann had made enough beds, the residents
slept on straw mattresses which were placed on the floor. Rector Janssen was
the last one to get a bed. He had Erlemann make a wooden bed box with a lid
that could be opened so that he could use it as a desk at the same time. He
still used this very simple piece of furniture when he had already been supe-
rior general of a large congregation for some time” (ibid., pp. 127-128).

A person who lived in Steyl recalled: “In the first
onths after the founding of the mission seminary, he [Fr.
Arnold] sometimes came to the school to ask whether

some of the children were
willing to help fold and pack
the Little Messenger of the

Sacred Heart. We did this
work in Rector Janssen’s
room on a table the top of
which was not firmly fixed.

One of our group was very curious and discovered that the tabletop could be
lifted up. What could be underneath? We raised the top – and to our embar-
rassment saw the pitifully poor bed of Rector Janssen! We became very quiet”
(Bornemann, Remembering Arnold Janssen, Analecta SVD- 42, Rome 1978, pp. 68-69)

Willing to make sacrifices

Fr. Arnold expected his companions to be willing to make sacrifices re-
garding the simplicity of life in the mission house, as well as regarding the re-
ligious exercises. The common morning and evening prayer was prayed
kneeling on the stone floor, “and the rector’s prayers usually lasted very long.
From his childhood he had been in the habit of saying a long night prayer.
Brother Juniperus once remarked that it was rather exhausting to kneel so
long on the cold stones. ‘Oh,’ said Father Janssen, ‘that’s all for the benefit of
the poor pagans, dear brother!’” (Hermann Fischer, The Life of Arnold Janssen, transl. Frede-
rick M. Lynk S.V.D., Techny, Mission Press, 1925, p. 146).

Fr. Bill arrives in Steyl – First Disagreements

Fr. Peter Bill, who at the time of the purchase of the new mission house
on August 4, 1875 was registered as its owner, received his bishop’s permis-
sion on September 10 to leave his parish and join the new mission house in
Steyl. Erroneously he had announced his arrival for October 28, 1875,
whereas he had really meant September 28. Therefore nobody expected him
when he arrived in Steyl on September 28. In the December 2011 issue of
“The Arnoldus Family Story” [sorry for the wrong date of 2012 then!] we got
to know the inner difficulties which plagued Fr. Bill just before joining Steyl. In
particular, he did not believe that Fr. Arnold was the right man for the foun-
dation of the mission house. Only because his bishop had told him: ‘No one
who puts his hand to the plow must look back’, he finally went to Steyl – with
all his difficulties and problems. Therefore it does not come as a surprise that
from the very first moment of his arrival in the mission house in Steyl he had
difficulties with life there under Rector Janssen as his superior. In his me-
moirs we read:

“What touched me unpleasantly the first time I entered the house was
the complete lack of order in everything, or the dissimilarity with everything I
had seen, done and experienced so far: in the daily routine, the prayers and
other exercises.” “Nowhere else had I found a morning or an evening prayer
similar to those in Steyl; nor have I found one since. The same was true of the
devotion of the Stations of the Cross. There was one formula, for instance, in
honor of the Holy Angels in which scarcely anything was said about the suf-
ferings of Christ. … The Stations of the Cross were made immediately after the
noonday meal. When I complained about this, the devotion was transferred to
another time” (Bornemann, Remembering Arnold Janssen, p. 70). 

Fr. Bill continues: “After morning prayer, during meditation Fr. Janssen
prayed the prayers before Mass aloud from the missal … Then the Veni Cre-
ator was sung; and immediately after that I had to begin saying my Holy Mass.
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