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I already mentioned the importance of the founding of the Brothers’ Department for the 

development of St. Michael’s Mission House into a religious congregation. Now I want to go a bit 

more into detail about the founding of the Brothers’ Department. I will describe the development 

of the Brothers’ Department in a chronological way – and necessarily you will hear a bit again 

which you just heard. 

 

When I began my work in the Arnold Janssen Secretariat I found two registers: one 

beginning in 1875 with the names of all those who joined mainly as students in order to become 

priests in the Society. The second register is the register of Brothers; in it we find the names of all 

those who entered here in Steyl in order to become religious brothers. That register begins with 

the year 1877.  On September 8, 1875 he had founded the mission house first as a training place 

for future missionary priests.  

 

He realised that he would need tradesmen – at first for the building up of Steyl. In 1875 He 

hoped to fulfil that need in the following way: he would accept candidates for the priesthood who 

at first would be employed for some time in the service of the house. “He was fortunate that he got 

some candidates who had already learned a trade. But that was no long time solution. So very soon, 

that is in “the first months of the seminary’s existence, Rector Janssen had already given serious 

thought to the possibility of religious Brothers” (Bornemann, Arnold Janssen, transl. J. 

Vogelgesang, p. 112). 

 

 

Pious workers 

 

The road to the establishment of the Brothers’ Department was a pretty long one. Fr. Arnold 

first looked for pious workers. “They had to be men of faith, who would place themselves and 

their work at the service of the seminary for no other reward than the love of God.” He “accepted 

them with the idea in mind of eventually selecting some of them as aspirants to the Brotherhood, 

after he had personally tested them” (ibid.). In 1876 he accepted five such religiously–minded 

workmen (ibid., p. 113).  One of these pious workmen was Gottfried Himmels, “the young master 

weaver from Brueggen. He arrived in May 1876, with a character reference from his pastor that 

was given ‘for the purpose of admission to a religious community’” (ibid.). Gottfried Himmels is 

sometimes called the first “Brother Postulant”. Is that true? 

 

According to Fr. Bornemann, Gottfried Himmels’ intention was to work without payment 

for the mission house. He wanted to live and work in the religious community of the mission house. 

“While living and working in the mission house his character was judged to be suitable [to become 

a brother].  Asked if he wanted to become a brother he said “yes”. So the young master weaver, 



who had become a postulant, got new training as a bookbinder at the expense of the mission house 

for the tasks of the mission house.” (Bornemann, Einige der ersten Bewohner des Missionshauses 

[Some of the first residents of the mission house], Verbum 4, 1962, footnote 15, p. 374). Gottfried 

Himmels began his retraining in November 1876 in Kevelaer. The founder had sent him there to 

be trained as a bookbinder by Anton Gieben who came from Goch (ibid., p. 370). Unfortunately, 

Himmels soon became very sick and died on January 19, 1877. He was buried in Kevelaer.  Fr. 

Arnold’s brother John Janssen represented the Steyl community at the funeral. An entry in the cash 

book of the mission house of January 22, 1877 says: “100 Mark given along with John Janssen to 

Kevelaer.” Bornemann interprets this entry as if the mission house had paid for the costs of the 

funeral. For the costs for the cross on the grave the mission house was later reimbursed by the 

Himmels family (ibid.).  Gottfried Himmels did not enter Steyl in order to become a Brother; he 

became a postulant for the brotherhood when asked if he wanted to. Nevertheless, our historian 

Fr. Bornemann calls Gottfried Himmels “the first Brother Postulant” or a bit more carefully 

“probably the first Brother Postulant of the mission house”; “that is his importance for the Steyl 

mission enterprise. The first postulant then also became the first of the mission house community 

to have died, the first “Steyl heavenly lily” (ibid., p. 373). 

 

Apprentices 

 

Fr. Arnold had not only been looking for pious workers who could perhaps become 

Brothers, but also for apprentices. Hermann auf der Heide writes: “Already in the first year of the 

existence of our printing press, as the work-load increased, it became necessary to accept 

apprentices for it. The beginning was made on November 21, 1876. The first apprentice to join the 

printing press was a student whose talent for studies had shown itself to be not sufficient (auf der 

Heide, Die Missionsgesellschaft von Steyl, Ein Bild der ersten  25 Jahre ihres Bestehens [The 

Mission Society of Steyl, a portrait of the first 25 years of its existence], Steyl 1900, p. 522). The 

name of this first apprentice was Sebastian Brauneck who had entered Steyl as student in June 

1876; he left Steyl in May 1877 (Bornemann, Einige der ersten Bewohner … [Some of the first 

residents …], Verbum 4, 1962,p. 374). From the apprentices, Fr. Arnold hoped “to get aspirants 

for the planned Brother Institute. However, at the time of his entering the apprentice did not have 

to have the intention to become a Brother. … Vocation promotion only started in the mission 

house. In later years, however, the desire to become a missionary brother was demanded right from 

the beginning” (ibid., p. 377). 

 

On November 19, 1879 Fr. Arnold wrote to Frs. Anzer and Freinademetz in China: “We 

now have about 25 workmen. We have accepted three boys as apprentices for work in the printing 

press. They’re doing quite well. They are required to join the postulants” (Alt transl. Frank Mihalic, 

Vincent Fecher, Letters to China, vol. 1, Rome 2002, Analecta SVD – 83/1,  p. 22). 

 

In 1877 Fr. Arnold finally started the “Brother’s book” with the names of all those who 

had been accepted as Brother postulants. The first three names are August Keichel who entered on 

May 4, 1877, Friedrich Müller who came on May 5, 1877 and Johannes Bachl who came to Steyl 

on May 12, 1877. August Keichel was a former Trappist Brother, Johannes Bachl had worked as 

a gardener in a Benedictine monastery. About a year after his arrival in Steyl Keichel wrote to Fr. 

Arnold: “Since I know little about the brothers’ institute, I just accept what we were told up to now 

– that brothers will be introduced and organized as religious and that I have been accepted as a 



postulant; after a year the novitiate begins and then two years of vows. […] If it is God’s will that 

the brothers later also go to the missions I am ready; if that is not the case, many souls can be saved 

through prayer and sacrifice here.” Anyway, he was “firmly resolved to consecrate myself to the 

Lord in this house, serving as a brother for the rest of my life.” To these words Fr. Alt adds: “From 

that it seems that the Founder clearly spoke about plans for opening a brothers’ department, but 

left open the actual form and time for such a move. He appears to have been hoping and waiting 

for quite a good number of candidates” (Alt, Journey in Faith, p. 311).  All three of these first 

postulants left after some time with Keichel having stayed the longest.  

 

The next one to enter as a postulant came in 1878: Heinrich Elskemper. He came on April 

25, 1878. He was followed by a young man who later left. The next one to enter Steyl and to stay 

was Robert Schwerdtfeger, better known as Br. Bernardus; he entered Steyl on October 11, 1878.  

On December 23, 1878 came Matthias Götten, better known later as Br. Damianus.  

On December 8, 1878 Keichel and Elskemper began their novitiate – however, it was the novitiate 

of the Third Order of St. Dominic. Keichel got the name Br. Jacobus and Elskemper got the name 

Br. Marcolinus.  Keichel eventually left Steyl without having taking the Dominican vow.  

 

The next one to enter Steyl and to stay was Johann Hermann Jürgens, better known later 

as Br. Martinus; he entered Steyl on Oct 20, 1879. By the summer of 1880, eight of the pious 

workers had decided to ask to be accepted as brothers; four of them had already been accepted into 

the Third Order of St. Dominic. The eight men presented Fr. Arnold with a daily routine drawn up 

by themselves with a list of 23 special commitments “as a proof of how much we desire to live a 

common religious life in the Mission Houses founded by you with God’s help” (Alt, Journey in 

faith, p. 313).  

 

I already mentioned that Br. Markolinus made his first vows in a form of a declaration on  

 May 23, 1881. It is the first entry of this kind. On that day he wrote to Rector Janssen: “According 

to your wishes and with the fullest agreement of my own will […] I promise in writing” complete 

obedience, celibate chastity and renunciation of property.” Alt then comments that this is more a 

declaration of intent than a vow. But it appears from the Brothers’ book that Fr. Arnold allowed it 

to be recognized as a vow.   

 

I also mentioned that on April 30, 1882 Brothers Bernardus Robert Schwerdtfeger and 

Martin Hermann Jürgens signed a document entitled “First Temporal Vows.” In their handwriting 

they had written the traditional three vows which they made on that day. In the evening of that day 

the title BROTHER was introduced. On May 8 1882 Mr. Markolinus signed this document entitled 

“First Temporal vows” as well. According to this document he bounded himself for three years.  

So the Brothers took vows before the priests. 

 

In the “Report about the Steyl Mission House and the start of its missionary activity in the 

territories entrusted to it in the Chinese province of Shantung,” from May 24, 1882, we read: “The 

missionaries [priests] are assisted by brothers who support them with their service in Europe and, 

to the extent it meets our needs, also in the missions, and who bind themselves through vows” 

(ibid.). 

In the Steyl publication “St. Michael’s Almanac” of 1884 it was written that there were 

brothers in Steyl who in the workshops train fine young lads “who have the intention of becoming 



brothers later.” This training was given “precisely in view of employment in the missions and not 

merely for the needs of the approximately 200 residents of the Mission House in Steyl” (ibid, pp 

313f).  From then on the brothers and their different trades were always mentioned in the general 

report about Steyl which was given in the St. Michael’s Almanac.  

 

For their life as religious Brothers Fr. Arnold wrote a provisional Rule for them, also known 

as “Provisional Statutes of the Brothers of St. Michael’s Mission House, Steyl.” The main features 

of these statutes were: “first the postulancy” (which would last as long as the Superior saw fit), 

“then two years novitiate, followed by vows for three years in honor of Archangel Raphael, three 

years in honor of Archangel Gabriel, three years in honor of Archangel Michael, then perpetual 

vows in honor of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary” (ibid., p. 315). In a letter to Anzer in China 

Fr. Arnold writes that the lay Brothers are “really and truly members of the Mission House, the 

spiritual confreres and helpers of the priests and missionaries” (ibid.). 

 

At the beginning of August 1883 the first two Brothers went as missionaries to China: 

Brothers Franziskus (Peter)  Drewes- who later became a priest – and Brother Ceslaus (Hermann 

Josef) Blas. Both left the SVD later on. At this time (August 1883) there were 39 Brothers in the 

Brothers’ Department. With that the “brothers’ department had been successfully launched” and 

it could be made known to the public (ibid., p. 314).  

 

In 1903 Fr. Arnold celebrated the silver jubilee of the Brothers’ department with the first 

four brothers who had remained in the Society: Brothers Markolinus, Bernardus, Damianus, (and 

additionally) Martinus (who only had entered in 1879). “This is the jubilee of your entrance into 

our house. Now we do not want to overdo the celebrations. But we must make an exception in the 

case of the first who accompanied me from the start and helped me to build up the brothers’ 

department of our Society. […] and I invite you four to join with the Reverend Father Rector Blum, 

the superior of the brothers of our province, and with me in thanking God for all the graces he has 

bestowed on you and all the brothers and the whole society. In order to awaken these memories all 

the better, this  noon we would like to meet for a meal together and, thanking the Lord God, recall 

past times, especially the arduous beginning, when so much was lacking” (ibid,., pp. 312f). 


