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“This is the jubilee of your entrance in 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…”  

- St. Arnold Janssen 

             

 

 

 

It is fair to recover the history of our first SVD Brothers who accompanied our founder 

from the beginning. They, men full of faith, trusted on the missionary project of Fr. Arnold and 

consecrated themselves in our Society.  

Normally, the historians pay attention only to the important events and personalities, 

disregarding the small tales and ordinary people. This is the reason why we do not get much 

information from the works of our SVD historians like Fisher, Borneman, and Alt about individual 

brothers. Thus, we are blessed because one of the first brothers, Br. Martinus Jürgen, put in 

writing his memories. The Memoirs of Br. Martinus is the most important source where we can 

get to know our first brothers.     

 

Br. BERNARDUS, ROBERT SCHWERDTFEGER 

 

 

Br. Bernardus, Robert Schwerdtfeger (1859-1909)   

Born: March 15, 1859 in Doebel/ Sachsen, Germany               

Entrance in Steyl:  October 4, 1878              

Beginning of novitiate: April 30, 1880                               

First vows: April 30, 1882                                 

Final vows:  October 25, 1891                           

Types of work: Head of the Printing Press  

Died in Steyl, September 19, 1909 

 

 



 

1. Br. Bernardus, Robert Schwerdtfeger  

Br. Bernardus, Robert Schwerdtfeger, was the second brother candidate in Steyl. He was 

born in Doebel/ Sachsen, Germany in March 15, 1859. His parents, Friedrich and Henriette, were 

Protestants; so, he grew up as a Protestant. At the age of 12, he lost his mother and began to 

take care of the housework. Very soon he learned a trade – i.e., hat making, and was able to earn 

some Money on his own. Before taking up a permanent job, he wanted to get to know the world. 

On his travels, he stayed with a Catholic family who greatly impressed him. At the age of 19, he 

was baptized a Catholic. Fr. Nicolas Blum, the second Superior General, writes in his diary on 

September 30, 1909, “Brother Bernardus was a convert and came here in 1878 from Haltern 

(Wesphalia).”  

During that time, Fr. Arnold Janssen did not yet have a clear idea about a department for 

lay brothers. Thus, when Robert asked to be admitted, the Founder was hesitant. However, at 

the same time, he saw something special about Robert. Our founder observed that he had 

enthusiasm and skill for everything.  

Fr. Arnold had great trust that his beloved God would send him the persons that he 

needed to develop the Mission House. He could not feel disappointed by God. He knew that 

Robert Schwerdtfeger, later called Br. Bernardus, was the answer to his prayers. The Founder 

was not wrong. Br. Bernardus became the pillar of the printing press in Steyl. He was its first 

technical director, and his contribution was remarkable. The second Superior General, Fr. Nicolas 

Blum, praised in his diary the deceased Br. Bernardus with these words in 1909: “We cannot give 

enough credit to two brothers in particular. Brother Bernardus made the press what it is. …  

Brother Bernardus… worked for thirty years without respite for the SVD.” 

 

2. Formation 

On October 4, 1878, Robert Schwerdtfeger, at the age of 19, entered the Mission House 

as a brother candidate. The formation, at that time, was very different as we know it nowadays. 

For the brother-candidates, the formation was in a monastic style – i.e., pray and work; and 

normally, both were done at the same time. Therefore, one should never be surprised by the fact 

that Fr. Arnold Janssen, almost immediately after his arrival, sent Robert to train in the printing 

trade. Br. Martinus Jürgen in his Memoirs recalls this as follows:   

 

That same year (1878), the Stadt Gottes was taken on and had to be typeset in 

Steyl. However, due to lack of the needed printers and the machines it had to 

be printed in Vught near Hertogenbosch. Therefore, someone here had to learn 

stereotype setting so that the necessary stencils for the print could be made. 



For that purpose, then, Robert, later Br. Bernardus, was sent to Vught to learn 

this art in the printing press of Mr. Bogaerts. He did not stay there long, but he 

was trained sufficiently in that art so that he could make the stencils from the 

written words. Alongside that, he also learned typesetting and very soon also 

knew how to cope with the printer itself. 

 

The first brothers were admitted to the Third Order of St. Dominic. The first retreat for 

postulants, who were to be admitted to the novitiate, was on April 28 and 29, 1880. They were 

Robert Schwerdtfeger and Johannes Herman Jürgens, who was later called Br. Martinus.  

Brs. Bernardus and Martinus were the first to receive a consecrated habit made especially 

for them when they made their profession in the Third Order. It seems that those habits were far 

from beautiful ones. Br. Martinus, in his Memoirs, writes:  

“It (the habit) was nothing to be proud of; the founder had made sure of that. 

It reached to just above the knees and was rather narrow. You needed a certain 

amount of courage to be seen in that, especially when you had to put up with 

mocking remarks, such as: “Oh! Look, just like a signalman.” 

 

On April 30, 1882, Br. Marcolinus, Br. Bernardus, and Br. Martinus took their vows “in an 

official form”. From then on, the three had the title “Brother”. Later on, Br. Bernardus thought 

of becoming a priest, but Arnold asked him to continue working in the printing press. He became 

enthusiastic with his work and, finally, he realized that it was his vocation to remain a brother. 

They bound themselves to the Society of the Divine Word for life through their profession 

of their final vows on October 25, 1891.  

 

3. Assignment  

Since Fr. Arnold Janssen sent Br. Bernardus to learn about stereotype setting and 

typesetting with Mr. Bogaerts in Vught, it was obvious that he would later on work in the Mission 

printing press. So, when Br. Bernardus came back from his short training, he immediately started 

working in the little press in Steyl.  He set up the stereotype equipment in the old workshop 

opposite the press, in what later became the plumber’s workshop. 

Br. Bernardus, who soon had to take care of the entire printing business, had to make 

sure that he got help. Despite being a beginner in the work of the printing press, Br. Bernardus 

trained some workers and seminarians to help him. He became, at the same time, the work senior 

of the brothers who worked in the printing press. Br. Martinus, in his Memoirs, writes about this: 



 

First, he (Br. Bernardus) trained someone by the name of Klocke. He became 

Father Klocke, who died later in Argentina. He was succeeded by, in turn, Br. 

Christophorus Knaup, Br. Anastasius Mülder, and Br. Adolf Glaremin who set 

up the press in China and directed it for a long time. Br. Bernardus maintained 

supervision of the stereotyping. … Men, who needed to work with the different 

machines, first had to be trained by Br. Bernardus. 

 

 Fr. Nicolas Blum, did not exaggerate when he wrote in his diary about Br. Bernardus: “(He) 

worked for thirty years without respite for the SVD.” Br. Bernardus had an extraordinary 

capability and commitment to do his work; and, when it was necessary to finish the work on time, 

he could stay at the press until dawn. Br. Martinus, in his Memoirs, shares a funny anecdote that 

happened with the two of them when they were working until late night: 

 

Fr. Wegener, who was the editor, at the time, wanted things done quickly so 

that it would not be too much behind time. Br. Bernardus and yours truly 

decided to work through the night. I turned the press and Br. Bernardus fed in 

the paper. As we wanted to get as much done as we could, we took little or no 

notice of the final print. It was only the following morning that we saw what 

had happened. On the portrait of a bishop, we had printed a large blot on the 

nose. Fr. Wegener said, “I can’t send it like that.” So, we had gained nothing; 

and, in addition, produced a heap of wasted paper. 

 

Br. Bernardus would always try to find ways to improve the quality of the publications of 

the Mission Press: the Stad Gottes, the Little Messenger of the Heart of Jesus, and the Almanac 

of St. Michael. He never gave up easily, and if something was difficult to do, he would say: “If 

others can do it, so can we!” He certainly did not have a mediocre spirit that was content with 

the bare minimum. Br. Martinus Jürgens highlighted in his Memoirs this important characteristic 

of Br. Bernardus: 

 

The more machines we acquired, the more enthusiastic Br. Bernardus became. 

New plans were constantly being made. Technical periodicals and catalogues 

were assiduously studied because, in the beginning, we were all apprentices 

and had to learn through self-study and experimentation. Our founder 

encouraged us constantly in that. He was glad to respond to our requests when 

we asked for textbooks. 



 

 

When the Founder celebrated his silver jubilee in 1886, the Catholic Press reports: 

“Brothers of the Society run the press which is equipped with the most modern technical 

machinery; and there is also a shop for painting and wood carving. The press, the mill, and even 

the kitchen all run on steam power.” 

 The pass from steam power to electricity was not easy in Steyl. Despite the fact that the 

Founder valued so much the new inventions and the technical progress, Fr. Arnold had his 

prejudice about the electric power. Br. Martinus, writes about this in his Memoirs:  

 

It happened that, at that time, electricity as light and as power was not in such 

general use. When you spoke of electricity in those days, it was as though only 

rich people and big factories could afford it. And since the Founder was 

absolutely against flamboyance and was so fond of discretion, although, he was 

otherwise so ready to help, he was not to be moved. 

 

 However, Br. Bernardus was convinced about the need to install the electricity in all the 

departments related to the press; and, with other confreres, he tried to find ways to do it. This 

endeavor caused a cold war between Fr. Arnold and Br. Bernardus. Josef Alt, in Journey of Faith, 

records the reaction of Fr. Arnold, when one night, he found out that the electric light was 

installed in the printing press without his permission. He was very furious! But at the end, God 

gave the victory to Br. Bernardus and the electricity was set, at least, in all the facilities of the 

press.  Br. Martinus provides details on this matter:  

 

Fr. Blum, finally, put in a good word for Br. Bernardus and things began to roll, 

at last. In 1905, electric light went on for the first time. It was only for the press 

business, in the beginning, and only in a limited way for that, but slowly but 

surely, the matter had made a beginning. Later on, it was continually extended 

and improved. 

 

 St. Arnold Janssen was the pioneer of using the mass media for evangelization; and Br. 

Bernardus was his confident and right hand for 25 years in the printing press, as its first technical 

director. Br. Bernardus was the soul of the whole enterprise. Nothing seemed too difficult for 

him, always striving to make the press more efficient and competitive. Br. Bernardus made the 

press what it was. In the year that both of them passed away, 1909, the Steyl printing press was 



probably the best printing press of the Catholic Church, and  its three publications: the Little 

Messenger of the Heart of Jesus, the Stad Gottes, and the Almanac of St. Michael were very 

successful and had a large number of subscriptions. As proofs, Fr. Joachim Piepke, in his article 

Arnold Janssen: An Inspiration for today, provided the exact figures. According to him, in 1909, 

the Little Messenger of the Heart of Jesus printed 73,000 copies; the Stad Gottes printed 220,000 

copies; and the Almanac of St. Michael printed 655,000 copies.   

 

4. General impression left by Br. Bernardus 

On the very day of the Founder’s burial, a consignment of paper arrived. Br. Bernardus 

helped to unload it and injured his hand. In summer, a small but very painful open sore developed 

on the leg and would not heal.  Cardiac inflammation set in. As a result, he developed some kind 

of blood poisoning that eventually led to his death on September 19, 1909, just few months after 

the death of our founder. Br. Bernardus died at the age of 50, a prime time of life. What a terrible 

loss for our society! Almost at the same time, it lost two of its best men. Both of them, Fr. Arnold 

and Br. Bernardus, were the pioneers of the mass media as a form of evangelization.   

Through the work of Br. Eugenio Orog (PHC) entitled Wholeness in Becoming Brother, we 

can have a glimpse of the general impression that Br. Bernardus left to his confreres:   

 

He was a patient and humble person, who found enjoyment in many things. 

Coupled with his lively character, he was also rich in brotherly love and zealous 

in prayer. He was never absent from the religious practices unless a more 

pressing duty called him elsewhere. Toward his superior, he was faithful and 

obedient. 

 

This was the observation of his fellow brothers who appreciated him very much. A large 

crowd came to his funeral in Steyl indicating how the people loved and respected him.  

Br. Bernardus is also very important for all the SVD Brothers because he set the trend for 

a new image of the lay brother — i.e., highly qualified men called to commit themselves to the 

missions through their work. Today, it is assumed that the brothers pursue higher education and 

obtain academic degrees that qualify them to assume positions of responsibility in our 

institutions. 

 

 

 



5. Conclusion  

What can SVD missionaries of the 21st century learn from Brother Bernardus?  

 Br. Bernardus was gifted with many remarkable qualities. However, at this moment of our 

society, it is important to highlight his entrepreneurial spirit and his enormous capacity for work. 

He worked for thirty years without respite for the SVD. What a fruitful confrere was Br. 

Bernardus! The investment that Fr. Arnold did when he sent Br. Bernardus for print job training 

was amply rewarded. When he returned to Steyl, he immediately began work in the little press 

and managed to train others to help him.  

It is convenient for each one of us to ask himself in what way he contributes to his 

community, to his province, region or mission, and to the congregation. In this regard, the older 

confreres in the Steyl community are an example for all of us to follow. Despite their advanced 

age, with great vitality, they continue to provide their community services on a daily basis at the 

gate, accompanying visitors, cleaning the house, maintaining parks and gardens, preparing the 

liturgy, in the honey production, in graphic design, etc. 

 Br. Bernardus faced each technical setback in a very positive way. In difficult times, he 

would say: “If others can do it, so can we!” He never gave up. Likewise, his entrepreneurial spirit 

led him to be updated on the latest technological advances in such a way that he was always at 

the forefront. 

 

First technical director of the Steyl Printing Press (1878-1909), Br. Bernardus  



 

Br. Bernardus directing the work in the Printing Press 

 

 

Br. Bernardus sitting in the front row on the far right 


