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Introduction: The year 2020, marks the 100th anniversary of women officially joining Schoenstatt for 

the first time. What was the situation like in Germany in 1920, less than two years after the end of the 

First World War? The position of women in the German society, as well as in other societies across the 

globe was changing. Women’s right to vote came to the forefront and the European postwar situation 

called upon women to find employment in the public sphere.1 

What was happening in Schoenstatt at this time? In 1919, the young men who had come to know 

Schoenstatt as soldiers, but who did not study in the Schoenstatt seminary, met in Hoerde, Germany to 

set up the framework for the Schoenstatt Federation. This event gave the name, Apostolic Movement of 

Schoenstatt, to what had been developing through Schoenstatt among the men since October 18, 1914. 

The high community demand of the Federation, inspired Father Joseph Kentenich to begin the 

Schoenstatt League one year later in 1920. This became the open door for women to have a place to join 

Schoenstatt. 

Gertraud von Bullion: Red Cross nurse 

In 1917, Gertraud von Bullion was a Red Cross nurse in a 

military hospital in Mons, Belgium. In this same hospital, 

Franz Salzhuber, a member of the Marian Sodality2 from 

Schoenstatt, worked as a military orderly. Salzhuber shared 

the MTA magazine with Gertraud. This magazine was edited 

by Father Kentenich and used as a tool to stay in contact with 

the soldiers scattered throughout the battlefields of Germany 

during the war. The content included accounts of their 

successes and failures in striving for holiness in the 

challenges of life as a soldier. Gertraud read in the magazine 

about the honest accounts of the young men’s life situations, 

their trust in Mary’s help, and their striving to live from a 

great ideal. Gertraud desired to work along spiritually so she 

wrote to Father Kentenich asking if she could join. 

The First World War ended in November of 1918. Gertraud von Bullion went back to her home in 

Augsburg in southern Germany. Her interest in Schoenstatt continued so she wrote to Father Kentenich 

asking if he would be her spiritual director. Because he had the principle not to direct the souls of 

women until he was 35 years old (which took place in 1920), he referred her to Father Michael Kolb. 

                                                 
1  For more information see: www.facinghistory.org/holocaust-and-human-behavior/chapter-4/women-weimar-republic. 

2  The Marian group that began in Schoenstatt, Germany in 1914 for the seminarians. 
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Father Kolb accepted her into the League with the petition that she invite 

other women to join. In 1920, Gertraud invited her cousin, Maria Christmann 

(the future Schoenstatt Sister of Mary, Sister Magdalena) to join Schoenstatt 

with her. At the time, Maria was working as a social worker near Munich, in 

southern Germany. She agreed and the two women set about living their lives 

according to the methods used by the young men who belonged to Schoenstatt 

by: subscribing to the MTA magazine, using a daily schedule, and writing 

group letters.3 

Spirit of the young men from Schoenstatt 

The enthusiasm and sincere apostolic spirit of the young men from Schoenstatt appealed to Gertraud 

and her cousin. The following letter from 1920 gives a flavor of what inspired them: 

It is something so wonderful, so mysterious, so great, that I hardly dare to write about it. As the 

world war raged in bloody battles, a few dozen young fighters, who were scattered all over the 

fronts, united to offer up all the hardships and unpleasantness with one another and for one 

another. They wanted to bear with everything joyfully so that they could give all these sacrifices, 

and the graces connected with them – not the reward, we have no claim to that – to our heavenly 

Mother, the MTA, in our little shrine in Schoenstatt as a [gift to the] capital of grace, so that she 

could dispose of them from there to benefit needy humanity. This gave the individuals strength and 

courage, because they knew that they had a number of friends who bore the heaviest burdens with 

joyful hearts. They knew that, despite the greatest difficulties, there were a number of friends who 

gave the last of their strength in the bitterest battles, not just in order to use up the capital of grace, 

but to increase it. They told themselves: Infinite blessing is flowing from the wellspring of grace to 

me.4 

Other women come in contact with Schoenstatt. 

Gertraud von Bullion and Maria Christmann weren’t the only women introduced to Schoenstatt. In 

1920, one of the Schoenstatt seminarians introduced Klara Weber to Schoenstatt during his vacation in 

Stuttgart, in southern Germany. She was told that she could join the League but not the Federation.5 

KlaraBimmediately enthusedB invited other women to come and learn about the [Schoenstatt] League. 

Soon a League group formed. In September 1920, this group was approved by Schoenstatt. Eight to ten 

Women’s League groups were quickly formed in the area of Stuttgart. Because there was so much life 

that developed in this area, Father Kentenich visited Stuttgart twice in 1921.  

Women come to Schoenstatt 

To the surprise of many of the men: Women appeared in Schoenstatt! Two conferences for men, who 

were academic students, were held in 1921. Klara Weber, from Stuttgart, came and could listen in, but 

only if she stayed in the background. At the next conference two women, from northern Germany, who 

                                                 
3 M. Bleyle, Father Kentenich Teachers and Forms Apostles, 1. 
4 Anton Weber, soldier sodalist, group letter dated 17 June 1920. 
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were teachers, attended: Gertrud Quandt and Ernestine Gerster. The two were deeply impressed and 

urgently requested Father Kentenich to hold a 

conference for women. Father Kentenich agreed. This 

led to a dilemma – where would accommodations be 

found for the women? 

The first Women=s Conference: August 13-17, 1921 

From northern and southern Germany, thirty-five 

women came to attend the first women=s conference. 

Only part of this group could be accomodated in the 

Old House by the shrine, the others stayed in the nearby 

town of Vallendar. Father Kolb found a beautiful 

solution for the meals of the women. He was the Father-confessor for the Holy Spirit Sisters who were 

living in the Marienau, a convent close to the Original Shrine in Schoenstatt, and he accepted them as 

members of the League. Then he asked the sisters to be active as League members and to take care of 

the meals for the retreatants. 

According to a report, Father Kentenich offered 

conferences on topics such as: apostolate and self-

sanctification, particular examination and the daily schedule, personal idea and predominant passions, 

virginity and motherliness, childlike and knightly love for Mary, capital of grace, etc.  

In October 1920, Father Kolb informed Gertraud von Bullion that she could think about having her 

group of women join the Federation. Gertraud promptly answered that they had always worked more 

like a group of the Federation; this suited them better than the League. After a few months of 

preparation, Gertraud von Bullion and Maria Christmann joyfully dedicated themselves to the Mother 

Thrice Admirable of Schoenstatt on December 8, 1920. This is considered the official date of women 

coming into Schoenstatt and the founding day of the Women=s Federation. 

Furnishing the Old House for future retreats 

In the next years, some of the women who belonged to the Federation took on household tasks during 

the meetings and conventions that were held in Schoenstatt. Father Kolb managed to get three Pallottine 

sisters who, with some girls, took care of the housework. But this was often not enough. Gertraud von 

Bullion, who already had fragile health, was often seen standing at the sink doing dishes or peeling 

potatoes. Gertraud joyfully slept on a straw sack at night so that a retreatant could have her mattress. 

The Old House, close the Original Shrine, still had to be furnished for the conventions. Everything was 

missing: beds, bed linen, blankets, towels, kitchen utensils, and last but not least, dishes and silverware. 

When Gertraud sent out the invitations for the first women=s convention, she informed the Federation 

members that they should help furnish the house. Each woman was encouraged to bring two of 

everything such as: towels, sheets, etc., and if possible, leave the things in Schoenstatt. Gertraud wrote 

in a letter to the Women of the Federation that they had enough donations to purchase church linen for 

the shrine because of the sacrifices made by some of their members. During and sometimes after the 

conventions, the teachers, who normally were better off financially, went shopping to purchase more 
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dishes. A genuine sense of pride was enkindled through furnishing this humble home of the Federation. 

The theologians and academic circles among the men were not to be left out. They competed with the 

women as seen in a letter written by one of the leaders to his group: It is our duty to do all that is 

humanly possible for our home. He reminded them to make a sacrifice for the kingdom and be 

responsible for the dishes. Men in one diocese purchased cups and saucers, and another group 

purchased plates, soup bowls and spoons.6 

Growth of Schoenstatt between 1920-1925 

By 1925, the Federation numbered 512 women and 440 men for a total of 952 members. On the 

women’s side, the vast majority were single (only 10 were married), and the largest group (127) was 

single teachers. On the men’s side, there were 177 seminarians and 170 diocesan priests, plus 26 high 

school boys and 52 lay men in diverse professions (e.g. artist, baker, bookbinder, cabinet maker, 

electrician, farmer, gardener, machinist, mechanic, post office inspector, salesman, shoemaker, tailor, 

teacher).7 

What did Father Kentenich think? 

The question arises: Did Father Kentenich want women in the Apostolic Movement?  

First, what was understood in the beginning was that Father Kentenich did not want to admit women; he 

feared that the Federation would be watered down. Because of the accelerated growth of women coming 

into Schoenstatt, he was concerned about their ability to take the Federation and its demands seriously. 

Second, Father Kentenich wanted women to come to Schoenstatt because: If the Apostolic Movement 

[of Schoenstatt] should become a world-embracing apostolic work, then women may not be missing.8 

Classic introductory course from that time  

It might be of interest to know what Father Kentenich gave in the introductory courses in the 1920’s. 

The courses followed the same basic points which form the foundation of what Schoenstatt is even until 

today.  

 Schoenstatt is a work of God, called into existence through the intercession of our beloved 

Blessed Mother. For the first generation, it was self-understood that we can trace the history of the 

[Schoenstatt] Federation back to the Blessed Mother. 

 Schoenstatt developed historically out of Father Kentenich’s work with the Congregatio 

militaris,9 to whom the student soldiers belonged during the First World War. This was an 

original development that influenced the formation of the Federation in 1919. At the end of the 

war, the requirements for the Federation were developed right down to the last dot on the Ai@; 
based upon tested life experience during the war. Only the name was new: The Apostolic 

                                                 
6 M. Bleyle, Father Kentenich Teachers and Forms Apostles, 20-21. 

7 According to statistics compiled by Fr. Alfonse Weber.
 

8 M. Bleyle, Father Kentenich Teachers and Forms Apostles, 1. 
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Federation [of Schoenstatt]. 

 Schoenstatt has the mission to form modern day apostles who are persons who, out of a deep 

union with God, faithfully dedicate themselves to the salvation of immortal souls with all 

available means. This deep union with God, which Father Kentenich presupposed for an apostle, 

however, demanded an intense striving for holiness. Father Kentenich expressed this when he 

said: If the Apostle is not a saint, then he is not a fruitful apostle. With an icicle, one does not start 

a fire.10 

Reflection: World Conquest through the Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt 

The First World War had ended. The life-sacrifice of the young 

soldiers from Schoenstatt had been accepted as a sacrifice for a 

new foundation, for the capital of grace of the Mother Thrice 

Admirable. It brought forth fruit. The young men returned home 

and with Father Kentenich founded the Apostolic Federation 

and Apostolic League. 

Father Kentenich wrote to the leader of the Apostolic 

Federation: Above all what our time needs is new saints: great, 

convincing, joyful saints, and if not saints, then at least new people, whole people, new Christians, 

genuine, wholehearted, perfect Christians. 

The goal of the Apostolic Movement is to renew the world in Christ with Mary. The way is the 

covenant of love.11 

Witness: He opened our souls 

It was in 1924 when I first heard Father Kentenich speaking [at a conference]. As was the custom at the 

time individuals could go to Father Kentenich between the talks. One of the introductory talks usually 

dealt with finding one’s personal ideal – which shook me to the core of my being. I felt as though Father 

Kentenich was speaking for me alone. Later I realized that the others felt the same. It was as though he 

picked up the atmosphere of our souls as he was talking. In a masterly way at the beginning of his talk, 

he challenged us, but by the end he calmed us down. Father Kentenich had a remarkable ability to open 

up the hearts of the people before him, and to touch precisely upon what moved them inwardly [in an 

atmosphere of reverence].12  

Reflection Questions:  

 What impressed Gertraud von Bullion that she persisted to ask to join Schoenstatt? 

 What signs of divine providence led women to join Schoenstatt? 

 What are some of the things from Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt in the 1920’s that are still 

                                                                                                                                                                  
9 Marian Congregation for the soldiers from Schoenstatt who were in the military during the First World War. 

10 M. Bleyle, Father Kentenich Teachers and Forms Apostles, 8-9.  

11 An Encounter with Father Joseph Kentenich, 34. 

12  Women’s League, Mosaic Stones, 67. 
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important points in Schoenstatt today?  

 What point from this history would you like to share with others? 

Prayer: Dear Mother Thrice Admirable, Queen, and Victress of Schoenstatt, thank you for opening the 

door for women to belong to Schoenstatt. May we reflect your image and bring your love from the 

shrine to many other women, especially the women in our own families. Amen. 

Sr. M. Deanne Niehaus - Schoenstatt Mothers League 2019 


