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Most Reverend Nuncio!

Most Reverend Father General!

Dear guests!

Dear confreres!

■w'
W'

Let me begin my talk on "100 Years of Passionists in Germany and Austria" with 
two fundamental questions.

What exactly are we celebrating today?

A success story? Or are we not rather talking about a "mission impossible", an 
enterprise that was doomed to fail from the outset? I think about neither.

What lessons do we draw from this history of the German-Austrian Passionist 
foundation for us today?

This seems to me to be the even more important question, to which I will try to 
give you an answer in my following remarks.

This commemorative lecture is not intended to be a list of chronological events 
- for this i refer to the presentation in our anniversary album - but rather a 
reflection on the core motives that led our founding fathers to take on the 
hardships of this foundation in Germany and Austria.

In doing so, I will repeatedly refer to the personal testimony of our Provincial 
Founder, Fr Viktor Koch.

But let us first look at the roots from which the idea of establishing the 
Congregation of Passionists in Germany sprang. Let us look, as it were, at the
history before history.

In 1852, the Sons of St. Paul of the Cross conquered the "new world" and iaid the 
foundation stone for their presence in the USA in Pittsburgh. Among the 
pioneers was a confrere from Prussian Poland who spoke German. He was soon 
appointed pastor of a German parish in Pittsburgh, the St. Michaels parish.
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The German Catholics of this parish were particularly supportive of the first 
Passionists in America. Therefore, our confreres decided to found their first 
monastery in this area of the city. It was a hill from which the observer has a 
magnificent view over Pittsburgh.

After the erection of the monastery and church, which were consecrated to the 
recently beatified founder of the order, Paul of the Cross, a large number of 
young men of German descent came forward and asked to be accepted into the 
congregation of the Passionists.

They never forgot the strong help they had received from the German Catholics 
and, when new branches were opened in the following years, they also took over 
the pastoral care for the local German Catholic community.

The American Passionists confessed with heartfelt gratitude "that the German 
Catholics have always been their best and most devout friends".

Against this background, the German-American confreres had long cherished the 
hope of establishing our congregation in the old homeland of Germany as well.

When the later beatified General Bernhard M. Silvestrelli (1831 -1911) was once 
asked when the Passionists would go to Germany, he answered prophetically: 
"After the next war...". That was then the First World War, which lasted from 
1914 to 1918.

As a rule, new beginnings in history do not come about at the green table, but 
are triggered by concrete people. In the case of our German-Austrian 
foundation, too, there was a man with a vision at the beginning. This man was 
Fr Valentin Lehnerd (1868 - 1941) from the American Passionist Province of St 
Paul of the Cross.

For years Fr Valentin, the son of German emigrants, had been moved by the idea 
of founding a Passionist congregation in Germany. It is thanks to his 
determination and perseverance that the step was finally taken.

On the occasion of the canonisation of Gabriel Possenti on 13 May 1920, Fr 
Valentin visited Rome. On that occasion he submitted his plans to the Superior 
General. The General Chapter was also meeting at that time, but nothing was yet 
done about the matter.

The following year (1921), the re-elected Superior General Fr Silvio di Vezza came 
to America for a visitation. Fr. Valentin again presented his request and Fr.
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General finally commissioned Fr. Valentin and Fr. Viktor Koch, then Rector of the 
monastery in Pittsburgh, to undertake the establishment of the Order in 
Germany.

P. Viktor was appointed superior of the new foundation.

In 1922 a Eucharistic Congress was held in Rome. Fathers Viktor and Valentin 
decided to travel there both to consult with Fr General and to make contact with 
the German bishops who were attending the Congress.

P. General advised the Fathers to contact Cardinal Faulhaber, the Archbishop of 
Munich, who was also in Rome at the time. He received them very kindly in the 
Anima College, but his answer was a clear "No".

The religious orders expelled from Germany during the Kulturkampf under 
Bismarck had ail returned in the new Weimar Republic.

The Bavarian bishops had decided at a meeting not to admit any new religious 
orders in their church provinces.

Faulhaber cited the aftermath of the Kulturkampf, the uncertain political 
situation, the resistance of the socialists and the terrible economic poverty of 
the people after the First World War as reasons.

P. Valentin nevertheless did not want to give up so easily and explained to His 
Eminence the objective of our Order, which was to proclaim the cross and 
suffering of Jesus Christ during popular missions and retreats.

This idea pleased the cardinal and he told them about an old monastery in his 
diocese that he would like to give to a religious order.

Then he made an appointment to meet them in Munich, after the Corpus Christi 
procession on 15.06.1922.

On 13 June 1922 our two Fathers arrived in Munich and were received by 
Cardinal Faulhaber on 15 June after the Corpus Christi procession, as discussed.

The property in question was the monastery in Furstenfeldbruck. However, due 
to the difficult ownership situation, a takeover was not possible.

The Cardinal then informed them that they would have to take over a parish and 
finance the building of the parish church, but the General of the Order in Rome 
had not given permission to take over a parish.
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At this critical moment, the Vicar General, Dr Buchberger, intervened. He made 
the compromise proposal that the Passionists should build a parish church in the 
west of Munich without the obligation to also take over the parish.

This led to the financing of the construction of the "Leiden Christi" church in 
Obermenzing, which was consecrated in 1924.

In the search for a suitable location for a monastery. Vicar General Dr Buchberger 
had again drawn the attention of our Fathers to the so-called "Schloss 
Gatterburg", a large villa with associated buildings and large park grounds in 
Rasing, a suburb of Munich.

On 14 December 1923, the Fathers were finally able to move into their new 
home "Schloss Gatterburg", but initially only four empty rooms. The remaining 
20 rooms were kept by the still living Countess Gatterburg for herself and her 
servants.

Four rooms - without furniture, without a stove, without a bathroom, without 
running water. Throughout the winter, water had to be fetched from a pump in 
the courtyard.

From the time they moved into the "castle", the nearby Old Rasing Parish Church 
of the Birth of Mary was made available to the Fathers for services.

Thus the Passionists opened their first monastery in Germany in "SchloB 
Gatterburg" in Munich-Pasing. A small seminary (Juvenat) was subsequently 
established here for the training of the next generation of the order.

In the Acts of the 21st Provincial Chapter of the Mother - Province in the USA 
from 1923 we read:

"Our Fathers planted the cross in Germany."

What did the capitulars in America want to express with this sentence?

First and foremost, that the opening of the first branch in Germany was the first 
step towards the implantation of the Congregation of the Holy Cross and 
Suffering of Our Lord Jesus Christ in our country. Cross and Passion of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ in our country.
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In a figurative sense, it could also be meant that now the beginning had been set 
for the Passionists' very own proclamation mission: to preach the "Word of the 
Cross" to the people.

The third dimension, which probably only became clearer to all those involved 
later on, is the cross as a symbol of personal suffering, but also as a place of 
reconciliation and overcoming of opposites, as well as a sign of peace.

All these three dimensions of the cross of Christ were to have a lasting influence 
on the founding of the Passionists in Germany and Austria.

Historically, there could not have been a worse time for the German foundation. 
Between two world wars, in a politically troubled time, in an economic crisis, 
these pioneers came to Germany as former enemies of war.

Each of the three monastery foundations -1923 in Munich, 1925 in Maria Schutz 
(Austria) and 1934 in Schwarzenfeld - had to overcome many obstacles and 
difficulties.

Great financial sacrifices were made by the Mother Province in the USA and the 
American benefactors. Above all, the personnel support through appropriate 
staff in the new foundation demanded a high level of personal commitment.

Nevertheless, our founders did not lose heart. They were inspired by a 
supernatural motivation, which Fr. Viktor expressed in a letter to the members 
of the Provincial Chapter of his home Province on 15 June 1923:

"...we have gone forth to bring new lands under the benign influence of the
mystery of the Passion and Death of Christ. If we succeed in carrying out this 
work, it will surely bring glory to our Mother, to the Congregation, and above 
all to the Province of St. Paul of the Cross."

This was the strong motivation that made Fr Viktor fight on despite all 
opposition. But not everyone, especially in the American mother province, 
shared the same view regarding the German foundation.

In our reflection we have now reached a point where historical truth must be 
given the honour.

The problems on the ground alone would have been enough to take away the 
will of our founders to continue, but what hurt Fr. Viktor most was the negative
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assessment and the lack of moral support from those in charge in his home 
province, especially in the early years of the foundation.

This negative attitude is quite clear from the correspondence that unfolded 
between the Provincial Superior Fr Stanislaus Grennan and Fr Viktor in the years 
1923 to 1929.

In a letter of 17 February 1925 addressed to the then Procurator General Leo 
Kierkels in Rome, Provincial Grennan summarised the results of his visitation to 
the German foundation in the following damning statement:

"We deeply regret the sad possibility that the German foundation may turn out 
to be a total failure. Like ail true Passionists, we desire the growth and 
expansion of the Congregation. We would be delighted to have a really strong 
German Province of the Order. But we must admit that the prospects for this 
are at present very, very dark."

A short passage from a letter to the Provincial of 12 August 1925 reveals Fr 
Victor’s deep disappointment at this criticism:

"Such news is apt to take away all courage. Disappointments from strangers 
can be borne, but when they come from trusted friends and superiors, it is 
hard."

The words of his Provincial Fr Stanislaus Grennan in a letter addressed to him on 
14 September 1925 leave nothing to be desired in terms of clarity:

"To be quite clear; there is an opinion in the Province that the German 
foundation was most improper, brought about by Fr. Valentin, over the head 
of the Provincial, and without any confirmation from that Province.

Add to this the general mood of the nation against Germany since the war, and 
it means a hard task for any American provincial to arouse enthusiasm or take 
responsibility for the German founding."

These lines give a deep insight. The German foundation had been started by 
order of the Superior General in Rome, with two Fathers from the North 
American Province of St. Paul of the Cross.

Rome wanted the personnel and financial support to come from this province in 
the USA, but apparently without having obtained an explicit positive vote from 
the provincial leaders.



P. Viktor, on the other hand, did not think in terms of narrow provincial 
boundaries. He was much more concerned with the expansion of our 
Congregation and its fundamental mission to all peoples.

This is confirmed by the following quotation from a letter - addressed to the 
Provincial Stanislaus Grennan - dated 11 September 1925:

"Whatever view we may have of the means used to start this foundation, that 
it was only a single confrere who advanced the cause, that it was not the 
Provincial Chapter, that it was done over the head of the Provincial.

One thing is certain, that when the General Curia decided to found it, it was no 
longer the work of a single confrere, but the work of the Congregation.

That is the reason for my confidence that the work will succeed and must 
succeed."

The work of the Congregation, that’s what Fr Viktor was all about when he 
founded the German-Austrian congregation.

Years later, after the takeover of the Maria Schutz shrine, when it came to 
appointing a canonical superior for the new monastery, who would then also 
have a seat and a vote in the Provincial Chapter of the Mother Province, an even 
deeper problem came to light.

It was again Provincial Stanislaus Grennan who wrote on 21 December 1928 to 
Fr Leo Kierkeis, by now elected Superior General, about the "real difficulty":

"it might be difficult for someone who has not lived in this province long 
enough to understand this problem. There is a danger that national thinking 
will enter this province. This province is mainly made up of Germans and Irish 
or the descendants of German and Irish parents.

At various times in the history of the Province a pronounced national spirit has 
been manifest either on the part of the Germans or on the part of the Irish, but, 
thank God, it never became too serious. The recent war made all our confreres, 
even those of German birth, true Americans.

If now one or two of the capitulars with voting rights come from Germany, they 
will naturally have the interests of the German foundation at heart above all. 
Therefore they will try to elect Germans to the provincial leadership or those 
who give them the security of favouring the German foundation. If they 
succeed in influencing an election in this way, it will provoke very negative 
comments in the province.
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For me, this is a very great danger, and I, perhaps better than anyone eise in 
the province, can judge this because, half-German and half-Irish myself, I have 
had the confidence of both sides all along.

We didn't think it wise to tell Fr Viktor about this real problem because he can't 
understand it"

Maybe that's why he couldn't understand it, because Fr Viktor thought in 
completely different categories.

Anti-German sentiments after World War I, the question of which ethnic group 
had greater influence in the province, that was not Fr. Viktor's approach to the 
Passionist foundation in Germany.

In a letter to Provincial Stanislaus Grennan of 2 September 1925 he had already 
formulated the following admonishing words:

"It seems to me that there is too much of one's own "ego" in the whole. Where 
is the spirit of self-giving? What will become of our fourth vow? Are private 
interests or the interests of the Congregation at stake here?

How many of those who helped to establish our Congregation in the United 
States had to leave their homeland and go to a country that was foreign not 
only In terms of birth but also in terms of language."

The same idea was taken up by the Superior General Fr Leo Kierkels in a letter to 
Provincial Stanislaus Grennan on 10 October 1925:

"It would be deplorable if the German foundation were to collapse simply 
because no one could be found to sacrifice themselves for this work for a limited 
time.

It is inconceivable that a Province which owes its own existence to the labours 
of men who have left home and friends - not only for a time, but for a lifetime 
- that such a Province cannot find a few Fathers who leave their country for a 
few years to spread an Institute to which they have consecrated their lives."

Two years later, in a letter to Provincial Grennan dated 7 November 1927, Fr 
Victor emphasised the need to keep the common goal of the Congregation in 
view and to work for it in a spirit of self-giving:

"Surely we all have only one goal in mind, to make Christ known to all people, 
and that as the Crucified One. (...) I have sacrificed everything in this life, home, 
country and nationality. I have nothing left to give up. But i am happy because
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/ feel that I am serving the interests of our Congregation to the best of my 
ability."

How much Fr Viktor was affected by the critical attitude of the Mother Province 
towards the German foundation becomes clear from the following passage of a 
letter to the Provincial of 1 August 1928:

"Not only did we not have any official encouragement from the provincial 
council, but rather open resistance to every step of further development. God 
was really merciful to me, otherwise I would have gone to the dogs long ago. 
Your paternity has no idea what it means for me to keep things going under 
such circumstances. As I said, apart from God and our holy patrons, I have no 
one to give me a word of encouragement."

This treatment, which he perceived as unjust, finally led him to the bitter 
conclusion in a letter to Stanislaus Grennan of 24 September 1928:

"That I was a fool to listen to the General and his advice ordering me to go to 
Germany, that I was foolish to give up my post as Rector when there were at 
least prospects of further promotion. Is this the reward for obedience!"

At the Provincial Chapter of the Province of St Paul of the Cross in 1929, a decree 
was finally passed in which the Chapter requested the Superior General to place 
the monasteries of Munich-Pasing in Bavaria and Maria Schutz in Austria under 
his direct direction as a General Commissariat.

This was intended to achieve a separation from the USA. This separation was 
then also achieved by formally elevating the German-Austrian foundation to a 
General Commissariat on 10 May 1930.

Nevertheless, the capitulars agreed to financially support the German 
foundation at least for a few more years.

At this point it must be stated that the North American Passionist Province of St. 
Paul of the Cross may rightly be called the Mother Province of the German- 
Austrian foundation, even if it had its problems in fully accepting this child.

In addition, the Province of the Holy Cross in the USA also helped with personnel 
and material for the construction.

In total, over thirty confreres from America have worked in the German 
foundation, some of them even for most of their religious life.

Before the outbreak of World War II (1939), the German-Austrian foundation 
had about 40 members. After the war, only a small remnant remained.
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NevBrthsIsss, th6 foundation was olGvatod to Vice-ProvincG status at thG 
GGnGral ChaptGr of 1946.

HowGVGf, thG rGconstruction was difficult. DGspitG pGrsonnGl support from thG 

USA, Holland and Italy, thG formGr mGmbGrship IgvgI could nGVGr bG rGachGd 

again.

It is significant that in 1947 Fr. Victor again turnod to thG Provincial ChaptGr of 
his original ProvincG, thG ProvincG of St. Paul of thG Cross, with an appeal for 
personnel help.

At this, he said:

"Our work is the work of the Congregation. I mean to say on behalf of most, if 
not all, that It is the work of this Province, the Province that has the honour of 
having founded the German Province."

Looking at the possible new "recruits", he said: He himself had gone to Germany 
in obedience, and despite the many difficulties he had experienced, he 
considered his years there the happiest of his life.

The founding of the Passionists in Germany was - as already explained - not Fr 
Viktor's idea. He had been chosen for it by his superiors. After he had - as he said 
- gone to Germany in obedience, he wanted to do "the work of the Congregation", 
i.e. "plant the Cross". This formed his strongest motivation. For this he put up 
with all difficulties and resistance.

The motives of the people he met at the individual monastery foundations were 
often quite different. Politically and economically, Germany was in crisis when 
the first Passionists arrived there.

The "rich Americans, enemies of the First World War to boot" were not exactly 
met with a wave of sympathy. If they wanted to gain a foothold, then they should 
at least create jobs and improve the economic situation. In the American mother 
province, however, as we have seen, people were already tired of the many 
payments and considered the enterprise a failure.

Despite pressure from all sides, Fr Viktor did not give up. And his efforts were 
rewarded. Before the outbreak of World War II, he could look back on a 
flourishing foundation, with stable structures and promising young people.
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But parallel to his work of reconstruction, the National Socialist movement had 
also developed, from the Hitler putsch in 1923 to the seizure of power in 1933. 
With their xenophobic and anti-church decrees, the new rulers destroyed the work 
that had been built up at great sacrifice.

After the war, Fr Viktor literally had to start all over again. Why did he do that? 
Why didn't he just leave the Germans to their own devices and go back to 
America? Why? - Because he wanted to do the work of the Congregation, because 
he had once come to plant the Cross in this soil, and because he believed in the 
triumph of this Cross over human wisdom.

He wanted to continue to be for the people entrusted to him what the local parish 
priest of Schwarzenfeld had addressed as a wish to the Passionists at the 
inauguration of the monastery; herald of peace as well as counsellor and helper in 
the concerns and distresses of the soul.

The former enemy of the war had come with friendly intentions and had become 
the friend of many, despite great opposition. Suddenly he had to find himself in 
the role of the enemy again, without actually wanting to. In this awkward 
situation, he did not withdraw his friendship, and some thanked him through their 
loyalty.

This became particularly clear when the Schwarzenfeld monastery was 
confiscated by the Nazis in April 1941.

In the hour of greatest danger, the involuntary enemy demonstrated his friendship 
and thereby saved an entire town and its population.

After the invasion of the Americans in April 1945, Fr Viktor helped with great 
personal commitment to master a dangerous situation in Schwarzenfeld. Prisoners 
from the Flossenbiirg concentration camp were to be transported south by train. 
In the immediate vicinity of Schwarzenfeld, American fighter-bombers attacked 
the transport, mistaking it for a military train. There was a horrific bloodbath, 
caused partly by the attacking planes and partly by SS guards. The approximately 
140 victims were buried outside the cemetery. When American troops marched 
into Schwarzenfeld, they learned of the terrible events. They wanted to hold the 
people of Schwarzenfeld responsible. But Father Viktor's clarifying word was 
able to avert impending disaster.

P. Viktor, as a priest and religious, did not think in friend - foe categories. As a 
German-American, as a member of an international religious community in which 
all meet as brothers, he was not determined by any nationalisms.
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He was concerned with man and his salvation, which for him had its origin in the 
cross of Jesus Christ. He came to plant this cross and thus became the herald of 
peace.

In the decades after the Second World War up to the present day, this German- 
Austrian foundation has continued to experience changeful times, ups and downs:

A wave of resignations at the end of the 1950s, a new religious springtime in the 
1960s, then dry spells again with small numbers and few new recruits in the 1970s 
and 1980s.

Time and again, in between, the viability of this small vice-province was 
questioned.

Now at the time of our 100th anniversaiy^, in the 20s of the 21st century, we can 
report a very pleasing influx of new vocations.

The almost prophetic words of the then Provincial Superior Fr Andreas 
Schmidbauer, which he wrote in the commemorative publication for the 50th 
anniversary, seem to be coming true:

"No, It is simply inconceivable that so much selfless idealism, so many 
sacrifices, so much suffering patiently endured, so much hoping against ail 
hope should remain unfruitful!

This idealism is purified and unbroken in this foundation. Could it not be like a 
seed that, according to God's will, still has to wait for its hour to bear fruit a 
hundredfold?

This faith gives the strength to persevere and to endure. The struggling 
foundation, started 50 years ago, knows that it is committed to a great 
heritage and a high mission. It also knows that there is no deceit in the suffering 
of Jesus. (Theresa of Jesus)."

Dear guests, at the beginning of this lecture I asked about the lessons we can 
learn from the 100-year history of our German-Austrian Passionist foundation.

It is nothing other than the teaching of the cross, the teaching of Jesus Christ, 
"who made peace on the cross through his blood". (Col 1:20)
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The cross stands for the overcoming and reconciliation of all opposites through 
sacrificial love.

The cross stands for the great truth that life comes from death.

This foundation would no longer exist today if people had not been prepared, 
from its beginnings to the present day, to die, i.e. to leave behind what is dear, 
familiar and secure, to break open and to throw their own lives wholeheartedly 
into the balance in order to let something new come into being.

Beyond all nationalisms, cultures and political systems, humanity must once 
again understand - especially in our present world situation - that peaceful 
coexistence is ultimately only possible on the basis of that greater love which - 
following the example of Jesus on the cross - lays down its life for others (cf. Jn 
15:13).

The 100 years of our German-Austrian Passionist foundation also stand for this 
truth!

P. Gregor Lenzen CP


