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Introduction: Father Kentenich said: If the Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt should become a 

world-embracing apostolic work, then women may not be missing.1 The first woman we looked at 

was Gertraud von Bullion who distinguishes herself as the first woman to join Schoenstatt. The 

second woman we will look at is Emilie Engel, who was also among the first women in Schoenstatt. 

Gertraud’s path led to the foundation of the Women’s Federation and Emilie’s path eventually led to 

the founding of the Schoenstatt Sisters of Mary. 

Emilie Engel promoter of the Federation in northern Germany 

Emilie Engel, came to Schoenstatt for the first time as a young teacher 

in 1918 for an apostolic activity, but she did not experience anything of 

the Schoenstatt Movement. Still, this visit in Schoenstatt was the 

reason that a lay brother sent her a subscription to the MTA (Mother 

Thrice Admirable) magazine. By sharing this magazine within the 

circle of her fellow teachers, Emilie made them aware of Schoenstatt. 

Although the Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt appealed to her, 

Emilie did not want to join, not even when the mailman, one day in 

1921, brought the MTA newsletter – which he jokingly called ‘the 

admiral’ – with the invitation to the first women’s convention in 

Schoenstatt. A priest from her diocese invited Emilie a second time. 

But she declined again. However, the idea remained on her mind. If she could receive some 

inspirations to help her with the challenging situation of her students, she may as well participate just 

once, and a pleasant trip to the Rhine River area would be connected with it. 

First convention for women 

Thus, Emilie Engel decided to travel to Schoenstatt with a cousin around the feast of the Assumption 

in the mid-August 1921. Of course, Emilie was completely noncommittal. When the two women 

arrived at the Vallendar train station, they were surprised to be met by a high school student who 

showed them the way to Schoenstatt. At first, they felt like intruders among the convention 

participants. The two new comers did not want to join the Apostolic Federation. But the kind and 

cordial acceptance that they experienced soon won them over. Even if Emilie and her cousin were 

the only women attending who came from northern Germany, they soon forgot all feelings of being 
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strangers. Everything was very simple. Because the Old House, located across from the shrine was 

poor and inadequately furnished, most of the thirty-five convention participants found good lodging 

in the nearby town of Vallendar. The women were invited to have their meals at a convent close to 

the Old House. The talks were in the Old House or the shrine. These talks and the time spent in the 

shrine were decisive. Emilie could summarize her experience with these words: The impressions that 

I received during the convention were very deep, I could not stay away from the Federation.2  

The days in Schoenstatt were days of grace for Emilie; who after returning home, prayed daily the 

Magnificat out of gratitude for the gift of attending the convention. … The inspirations of Father 

Joseph Kentenich, the leader of the Apostolic Movement, corresponded to her receptiveness for 

religious values. They showed her practical methods of how to have a living faith in everyday life. 

The conferences gave ideas about how veneration of Mary could have a very personal touch and how 

the teachers could get to know and love the Blessed Mother as their mother. Very practically, the 

women were shown how the Apostolic Federation guided its members to become like Mary. Mary 

stood before Emilie as her model of the ideal woman. 

Self-education and apostolate  

In Emilie Engel’s early years as a member of the Apostolic Federation, two aspects inspired her 

most: Self-education and the apostolate. In the school of self-education, Emilie was tested by the 

sisterly relationship she had with her siblings and fellow teachers, Maria and Anna, with whom she 

lived in an apartment not far from the school where they taught. Emilie had to fight envy and 

sensitivity which were difficult for her melancholic nature. She felt responsible for the character 

formation of her sisters. Father Kentenich advised her to be amiability and helpful toward them just 

as she showed kindness toward others. He inspired Emilie to write to him specific examples of what 

acquaintances and relatives, above all her sisters, criticized about her. In a letter to Father Kentenich 

Emilie wrote: At home I am always right and lord it over my sisters. My attitude is far from genuine 

humility and I often give the impression of being harsh. She wanted to have a more natural, positive 

relationship with her sisters. She knew from her own experience that understanding and sincere love 

can accomplish more than harsh criticism.  

When the conversation around their dinner table turned toward complaining about the difficulties of 

life, Father Kentenich suggested that she try to change the topic, or at least give the conversation a 

more positive direction. Emilie learned that in genuine humility she could occasionally add to a 

positive atmosphere by bringing up in conversation successful life experiences. 

The apostolate was the second area to which Emilie knew she was called. The idea of the lay 

apostolate that was fostered by Pope Pius X awakened general interest in many people at that time. 

She looked for women who belonged to some of the same Church groups as she did and invited them 

to consider going to Schoenstatt and learning about the Apostolic Federation or League. With patient 

                                                                                                                                                             
1 M. Bleyle, Father Kentenich Teachers and Forms Apostles, 1. 
2 MTA, 11th year, 1925, 226. 
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persistence, Emilie spoke with the other teachers and tried to enthuse them for the Federation. At 

first, they could not understand what could be so special about a little chapel and a retreat house in 

Schoenstatt. They only compelling argument was: You have to experience it; you must go at least 

once to Schoenstatt.  

The Federation in northern Germany grows 

What a joy for Emilie when they could start the first Federation group in 

her diocese in northern Germany. Now the question was: How do we 

fulfill the high expectations of Father Kentenich, the leader of the 

Federation? The women wanted to help one another in the apostolate and 

in striving for holiness. Emilie knew there would be difficulties with the 

group, and this became apparent in the relationships between one another. 

When they were unable to come to an agreement, they had a six-week 

group strike. But in the end they met again for the sake of the apostolate. 

With combined strength and with the help of the Blessed Mother, Emilie 

and the others recruited new members. Gradually more women became 

interested in forming groups. 

The topics from the conventions were the material used for the group 

meetings. Remember, this was pioneering time and material was not 

available like we have today. Again and again the topics were: the 

apostolate, veneration of Mary, self-sanctification, and community spirit. 

These timely topics, after the initial hesitation, hit the nail on the head for these young women. 

Within three years, sixteen groups with sixty-one women of the Federation formed in the Paderborn 

diocese. Community spirit was what carried them through strenuous and busy working days. The 

principles, such as I means for us we, or, Whatever belongs to me belongs to you, expressed a 

practical inner solidarity. For example, during the days of high inflation one of them did not have 

enough money to buy bread, someone else, who was just as penniless, noticed it and borrowed from 

a third and sent it to the first with the strict remark: If you possess community spirit, then you accept 

it! They also helped one another to be able to participate in the conventions in Schoenstatt if the 

travel expenses were too high.  

If some women found the fostering of community of the Federation too demanding, but who liked 

the Marian devotion and the apostolic goals of Schoenstatt, they were invited to join the Apostolic 

League. Five League groups were formed. In the long run, the members of the Federation were 

expected to have previously worked in the Apostolic League and have proven themselves as leaders. 

The slogan of the Federation was apostolate in all areas. Because of this, the teachers, who spent 

many hours each day in the classroom, could not exclude the children. They spontaneously tried to 

introduce the children in an age appropriate way into the spirit of the Apostolic Federation and 

thereby raise the religious and moral level of the classes. In 1925, seven children’s groups were 

active in their area under the leadership of Emilie’s sister, Maria Engel. 

Emilie Engel in red circle 

and Father Kentenich in 

yellow circle. Photo taken 

in Schoenstatt 1925 
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On April 16, 1925, Emilie Engel along with twenty other women, made the Federation consecration 

in the shrine in Schoenstatt. The women hand copied and signed the Federation consecration prayer 

written by Gertraud von Bullion and then all prayed it together. The prayers were placed on the altar 

and as a sign that they were accept by the Blessed Mother, each woman received a burning candle. 

After the celebration, without previous agreement, all returned to the shrine where the twenty candles 

burned before the tabernacle. Their hearts beat with a deep love for the living God and his holy 

Mother.  

Within the next year, Emilie Engel placed herself at the service of the Professional Women of the 

Federation. Eventually, she would give up her teaching profession and on October 1, 1926, go with 

Anna Pries to Schoenstatt for the official founding of the community of the Schoenstatt Sisters of 

Mary.3 

Witness from that time 

What was the life of Schoenstatt like at that time when Emilie Engel came to know Schoenstatt? 

Here is a witness account of how important Marian education was from the beginning of the 

Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt and for the woman, like Emilie Engel, who began to join the 

Federation and the League. 

Mary must still come 

Before the celebration of the thirtieth anniversary of the Women’s League on June 9, 1950, 

our founder met one of the women who had been in the Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt 

since the 1920’s. To her great joy, Father Kentenich recognized her from among the many 

participants at the Pilgrims’ Church and even remembered her name: Mary. But what 

touched her deeply were Fr. Kentenich’s words, which she was the only one who understood 

their meaning. …He said softly, Mary has come into existence, but a Holy Mary has still to 

come forth!4 

Reflection questions:  

 

 What are some of the things that inspired Emilie Engel when she came in contact with 

Schoenstatt? 

 

 What are some of the things you recognize from this time period that are still important in 

Schoenstatt and important to you? 

 

 What characteristics the Marian devotion and apostolic engagement of Schoenstatt that 

influenced Emilie Engel still are important today? 
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Most of this article based on the book by Margareta Wolff, My Yes Remains, 50-66.
 

4 S.A. (Women’s League) Mosaic Stones pg. 61. 


