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Historical Perspective of the First Women in Schoenstatt  

Cindy Scheltens – Joliet Diocese – Illinois 

Narrator: Who were the first women in Schoenstatt and what was it that drew them in? You might be 

surprised to find out that we have a lot in common with them, even though a hundred years 

have come and gone.  Their names may or may not be familiar but their longing for what 

was truly feminine, through examples of selfless service, may be.  You will now hear about 

the hearts of four women and their effectiveness in influencing other women to be authentic 

reflections of Mary. 

Gertraud von Bullion (1891-1930) 

Reader 1: In 1917, a young woman of twenty-five years old was working 

as a Red Cross 

nurse in Belgium.  Her name was Gertraud von 

Bullion.  Gertraud was working with a young military orderly, 

Franz, who shared the MTA magazine.  The magazine was 

being used as a tool to connect the soldiers on the battlefield to 

their Schoenstatt Way of Life.  It featured heartfelt stories of their personal striving for 

holiness during those challenging times.  This was Gertraud’s introduction to Schoenstatt 

and she was impressed with the young men’s trust in Mary and their striving for a great 

ideal.  At that time, there were only men in Schoenstatt.  Gertraud, with her continued 

interest in Schoenstatt, contacted Father Kentenich with a request for spiritual 

direction.  Father Kentenich referred her to Father Michael Kolb and eventually, Gertraud 

was accepted in the Schoenstatt League with a request that she ask other women to join 

her.  Maria, who was a social worker and cousin of Gertraud, was inspired to 

participate.  Both young women began to live their lives according to the same methods as 

the young men. 

Narrator:  Like women of today, Gertraud and Maria were attracted to the enthusiasm and apostolic 

spirit of Schoenstatt.  They strived to bear everything joyfully for the Capital of Grace and 

lived by the words of Father Kentenich that, “Infinite blessing is flowing from the wellspring 

of grace to me.”  In 1920, a league group of 8-10 women were approved by Schoenstatt and 

soon after, the first conference for women took place.  Thirty-five women attended the first 

conference with timeless topics such as Apostolate, Self-Sanctification, Particular 

Examination, Personal Ideal, Childlikeness, and Capital of Grace. You would have seen 

then, similar scenarios during their retreats of women helping women by doing dishes, 

peeling potatoes, and making accommodations for overnight stays.  And so, the fire for 

Schoenstatt began with women, expressed through the words of Father Kentenich, “If the 

Apostolic Movement of Schoenstatt should become a world-embracing apostolic work, then 

women may not be missing” 
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Examination, Personal Ideal, Childlikeness, and Capital of Grace. You would have seen 
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Emilie Engel (1893-1955) 

Reader 2: Another woman on the scene, at that time, was Emilie Engel.  She 

was a twenty-five year old teacher who received a subscription to 

the MTA magazine.  This, much like Gertraud, was her first 

connection to Schoenstatt.  When Emilie received an invitation to 

attend the first women’s conference, she declined. When the 

invitation came a second time, she declined again.  After all, Emilie 

did accept the invitation to attend the first women’s 

conference.  She decided there could be some inspiration to help 

her students during those challenging times, but what really 

motivated Emilie to attend was a visit to the Rhine River.  Emilie 

convinced her cousin to join her but neither of the women had any plans to join the 

Schoenstatt Federation.  By the end of the conference, after experiencing the acceptance 

and kindness of the other women, they couldn’t resist.  They joined the Federation!  The 

talks and time spent in Schoenstatt were decisive!  Emilie left the conference committed to 

praying the Magnificat daily in gratitude for her experience.  A spark had ignited in her and 

she set about finding other teachers to join her in Schoenstatt. 

Narrator: I think we can agree that the words, “You have to experience it! You must go once to 

Schoenstatt!” are as powerful today as they were back then. Emilie was hesitant to do 

something out of her comfort zone but the topics from the conference “hit the nail on the 

head” and Emilie was able to take what she heard and raise the religious and moral level of 

her young students.  Her experiences in Schoenstatt became the springboard to her 

eventual co-founding with Father Kentenich, the founder of the Schoenstatt Sisters of 

Mary.  One of those future sisters is our next woman of a hundred 

years ago, Mirjam Bleyle. 

Mirjam Bleyle (1898-1981) 

Reader 3: In 1923, Mirjam Bleyle was twenty-five years old when she joined 

Schoenstatt.  If you want some insight as to what Father Kentenich 

was like at the beginning of women’s participation in Schoenstatt, 

Mirjam had a lot to say about that.  She would tell you that the 

women then, believed Father Kentenich because of his power of 

faith, his teachings, his spirit of prayer, and his drive to conquer the 
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world.  The first women in Schoenstatt heard with clarity and depth the truths of their being 

children of God and instruments in the hands of Mary.  The words of Father Kentenich 

resound from 100 years ago with phrases such as: “The world is our battlefield” ... “We must 

conquer the world, penetrate it, and bring it into order” ... and ... “No great person without 

great passion!”  With this great passion, Father Kentenich calls us today to do that which he 

wanted to do then, to lay a Marian world-kingdom at the feet of the Blessed Mother.  

Narrator: Like women today discerning their vocation in life, Mirjam felt called to be a Schoenstatt 

Sister of Mary.  In her generosity, she gave a presentation in 1978 titled:  Father Kentenich 

Teaches and Forms Apostles.  Sister Mirjam knew Father Kentenich and payed attention to 

his methods of education in a way that she was able to share her insight with others within 

the Schoenstatt movement.  It is easy to get excited and inspired by Father Kentenich and 

all that Schoenstatt has to offer us, and someone who was especially enthusiastic from 100 

years ago is our next woman, Theresia Walz. 

Theresia  Walz (1903-1987) 

Reader 4: Theresia Walz was twenty-one years old when she attended the 

first women’s conference.  She was a home economics teacher 

and had a reputation for getting things done.  The fire of 

Schoenstatt began in her and she brought many others with 

her.  Theresia organized 2-3 pilgrimages to Schoenstatt every 

year and even payed the bus transportation for the pilgrims. She 

was known as the Federation Steamroller because of her desire 

to get things done. She put others before herself and became 

one of the most dynamic and popular lifelong members of 

Schoenstatt.  At Theresia’s funeral, it was said that, “Ultimately, 

she stood for Schoenstatt.” Not even a spinal injury at age thirty-

six stopped her from working for all and everything. 

Narrator: What was it that attracted these first women to Schoenstatt?  It is the same things that 

attract us women today: belief in divine providence, childlikeness before God and 

instruments in the hands of Mary.  The women of a hundred years ago were apostles 

striving for holiness and so are we.  They strived to make a difference in their culture and so 

do we.  With religious exercises such as Holy Mass, meditation, spiritual reading, and points 

belonging to the asceticism of Schoenstatt; such as the personal ideal, particular 

examination and spiritual daily order, we are following in their footsteps to become authentic 

reflections of Mary.  Our witness could be the thing that attracts pilgrims to 

Schoenstatt.  Theresia Walz was most impressed with these words from Father Kentenich, 

“Our difficult times cry out for womanly hearts and womanly hands. Although man may build 

the times, a nation rises or falls with its women. Remember, YOU, you are the spring time of 

a new era.” 


