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Pope John Paul II chose his pontificate’s twenty-fifth year to challenge the Church “to 
contemplate the face of Christ” both in the Rosary and the Eucharist. This contemplation is an 
essential and integral part of the larger program announced at the conclusion of the Great Jubilee 
in his Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte.i In the encyclical “The Eucharist in the Church,” 
the pope states states that “To contemplate the face of Christ, and to contemplate it with Mary, is 
the ‘program’ which I have set before the Church at the dawn of the third millennium, 
summoning her ‘to put out into the deep’ on the sea of history with the enthusiasm of the new 
evangelization.”ii

From the very beginning, Schoenstatt has “contemplated the face of Christ” not only with 
Mary, but through Mary and for Mary. What Pope John Paul II sees as the connection between 
contemplation and new evangelization has been at the heart of Schoenstatt since 1914, when 
committed, youthful hearts dedicated to Mary came together with a deep desire to shape the 
world in the image of Christ. This paper will share with you how we experience the vitality of 
Mary in Schoenstatt. We are readily identified as a Marian Movement, and cannot be understood 
without Mary. (And, at the outset, let me express my gratitude for your invitation to share a little 
about our rich Marian spirituality.)

1. What Is Schoenstatt?
Schoenstatt was founded in 1914 by Father Joseph Kentenich (1885-1968),iii working 

with a Catholic youth group. Schoenstatt is a Catholic movement and a family of over twenty 
communities with close to 100,000 members worldwide.iv The “glue” that holds this diverse and 
far-flung family together is Mary as we experience her in the Schoenstatt Shrine, our place of 
grace, dedicated to her under the title “Mother Thrice Admirable” (or “MTA”).

As one of the oldest of the modern ecclesial movements (see Table), we have a rich 
history with much reflection on our spirituality.v Our organized membership is found in some 
forty countries, plus another forty reached by the Schoenstatt Rosary Campaign of the Pilgrim 
MTA. What started as one small chapel in 1914 is now a network of over 170 Schoenstatt 
Shrines in twenty-eight countries, visited by an estimated three to four million pilgrims 
annually.vi

Table: “Twentieth-century Ecclesial Movements and New Communities” (A Selection)
Movement Founded Country Notes 

Schoenstatt 1914 Germany

Pauline Family 1914 Italy

Fatima (various) 1917 Portugal Many independent groups

Legion of Mary 1921 Ireland



Opus Dei 1928 Spain Personal prelature

Teams of Our Lady 1939 France

Christian Family Movement 1943 USA Early name: Cana Conference

Focolare 1943 Italy

Cursillo 1949 Spain

Regnum Christi 1949 Mexico Associated with Legionaries of Christ

Communion and Liberation 1954 Italy

Neo-Catechumenal Way 1964 Spain

L’Arche 1964 France

Catholic Charismatic Renewal 1967 USA Many independent groups

Marriage Encounter 1968 USA

St. Egidio 1968 Italy

Retrouvaille 1977 Canada

Culture and Faith 1978 Brazil

Movimiento de Vida Cristiana 1985 Peru

2. Influences from the Early Twentieth Century
My presentation is patterned after the form of a tree. On it are roots and trunk--influences 

that shaped Schoenstatt from the outset. Growing from the trunk is the tree’s full foliage with 
many fruits. This provides a sample of what Schoenstatt’s unique Marian spirituality has 
produced in terms of unique forms and expressions. The tree also indicates that Schoenstatt’s 
Marian spirituality is something growing and dynamic.

Schoenstatt’s most important “taproot” is the strong Marian devotion that prevailed in the 
Catholic Church, especially in Germany, of the last half of the nineteenth and first half of the 
twentieth century.vii This wonderful Marian atmosphere in the Church helped many discover in 
Mary a genuine companion and advocate. Two examples that in particular affected Schoenstatt: 
1) Fr. Kenntenich’s grandmother, whose unshakable confidence in the Mother of God, 
influenced the entire family--especially Fr. Kentenich’s mother; 2) the great enthusiasm of the 
Jesuits (and others) in fostering a lively network of Marian sodalities in German-speaking 
Europe, providing a model of Marian devotion lived in community of young people (a model 
which greatly aided Schoenstatt’s founding in 1914).viii

Schoenstatt’s place of origin was a high school seminary conducted by the Pallottines for 
those aspiring to be missionaries to Africa.ix The location of the school was Schoenstatt, a 
German word meaning beautiful place, and indeed this little valley near the Rhine River (about 
one hour south of Cologne) is a beautiful place. As a young Pallotine priest, Fr. Kentenich 
became spiritual director for the school in 1912, and he saw the need to encourage the students to 
greater self-education and free initiative. This points to one of the deep roots which nourished 
Schoenstatt (see diagram at end of this article), a growing desire for personal freedom, even as 
one tasted more and more his potential power to shape the earth. The youth with which Fr. 
Kentenich worked in 1912-1914 reflected this longing; it would prepare them to see Mary as the 
one who understands freedom and encourages our initiative.x

Two further elements also deserve mention. The first was the missionary fervor of the 
period, which would give Schoenstatt’s Marian devotion a strong orientation to the apostolate, 



especially the lay apostolate. The second is faith in Divine Providence that pervaded Catholic 
popular piety in Germany.xi This trait was especially evident in Fr. Kentenich’s attempts always 
to discern God’s will, and it would became a central element of the movement’s spirituality.xii

3. The Founding of Schoenstatt: October 18, 1914
From 1912-14, Fr. Kentenich saw the main educational goals of his work to be the 

promotion of self-education and of free initiative. He wanted to win over the youth to the forma-
tion of a Marian Sodality in the school. At the founding of the school’s sodality on April 19, 
1914, the obligatory Marian consecration was given due attention, but was not in the 
foreground.xiii A small but significant turn of events soon changed that and set the stage for the 
creation of a deeply Marian movement.

In May 1914, Fr. Kentenich gave a series of May conferences on Mary, wishing to win 
over the students to a real personal attachment to Our Lady. From his own accounts, he did not 
expect that much would happen. But, to his great surprise, the youth, who were previously 
interested only in ethical goals, “caught on fire” for Mary, and, for the first time, showed a 
genuine enthusiasm for the supernatural world. Fr. Kentenich took note of this first Marian 
“miracle of grace,” and, from then on, placed Mary at the center of his work as pastor and 
educator.xiv He witnessed the words of Pope Pius X, pronounced just ten years earlier, take effect 
in his students--Mary is the “surest and straightest way to Christ.”xv In June, his young people, 
previously uninterested in matters of the spirit, suddenly wished to know more about the ideals 
of sanctity. Mary and the young people’s love for her was bringing about a deep-seated 
transformation! Was Divine Providence signaling a special plan for this Sodality?

In the following weeks, Fr. Kentenich noticed three more signs of Providence: 1) the 
superior offered the sodality the use of the old St. Michael’s Chapel near the school; 2) the 
outbreak of World War I took many of the students away to military service, and the previous 
methods of formation had to be revised; 3) Fr. Kentenich read about Bartolo Longo (1841-1926), 
a layman who had started the immensely popular Marian shrine, Our Lady of the Rosary, in 
Pompeii in 1872. These developments led to the discernment that God was asking him, like 
Bartolo Longo, to found a Marian shrine, but in a manner different from that of Longo; he was to 
invite Mary to come to dwell in the old St. Michael’s Chapel, accepting the young people’s 
striving for sanctity and becoming their mother and educator. Was such a thing even possible?xvi

What followed was a daring decision made on the basis of faith in Divine Providence. 
When the students returned to school in October, Fr. Kentenich was convinced that he must 
follow God’s “open door” and invite Mary to come to dwell in the shrine. But he was not to do it 
alone; it must become part of the plan for his youth. In the first sodality meeting in the old St. 
Michael’s Chapel on October 18, 1914, he explained his program, later to be known as 
Schoenstatt’s “Founding Document.” In a key passage he told them:

When St. Peter saw the glory of God on Tabor, he called out with delight: “It is good for 
us to be here. Let us build three tents here” (Mt 17,4). These words come to my mind 
again and again. And I have often asked myself: Would it then not be possible that our 
little sodality chapel become for us, at the same time, the Tabor on which the glory of 
Mary would be revealed? Undoubtedly, we could not accomplish a greater apostolic deed 
nor leave our successors a more precious legacy than to urge our Lady and Queen to erect 
her throne here in a special way, to distribute her treasures, and to work miracles of 
grace.xvii



The proposal revolved around a “covenant of love” with Mary (the term in use since 1944). Like 
other great Marian consecrations, it was a total entrustment of self to Mary, but localized, 
centered in the shrine. Its object was to urge the Mother of God--through the prayer, sacrifices, 
and the desire for sanctity of those committed to the chapel--to come to dwell there and work 
“miracles of grace.”xviii

This was the essential starting point of both the Schoenstatt Shrine and the Schoenstatt  
Movement. October 18, 1914, is considered the definitive founding date, and the covenant of 
love with Mary made in the shrine the definitive founding act. Schoenstatt’s very existence is 
Marian from the start. If it loses its personal commitment to and tender love for Mary, it loses its 
reason to exist.

4. Marian Influences in the Founding Years
The first years after 1914 gave greater shape to this “covenant of love.” A culture of 

Mary began to take concrete form, designed to express, safeguard, and foster the Schoenstatt 
covenant of 1914--a vital part of the Schoenstatt heritage (see diagram at end of article):

1. The MTA Picture--The picture is the distinctive sign of identity, donated by a teacher 
in April 1915. It was a Madonna and Child painted by Luigi Crosio (1835-1915) in 1898 for a 
Swiss printing house (the Künzli Brothers) who produced prints of this image under the title 
“Refuge of Sinners.” It gives visible form to the central figure in our covenant--Mary. It does so 
in a work of devotional art that is both theological (showing Mary with Jesus, bringing us Jesus) 
and personal (with warm, tender features--approachable and not hidden in abstractions).xix

2. The Title “Mother Thrice Admirable of Schoenstatt” (MTA)--was given in 1915, just 
two months after the picture was adopted. The title was inspired by the story of the “Marian 
Colloquium,” a special group of the Marian sodality that flourished in Ingolstadt, Germany, in 
the early 1600s. The Ingolstadt group strengthened the faith and apostolic fervor in many 
generations of leaders in Southern Germany, and helped Schoenstatt students see that they 
wished their Marian devotion to have the same results, not only in Germany but also in the whole 
Church and world! They talked about the “Ingolstadt-Schoenstatt Parallel” and gave their picture 
of Mary the same title as that in Ingolstadt: “Mother Thrice Admirable.” The picture also 
reminded them that she was asking them to help win over the world for Christ.xx

3. The “capital of grace”--How would they go about living the covenant day-to-day? At 
about the same time as the title “Mother Thrice Admirable” was chosen (June 1915), the term 
“contributions to the capital of grace” began to be used. This was a particularly evocative way to 
say what the students were already doing since October 18, 1914--offering Mary all their efforts 
and strivings as a kind of “capital” which she would amass (through the Shrine) for the great 
aims of renewing Church and world.xxi Towards the end of the year, Fr. Kentenich presented St. 
Louis Grignion de Montfort’s (1673-1716) teaching on “true devotion to Mary.” Grignion de 
Montfort’s own insistent teaching about Mary’s effective place in the working of grace (“all 
through, all in, all for, all with Mary”xxii) gave them greater clarity about their own practice 
(offering up all their good works and merits to God through Mary) and encouraged them to dare 
to be what they were: totally Mary’s own. As Grignion de Montfort made Mary the “soul of his 
soul,” so also did Schoenstatt.xxiii

4. An Apostolic World Confederation--In 1916, Fr. Kentenich came to see the connection 
between Schoenstatt and the mission of Vincent Pallotti (1795-1850), the Pallottine founder. He 
concluded that God was asking that he adopt Pallotti’s aim of forming an “apostolic world 



confederation”as part of the Schoenstatt project.xxiv

5. Fruits of the Last 90 Years
To develop the unfolding of our Marian spirituality through ninety years of history is 

beyond the scope of this paper. Included would be the development of forms and aims, and also 
the Marian pedagogy, spirituality and lifestyle which has tried to find ways to translate Marian 
teaching into Marian living, helping the modern person discover Mary as a real covenant 
partner.xxv

Here I will mention some of the most prominent “fruits” of Schoenstatt’s Marian 
spirituality, presented in four historical eras (see diagram at end of article) locating them 
according to the era of their first appearance. All of these fruits have continued to be important, 
so that one can see that Schoenstatt has a rich heritage to draw on.xxvi

1919-39:
1. Wayside shrines. This refers to the effort to promote Marian and Schoenstatt devotion 

by enthroning the Marian image--MTA--in churches, chapels and wayside shrines. After 1934 it 
was part of a concerted effort to undo the manipulation of the Germans by Hitler and the Nazis. 
It has become an expression of love for Mary in the practice of the movement.xxvii

2. Consecration to the MTA. At first, Marian consecration was more or less self-
understood as the way one entered the movement. But, in the 1930s, there was a growing 
awareness that the “Schoenstatt consecration” is really the center of Schoenstatt’s spirituality. 
This conviction was clearly expressed in 1944 with the introduction of the term “covenant of 
love.”xxviii

3. A Marian family of communities. Schoenstatt developed a broad spectrum of 
communities organized by state of life and by commitment to the apostolate. By the end of Fr. 
Kentenich’s life (1968), there were more than twenty communities with distinct identities. The 
unity comes from the covenant of love and the shrine, which creates a family-like Marian 
spirit.xxix

1939-45:
4. Daughter shrines. As Schoenstatt began to expand outside of Europe, it became clear 

that replicas of the Shrine were needed for new members to experience the full flavor of the 
spirituality. The first was in Uruguay in 1943. Today there are over 170, most with their own 
formation center.xxx

5. Blank Check (and Inscriptio) dedications. The Nazi persecution led to deeper forms of 
Schoenstatt’s consecration to Mary. One, called the “blank check,” is a form of total surrender 
and total entrustment in advance. The other, the “Inscriptio” (to inscribe oneself into God’s heart 
through Mary), is a form of love of the cross, where one embraces whatever cross and suffering 
God has in store, because it is held securely in God’s loving hands.xxxi

6. Crownings of the MTA. This long-established practice in Marian shrines took a new 
twist in Schoenstatt when the MTA was crowned in the Shrine in 1939. In the midst of the 
desperate situation under the Nazis, Mary was presented everything in the form of the crown, 
showing Schoenstatt’s confidence in her power as Queen. It developed into a tradition which 
many groups and individuals made their own. It makes the Church’s declaration that Mary is 
Queen a personal affirmation, and it is among the most popular Marian devotional practices in 
Schoenstatt today.xxxii



1945-65:
7. Home Shrines. As families became an increasing part of Schoenstatt, the home shrine 

developed, a way of presenting within the family and the home the graces of the Schoenstatt 
Shrine.xxxiii

8. Marian Popular Piety. Schoenstatt’s presence in underdeveloped areas, especially 
South America, could make two important contributions to popular expressions of the Marian 
devotion: 1) it responded to those who wished to abolish it as “superstition,” and 2) it 
emphasized among the faithful the unity between Marian devotion and the Christian life: Marian 
devotion invites to personal commitment and action. Schoenstatt’s contribution is significant in 
Chile, Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay.xxxiv

1965-present:
9. The Pilgrim MTA. A Schoenstatt members in Brazil, John Pozzobon (started in 1950), 

began the practice of the Pilgrim MTA which became part of the international Schoenstatt 
Family in 1984 and has become a leading outreach of the movement. The “Schoenstatt Rosary 
Campaign of the MTA” combines the features of a visiting Madonna (the Pilgrim MTA), family 
rosary (the form of prayer promoted), and encouragement to invite Mary into one’s home in a 
personal way.xxxv

6. Conclusion
The examples mentioned here show only some of the many ways in which genuine love 

of Mary found new and creative forms of expression in the Schoenstatt movement--all of which 
occurred in the twentieth century, a time which often made Marian devotion difficult. I would 
therefore like to think that what Schoenstatt has to offer is a great hope for Marian devotion: a 
living example that precisely in our times love of Mary can thrive and find new ways to become 
a vibrant part of living the Gospel message. 

To use the language of Pope John Paul II, contemplating the face of Christ with Mary 
(and through Mary and for Mary) is indeed an effective and integral part of the new 
evangelization upon which the Church embarks at the beginning of the third millennium.
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