
you the rent, you owe me the interest on the borrowed money. The two will cancel

each other out.”   

In the afternoon: “The altar is now ready; it has been nicely put together  by

Heinrich [Erlemann] from the parts of an altar from the old chapel. So now the

house has a center and tomorrow we will begin to recite our morning prayer and

make our meditation there so that there will be more order in the house.  … Kindly

bring as many of your things as you can. We have very little, especially linen. Mr.

Reichart likes his room very much. Its position upstairs, facing the Maas, is really

unique and I would gladly have exchanged with him if only my desk would have

gone in. But your room is better than Reichart’s. …

“With cordial greetings in the hope to see you with us soon,

“With love, yours A. J.” (Peter Bill, Korrespondenz [Correspondence], pp. 17-18; Alt, Journey in

Faith, p. 87)

SECOND STUDENT

The carpenter Heinrich Erlemann is considered the first student of the new

mission house. The second student is Gottfried Gipmanns from Goch who entered

Steyl as a fifteen year old on September 17, 1875. He had attended the junior

high school in Goch which prepared students for the higher classes. When his par-

ents died suddenly, the pastor “took the orphan under his care and offered to pay

300 Marks per year for his board” (Bornemann, Arnold Janssen, trans. John Vogelsang, Arnoldus

Press Manila, 1975, p. 76)

PRAYER AND HOLY MASS 

Morning and evening prayer, as well as meditation, took place in the chapel of

the mission house. For almost one year Holy Mass was celebrated in the parish

church opposite the mission house. Here they also prayed the stations of the

cross. The parish priest, “Fr. Backhuis, suffered from tuberculosis of the spinal

column and was unable to walk: so Father Janssen took over his duties and even

preached in Dutch – that is to say, in the dialect which is spoken on either side of

the border and which he had learned in his native Goch” (Hermann Fischer SVD, Life of

Arnold Janssen, transl. Frederick M. Lynk, S.V.D., Mission Press Techny, Ill, 1925,  pp. 146-147).
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The Arnoldus Family Story

FR.  PETER BILL

On September 8, 1875 the community of the new St. Michael’s mission house

in Steyl numbered four: Arnold Janssen, his brother, Brother Juniperus, William

Janssen OFMCap, the seminarian Francis Xavier Reichart and the carpenter Hein-

rich Erlemann. Still to come were Fr. Peter Bill, parish priest in Buschrodt, Luxem-

burg, and the seminarian John Baptist Anzer from Regensburg.

Fr. Bill was born in 1833 and ordained priest in 1866.

On May 12, 1875 he had written his first letter to Arnold

Janssen showing  his interest in the new mission house.

On June 7, 1875 he met Fr. Arnold for the first time in

Kempen. Like Fr. Arnold and the seminarian Anzer, on

June 16, 1875 he dedicated himself to the Sacred Heart

of Jesus and the new mission house. On August 5, 1875,

the day after the mission house had been bought, he, Fr.

Arnold and the seminarian  Reichart met for their first

conference in the new mission house. On September 10,

1875 Bishop Nikolaus Adames of Luxemburg released

him from his duties as parish priest and wrote to him:

“At your request I herewith give you the honorable release from the office of

parish priest of Bushrodt, effective from the end of the current month of Septem-

ber, so that you can enter the German mission house” (Peter Bill, Korrespondenz [Corre-

spondence] unpublished manuscript, p. 15).

Probably in April 1909, Fr. Bill began to write his memoirs in which he wrote

about the doubts he experienced before entering Steyl:  

“At that time, besides all the many tensions caused by business affairs, I also

had to go through other inner sufferings, because of several things I had seen and

heard on my last trip. Once in a while Fr. Arnold let slip something of his secret

plans, particularly what had been discussed during our conference in Steyl on 

August 5, then there was also what Fr. von Essen told me about Janssen; finally

my own closer dealings with Fr. Janssen made me doubt very much whether 

Fr. Janssen was the practical man and whether  he had enough knowledge of the

world, insight into human nature or the experience needed to found such an 
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It necessarily belongs to God’s guidance

to reveal to us His intentions only gradually.

How else would we learn

to walk before him in the light of faith and unconditional trust.

(Arnold Janssen, Kleiner Herz-Jesu-Bote [Litttle Messenger of the Sacred Heart], 1874)

Peter Bill



enterprise.  Religiously he seemed to me too narrow minded. I didn’t doubt his

virtue, good will and also energy. I always hoped that a person of good reputation,

experience, and insight into world and human affairs would join us, one who had

sufficient authority so that Fr. Janssen would submit to him. For I already doubted

then that he would accept much from me. But such a person was not found and

I also doubted whether Dr. von Essen would or could do anything in that regard.

The reverend priests as well … drew attention to the difficulties of such an enter-

prise. Then the thought haunted me whether it would not be better to wait a bit

longer still before joining, until one or the other man, as described above, would

take  up the matter, or until it became clearer what Fr. Janssen wanted to found.

In August, therefore, I went to the bishop. First I thanked him for giving  me

permission to join Fr. Janssen; but then I also informed him about my doubts re-

garding the suitable structure of the mission house, and if it was suitable and ap-

propriate to introduce the Third Order Rule of St. Dominic. I had, therefore, thought

that it was more advisable for me to wait some time more before joining until one

or the other person of good repute and experience had joined the project, or at

least until one knew for sure what Fr. Janssen really wanted and how he wanted

to set up the mission house. For it seemed to me that Fr. Janssen wanted to con-

nect a number of things with the mission house which were not suitable for it, as

in particular the Third Order Rule of St. Dominic with its severity of four days of ab-

stinence and one day of fasting each week. When I mentioned the Third Order

Rule of St. Dominic the bishop became impatient; he did not let me continue. He

stopped me with the words: ‘No one who puts his  hand to the plow must look

back’. When he saw that I was not really happy with him turning me down so

abruptly, he then still wanted to console me a little and said that Fr. Janssen had

studied and researched everything regarding the missions and missionary con-

gregations; he would, therefore, also find what would be best.”

These words of the bishop had their effect on Fr. Bill; since the bishop was

against his postponing joining the mission house, he said to himself: “Alea jacta

est [the die is cast]…You cannot step back; for postponing would perhaps have

been as much as withdrawing; at least this is the way the bishop understood it.

However, I had not given a single thought to giving up going to the missions. I

thought rather that if nothing practical for the missions would happen through Fr.

Janssen in Steyl, I would then later travel to France and visit the different institu-

tions which sent out missionaries and enter one of those institutions there (in

spite of a certain aversion I had to everything French). However the words of the

bishop: ‘No one who puts his hand to the plow must look back’ were the deciding

factor for me to join Fr. Janssen as soon as my personal affairs were in order. I re-

newed the sacrifice to dedicate myself to the project; and I renewed that sacrifice

several times. I wanted to do everything in my power to begin the work and to give

a hand until more capable hands would take hold of it and carry it out. For if no

beginning was made, there wouldn’t be any people coming who would be capable

of making it succeed;  for I was definitely convinced of the feasibility and neces-

sity of a German mission house for Germans” (Peter Bill, Erinnerungen (Memoirs), unpub-

lished manuscript, pp. 27-29).

On September 28 Fr. Bill finally went to Steyl where he was not yet expected,

since he had erroneously announced his arrival for October 28. Yet before he got

to Steyl he received two letters from Steyl, one from seminarian Reichart and the

other from Arnold Janssen.

On September 15, 1875 Reichart wrote to Fr. Bill:

“With joy we received your esteemed  letter of the eleventh of this month and

we see from it that your farewell from your home place will not be difficult for you,

thus entering our house will be all the easier and more pleasant. Your request to

have a room reserved for a chapel has long since been met. We have chosen the

long room on the first floor and the altar will be put in today. The ‘Ronck’s living

room’ will be the library. Now your choice is between two good rooms. One is 

facing the church, the other faces the Maas, and if you choose the latter, you will

be my neighbor. 

“You will know that in the evening of the opening celebrations a telegram ar-

rived from Rome with the blessing of the Holy Father. Further more we received the

approbation  of the bishops of Ermeland ([with a donation of] 60 Marks), of Brünn,

of Strasburg ([with a donation of]1000 francs). You see God does not leave us.

Therefore I also believe that you can completely put to rest that ‘overwhelming

anxiety and fear’ when thinking of our poor capability. ‘In Te Domine, speravi, non

confundar in aeternum [In you, Lord, I have trusted, I will not be confounded in

eternity]!’ I for my part – certainly the weakest one – do not feel those over-

whelming anxieties at all; I surrender myself completely to Divine Providence. If it

can use me for something, then good; if not, Providence will certainly find other

means to achieve what it wants. The project will succeed. That seems certain; and

that is enough for me; if it continues to flourish through me or through others, that

is of secondary importance to me. Therefore, my dear Father, away with  fear and

anxiety! You will see, everything will turn out well, ‘our efforts will not be removed’,

but they will be supported and continued by others. Our poorness does not speak

against, but for the work; for ‘God is powerful in the little ones’ and ‘we ourselves

are nothing, but I can do anything in God my savior.’…

Please, by all means bring the Sacred Heart statue with you and if possible

also the wine” (Peter Bill, Korrespondenz [Correspondence], pp. 16-17; Alt, Journey in Faith, p. 87).

That very same September 15, Fr. Arnold also wrote to Fr. Bill:

“In the meantime you will have received my letter of September 10… Just bring

all your wine along;  it is welcome and it will be worth the freight.  Just now the altar

is being placed into the room which we had marked for it earlier on.”

Regarding “the monetary regulations we made earlier, the following will serve

the purpose: You are the owner, I am the leaseholder of the mission house. I owe


