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The foundations of a charisma
Roma (Agenzia Fides) – In 1882 on the 26 December, Trappist missionary Fr Franziskus Pfanner established Mariannhill Monastery in the outskirts of the city of Durban, in South Africa. Moved by the ideal of promoting the integration of the native Zulu people in the white society of the Transkei region, Fr. Pfanner also promoted local development opening schools, health clinics, craft workshops, printing presses and farms providing work for hundreds of monks, lay missionaries, women religious and natives. In 1885 he was made an Abbot and, in the years that followed, thanks to his encouragement the presence of monks throughout the Vicariate of Natal by 1907  had produced 19 branches and a Congregation of women religious, the Missionary Sisters of the Precious Blood – already approved by the Holy See.


The Trappists of Mariannhill, active in various sectors ranging from evangelisation to healthcare and education, needed a new juridical form and so it was Pope Pius X who decided on 2 February 1909 to separate the Monastery from the Order of Trappists and make it a religious congregation of pontifical right. The solution was officially made public on 28 July 1909, (the anniversary of the priestly ordination of Abbot Pfanner's and his arrival in Africa) however the elderly missionary had died shortly before, on 24 May 1909. 


In the years that followed the Institute dedicated itself definitively to mission ad gentes and soon assumed an international aspect, spreading to German speaking countries in Europe and to North America, with increasing commitment for Africa to support the local Churches and promote local vocations to the priesthood and to the missions. 


To mark this centenary 1909-2009, the Congregation has planned celebrations in various local communities in cooperation with its female branch, the Missionaries of the Precious Blood to “pay homage to Abbot  Franz Pfanner with deep gratitude and veneration ”.  “The legacy of the mission, vision and courage demonstrated by Abbot Franz– we read in a joint statement issued by the respective General Superiors, Fr Damian Weber CMM and Mother Ingeborg Müller CPS – urges us, more than ever in this jubilee year, to continue the work started by the pioneers of  Mariannhill”. 

Franz Pfanner, missionary monk: Trappist charisma  ora et labora in society of racial separation

The son of a farmer, Wendelin Pfanner was born on 21 September 1825 at Langen, near Bregenz (Austria) and divided his adolescence between study in Feldkirch and Innsbruck and work in the fields. In 1845 he enrolled for a course in philosophy at the University of Padua, in Italy, but for health reasons, was forced to temporarily interrupt his studies. Aware of a powerful call to the priesthood and a keen interest for the missions, he continued to follow theology lectures at the University of Brixen,  although still suffering from pneumonia and meningitis. 


“In those days – he wrote in his memoirs – it was the custom to pray Psalm 50 (Miserere): 'I will teach your ways to the errant and sinners will return to You. Every time I prayed these words I thought of all the people who did not know God. With time I became convinced that my one desire was to go on mission. I told my spiritual director, and he told the bishop. The final decision was that due to frail health I would never be able to go to America. In those days to speak of missions was to speak only of America”.


Having completed his studies Wendelin was ordained at Brixen Seminary on 28 July 1850 at the age of 25. His first destination was Haselstauden-Dornbirn parish, a difficult task due to the unpopularity of the Church and arguments which divided the Catholic community. Nevertheless the young priest resolutely shouldered his pastoral duties earning unanimous admiration especially for his apostolate among the sick. That same year he was appointed parish priest. 


In 1859, when  war between France and Prussia came, he volunteered to go as an army chaplain to the front, but the Bishop sent him to Agram, near Zagreb (Croatia), to serve as spiritual director to a community of Daughters of Charity. During that period he was also prison chaplain and army chaplain. In the meantime frail health led him to consider the religious life. “While I wondered what I should do – he said later – two Trappist Brothers came to the convent. I conversed with them at length and was fascinated by their life. As we were talked I was suddenly illuminated: 'This is for you'. I said goodbye to the Brothers and back in my room, I thought: 'This what I want', even if it will be hard, indeed, precisely because it will be hard. This will be the best preparation for my death”.

After a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, in 1863, he was admitted to the Trappist monastery at Mariawald (Germany) since his desire, he told his family, was to live “a poor, hidden life”. On 21 November 1864 he made his religious profession. Having recovered considerably from the various illness which afflicted him, in four years in the cloister of Mariawald he was appointed assistant Prior and given other responsibilities before being sent to the Austro-Hungarian region to found a new house. 


In 1867 the Holy See intervened to approve his activity, following doubts advanced by the vicar general of the Order. During a prolonged stay in Rome (1867-68) he was asked by Pius IX to restore the local Trappist Monastery at Three Fountains, which had been abandoned because of the surrounding unhealthy swamps. When his confrere Benedict died of Malaria, Francis set out to plant thousands of eucalyptus trees and in this way succeeded in draining the Acque Salvie marshes. 


In the second half of 1868, at last able to devote himself to the task entrusted to him years earlier, he went to Bosnia for the new monastery accompanied by four confreres and two postulants. In Banjaluka he purchased an estate from a Greek merchant and there, in 1869, erected the new Trappist Monastery with the name Maria Stern (Maria Star). Ten years later the monastery had a community of 76 monks and was renowned for its model farms.


To be elevated to the rank of Abbot Fr Pfanner went in September 1879 to Sept-Fons (France), on occasion of the Order's general chapter. Before the work of the chapter started Mgr James Ricards, Vicar Apostolic of the eastern districts of Cape of Good Hope in South Africa, took the floor, exhibiting letters of recommendation signed by Pope Leo XIII, he called on the chapter members to send monks to assist the native people. Seeing that none of the Abbots present were willing to heed the call, Fr Pfanner offered, refusing at the same time, his imminent appointment.
Agreements were soon made with the Bishop and the religious returned immediately to Bosnia to prepare the journey. In a letter to the vicar general he wrote “I distinctly hear a call to serve the native peoples of Africa”, however in the meantime he maintained the title of Prior of the Monastery Maria Stern (which he actually kept until 1883). Then, accompanied by 31 monks, he spent 3 months in Germany collecting the funds necessary for the expedition and at last, after recovering from yet another attack of malaria, on 22 June 1880 he departed for South Africa. He reached Port Elizabeth on 24 July accompanied by Bishop Ricards and was warmly welcomed by  the local people.


Bishop Ricards intended to introduce a Trappist community to establish contact with the natives. Encouraged by Cardinal Giovanni Simeoni, prefect of Propaganda Fide, the Bishop purchased a farm of four thousand acres situated along the border with Natal to serve as a base for a mission among the Zulu tribes of the Tambookie. After a few days journey by train and then on horseback, the expedition reached Dunbrody, in the open savannah, and there on 29 July, in keeping with Trappist tradition, the monks welcomed the bishop and in procession accompanied him to a rudimental building entrusted to their custody. The community set to work to improve the house and the land, although  two years were not sufficient to obtain the desired results mainly because of persistent drought. In August 1881, while in Europe for a general chapter of the Order and to collect funds, Fr Pfanner wrote a letter to the community telling them to leave Dunbrody and look for a new place. After initial resistance Bishop Ricards recommended the monks to Bishop Charles Jolivet OMI, vicar apostolic of Natal. The house at Dunbrody was inherited by the Jesuits.

Appointed Prior of the 'travelling monastery' , he reached Natal  7 November 1882 and with Bishop Jolivet decided what relations the Trappist community would have with the Vicariate. In the meantime the monks had found a piece of land near a hill situated between Durban and Pinetown. Fr Pfanner purchased the land on 4 December and on the following 26 December, after celebrating Mass in the outskirts of Durban, he accompanied the community to the site. “Here – he announced – we will build our monastery (...) and we will call it Mariannhill (...). Mary: because our monasteries are always dedicated to Mary. (...) Anna: since this one will be especially dedicated to Saint Anna (...) and hill because it will stand on this magnificent hill”.

Apostolate of work to win disciples for Christ among the blacks 
Only a year later the Prior wrote: “ We have an assortment of buildings, three for the Monastery; a large dormitory, a chapter hall and an oratory. We have a forge, and workshops for sewing, carpentry and threshing. A printing press and topography have at last found their place after many changes. There is a place for guests and a photography workshop. Every building ahs its stores and changing rooms. Close to the refectory we built the kitchen and near the church a sacristy. Further down there is the school (...) and on the other side, at some distance, the stables. For the transport of material, several roads have been built breaking through rock and two stone bridges over the river. (...) If the number of postulants continues to grow at this rate, by next year we will have a community of one hundred. When I see the number of people who sit at table every day, sometimes I am a little worried and I wonder: how can we feed and clothe so many? On the other hand the sight of these zealous, diligent and willing people fills me with joy and consolation”. 


Between 1882 and 1886 roads and bridges were built for a total 9 km and 15 thousands acres of new farms were purchased in Zeekoegat and Klaarwater (near Pinetown), of these 188 acres of farmland. The foundation of new mission farms continued until the end of the century reaching an estimated total area of  96,870 acres. “Our mission – the prior explained – is part of the Kingdom of Christ, and therefore knows no boundaries”. In 1895 the monastery was raised to an Abbey and Fr Pfanner was consecrated as the first Abbot by Bishop Jolivet. As his motto he chose a quotation from St. Paul's Letter to the Corinthians: “Currite ut comprehendatis” (“Do you not realise that, though all the runners in the stadium take part in the race, only one of them gets the prize? Run like that-to win.!”, 1 Cor 9, 24). Three years later Mariannhill, with its 285 monks, had become the largest Trappist centre in the world.

At the same time contact with the native people intensified. Work in the fields attracted many young blacks and in 1883 the first school, named after Saint Francis of Assisi, was opened. In September 1884 the structure became a college for 150 pupils, boys and girls, black and white. The same year four native children were baptised in a solemn service held in public and by 1885 the Baptism register contained the names of 203 newly baptised Christians. “Evil practices inherited from the past – the Abbot wrote in 1891 – are overcome not with words alone, but with the vivifying example of the Trappist monks whom Divine Providence has transplanted here, in the sands of the African desert, perhaps precisely for this goal: to win new disciples among the blacks through apostolate of work”. Ahead of his times, in 1888 he accepted the first two native aspirants who, after studying in Rome, served as secular priests in Mariannhill missions.    


For the schooling and religious instruction of the natives, he organised fund raising tours in Europe and a modern system of information. Earlier, while in Dunbrody, he had already sent regular news sheets to European friends and benefactors, and 1885, the sheets became a monthly bulletin. The old hand printing-press was modernised and soon produced, besides prayer books, catechisms and school books, and a Mariannhiller Missionskalender calendar, circulated in the United States, Germany and Poland. Articles appeared in various South African newspapers: The Natal Mercury, Natal Witness and Natal Advertiser. In these articles the Abbot often assumed advanced positions with regard to the native question, supporting and publicising first attempts at integration undertaken by his community. His school programmes was thwarted because it was clear that instruction robbed the labour market of cheap manpower and offered the Zulu people high level professional training. With the opening of the first girl's school run by volunteer lay women from Europe (February 1885), young African women were taught how to manage their own homes not just work for white families. 


The system was gradually improved to offer higher and more specialised education. In 1886 the hours of study were mainly devoted to apprentice-work; domestic management and hygiene, but by 1898 the hours had been divided into two periods, one for manual work and the other for theoretical formation. However religious instruction remained the basis for all the courses.


In 1889 a government inspection acknowledged high standards and excellent results in teaching European languages to Zulu children in a cycle of only four years. However a second government inspection, which confirmed the previous report, refused public funding considered inopportune (growing popularity of the Trappists among the Africans and competition from protestant missionaries). In time however the model was accepted by the governor of Natal, Sir Charles Mitchell, and by the Anglican community. In the 19th century  Fr Bernhard Huss (1876-1949), principal director of Mariannhill Training Schools was the mind and the executor of this programme, with an ecumenical style of education, widening the variety of courses offered.  


In 1886 a mission station was opened at Reichenau to meet a request from Zulu villagers for a school. The Abbot sent monks as well as women religious from the newly established Institute of Trappist Sisters, and then a priest and other confreres to work in the fields. The success of the foundation, encouraged similar initiatives between 1887 and 1890 at Einsiedelm, Mariatal, Oetting, Kevelaer, Lourdes, Centocow, Maria Ratschitz.


In the meantime, when Superiors recommended observance of the contemplative Rule, the Abbot replied that for the monks to be involved in social apostolate, “was good for the Abbey and good for the diffusion of the Gospel among men and women who have never heard of the Christian religion”. An attempt to found a new male Congregation with its own regulations to allow the monks to undertake commitments not in keeping with the Trappist Rule, failed. The Abbot's decision to issue dispenses to the monks the novices at mission stations  met with disapproval when the first Visitor Abbot Franciscus Strunk came to Mariannhill in January 1892.  A general chapter held in Rome that October, ordered a year's suspension for Abbot Pfanner who withdrew in silence on 14 December to Lourdes Mission station. The following year he resigned (22 May 1893), to work as a simple missionary at Emmaus Mission nearby, which in no time he turned into a flourishing  farm with the help of the Red Sisters and Brother Joseph Biegner who remained with Abbot Pfanner until his death in 1905. The cause for his beatification was opened in 1999. 

Missionary expansion and a new Congregation is born

After the Founder's departure, the Abbey was entrusted to the direction of Abbot Amandus Schölzig, who accepted requests for greater rigour, but continued to open new mission stations in Natal with the full support of Bishop Jolivet: Mariazell, Maria Telgte, Hardenberg and Marialinden, all in East Griqualand. He sent monks to Tanzania who settled close to the Usambara Mountains (1897) and later opened a second foundation at Tanga (1898). With the help of Abbot Pfanner negotiations with Cecil Rhodes led to the purchase in 1895 of piece of land on which Triashill Mission  (Zimbabwe) was built. Other monks went to Johannesburg for apostolate among Catholic seasonal minors and the Polish minority. 


Catholic missions in South Africa received strong support. In 27 years,  1882 to 1909, the number of mission stations increased from 4 to 49, and more than half (28) were Trappist missions. The Apostolic Vicariates remarked on the figure, stressing the need to preserve the Mariannhil missionary dynamic. The elderly Abbot Pfanner, on 8  May 1907, expressed a desire for a missionary congregation superior to the Trappist Monastery and directly under the jurisdiction of Propaganda Fide in Rome. The new institute would have maintained all of its Cistercian identity except “clauses regarding  silence, fasting, cloister, restrictions on correspondence and food. I – he wrote – suggest that a new Universal Mission be founded in Rome, and that it should adopt the Trappist  method of work”.

On 2 February 1908 it was decided that the decision for separation from the Trappist Order should be taken by the Mariannhill community. Discussion between 11 and 16 May 1908, resulted in an independent reformed Cistercian community with its own Constitutions. The text was sent to Cardinal Gotti, prefect of Propaganda Fide, who sent it to his consultant Dom Hildebrand Hemptinne, Benedictine Abbot general. After a  Relatio in favour, the Constitutions were presented to Pope Pius X, who signed a decree of approval on 2 February 1909, promulgating it on the following 28 July. The main points were total separation from the Trappist Order and the establishment of a specifically missionary congregation with simple vows (Institute of the Missionary Religious of Mariannhill, since 1936, Congregation of the Missionaries of Mariannhill); division of members, professed and consecrated laymen; the transformation of the Monastery of Mariannhill in Collegiate Church. The constitutions were later modified in 1984 to meet Vatican II requirements and are at present at the stage of approval pending new drafting.


A House of Formation was opened in 1910 in Holland (Arcen) and then a Minor Seminar at Lohr, in Germany. In Natal work consisted mainly in consolidating existing stations and publishing the daily Izindaba Zabantu for the black population (1911), which still exists today with the name UmAfrika. In the meantime work continued to complete the building of St Joseph's Church Mariannhill and adjacent school, which from 1913 onwards specialised in training teachers. 


An attempt to merge with a branch of reformed Cistercians in 1912 was unsuccessful and in the same year the definitive Constitutions of the Institute were approved with some changes to the text of 1909. The new Preamble reads: “The Congregation of the Religious of Mariannhill is destined for missionary work, mainly in South Africa. Its members take simple vows and are guided by the Rule of St. Benedict in the form expressed in the Constitutions”. Pius X promulgated the text ad experimentum for 10 years on 24 June 1914, prohibiting the monks from signing a union with any other Order. The outbreak of World War I delayed the election of the first superior general for several years. 
In 1919 Pope Benedict XV sent a canonical visit to Mariannhill. The Visitors convoked a general chapter which ordered the necessary changes from the Trappist Rule (the white habit with black scapular was replaced with a black cassock and red sash) and voted for vocation pastoral among the natives, encouraging the entry of local men to the Institute. At last on 8 March 1920, Fr Adalberto Fleischer missionary in Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) was elected first Superior General. A decree issued by Propaganda Fide 28 June 1920) conferred full independence on the Congregation also in matters of religious discipline. Immediately the Congregation opened a second House of Formation, this time in Germany at Reimlingen and then the first Novitiate at Mariannhill, which began its activity on 23 January 1921 with four novices.


On 10 September 1921 Propaganda Fide decide to create the Apostolic Vicariate of Mariannhill, with territory taken from the Vicariate of Natal and including part of Transkei (today Eastern Cape Province) evangelised since the missionaries' arrival in 1882. With a decree dated 13 March 1923, Fr Fleischer was appointed Bishop and first Apostolic Vicar. He was ordained a bishop on 15th August 1922 in St Joseph's Church which for the occasion for elevated as the cathedral of the new Vicariate. At that time the Institute had: 52 priests, 3 lay consecrated Africans, 150 monks, 294 women religious, 155 teachers, 72 catechists, 8000 catechumens and 36,000 baptised Africans. There were 28main mission stations, 198 affiliations, 91 churches and chapels, 113 schools and 5,000 pupils, 2 teachers training colleges and 270 aspirant teachers. 


In the 1920s the Institute became more decentralised and international. It was decided that students of philosophy and theology should be formed in mission territories and a chapter general in 1926 moved the Mother House and seminary to Würzburg, Germany. Moreover other houses were opened in Germany (1923) and in the United States (1924).


At the same time the Bishop and Superior Fleischer devoted much energy to promoting the formation of local clergy at Mariannhill founding two religious congregations, the Daughters of St Francis of Assisi, and the Congregation of St Joseph, which accepted the first aspirants in 1924-26. In the same period a Vocation Centre for Africans was opened at Mariathal, and later moved to the new seminary Santa Maria Sedes Sapientiae (1930) which had become a reference point for all Zulu and Xhosa natives of South Africaj aspiring to the priesthood. The Congregation of Mariannhill provided the managing and teaching staff. 


The first two ordinations to the priesthood took place in 1936-37 (one of the new priests was Bonaventura Dlamini, future first bishop of Umzimkulu) and another 14 Africans had completed their studies by the end of 1946. That year the major seminary was moved to Reichenau and an officially recognised school known as Aloysianum was placed alongside Santa Maria. Between 1960-70 the complex came under the Group Area's Act, which banned blacks from using structures in white areas, but the new Bishop Alphonse Streit (Mariannhill provincial and new Vicar Apostolic since 1951) strongly objected and obtained a derogation from the home minister for an undetermined period of time. By 1965 the seminary had given 39 native priests to the Vicariate under the jurisdiction of Mariannhill. 


The Sisters of the Precious Blood, founded in 1885 by Fr Pfanner to assist and form young Zulu women, furthered the Africanisation of female religious  institutes. From 1922 onwards the Sisters formed the Daughters of St Francis of Assisi accepting the first young African women into the community. In 1932 the local congregation was affiliated to the Red Sisters with the name African Congregation of the Precious Blood. In 1959, with a unanimous secret ballot the African sisters voted for full incorporation. Between 1961 and 1981 the Sisters increased from 89 to 148 in Transkei alone. 

Steady growth in a world bathed in the blood of martyrs


After the end of World War II – marked by the heroic testimony of the Servant of God Engelmar Hubert Unzeitig (1911-1945) who died in Dachau Concentration Camp – Mariannhill mission diffusion continued. New seminaries were opened in Canada (Sherbrooke, 1947) and Spain (Palencia, 1961). While foundations in central Europe were being consolidated, in the 1960s, the congregation opened three new seminaries, one in Holland, at (Eysden), two in Germany (Arnsberg e Maria Veen) and a novitiate in Austria (Riedegg). After 1989 foundations were opened in eastern Europe, Poland and Rumania. 


In 1959 Pope John XXIII divided Papua New Guinea into four Apostolic vicariates entrusting to the Congregation of Mariannhill the vicariate of Lae, an archipelago of 15 islands in east Papua. The missionaries, guided by Fr Gerard Hafmans, worked in Lae, Wau, Bulolo, mainly in education apostolate. In 1973 the missionaries began to work with the Sisters of the Precious Blood and the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary launching a vast programme of assistance for native peoples in the interior and on islands yet to be evangelised.             


In Africa the vicariate of Mariannhill (today a Diocese) was divided in 1930 into the Apostolic Prefecture of Umtata and other independent missions in Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) gravitated on Bulawayo, elevated in 1937 as a Vicariate and in 1951 as a diocese under Bishop Adolph Schmitt CMM. During a furious war of independence on 5 December 1976 the Bishop was martyred with lay missionary Possenti Weggartner CMM and Sister Maria Francis van den Berg CPS. Before the end of the conflict in 1987 other missionaries, Sisters and lay cooperators of the Family suffered attacks and three were killed.


In 1982 to celebrate the centenary of the arrival in Africa of Abbot Pfanner a new foundation was opened in Zambia and four years later the general chapter decided to open a house at Mungwi, in the archdiocese of Kasama. In 1990 the first two local young men entered the novitiate of Mariannhill and on 4 January 1997 the first native priest was ordained. Today Zambia is a reality in full expansion with flourishing vocations and with new pastoral centres in Kasama, Makeni and Woodlands. 


In the same period Mariannhill welcomed its first aspirants from Mozambique (today in the archdiocese of Maputo with a group of European missionaries) and from Panama (accepted on 24 June 1996 by the Spanish province), with hopes for a new foundation in South America. To encourage the development of more communities, the 1996general chapter stressed the need to work in harmony with the local bishop and to promote the integration of candidates of different nationalities. 


Today the Monastery of Mariannhill (dominated by the monumental bell tower built according to a plan drawn by Brother Nivard Streicher in the early 1900s) is a city which depends on the diocese of Mariannhill with a population of about 700,000 and an area of more than 12,000 sq kilometres. The Institute has about 400 members in 22 different countries (South Africa, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Tanzania, Zaire, Kenya, Mozambique, Botswana, Papua New Guinea, United States, Canada, Germany Austria, Switzerland, Holland, Poland, Rumania, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Denmark, Colombia). In South Africa the inter-provincial Scholasticate at Merrivale takes African candidates for the study of philosophy and theology. 

The “Red Sisters” committed to educating Africa women and mission ad gentes  

Present in 17 different countries, the Sisters of the Precious Blood – also known as Red Sisters, due to the red habit– form a community of about 900 missionaries, more than half of whom are of African origin. 


The congregation goes back 1885, when the first five laywomen volunteered to come from Austria and Germany to Mariannhill to instruct young African women entrusted temporarily to the Mary Lassak polish community. Installed at St Francis Assisi Schools– which was to become their convent – the volunteers received a few simple instructions from Fr Pfanner, silence, prayer, work, uniform, (red skirt, white blouse, black cape). They were presented to the monastery community on 8 September 1885, the birth date of the future congregation and the beginning of social apostolate.


In 1886 the five women – welcomed by Bishop Jolivet – were admitted with private vows to the religious life and received from the Founder the first written Rule of Life. They were to elect a Superior of the convent (Abbot Pfanner and future abbots of Mariannhill would be the Major Superior until canonical recognition ) and the aim of the Institute was instruction for African women (school, training for domestic work and farm work) in collaboration with the Trappists of South Africa. The same year more aspirants came from Europe, one of whom, mother Paula (Josephine) Edmunds, considered co-foundress of the Institute, was the first canonical Superior General in 1907. 


At the end of 1887 the number of Mariannhill Trappists Sisters, known to the natives as Amakosazana (Princesses) had grown to 65. In letters to the Congregation Propaganda Fide, Bishop Jolivet reported on the various activities of the religious in Trappist mission stations. “I have just returned from a pastoral visit– he reported on 30 November 1887 – during which the Sisters gave me precious information about their work. I was edified by their conduct, strict rules are faithfully observed (...) and everywhere I saw fervour and dedication to the evangelisation of the Africans”. The letter ended with a request for a Papal Blessing which arrived on 5 February 1888.


 The same year Abbot  Pfanner drew up a second version of the Rule, defining more clearly relations with the Trappists and connections with the Cistercian Order. The daily programme included the recitation of the Hour of the Precious Blood, a litany composed by the Founder. The same year three Zulu postulants were admitted to the community (but the first perpetual profession came only in 1962).


During the mandate of Abbot Amandus Schölzig the community continued to grow spreading in Natal and abroad to Cameroon, Zimbabwe and Tanzania. Advised by Visitor Strunk, in order to hasten the arrival of Holy See approval, the community took the path of affiliation with the Trappist Order,  but the iter, supported by Bishop Jolivet, was interrupted for various reasons (also to preserve the missionary work started). By 1900 the Sisters – circa 340 – were running kindergartens, hostels and homes for more than 1,300 students and 200 girls of various ages. 


A letter from Abbot Schölzig to Propaganda Fide, 15 April 1897, underlined the moment of transition– when the Mariannhill identity was still developing – and asked if the Sisters could continue to cooperate with the Trappists without abandoning their essentially contemplative Rule. The Abbot compiled new Constitutions which affiliated the Red Sisters with the Tertiary Order of Cîteaux (1898), while nevertheless allowing them to renew vows in keeping with the original Rule approved ten years earlier. 


The final solution was reached with the approval of the new Constitutions by Pope Pius X on 2 October 1906, the birth date of the new Congregation of the Sisters of the Precious Blood, formally independent but still inspired by the Cistercian- Trappist nucleus. The Constitutions were revised in (1918, 1971, 1988) to meet the change in discipline for Institutes of Consecrated Life and comply with new pastoral guidelines issued by Vatican II. 

Missionary diffusion continued uninterrupted. On 26 March 1889 the community had inaugurated its international presence  with a Home opened in Germany, quickly moved – because of the Kulturkampf – to Holland (Helden-Panningen). When the novitiate could not longer accommodate the growing numbers of aspirants, the Sisters decided to purchase a rural estate in Aarle-Rixtel, which in 1903 became a new house of formation and later the Mother House. When the new Constitutions were approved the Institute was at last free to devote all its energies to mission ad gentes.


In 1925 in answer to a call from the Lazzarist mission in Princetown (New Jersey, USA), the Sisters began their activity in the college in that town. Only a few years later they had opened a school, a home for the elderly, and a hospital and in 1929 the House of Formation welcomed the first candidates, some of them originally from South Korea. Today the American Sisters have several houses in Reading (Pennsylvania), including Mariawald Retreat Home and Dayspring Centre for mental patients. US/Canadian lay missionaries members of Pfanner Lay Missionaries (PLMC) collaborate in different ways in community pastoral animation. Since 11 February 1951 the Sisters of the Precious Blood are present in Canada (Toronto, Richmond Hill and Willowdale) with Mariann Home, once a hospital, today a home for the elderly, and various activities to assist women on the streets.


After the mission Indonesia between 1937 and 1959, marked by the outbreak of World War II, in 1948 a group of Dutch Sisters reached Papua New Guinea and while evangelising, gave lessons to children and cared for leprosy patients. Today the community resides in the diocese of Lae and, besides various pastoral activities, collaborates with local associations to assist families affected by AIDS. 

In 1986 a new community was opened in South Korea at the request of Bishop Nicholas Cheong of the diocese of Cheongju. After working initially at Chung Buk Centre for the rehabilitation of mental patients, in view of the increasing number of vocations the Sisters opened a Novitiate. In the 1990s the Korean community extended its apostolate opening: Grace Home for the elderly at Muchongdong and the Hye-Won Centre for Persons with a Disability at Cheongju.            


In Europe new homes were opened in 1960 in Lisbon (to train missionaries for work in Mozambique), then in Rome 1970 (new premises for the Mother House) and in Tirol (Rumania), a country which suffered massive emigration since 1993 the Sisters, in collaboration with the Missionaries of Mariannhill, created a network of social assistance and development promotion.        


Diffusion in South Africa and the rest of Africa continued from 1898 onwards all through the 20th century. Today the Sisters of the Precious Blood are present in South Africa, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Democratic Republic of Congo, Tanzania, Sudan, with social apostolate assisying marginalised women, people suffering from HIV/AIDS, street children. The Sisters run various structures including:  Nairobi Maternity Hospital in (Kenya), Star of Hope Children's Centre in Ruiru (Kenya) and Upendo Children's Home in Moshi (Tanzania), hospitals and schools in Bulawayo and Harare (Zimbabwe), St. Patrick's Mission School and Morning Star School  Umtata (South Africa), Bamanya Leprosy Centre (Democratic Republic of Congo). The religious support 7 African congregations in Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Tanzania and Kenya with about 2,000 members.

Voices from the missions: vocations, lay formation and special care-homes

Fr George Majahana CMM, Superior Provincial of Zimbabwe, recently expressed his gratitude “to God for the gift of young men and women who promote vocations, directly or indirectly ”. In his latest circular letter for April 2009, Fr Majahana speaks of fruitful vocation pastoral in the archdiocese of Bulawayo (Botswana) thanks to members of the Congregation and the Sisters of the Precious Blood who offer to teach theology, Sacred Scripture, Latin, history, music, psychology. The inter-provincial novitiate at Mariannhill in South Africa – we read in the Letter –  “has at present 18 candidates 5 of whom come from Bulawayo. I am grateful to the work done by formation staff and I greet all those who offer this service in the different Houses all over Africa”. Fr Majahana also mentions 13  students from Bulawayo presently residing at Merrivale.


Vocations are flourishing also in Zambia. This year – says Fr Patrick Chongo CMM, Provincial in Lusaka – we have 23 admissions to the community: 4 for the novitiate, 2 first professions and 17 renewal of vows. Three seminarians have been admitted to minor Orders. In his Circular Letter for January 2009 Fr Chongo prays: “may the Lord who called you to this service in your communities, bless your vocations”.


Another growing community is Papua New Guinea. At present 5 students (two professed and three candidates) are studying theology at Port Moresby College. In 2007 the diocese was entrusted to the Mariannhill Bishop Christian Blouin CMM, originally from Canada, who encourages parish pastoral experience for young men in formation. The plan is part of a programme to build new churches and pastoral centres. On 4 October 2008 Bishop Blouin consecrated Saint Teresa Catholic Church in the outskirts of Kamkumun, to guarantee regular pastoral visits to the Santa Teresa Vocations Centre and the Saint Teresa Clinic which assists growing numbers of patients every day. On 25 October the Bishop blessed another new church dedicated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus near Erap, not far from Lae airport. The building will serve as a point of reference for Catholics in the many villages in the area.

For 2009 the Province of Canada has launched three missionary projects which rely on friends and benefactors for funds. The first is a project for the formation of lay missionaries in the village of El Palto, Perù. To foster economic development of the area, Distribution Solidaire, an organism belonging to the Mariannhill Mission Centre, will aim to guarantee a fair selling market for Peruvian products in Canada. In Zambia Canadian Sisters, active since 1980, plan to build an Home for AIDS Orphans, for which government help will be indispensable. Thirdly funds are also requested for a Home for child victims of maltreatment in Mthata, South Africa. “Our home provides these unfortunate children with psychological assistance to enable them to complete their schooling – says Fr Guy Cloutier CMM, in charge of the project. They are entrusted to a foster family or relations and followed by a social worker. The home cares for an average 24 children aged between 6 and 14 years ”. 


 INTERVIEW with Fr Damian Weber, CMM 

Superior General of the Congregation of the Missionaries of Mariannhill

Rome (Agenzia Fides) – “Our Congregation – Fr Damian Weber, Superior General of the Congregation of the Missionaries of Mariannhill (CMM) told Fides – is close to the reaching the ideal of Abbot Franz Pfanner, in the sense that its diffusion is almost international and CMM communities are increasingly multicultural. In this we see operative and alive his spiritual legacy and his life spent to free all men and women regardless of ethnic origin, skin colour or religion, from poverty, ignorance and marginalisation”. 

How would you sum up 100 years of Mariannhill history and identity? 

We could summarise the Mariannhill history and identity in the words of our Founder: “Our mission is part of the Kingdom of Christ and therefore knows no boundaries”. Looking back on these 100 years since approval was granted by Pius X and the birth to heaven of the Servant of God Franz Pfanner, we see the prophetic values of that statement and its validity still today. In the beginning he followed the Trappist charisma ora et labora in a society of racial separation and widespread prejudice against the natives. For example European colonialists were convinced that Africans were incapable of learning any manual, technical, or professional work. The Abbot confuted these stereotypes  with publications; on the matter he wrote an article, The Native Question which was published in 1893 by the The Natal Witness, in which he denounces social intolerance as the real reason why the blacks were not inserted in the world of work. 

Mariannhill monks and mission farms offered the practical solution, attracting with their industrious silence, young Zulu men anxious to render themselves useful in agriculture and sheep farming. This was how the Monastery, meeting the needs of the local people, in a few years trained hundreds of young men and women with a series of educational and healthcare initiatives and farm development. Fr Bernard Huss,  principal artifice of this endeavour in the first half of the 20th century, coined the expression “better fields, better homes, better hearts”. 

And if you like, yet another implementation of the Trappist motto ora et labora but in a missionary dimension (and this was what rendered separation from the Reformed Cistercian Order necessary in 1909). But our charisma has remained the same: to promote full development of the human person, helping people to develop their talents. Wherever we are we combine evangelisation with social apostolate: schools, caring for less fortunate children, medical care. I have just returned from a pastoral visit to Papua New Guinea where I saw for myself the important activity of our centres of professional training which insert young men and women into the world of work ”.

The Congregation also fosters the development of local Churches, how and to what extent?  

In 2008 we opened our first House in Latin America, in Colombia, and we have just opened a house in Botswana, the eight African country to host our communities. For the future we are considering a new mission in South Korea where the Precious Blood Sisters have been present since 1986 with excellent integration and numerous vocations. One important development is the number of Africans in our community, today one third of the total. It should be remembered that the first African Bishop for the diocese of Mariannhill, Bishop Paul Themba Mngoma was ordained in  1981. And our African confrere Bishop Paul Khumalo CMM, is the new Archbishop of Pretoria. This is a great result for our community and shows that the local Church is called to share responsibility internally and on mission ad gentes. It suffices to think that for about a decade now our African provinces, beginning with Zambia, have been sending their own missionaries to the rest of the world (the first country was Papua New Guinea). So mission blows no longer one way, today Africa helps evangelise the rest of the world.

What does the Servant of God Franz Pfanner have to say to missionaries today?

First of all not to be deterred by difficulties encountered in evangelisation. To go to the ends of the earth to seek out men and women, tell them about salvation and promote their full development. The borders of the Missions, as our Founder said, are the borders of the King of God, which knows no borders.

Please tell us about the initiatives planned for the Jubilee Year 2009 

The most important thing is to promote deeper awareness of our Mariannhill charisma and missionary vocation. Events to foster reflection and prayer have been planned by every local community. In Rome on 10 May we celebrated a Liturgy at the Abbey of Tre Fontane with the Trappists and the Missionary Sisters of the Precious Blood. In South Africa the president of the Catholic Bishops' Conference of Southern Africa will preside a special Liturgy on 24 May at Emmaus, the very  place where Abbot Pfanner died a hundred years ago.

________________________________________________________________________________
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