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PREFACE

As we had not yet a history of our Congregation in English at our disposal up to now, we were asked more than once if such a history could not be written.

The brothers who don't speak Dutch would also be able to get acquainted with the origin and the further growth of our congregation.

As a consequence we now publish a first small volume, covering the period from 1840 until 1910.

It has become a short history but in our opinion extensive enough to make the first acquaintance of the ideals of both our founders and of all those who followed them in the Congregation.

Patricio Winters

Maastricht, November 1981

Introduction
On 8 December 1809 the birth took place in Maastricht (the Netherlands) of Ludovicus (Louis) Hubertus Rutten. His father had a brewery and was quite well‑to‑do. His mother died when Louis was seven years old, whereupon his grandmother took on the care of the large family ‑ there were eight children.

Louis had both his elementary and secondary education at Maastricht. After having some doubt at first about his vocation, he decided to go to the seminary to study for the priesthood. He was ordained a priest on 25 March 1837. He notes in his autobiography that from the beginning he was very keen on going to work as a priest in the mission, but that his state of health did not allow this ‑ he had serious stomach complaints.

Maastricht about the year 1840
However, in 1837 Maastricht was a town with a growing modern industry. Factories were built with day and night shifts, in which women and children also were employed. Wages were low and if a family wanted to keep up somehow, it was necessary for the mothers and the children who were a little older to take up work outside the home to help to earn their bread and butter. It is obvious that especially the children suffered from this system, both bodily and mentally.

Maastricht was moreover a garrison town and the many soldiers there did not quite stimulate the spiritual climate, something that must be said also of the then municipal administration, that e.g. as far as the schools were concerned favoured 'religious indifference'. The result of all this was that many of the children were strolling the streets, day in day out, until their fathers and mothers came home from their work; and if they did go to school ‑ what by no means all of them did – they found themselves there too in a spiritual vacuum.

Rutten's preference
Already before his ordination Rutten had recognized the spiritual and social need in which many people in Maastricht were, and in particular the children. As he was not able to go to the missions anyway he made, even while he was still a student, definite plans to devote himself to the task of relieving this need; and in this he received much help and encouragement from the president of the seminary.

Rutten's father did not quite understand. He could imagine that money was made available to provide the paupers with clothing and food ‑ and he was quite willing to help in this ‑ but what he could not understand was that his own son, as a priest, was going to make the round of the alleys and lanes of Maastricht consorting with dirty and neglected children. He preferred to see him becoming the priest in charge of a good parish. When, however, Rutten explained to him in writing what he was after, he agreed and supported his son's work in an exemplary manner.

Rutten therefore chose clearly for what we would call the 'forgotten and discriminated groups'. That is why he did not want to become a curate, bound hand and foot to his parish priest and his parish. He wanted to have his hands free in order to be able to provide for this very clear need in Maastricht. And not only for this need. Rutten wanted to help whenever and wherever there was need, of any kind. But he started with what was, at that moment, the most obvious need, the fight against 'religious indifference' among the poorest of the poor. It is clear that the dean of the town was not exactly behind him. He was not very much in favour of having a young curate in his parish over whom he would have little power and who might have who‑knows‑what odd and strange points in his programme. He therefore did not make things easy for Rutten.

In the end he did let him go ahead mainly through the influence of some friends of Rutten, but it was not whole‑heartedly and he really preferred it the other way.

Rutten starts
Rutten started at once. He began with giving religious instruction in a no‑longer‑used porch of the main church of Maastricht, St. Servatius'. He put an old pew in it and thus the 'school' was furnished. After only a short while there were 200 children attending his classes. He was fortunately able to get the assistance of a pensioned sergeant who helped him to maintain order. The dean later on provided him with a larger room so that the lessons, even though the number of children was increasing steadily, could continue. Every Thursday there was in this room a Holy Mass for the children, Rutten being the celebrant. Many of those attending his classes were illiterates and naturally this was a great handicap. The fight against this evil became therefore, as it were of itself, the second work of charity Rutten thought he should engage in. He started a night school for boys from 12 to 20 years of age, who were taught reading, writing, arithmetic and religious knowledge. Rutten had found a teacher whom he paid from his own resources and who taught these young men every other evening in groups of 50 (the number had soon reached 100).

The same year Rutten also started a nursery school, for which he bought an old brewery in the Boogaardenstreet, where it was then housed. For this too he found a teacher, who with his two daughters kept the little ones busy from morning till evening (in a short time there were 1801). This little school in this particular place we may call the congregation's cradle.

In the meantime Rutten's work became known in the town, so that at the request of the parish priest of the Church of Our Lady he also started a nursery school in that parish. It was in the charge of two young people who got a little allowance for their work.

Gradually however it became clear to Rutten that he could not continue in the same way. Things depended too much on him alone. He had started matters but their continuation (and, possibly, their extension) should not remain dependent on him alone. What would happen for instance if he were to be ill for a long time or if he were to die? Moreover in the long run everything could not be financed by him alone. Continuity and finances would be in the long run the two great problems and the practical Rutten wanted to do something about this whilst time allowed. He therefore asked in Maastricht for sisters from a congregation that had just been founded, but he was told that they could not help him. The same thing happened when he approached a congregation that had recently been founded in Tilburg. From there too he came away empty‑handed. Might he not start a congregation himself... ?

Found a congregation?
In the autumn of 1839 he was on retreat in the seminary of Den Bosch. He had previously discussed his plans with Mgr. Zwijsen, an influential person and a good friend of Rutten. Mgr. Zwijsen had promised that he would provide two suitable candidates if Rutten put his plans on paper. It was a vague and first outline; he was not clear about many things himself. It became all the same an important document for us, not because it is, as it were, the congregation's 'constitution', but because in it Rutten's ideal is clearly expressed: to found a congregation of men that, living in the spirit of the gospel and standing in the middle of the Church and the contemporary world, should be available at all times whenever the need presented itself. 
In the document Rutten is still speaking of the 'tentative' aim of his foundation, using etc. a number of times: nothing was as yet fully fixed, he would have to think things out further and actual practice would help in determining how exactly it was going to be. It is sure in any case that Rutten did not mean to found a purely educational congregation. He wanted to fight the existing religious indifferentism, by catechesis and education among other things, but also in a much wider fashion, by being open to all human distress. A similar 'indistinctness' is still noticeable with Bro. Bernardus in 1841, when writes in the Annals: 'There was not at first clear‑cut or definite aim fixed, the future being left entirely to Providence, they were to educate and teach children, take care of orphans, minister in hospitals etc., do good'. And what 'do good' meant exactly, experience would teach.

The first attempts: Frans Donkers
Rutten set about his plan immediately. The first thing he had to do was to try to get the two candidates, whom Mgr. Zwijsen had promised him, placed somewhere, to enable them to get some religious training. From Den Bosch he went therefore straight to St. Truiden in Belgium where he approached the brothers of Charity, putting his plan before the superior: could they accept his two candidates and train them as religious, so that afterwards they could proceed to Maastricht as the first members of the new congregation. The superior of St. Truiden replied that he was not able to do so. Rutten would have to go to the motherhouse and ask the permission of the spiritual director of the congregation (a priest) and of the superior general. Again Rutten lost no time in going straight to the given address in Gent. The spiritual director gave permission, whilst the superior general was not very much in favour, but he could not now refuse. Greatly relieved, Rutten went back to Maastricht. A beginning could now be made...

Mgr. Zwijsen sent, for the time being, one of the promised candidates: Frans Donkers; the second,  Jacobus Hoecken, was not able to come as yet as he had first to settle some business.

Rutten sent Frans Donkers to St. Truiden, where, however, he was not admitted, because no notice had been received from the spiritual director. This was fortunately due to a mistake. The director had forgotten! When Rutten and Frans Donkers went to see him, the matter was finally settled. The candidate was accepted.

He did not however feel himself at home at all in St. Truiden, which is not to be wondered at as they would have really preferred not to admit him. He was considered to be stranger to the town. Moreover Frans was seriously sick, and very soon he was confined to bed. Rutten went to visit him ‑ the sick man was a little better then ‑ but shortly afterwards he died on 9 December 1839. He had been in St. Truiden just over two months! Rutten was not in luck!

Hoecken tries his vocation
At the end of February two new candidates presented themselves: Jacobus Adrianus Hoecken and Karel van Weert. Rutten himself took them to St. Truiden: again they were refused. He insisted however, saying simply that he would not go until they were admitted. The dean of St. Truiden was called and he decided that they were allowed to stay!

Everything taken together Rutten had had a few exciting and tiring months and back in Maastricht he got very seriously sick, so much so that fear for his life was expressed.

Like their predecessor, Frans Donkers, the two postulants did not feel very comfortable in St. Truiden; they moreover got little spiritual training, or none at all, and they were for the most part thrown on their own resources.

On 10 August 1840 they received the habit and with that their real noviciate began, which for Bernardus was of short duration: on 17 November following Rutten called him to Maastricht and 'he was put to the wagon', as Bernardus himself called it. It is clear that Rutten was hurrying up things, but he had to do so. The then ecclesiastical authorities did indeed agree to his plans to found a congregation, but the possibility threatened of other people being appointed and the big question was if they too would agree!

Jacobus Adrianus Hoecken was born in Tilburg on 13 May 1810. His father was a carpenter and he had a grocery shop as well. There were six children: 2 girls and 4 boys. The girls became both Carmelite nuns. One of the boys died fairly young. Of the three remaining ones, two became Jesuits and Jacobus Adrianus became cofounder of our congregation.

Bernardus comes to Maastricht ‑ foundation of the congregation
When Bernardus arrived at Maastricht he got a room in a building purchased by Rutten in 1838. This room served as kitchen, refectory, recreation room etc. A very simple oratory was fitted up also. They slept  'under the tiles'. There was in the same building a nursery school as well, to which were attached, in addition to Bernardus, J. Etter and F. v. d. Broek. This trio was joined later by a postulant from the neighbourhood of Maastricht, who acted as cook.

Bernardus, the oldest of the four, was appointed superior and novice‑master. This was of course for want of better, because it should be remembered that Bernardus was still a novice himself and that, in the few months he had been in St. Truiden, he had been able to acquire only very little knowledge of the spiritual life.

On 21 November 1840 the little oratory was blessed by the dean of Maastricht and for the first time Rutten said H. Mass there; and with this the foundation of the congregation became a fact.

The difficult starting years
The first four members carried on the nursery school (with approximately 150 children) and looked after the giving of religious instruction to poor children in a room attached to the Church of St. Servatius. Quite soon also they started ‑ though consciously in a small way ‑ with looking after sick people in their homes and also with giving elementary education to poor children who had previously been attending the nursery school so that they would get a Christian education and not be forced to go to the anticlerical municipal schools.

On 2 February 1842 Brothers Bernardus and Josephus Etter were the first to take the temporary vows in a ceremony at which Mgr. Rutten presided. In the Annals Bernardus notes: 'The first stone of the building was laid’.
When Bernardus came from St. Truiden to Maastricht, he brought along with him the Rule of the Brothers of Charity, which had been his guide during his noviciate there. It was touched up a little by him, shortened and adapted to a congregation that was just starting. This recast rule was then submitted to the bishop of the Roermond diocese to which Maastricht belonged. Mgr. Paredis approved of it provisionally as early as 1841 and appointed Rutten 'Director' of the congregation. In 1848 the Rule was approved by Rome, also provisionally; this was followed in 1870 by the final papal approval.

Though they now had a Rule of Life, both Rutten and Bernardus felt that they could not in fact continue like this indefinitely. They would have to get qualified teachers as soon as possible. One of the novices was therefore sent to a training college and in 1843 Bernardus himself, with two more brothers, went and sat for an examination ‑ all three of them hardly prepared for it. To everybody's surprise they all passed!

Bernardus was so completely bowled over by the outcome that for years afterwards he treated the brothers on this day!

It must be remarked here that the way the examination was conducted was certainly not in accordance with regulations. Not only was the knowledge of the three brothers insufficient, everything about the examination was questionable; it was simply cheating. This was possible because the chairman of the examination committee definitely wanted them to pass. A Den Bosch parish priest had gone to Rutten and asked him for brothers to staff his school for poor children. This parish priest knew the chairman of the examination committee personally. If he, the parish priest, got brothers, the chairman of the examination committee would see to it that they, when they sat for the examination, got the qualification they needed. And so it happened.

This, however, meant that some of the brothers would have to go to Den Bosch to make good Rutten's promise. And that was the congregation's first foundation outside Maastricht. The three teachers they now had, had therefore to be divided over two places, and that left very little!

In the meantime in Maastricht accommodation for brothers and novices was becoming very tight, whilst more room was necessary also to house the children of the two schools. Their number was increasing steadily. That meant that they would have to build. Rutten took care of a plot and the brothers, after their usual activities, took to laying bricks and doing carpenter’s work - for years at a stretch ‑ thus ensuring that the necessary extensions were realized in the cheapest possible way.

The differences Rutten ‑ Bernardus
As said already our Annals mention somewhere that Rutten 'wanted to help always and everywhere, wherever there was need of one kind or another', even though it was not really possible because there were not enough brothers. It is clear that this was bound to lead at times to clashes with Bernardus. Rutten was a man of action who wanted to help people, do good. Bernardus wanted to do so as well but not at the cost of everything. If his brothers had to work the whole day in the school or somewhere else and if afterwards they had to toil and labour in order to get sufficient living room, what time was left then for prayer, for meditation and reflection, for recreation etc.? Bernardus attached ‑ and rightly so ‑ great value to this; Rutten too, but the spiritual need, with which he was confronted daily, appealed so strongly to him that he was very soon inclined to give preference to that.

Thus we see that in the years that followed the congregation took upon itself a disproportionate amount of work, disproportionate to the number of brothers that were available, in 1845 some of them went to St. Michielsgestel to look after deaf boys. In the same year an orphanage was started in Amsterdam and also one in Den Bosch, in 1846 a second institution was taken on in Amsterdam, this time for neglected children. And a year later they started in Hasselt (Belgium), also with an orphanage and in 1850 an elementary school was taken oyer in Weert. That means that within a period of 10 years there were 7 new foundations outside Maastricht and this whilst there were only 40 professed brothers available! It is clear that this meant making do and that use had to be made also of novices and trainees ‑ with all the ill effects of this.

Servatius Voss superior general
In the meantime also Bernardus had stepped down as superior general. His three‑years' term of office ended in 1847. Before the election of a new superior general he had ‑ after talking matters over with the retreat father ‑ informed Rutten that he did not wish to put himself up for election once again. It is sure that in this way Bernardus wanted to make clear that he could not subscribe to the 'two‑headed' administration in the congregation: Rutten being the ‘director' and next to him a superior general, who in everything he thought he should do had to take account of the director. For Rutten, Bernardus' decision was a great disappointment. He would have loved continuing to cooperate with him, but the latter was of the opinion that he could not do so any longer. In any case in the period that followed Rutten tried to rule the congregation practically independently. The newly chosen superior general, Servatius Voss, a very amiable and mild man, was superior general in name only. In all matters of more than usual importance, Rutten took the decision himself whilst Servatius and his councillors were hardly asked or consulted. This was obciously an unhealthy situation and the congregation passed through a difficult time. In the end Rutten realized this himself and he regretted it.

Under a superior without authority (a thing, however, for which Rutten was partly to blame) the unity of the congregation was in danger of being lost and with this its whole existence was threatened. He thought that a change of administration would solve the difficulties and thus in 1850 Alexius v. d. Broek, novice master and deputy superior general, was chosen as the successor of Servatius. Rutten had recommended Alexius strongly to the brothers because he saw in this person the ideal man to cope with the difficulties that had arisen. With many of the brothers Alexius was a respected figure, he was by nature accommodating, in certain circumstances feelings counted for considerably more with him than with Bernardus, and Rutten thought that he could rely on it that Alexius would acknowledge and accept him as director.

One of the first things Alexius did was to recall Bernardus to Maastricht. The latter had in 1847 been appointed by Servatius superior of the house to be opened in Hasselt and there he had worked with great energy and also with great success for three years. He was now summarily dismissed as superior and appointed to an elementary school in Maastricht. He was not even allowed to go back to Hasselt on a visit!

Alexius' administration never became what Rutten had hoped it might be. Alexius was far too indulgent and when he was re-elected in 1856, Rutten appointed him for one year only, so much he was convinced that it was no longer justified to entrust the administration of the congregation to Alexius for another six years. He now thought he was not fit for it.

Bernardus re-elected superior general
In 1856 we see Bernardus returning to the general administration and at the chapter of 1857 he was chosen once more superior general and this he remained until his death in 1880. Shortly after his resignation Alexius left the congregation.

During this long period Bernardus ruled the congregation with the utmost devotion. He was a simple man, also a man of prayer and with great trust in God. According to some he was severe, especially if it was a matter of the strict observance of the rule. But he made high demands upon himself as well. He left a clear mark of reliability and faithfulness to the rule upon the congregation.

Between 1857 and 1880 he founded another 12 houses and when he died in 1880 the congrega​tion numbered 17 communities in the Netherlands and in Belgium, 189 professed brothers and 34 novices.

Illness Mgr. Rutten
As regards Mgr. Rutten mention should be made of a specially tragic development. About 1870 this socially moved and energetic man, for whom the brothers and their work meant everything, began to be troubled increasingly. It was not this time a bodily indisposition by which he was afflicted; he suffered a serious mental break‑down from which he never recovered until his death in 1891. He became depressed, saw difficulties, dangers and threats everywhere and, thinking that he himself had failed in many respects, found himself guilty thereby. All this increasingly left its mark upon his life, it made him confused and he never stopped brooding over his supposed personal failing, in the end he could no longer face the situation.

To effect a cure he was admitted to the institute of the Alexian brother at Tienen (Belgium),  more such patients were being taken care of. He stayed there until his death. Now and again he was a little better, but then a new break‑down occurred making him live once more in great fear of himself and of the congregation. He never came back to Maastricht after 1870 but he kept up correspondence with the superior general, who visited him regularly.

This was very much appreciated by him. He died in Tienen on 16 December 1891 and was buried in Maastricht in the presence of many people.

Death of Brother Bernardus
In the long run the years and the many cares began to weigh upon Bernardus as well. He had prayed, worked and also suffered much for the congregation. The great responsibility lay heavy on him; not everyone followed him, such as had formerly been the case and all this became too much for him in the end. Whilst visiting Helmond he suffered a stroke, as a result of which he died on 22 October 1880. The burial took place at Maastricht where he was interred in the municipal cemetery with great ceremonial and in the presence of very many mourners.

On occasion of Bernardus' death Mgr. Rutten wrote to Maastricht from Tienen: 

"The unexpected death of our highly esteemed and beloved Superior gave me a great shock. It is an unforgettable loss to me. The Reverend Brother was always, so to say, the only friend to whom I was really attached. I have these days, when saying H. Mass and in my other prayers, been thinking very much of dear Bernardus. I hope that the good God, under the protection of Mary conceived without sin and the invocation of the H. Spirit, will give the dear congregation, a worthy successor and that the members, by unity and love of God and the neighbour, may continue to walk in the footsteps of their most worthy leader; this is my sincere wish, this is my fervent prayer with the Most High.”

Bernardinus Arnolds superior general
Shortly after the death of Bro. Bernardus, Bernardinus Arnolds was chosen to be his successor. He was well acquainted with the congregation's situation. For many years he had been member of the general administration and for many years also deputy superior general. As far as this seemed justified to him, he continued Bernardus' policy. He too insisted all the time on the exact observance of the H. Rule, he too was strict and made high demands upon the brothers (e.g. in the field of study and development). In one respect however he thought he should not follow Bernardus' policy. It was his considered opinion that the latter in the course of the years had undertaken too much, had been too restrained in saying 'no' to the many requests for brothers ‑ e.g. during the last four years of his administration another five houses were opened by Bernardus!  Many of the brothers were overburdened with work, in a number of places novices and even teacher trainees had to be set to work in order to keep things going, and this was naturally neither for the good of the people in question nor for that of the work. Bernardinus remained consistently true to his principles. In the twelve years of his administration he did not start a single new house, but instead of this he closed three!

lldefondus Stans superior general
His successor, brother lldefonsus Stans, continued as far as possible the 'consolidation policy’ of the previous twelve years. During his 18 years' administration (1892‑1910!) only two new houses were opened, whilst four were closed. Moreover Ildefonsus and his administration saw to it that in Maastricht the necessary provisions were made to be able to decently house the brothers, novices, postulants and juvenists - their number was increasing steadily ‑ and also the children attending the schools.

For a considerable time now they had been up against a great shortage of room in the old motherhouse for all these people: it was almost impossible to move. It was certainly courageous on the part of the administration ‑ seeing the financial situation in those days ‑ to embark upon the building of a new motherhouse at another site in Maastricht. The financial consequences were significant but they thought the risk should be taken in the interest of the congregation. They could borrow the money and if they lived a little more thriftily they would be able to manage. In 1896 this large building ‑ the present Beyart ‑ was solemnly blessed and ready for use.

Some years later a new building went up, also at Maastricht, for the housing and training of young men wanting to join the congregation. This was completed in 1909. And as regards the schools: there were two schools built near the Beyart: one for children of less well‑to‑do families and one for 'paying' children, as they said then. Thus the awkward housing problem in Maastricht had been solved for a number of years to come.

Conclusion
We may say that when brother lldefonsus unexpectedly came to die in 1910, the work that was started by Mgr. Rutten and Bro. Bernardus had taken firm root and that the congregation had left the difficult starting period behind. It had an official rule, approved by Rome. The number of brothers had increased to approximately 419, divided over 13 houses, and there were some 30 novices. Quite a number of teaching certificates and other diplomas had been obtained and our schools had a good name, witness the many requests for brothers made to the congregation, also for work in the missions. A solid foundation had been laid on which further construction might had taken place.
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