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1. A witness to the truth

The world and the Church itself demands of us 
today a clear witness and an authentic life. Our desire is 
that the people might see what Carmelites are called to 
be.1 "i.What is it that we are to be?2 Our saints asked. 
"Who am I?" is the defining question, the most 
important spiritual question. I am what God has made 
me. I am the combination of charisms that God placed in 
me. What I do comes from who I am. The very intense 
life of Blessed Titus Brandsma helps us to understand 
that when identity is understood as defined by activity, 
we run the risk of losing ourselves, choosing the wrong 
pathways. Charism is a living thing, beyond speculation. 
There has to be an interaction between identity and 
mission, in which what we do helps us to define who we 
are and who we are helps us to determine what we do. 3 

Blessed Titus helps us to realise that our life 
becomes a valuable witness when it is adorned by our 
works. In addressing his Carmelite Brothers in the 
Netherlands he once said: "It is better not to know 
anything, and believe fully, than to know everything and 
have no feeling ... Only the one who is closely united to 
God can be truly close to his neighbour. Only the one 
who takes his nourishment from God can give witness to 
God by his works." On another occasion he said, "What 
makes our life lived in common beautiful is not so much 
our rights or our duties as much as the way we help one 
another and our mercy". The Church needs the everyday 
saints, the saints whose lives are coherent, the "saints 
from next door", as Pope Francis likes to say.4 The 
Church also needs saints who have the courage to accept 
the grace to be witnesses to the end, even unto death. All 
of them, including our brother, Titus, are the life blood 
of the Church. 

1 The Global Plan of the General Council 2019-2025 
2 St. Teresa of Jesus, The Way of Perfectioin 4,1. 
3 Constitutions of the Friars, 2019, n. 177 

4 Gaudete et exsultate, 7 





all he did by way of apostolate (looking after migrants, 
writing letters for an illiterate child to send to her 
family). He stood out for his sense of fraternity, 
unfailing humanity, and tenderness towards all who 
surrounded him (students, colleagues, friends and 
many others). He made dialogue the new name for 
charity. In Titus, as Pope Francis reminded us, 
contemplation and compassion were never far apart. 
Here there is no pseudo mysticism or weekend 
solidarity, no attempt to make the poor invisible lest 
they question us in any way. Titus' commitment both to 
God and to people had no pretence. 

3. An everyday mystic

Titus was a mystic in the truest sense of the word: 
a believer who was aware of the presence of the love of 
God in all the circumstances of life, from the most 
simple to the most heroic events of his martyrdom. He 
was distinguished by the depth of his spirituality, both 
the theoretical aspect, and the practical and experiential 
dimensions. He was recognised as an expert in the 
Flemish school, the devotio moderna, and for his great 
knowledge of the works and teachings of St. Teresa of 
Jesus, of whom he was always a great admirer. This holy 
man came to understand that God's greatest acts are 
performed in silence, might explain his reluctance to 
speak about his own interior life, until the time when it 
became visible to all in the most dramatic moments of 
his life, especially in the different concentration camps 
that he came to know. Mystical experience - he would 
say - is not limited to an elite or to a select group. In a 
talk he gave in the U.S.A., drawing on the thought of the 
venerable 17th century French Carmelite mystic, John 
of St. Samson, Titus said, "(John of St. Samson) roundly 
rejected the idea that the idea of the mystical life - which 
has little to do with visions, apparitions, stigmatas or 
levitations but rather the reality of seeing God before us 
and within us - was not something for each and every 
one of us.". Titus was appreciative of the witness of those 



who in the Carmelite tradition came to understand that 
the human person is a God by participation. 

Titus Brandsma held that the true mystic is not a 
person who is separated for what is happening in the 
world, not one living in a bubble, but one whose deep 
relationship with God (cf. I Kg 17,1) turns him into one 
who is open to the needs, dramas and questions of the 
men and women of his time. Prayer, he would say, is life, 
and not an oasis in the desert of life. He would not be just 
an academic or a professor of spirituality, but rather one 
who would manage to make of his life a perfect union of 
prayer and work. He was, therefore, a mystic deeply in 
touch with the world and with people, seeing in each 
person the image and likeness of God. (cf. Gen 1,27, Sal 
8,5; Hb 2,7). One who saw how Titus lived was the well­
known Dutch writer Godfried Bomans. Familiar with 
Titus' untiring journeying spirit, with some humour, 
Bomans said of him: "Brandsma was the only mystic in 
Europe who had a bus pass and grew in holiness in the 
carriage of a train." 

4. "Blessed are those who work
for peace ... " (Mt 5,9)

Titus stood out as an artisan of peace. In one of 
his best known lectures in Deventer, 1931, he spoke with 
some fervour about the idea that the work of peace is not 
only the task of the politicians and leaders: All of us are 
responsible and all of us can do more. The thinking of 
Titus Brandsma is very far from the kind of pessimism 
that is resigned to believe in the old saying, If you want 
peace, prepare for war. He rejected the idea that after 
one war there has to be another. There have always been 
in the history of humanity, he would remind us, those 
people, who have been heralds of peace and workers for 
peace. He believed in Christ, the King of Peace and 
Messenger of Peace. The biblical "Shalom" is more than 
a pious desire, or the absence of conflict. The peace of 

s St. John of the Cross, Spiritual Canticle B, 39,4. 
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For Titus Brandsma the press could not be 
treated as a weapon at the service of an ideology or a 
regime. It was rather a means of encounter, dialogue, 
honest and sincere pursuit of the truth. Journalism 
requires a certain kind of interior integrity. Pope John 
Paul II understood this: In an address to journalists that 
he gave in February 1986 he spoke about the mystical 
and spiritual aspect of the life of Titus Brandsma: 

"Respect for the truth demands a very serious 
commitment, a careful and scrupulous endeavour to 
seek out, to verify and to evaluate . . . Here I think 
immediately of the heroic figure of the Carmelite priest, 
Titus Brandsma, who I had the joy to inscribe among the 
Blesseds. A courageous journalist, imprisoned and 
killed in a death camp for his untiring defence of the 
Catholic press, he remains as the martyr of the freedom 
of expression against the tyranny of dictatorship .... " 

6. The power of little ones,
who know how to love

Love of one's friends is something that belongs to 
everybody-Tertullian wrote -but love of one's enemies 
is the stuff of christians. 6 For Titus, forgiveness was not 
a sign of weakness but rather a sign of heroism in people 
with large hearts. He stood out as a servant of 
reconciliation. True forgiveness he would say is a 
supernatural decision rooted in God, much more than in 
human endeavour. It was not easy to hold that view in 
the feverish and convulsive Europe of his day. The 
Christian, in his view, cannot give in to the kind of 
fatalism that would think that reconciliation has no part 
to play in the world of politics or in international 
relations, with the idea that it belongs only to a person's 
private life. He believed deeply in the transforming 
power of forgiveness. In his celebrated homily on the 
16th of July, 1939 in a Mass celebrated in honour of St. 
Boniface and St. Willibrood, he utter a veritable song of 

6 Tertullian, De Patientia, 6 
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to walk together again in peace and freedom recognising 
his Glory for the good of these two nations that are so 
close to one another!" 

7. "Let him take up his cross, and follow 
me" (Mt 16,24)

There is no love, no commitment, no sacrifice 
that does not have its share of the cross. Titus joined all 
those Carmelites who possessed an intimate devotion 
for the cross, St. John of the Cross, St. Mary Magdalene 
de' Pazzi, Angelo Paoli, St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross 
.... As a mystic he discovered that what greatly 
characterises the human person is vulnerability, that is, 
the capacity to be hurt by other people. In suffering, it is 
possible for us to become aware of how much we love, 
and of how much we are loved. Titus was in love with 
God and with humanity. Like Jesus, he too was pierced, 
(cf. Jn 19,34) and the mystery of the cross continued in 
his life as he was the victim of violence, evil, and 
injustice. It was something he had taught in his days as a 
professor: There are people who dream of a kind of 
mysticism that is very sweet, and they do not notice that 
God, who wants us to be united with him, proposed a 
way that includes the cross, dying on the cross". "We 
need God's help", he would say on another occasion, 
"because in the face of suffering, we are just poor human 
beings". We need to ask the question, if in our time we do 
not need men and women who are willing to take upon 
their shoulders the sufferings of this world. 

We are struck by Titus' particular devotion to the 
contemplation of Christ's passion and the way he 
defended the Way of the Cross of the Belgian painter 
Alvert Servaes, in which Christ was represented as a 
man who was weak, famished and emaciated. The 
Church authorities were scandalized by what they say 
and banned the exposition. Titus, in the middle of the 
debacle, supported the work, affirming that the broken 
body of Christ is prolonged in every person that is beaten 
and broken as a recognition of vulnerability. 
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