
Early Life
Anno Brandsma was born to Tjitsje and Titus Brandsma on 23 February 
1881 at Wonseradeel in Friesland, a province in the very north of 
Holland. The Brandsma family consisted of four girls and two boys, of 
which Titus was the second youngest. Five of the siblings would later 
enter religious life.

The family owned a dairy farm and herd, selling milk and cheese made 
on the farm itself. At the time, Catholics were a minority in Friesland and 
protective of their religion and culture. Anno’s father worked to preserve 
the Friesian culture within his family and the local community. He 
participated in politics, and at one time served as chairman of the local 
election board.

When Anno had completed his secondary education at a Franciscan 
school, he decided to join the Carmelite Order. He began his novitiate 
at Boxmeer in September 1898 taking his father’s name, Titus, as his 
religious name. He made his First Profession in October 1899 and was 
ordained priest on 17 June 1905.

After further studies at the Gregorian University in Rome, he was 
awarded a PhD in Philosophy in 1909. Titus also had a keen interest 
in both Spirituality and Journalism, two areas which, together with his 
academic pursuits, would make up much of his life’s work.

Ministry and Mission
In 1923, Titus helped found the Catholic University of Nijmegen, and 
worked there as lecturer, professor and administrator. He served as 
Rector Magnificus (President) during the academic year 1932-33.

As a Carmelite friar, he also liked to share the Order’s spiritual tradition 
with people outside of the University. He travelled widely lecturing on 
Carmelite Spirituality. In preparation for a lecture tour in the United States 
in 1935, he spent some time at the Carmelite Priories in Whitefriar Street, 
Dublin, and Kinsale, Co. Cork, Ireland.

Anno Brandsma was born in the Dutch province of Friesland in 
1881. He joined the Carmelite Order in 1898 taking his father’s 
name, Titus, as his religious name. He made his First Profession 
in October 1899 and was ordained priest on 17 June 1905. As 
an academic Titus specialised in philosophy and mysticism. He 
helped to found the Catholic University of Nijmegen in 1923 and 
later served as Rector Magnificus.

In the years before the Second World War Titus was openly 
critical of the Nazi ideology. During the occupation of Holland, 
he defended the freedom of the Press and of the Catholic 
Press in particular. Titus was arrested in January 1942 and sent 
to Dachau Concentration Camp where he was killed by lethal 
injection on 26 July 1942. He was beatified as a martyr in 1985 
and canonised on 15 May 2022.
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Prayer before an  
image of Christ
O Jesus, when I gaze on You
Once more alive, that I love You
And that your heart loves me too
Moreover as your special friend.

Although that calls me to suffer more
Oh, for me all suffering is good,
For in this way I resemble You
And this is the way to Your Kingdom.

I am blissful in my suffering
For I know it no more as sorrow
But the most ultimate elected lot
That unites me with You, O God.

O, just leave me here silently alone,
The chill and cold around me
And let no people be with me
Here alone I grow not weary.

For Thou, O Jesus, art with me
I have never been so close to You.
Stay with me, with me, Jesus sweet,
Your presence makes all things good for me.
Written by Titus Brandsma on  
12-13 February 1942 while  
a prisoner at Scheveningen. 

Translation: Susan Verkerk-Wheatley / Anne-Marie Bos
© Titus Brandsma Instituut 2018
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Journalism
Titus also cultivated his interest in journalism and publishing. In late 
1935 he became the National Spiritual Adviser to the Union of Catholic 
Journalists. In this role, he encouraged opposition to the publication of 
Nazi propaganda in Catholic newspapers and in the Press generally. 
He was especially critical of its anti-Semitism. When the Nazis invaded 
Holland in May 1940, Titus was an adviser to the Archbishop of Utrecht. 
He encouraged the bishops to speak out against the persecution of the 
Jews and the infringement of human rights generally by the occupiers. In 
doing so, he became a marked man by the authorities.

Arrest and Martyrdom
The refusal by Catholic newspapers to print Nazi propaganda sealed the 
fate of Titus. Titus had agreed to deliver personally to each editor a letter 
from the Catholic bishops. This letter instructed the editors not to comply 
with a new law requiring them to print official Nazi advertisements and 
articles. Titus had visited fourteen editors before being arrested by the 
Gestapo at Nijmegen on 19 January 1942.

Titus was interned at Scheveningen and Amersfoort in Holland before 
being transported to Dachau in June. Under the harsh regime there, his 
health quickly deteriorated and he was in the camp hospital by the third 
week of July. He was subjected to biological experimentation before 
being killed by lethal injection on 26 July 1942. On the day he died, the 
Dutch Bishops issued a pastoral letter protesting strongly against the 
deportation of Jews from Holland.

Before his execution, Titus had prayed that God might help the nurse 
who would administer the injection to repent of her actions in the camp. 
He also gave her his rosary beads, although she protested that she was a 
lapsed Catholic. Some years later, that same woman came to a Carmelite 
priory seeking forgiveness and was a witness in the process for his 
beatification, which took place in Rome on 3 November 1985.
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As a University Professor with a specialty in Philosophy, Titus Brandsma 
would have been acutely aware of the ideas and propaganda circulating 
in neighbouring Germany during the 1930’s. The Nazi party promoted 
a broad spectrum of basic principles which enshrined raw power and 
violence, especially at the expense of the weak. Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
celebration of the “superman” glorified the violent exploitation of others 
as the only path to survival and success. One can only rise to the top 
of a struggle by stepping on those inferior people below. In such a 
mindset, Christianity was ridiculed for its care and attention to the poor, 
sick, elderly, and handicapped. In Brandsma’s own Netherlands, the 
Dutch Nazi party (the NSB) reflected the same toxic views, although in a 
somewhat milder form before the war broke out. 

In December 1935, following the harsh anti-Jewish Nuremberg Laws, 
Titus contributed an essay to a collective work by Dutch intellectuals. 
His contribution, The Delusion of Weakness, suggested that the root of 

CLASH OF IDEAS

discrimination was envy. The Nazi myth of the Superman grew out of an 
imagined feeling of inferiority because of success and accomplishments 
within the Jewish community in Germany. He proposed instead that 
anyone who was uncomfortable with Jewish contributions should see 
them as a motivation to create his own success without rancor. In a quick 
response, Nazi writers in Germany called him a crafty professor, a Jew 
lover, and even a Communist.  

Even though Titus did not respond or hit back at these accusers, he 
continued to deliver carefully crafted lectures criticizing Nazi ideology. 
It was enough for him to speak the truth and allow it to be accepted by 
serious listeners. He spoke frequently about the Nazi distortion of the 
Aryan race, the Volk, as a near substitute for God. Any sort of criminal 
activity could be justified if it was rooted in the advancement of the 
perfect racial purity, with Adolf Hitler as its prophet. 

On 16 July 1939 he delivered a sermon honouring the Saints Boniface and 
Willibrord. He pointed out that the old Germanic paganism which was 
based on powerful forces was not as serious as the Neo-paganism of 
the Nazis. Pretending that smashing one’s enemies was a form of high 
civilization had nothing to do with Nordic culture or centuries of Christian 
tradition and spirituality. The value of the human person was paramount 
in the eyes of God. “See how these Christians love one another.”

Image from Titus Brandsma’s Beatification in 1985
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At each step of his truth-telling, Titus was recorded by meticulous agents 
of the Security Service of Hitler’s SS. Even before the outbreak of war 
or the invasion of the Netherlands, Titus was well known to agents who 
added their reports to a thickening dossier of his activity. Titus told his 
friends that there were 2 young men who attended his classes at the 
University, but were not registered as students. They took detailed notes 
on whatever he said, but never asked questions or took exams.

After Holland was invaded in May 1940, Nazi administrators took over the 
civil government and slowly moulded the details of Dutch life to reflect 
Nazi ideology. The points of conflict between Titus and the occupation 
forces became clear. As the NSB worked to tighten their hold on ordinary 
life, Titus laid plans to protect Jewish students, maintain the freedom of 
Catholic schools, and strengthen the Catholic press. 

It was his tireless work on behalf of the bishops to defend the Catholic 
journalists that finally got him into conflict with the Nazis. His ironclad 
refusal to allow “fake news” to contaminate the integrity of Catholic 
newspapers marked a point of no return. His fate had already been 
decided in Berlin. Titus was too intelligent and methodical to be 
convinced to accept propaganda. He was too courageous and stubborn 
to be swayed by threats and intimidation. Nothing remained to the 
authorities except his arrest and ultimate death.

Painting at the Titus Brandsma Memorial, 
Centro Internazionale Sant’Alberto, Rome,  

where Titus studied 1906-1909

Prayer
God of peace and justice,
you open our hearts to love
and to the joy of the Gospel
even in the midst of countless forms of
violence that take away the dignity of
our brothers and sisters.
Fill us with your grace,
so that like Saint Titus Brandsma,
we may in tenderness see beyond
the horrors of inhumanity
and contemplate your glory
that shines forth through
the martyrs of every age,
and so become your authentic witnesses
in the world of today.
Amen.

Titus Brandsma Chapel,  
Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception, Zenderen, Netherlands
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Adoro Te
In his prison cell at Scheveningen, Titus prayed 
the well-known hymn Adoro Te after lunch. In his 
account of his time in prison, ‘My Cell’, he tells us 
about this: ‘The Adoro Te has become my favourite 
prayer. Frequently I sing it softly and this helps me to 
make a spiritual communion’.

The first and last verses read as follows:

I devoutly worship Thee, Hidden Godhead,
Who among these signs are truly hidden.

O may I behold Thee with unveiled face
and taste the happiness to see Your glory.
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Full Habit, 22 years old

Frequent Communion
Titus’ conviction concerning the importance of frequent celebration 
of the Eucharist was confirmed in reading Carmelite saints such as 
Mary Magdalene de’Pazzi and Teresa of Avila. Titus also draws out the 
importance of daily reception of Holy Communion when presenting the 
life and message of Saint Lidwina of Schiedam, one of the national saints 
of the Netherlands.

Prayer after Communion
In continuity with another key aspect of the Carmelite tradition, Titus 
emphasised the importance of taking time to pray after receiving 
Holy Communion. This is a true contemplative moment when, having 
received the risen Lord into ourselves, we seek to open ourselves to 
his accomplishing great things in us. Titus reflectively links prayer after 
Communion to the figure of Elijah: ‘In the caves of Horeb God spoke to 
the Prophet by the voice of the gentle, whispering wind. The Lord was 
not in the storm nor in the earthquake, but in the gentle wind. So, after 
Communion we must contemplate under the Eucharistic species and in 
the depths of our spirit; for now God passes.’

Spiritual Communion
St Teresa of Avila often recommends acts of spiritual communion when 
reception of the sacrament is not possible. Perhaps early on Titus might 
not have realised how important this would prove to be in his own life, 
just as readers of St Teresa in our own time might not have realised 
how important spiritual communion would become in time of pandemic. 
While Titus was able to receive Holy Communion at Dachau (including 
on the day of his death), there were times this was not possible. Unable 
to celebrate Mass at Scheveningen prison Titus describes how ‘each 
morning I kneel down and say the prayers of daily Mass, spiritual 
communion.’ In the camp at Amersfoort Titus led communal acts of 
spiritual communion with his fellow prisoners.

The Eucharist and 
Contemplation
An often-repeated spiritual teaching of Titus Brandsma is that ‘the 
mystical contemplative life is a fruit of the Eucharistic life.’ The Eucharist 
is what strengthens us to receive the gift of contemplation from God. And 
such contemplation leads to action. Titus told a group of young people: 
‘Good deeds no longer suffice; they must originate in the consciousness 
that our union with God obliges us to perform them.’

The Eucharistic Life  
of Carmel
Being of central importance to the Christian life, it is no surprise to find 
the Eucharist at the heart of Carmelite life from its earliest beginnings. The 
first Carmelites built an oratory in the midst of their cells on Mount Carmel 
to facilitate common prayer and common celebration of the Eucharist. 
This sacred space was to be a focal point for encounter with one another 
and with the risen Lord. Until the reforms of Pope Pius X in the early 
twentieth century, daily receiving of Holy Communion was unusual. 
However, taking inspiration from the Rule of Carmel, daily reception of the 
Sacrament was already common in Carmelite communities long before 
this and was to be a constant of the life and spirituality of Titus Brandsma 
who entered the Carmelite Order in 1898 at Boxmeer, in the Netherlands, 
a town long associated with Eucharistic devotion.
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The cell of Titus Brandsma at Scheveningen Concentration Camp
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Food for the Journey
Titus was convinced that our spiritual life, just as our physical life, requires 
food. He saw in Elijah, Prophet of Carmel, the pattern of the Carmelite life. 
Just as Elijah was sustained for his journey through the desert to Mount 
Horeb by miraculous food from heaven, so we too are strengthened 
by the gift of the Eucharist as we ‘walk in life’s journey here below.’ 
Imprisoned on account of his fearless defence of the freedom of the 
Catholic press and basic human rights in the Nazi-occupied Netherlands, 
‘walking in the strength of the divine bread’ was ultimately tested for Titus 
between January and July 1942 as he followed his own ‘way of the cross’ 
all the way to Dachau concentration camp.

In the Blessed Sacrament He gives us 
Himself again, and not only Himself as 
the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, no, 
He tells us that all three Persons will take 
up their residence in our hearts, if we are 
united with Him.

Titus Brandsma

Window of Titus before the Blessed Sacrament, in the Priory Chapel, 
Houston - courtesy of the Province of the Most Pure Heart of Mary 
(PCM).

carmelites.org.au/titusbrandsma

13

Those who want to win 
the world for Christ must 
have the courage to come 
into conflict with it. 
St Titus Brandsma
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