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Introduction  

 

The Roman Catholic world is known for its network of shrines to honour saints and, above 

all, the Virgin Mary. Many Marian shrines originated in claims of apparitions or miracles 

which inspired the founding of a chapel or abbey as a pilgrimage site. In 19th and 20th century 

Western Europe, a group of new visionary sites became famous and, in doing so, superseded 

older precursors. However, modern apparition shrines in Catholic Germany are not well 

known outside its borders, despite the fact that appreciable numbers of people travel to places 

that only emerged as shrines from the 1870s onward (in particular the 1930s and 1940s). 

 

In the absence of English sources that deal with the 20th century German shrines, this article 

presents an opportunity to introduce the subject in English, and to map the development of 

modern German apparitions, with the resulting sites of pilgrimage. This will involve an 

investigation of the relationship that exists in Germany between popular devotion to visions 

and their canonical status with the Roman Catholic bishops. 

  

The Emergence of Marian Apparition Shrines in Modern Catholic Western Europe 

 

France is the country best known for its apparitions of Mary: four new shrines emerged in the 

19th century during a period in which the Roman Catholic hierarchy encouraged the fame and 

importance of certain visionaries (all of which were children or adult females). French 

Marian shrines dating back to the medieval period, such as Chartres and Le Puy, continued to 

be regularly visited but were reduced in prominence as focal points for pilgrimage. New 

shrines were established and approved by diocesan bishops: Rue du Bac (Paris), date of 

original apparition: 1830; La Salette (Alps), 1846; Lourdes (Pyrenees), 1858; Pontmain 

(Normandy), 1871. Lourdes was and is the most popular of these but the others still enjoy 

good numbers of pilgrims. A lesser-known shrine, Pellevoisin (Indre), 1876, was the site of 

an apparition linked to the claim of a miraculous healing (which was not officially ratified by 

the Church until 1983). The 19th and 20th centuries have also seen the episcopal acceptance of 

European apparition shrines at Gietrzwald (Poland, 1877, when the town was in East 

Prussia); Knock (Ireland, 1879); Fátima (Portugal, 1917); Beauraing and Banneux (Belgium, 

1932-3). They complete a set of Marian shrines that is known to anyone interested in 
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apparitions. The Rue du Bac case also inspired derivative Marian vision or locution sites at 

Notre-Dame des Victoires church, Paris, 1836; Blangy, France, 1840; Sant’ Andrea delle 

Fratte church, Rome, 1842, which were endorsed by the Church (comprehensive Catholic 

encyclopaedias on Marian apparitions in French include Bouflet & Boutry; Laurentin & 

Sbalchiero; in German, Hierzenberger & Nedomansky; an academic overview in English can 

be found in Maunder).  

 

The period 1830-1876 in France and these other isolated approvals are unusual in modern 

Roman Catholic Europe as, normally, bishops are not so receptive to apparitions being 

heralded as genuine supernatural manifestations. It is true that there are cases where bishops 

permitted the continuation of the cult, even if the apparitions were not approved (e.g. 

Castelpetroso, Italy, 1888; Tre Fontane, Rome; L’Ile-Bouchard, France, both 1947). It is 

possible to bestow canonical Church approval on either (i) the claims of apparitions 

themselves, or (ii) on the resulting devotional practice without endorsing the visions that 

inspired it. The second possibility reflects Pope Benedict XVI’s view: as Cardinal Prefect of 

the Sacred Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith discussing medieval pilgrimages, he 

argued that a shrine and the cult that surrounds it may have value even where its origins are 

dubious (Ratzinger & Messori 111-12). 

 

The period from 1933 in particular seems to have marked a time when the European 

hierarchy dismissed new apparition cases as a matter of routine, the only exceptions being the 

very first two cases in this period, Beauraing and Banneux, both in Belgium, which stood the 

test of time as refuges of prayer during the German occupation. After their canonical 

recognition in 1948-9, no apparition in Western Europe was approved until 2002, when the 

Bishop of Haarlem-Amsterdam authenticated the apparitions in Amsterdam (1945-59) after 

the death of the visionary (Margry). Otherwise, recent approvals of visions have been outside 

Europe (Japan; Nicaragua; Venezuela; Argentina; Rwanda – the list on the University of 

Dayton website is useful: http://campus.udayton.edu/mary/resources/aprtable.html, accessed 

14/8/2011). 

 

Germany has no formally recognised apparitions in the modern period. However, there are 

apparition shrines where pilgrimage has persisted years after the original phenomena. Several 

of these shrines bear testimony to the Third Reich and its persecution of Catholics. A 

definitive aspect of modern visions has been the way in which they have often occurred in 

http://campus.udayton.edu/mary/resources/aprtable.html
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defiance to national anti-Catholic governments: French Republicanism in the nineteenth 

century; Portuguese Republicanism in the early twentieth; the Kulturkampf of Bismarck in 

the 1870s; communism in Eastern Europe in the 1980s. Therefore, without overlooking the 

uniquely horrific nature of the Nazi period, the German visions and shrines that emerged in 

the 1930s are seen by their supporters as taking their place in the European-wide history of 

Catholicism under threat. 

  

Apparitions and Periods of Crisis in Germany: the Kulturkampf, 1876-7  

 

Victor and Edith Turner suggested that apparitions “appear at the point of major stress 

between contrary cultures and their major definitions of reality” (Turner & Turner 150). To 

put it another way, apparitions are perennial but are taken more seriously at times of 

ideological conflict. Certainly, the German cases are testimony to the fact that social and 

political tensions engender interest in apparitions. The periods when visions of Mary were 

prominent in Germany are 1876-7 and 1933-54. 

 

The 1870s were a period of turmoil for German Catholics, as the Kulturkampf of the new 

German state led by Bismarck threatened Catholic practices and institutions. This decade also 

saw the rapid growth of Lourdes, where apparitions had occurred in 1858. In the 1870s, 

Lourdes played an important role in Catholic pilgrimage in France because of the tensions 

exacerbated by the collapse of the Empire and subsequent emergence of the Third Republic. 

Lourdes gained European-wide fame, and so the most prominent Marian visions occurring in 

German territory in the 1870s – Marpingen (Saarland, 1876); Mettenbuch (Bavaria, 1876); 

Gietrzwald (East Prussia, 1877) – all echoed in their different ways elements of the 

apparitions at Lourdes, e.g. emphasis on the rosary, the building of a chapel, healing 

associated with a spring, and Mary known as “the Immaculate Conception”. In the context of 

the Kulturkampf, the Prussian-based government was hostile to these cases, particularly 

Marpingen (the history of which has been comprehensively documented by the historian 

David Blackbourn). The apparitions occurring in East Prussia, at Gietrzwald, attracted a good 

deal of Church support from the outset (despite the fact that official recognition did not occur 

until 1977); however, Gietrzwald’s visionaries were Polish, and the town has been in Poland 

since 1945. A case at Krüth/Neubois in the Alsace in 1872-3 is part of the history of French 

apparitions, as this and other contemporary visionary experiences in the region encouraged 
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French Catholics to defy the Prussian occupation which had been imposed in 1871 (Klein); 

the area returned to French rule in 1918.  

 

In the 1870s cases which involved German-speaking visionaries, Marpingen and Mettenbuch, 

no ecclesiastical recognition was forthcoming. In Marpingen’s case, this was because the 

diocese of Trier had no incumbent bishop at the time and, at Mettenbuch, the Bishop of 

Regensburg held an enquiry which concluded that the seers were lying (Blackbourn, 

Marpingen, English edition 337-57). Nevertheless, forest chapels were built in Marpingen 

and Mettenbuch and they still exist today, continuing to bear testimony to the 19th century 

apparitions and their messages. Pilgrims and visitors still arrive in reasonable numbers, and 

there is local involvement including building programmes. In particular, Marpingen has 

remained lively with a chapel built in 1932. This has been the site of further apparition claims 

in 1934-6, 1983 and 1999 (Blackbourn, Marpingen, English edition 368-78; Marpingen, 

German edition – which has an epilogue covering the years after 1993 – 482-501; Bouflet 50-

3; Jakobius). None of these has received a positive ecclesiastical decision; however, the 

continuation of visions has kept the shrine in the public eye, although the 1876 apparitions 

remain at the centre of devotional practice there. 

 

The Third Reich, 1933-45 

 

The visions in Germany in the 1930s followed the establishment of Hitler’s Third Reich in 

early 1933. They also came in the wake of a proliferation of apparitions in neighbouring 

Belgium in each of its Walloon and Flemish regions; all except Beauraing and Banneux (both 

French-speaking) were condemned or ignored by the Church. The Belgian apparitions 

occurred in a time of deepening unease about the developments in Germany, only 14 years 

after World War I, while the context for the German apparitions was a growing concern about 

Nazi hostility to Catholicism, the Vatican-German Concordat of July 1933 proving as 

worthless as Hitler’s other treaties. By 1937, Pope Pius XI had felt compelled to publish the 

encyclical Mit Brennender Sorge (‘With Burning Anxiety’) as a critique of the Nazi regime 

in Germany and its repressive antipathy to Catholicism. It marked a time when Catholics 

were under pressure to conform to an ideal of German nationhood in which Catholicism was, 

at best, secondary; at worst, expendable. Under attack were religious education; Catholic 

youth organisations; Catholic newspapers; priests and nuns implicated in trumped-up scandal 

(Bouflet 145-7; McDonough 33-5). The ‘Night of the Long Knives’ (30 June 1934) saw 
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leading Catholics murdered alongside other potential enemies of the Third Reich (Bouflet 

51).  Later, famous Catholic martyrs of the concentration camps included St Edith Stein, a 

Jewish philosopher turned Catholic who died in Auschwitz (Frain 267-77); St Maximilian 

Kolbe, a Polish priest who gave up his life for a younger family man in Auschwitz (Frain 

214-224); Fr Joseph Kentenich, the Pallottine father and founder of the Schönstatt movement, 

one of many priests imprisoned in Dachau. He survived Dachau but other Pallottines, such as 

Richard Henkes and Albert Eise, did not; another Pallottine Father, Franz Reinisch, was 

executed in Berlin (Probst; Schönstatt-International 16; Frain 259-67). Other Catholic 

martyrs include Count von Stauffenberg, who attempted to kill Hitler in 1944, and Christoph 

Probst, a founder member of the ‘White Rose’ resistance movement (for which see Dumbach 

& Newborn), who was confirmed as a Catholic shortly before his execution in 1943. 

 

From 1934, Catholic bishops regularly and publicly complained about the threat to the 

Church (Burns Oates cit. Frain 81-5)1. In June 1934, an SS report complained about the 

activity of Catholic priests in creating pessimism about the current time and regarding 

National Socialism as a passing phase compared with the longevity of the Church (Matheson 

cit. McDonough 37-8). This mood was reflected in the Marian visions of the period; some 

predicted the downfall of Hitler, and others gave consolation in dark times. There were also 

echoes of the Belgian apparitions, where fears of Germany as a potential invader increased 

the apocalyptic element of visions. Thus the Nazi regime persecuted Marian visionaries (the 

French Catholic historian Joachim Bouflet recounts these events in Quand la Gestapo 

traquait les apparitions, ‘When the Gestapo hounded the apparitions’). 

 

Table 1 lists the visions of the Third Reich in their chronological order as documented by 

Bouflet (they are also catalogued in Laurentin & Sbalchiero; all except Berg and Mannheim 

are recorded in Hierzenberger & Nedomansky). 

 

Table 1: Apparitions of Mary in Germany in the Third Reich Period 

 

Regions: BW = Baden-Württemberg ; BY = Bayern (Bavaria); NS = Niedersachsen (Lower Saxony); NW 

= Nordrhein-Westfalen (North Rhine Westphalia); S = Saarland 

Visionaries: F = female (all of these visionaries are adults except at Heede) 

*Earlier occurrences were reported by the visionary in retrospect at the time of the later visions 
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Location 

 

Duration of visions Visionaries Political involvement of visionary 

in 1930s (according to Bouflet –  

** verified by other sources) 

(Bad) Lippspringe, 

NW 

15.8.33 – 1959 1 F (nun) 

S Kloke 

Secret messages about the 

future of the Third Reich 

Berg, BW 7.12.33-14.8.34 1 F 

Frau Brauchle 

Resulting groups of prayer 

expressed resistance (linked to 

the White Rose movement) 

Marmagen, NW Healing/vision 

26.12.32*, then 

29.7.34, 19.8.34 

1 F 

O Knoll 

None 

Marpingen, S 1.10.34-1936 1 F (‘E.B.’) 

then others 

In resistance; criticised church 

passivity 

Mannheim, BW (re 

chapel at Guttenberg, 

BW) 

Three times: 1936 1 F 

K Schladt 

In resistance (White Rose) 

Wigratzbad, BY Healing/vision 1919* 

then Nov 36; Dec 36; 

8.12.38 

2nd visionary 23.2.38 

1 F 

A Rädler 

 

1 F 

C Geyer 

First visionary imprisoned on 

several occasions**, and was 

linked to the White Rose 

Second visionary died in 1939 

while the Gestapo planned to 

arrest her** 

Heede, NS 1.11.37-3.11.40 4 F (11-13 yrs 

at outset) 

 

Girls committed to mental 

hospital by Gestapo** 

Bochum, NW 15.8.38-Easter 1940 1 F 

U Hibbeln 

Prophesied downfall of Hitler** 

 

Oberpleis, NW 1.10.38-1955 1 F 

A 

Gaggenmeyer 

Asked for new chapel against 

State prohibition; founded a 

secret religious community to 

help the poor 

Marienfried, 

Pfaffenhofen an der 

Roth, BY 

13.5.40* then 25.4.46; 

25.5.46; 25.6.46  

 

1 F 

B Reuss 

Visionary’s mother in resistance 
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Like their 1870s precedents, these apparitions echo Lourdes in one or more of the following 

elements: requests to pray the rosary; requests to build a chapel; vision occurring at a Lourdes 

grotto; Mary dressed as in the Lourdes case; reference to the Immaculate Conception – there 

are also some echoes of the Rue du Bac apparitions, Lourdes’ forerunner in the 19th century 

emphasis on the Immaculate Conception. However, unlike their French predecessors, the 

German bishops did not utilise the apparitions in the ideological battle by formally approving 

them. There is an important difference in the respective contexts. Although anticlericalism 

was common, the French government between 1830 and 1871 was not as hostile to 

Catholicism and apparitions as the Third Republic after 1871 (the Lourdes grotto was 

boarded up by local authorities in 1858 but re-opened with imperial backing – Harris 110-

35). The conditions for apparitions to be recognised canonically in the 19th and early 20th 

century Europe seemed to require both a Church that is eager to re-establish the vitality of 

faith and a supportive government2. For example, Knock was not endorsed by the hierarchy 

until after the founding of the Irish Republic, and Fátima after the secularising Portuguese 

Republic had given way to Salazar’s pro-Catholic regime. A further criterion for visionary 

success in the Church is the apparent worthiness of the case amongst a range of emerging 

cults which have the potential to damage the Church’s reputation; the approved cases provide 

a safety valve for popular enthusiasm for visions and prophecies. This was the case at 

Lourdes and in Belgium.  

 

It is true that German bishops preferred some of the 1930s apparitions to others: the Bishop 

of Osnabrück sent a positive report on Heede to the Vatican in 1943; the Bishop of 

Rottenburg’s investigation into Berg and his interest in Mannheim/Guttenberg were 

interrupted in 1938 by his being the only bishop deposed by the Nazi government; the Church 

in the diocese of Paderborn gave some encouragement to the visionaries of Bad Lippspringe 

and Bochum. On the other hand, Marmagen, Marpingen, Oberpleis and the second visionary 

of Wigratzbad (Cäcilia Geyer) were all ignored. The Church preferred the first visionary of 

Wigratzbad, Antonie Rädler, whose parents had constructed a Lourdes grotto in gratitude for 

her having been released by the Gestapo in 1936. A chapel followed in 1938, unexpectedly 

obtaining government permission as prophesied by Geyer, but she was not acknowledged; 

her memory is still suppressed at the shrine and in its literature (but not in popular web-based 

list of apparitions, and her message is recorded in Laurentin & Sbalchiero 1007-9; 

Hierzenberger & Nedomansky 310-11; Bouflet 154-7). 
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By contrast, Rädler’s visionary messages found their way into officially-sanctioned devotion. 

They were short, limited to a prayer revealed at the grotto: “Mother of Victory [Mutter vom 

Sieg], conceived without sin, pray for us”, and, a month later, the words of an angelic choir 

singing: “O Mary! Immaculate, conceived without sin, Mother of Victory, pray for us.” The 

German word ‘Sieg’ (‘Victory’) will have been very significant in the Catholic struggle to 

maintain its religious worldview against the triumphalist nationalism of the Nazi regime, 

although Rädler’s title Mutter vom Sieg was not wholly original – it stands in the tradition 

dating from the 16th century wars of Catholic countries against the Turks, in which Mary was 

called ‘Our Lady of Victories’ (German title Maria vom Siege; in  French, Notre Dame des 

Victoires). Rädler was also known for refusing to honour a picture of the Führer above one of 

the Virgin Mary, and for declining to greet people with ‘Heil Hitler’ rather than the 

traditional South German Catholic greeting ‘Grüss Gott’ (literally ‘God greets’ but probably 

best translated ‘God bless you’). Her final vision came on the feast of the Immaculate 

Conception on 8th December 1938, as she languished in a Gestapo cell because of her 

disrespect for the regime. Her account was that the vision promised her release before 

Christmas, and that this was fulfilled. In the 1940s, she was to be imprisoned again and 

eventually had to go into hiding (summarised biography in Gebetstätte Wigratzbad 36-9; see 

also Bouflet 157-62). 

 

Consequently, shrines such as Wigratzbad and Heede – where the teenage visionaries were 

arrested and sent to a mental hospital many miles from their homes – have become places 

where German Catholics remember the persecutions of the Third Reich, and the stories of 

Gestapo suppression are prominent in the accounts of the visions.  

 

The Post-War Period: Apparitions and Communism, 1946-1954 

 

Marienfried’s visions mainly belong to the post-war period, April to June 1946, and they are 

only included in Bouflet’s work on visions in the Third Reich because the visionary, Barbara 

(Bärbl) Reuss, referred to an earlier vision when she was aged fifteen, in 1940, on the 

anniversary of the first apparition in Fátima (13th May 1917). Like several other young 

Marian visionaries, Reuss had lost her mother as a child; as had been the case with Catherine 

Labouré of the Rue du Bac convent, the orphan dedicated herself to Mary (Bouflet 169). Her 

claim of an earlier experience in 1940 rings true because it illustrates an important 
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development in the Marian movement at that time: the replacement of Lourdes as the 

template for apparitions with Fátima. The 1940 account refers to the ‘Rosary of the 

Immaculate’ in which the Immaculate Conception (as Mary was described at Lourdes) is 

invoked in prayer for the Fatherland. The 1946 apparitions, however, emphasise the 

Immaculate Heart of Mary and consecration to it; sacrifices made for Mary for the conversion 

of sinners; coming tribulations (Bouflet 175-87; Künzli 18-31) – all familiar in the story of 

Fátima. In the post-war era, the apparitions of Fátima, until then not so well known outside 

Portugal, became extremely famous worldwide. Reuss also referred to Mary as the ‘Mediatrix 

of Graces’, echoing popular campaigns for a papal definition of that title. 

 

The fact that the Fátima messages referred to the threat of Russia (i.e. the Soviet Union), and 

included requests that Russia be consecrated by the Pope to the Immaculate Heart, 

encouraged Fátima’s popularity in a time when European Catholics were highly fearful of the 

spread of communism. The collapse of regimes during or at the end of World War II had 

created power vacuums in countries like France, Italy and Germany; communist parties 

enjoyed rising popularity in Western European countries and had the potential to take office. 

In this environment, apparition messages became more urgent and apocalyptic, reflecting the 

general anxiety that further wars would be globally destructive on an unprecedented scale. 

The 1947-1954 period, the early ‘Cold War’, has been identified as the time of the greatest 

proliferation of Marian apparitions (Christian). The majority were in Western Europe or the 

U.S.A. and Canada, all countries where fear of communism was at its most intense. Perhaps 

wisely, Catholic bishops did not formally approve these apparitions in any country.  

 

Of Germany’s post-war visions, only those originating from Marienfried gained some 

measure of support; a commission in the years 1947-50 did not approve the apparitions as 

supernatural revelations but concluded that there was nothing problematic in them and that 

the messages could be promulgated (Künzli 78). The German cases that followed Marienfried 

were not so fortunate. These comprised Tannhausen; Forsweiler; Munich (1947); Düren; 

Fehrbach; Heroldsbach; Würzburg (1949); Remagen (1950); Rodalben (1952); Pingsdorf 

(1954) (all have entries in Laurentin & Sblachiero; Hierzenberger & Nedomansky). Negative 

decisions were reached at Forsweiler, Düren, Fehrbach, Heroldsbach and Rodalben. 

Tannhausen’s visions were adjudged not to contain proof of the supernatural, but rather had 

copied Fátima. The others did not reach the stage of a Church enquiry. 
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Of these, only Heroldsbach in Bavaria seems to have survived as a relatively important 

shrine, which in itself is remarkable, as it represented the most contentious of the 1947-54 

cases. From the 9th October 1949 to the 31st October 1952, seven girls aged ten to eleven 

claimed to see the Virgin Mary (Laurentin & Sbalchiero 436; Hierzenberger & Nedomansky 

366-73; Pilgerverein Heroldsbach). Further visions were then reported by adults, a common 

progression in Marian apparition cases. At first, Mary was understood to be the Immaculate 

Conception, as at Lourdes, but the phenomenon then took on more aspects of the Fátima 

account, with people assembling on the 13th of the month; visions of an angel from whom the 

girls received a ‘mystical communion’; pilgrims seeing phenomena of the sun and lights. At 

Lourdes, Bernadette Soubirous had famously found a hidden spring of water, and now the 

seers of Heroldsbach were led to a ‘mystical source of grace’, resulting in a dry well-like 

feature visited by pilgrims. The visionaries were excommunicated for not accepting a prompt 

and negative judgement of the Bishop of Bamberg in which he was supported by the Vatican 

(excommunication was likewise imposed at Rodalben, where ‘mystical communion’ was also 

recounted – Laurentin & Sbalchiero 812). There was no lifting of this censure until 1998, 

when the Church began to pursue a more tolerant policy at Heroldsbach. 

 

The Development of German Apparition Shrines 

 

All Catholic countries have a network of Marian shrines. The normal pattern is for there to be 

Marian shrines at each level of society (and sometimes shrines function on more than one of 

these levels): local shrines known only to the immediate community, which may be based in 

the parish church itself or at a well or wayside chapel; regional shrines, to where people 

travel on short journeys, and which are often parish churches too, giving a town or village 

reason for pride; national shrines, which attract pilgrims wishing to celebrate their nationhood 

as Catholics; international shrines, to which pilgrims journey considerable distances. All of 

these are shrines for an historical reason, very often a miracle of some kind, with later 

miracles also recorded at the site in the form of ex-votos (tablets of thanksgiving); 

testimonies; pictures. As time progresses, there is an evolutionary process: newer shrines will 

take the place of older ones – a classic example is the way in which Lourdes eclipsed nearby 

Bétharram, some Pyrenean chapels, and more distant pilgrim centres like Garaison and Le 

Puy. Blackbourn shows how Marpingen had spiritually more prominent neighbours and 

suggests that the desire to put a marginalised town or village on the pilgrimage map was 

common among 19th century apparition sites (Blackbourn, Marpingen, English edition 17-
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57). This can cause resentment from supporters of the original holy sites, although these 

usually survive even if somewhat in the shadow of the emergent shrine. Sometimes, they gain 

pilgrim traffic from people visiting the new shrine who wish to explore the neighbourhood 

and understand something of the Catholic history. 

 

Catholic Germany has its network of Wallfahrtskirchen, regional churches which attract 

pilgrims. In a region like the Allgaü – a pastoral region straddling Bavaria and Baden-

Württemberg – these form a network well known to local people: Walther Schmid describes 

how he was taken to Wallfahrtskirchen by his mother whilst his father was serving in World 

War II, so that they could pray for his safe return (Schmid 3). One pilgrim church that he 

lists, in the village of Maria Thann, boasts a long history that goes back to the missionary St 

Gallus in the 8th century, when it was supposedly founded by a dream of the Virgin Mary 

experienced by one of his neophytes. In the familiar motif, she requested the building of a 

chapel, on the site of which the present-day Baroque church stands (Schmid 42). Maria 

Thann’s quiet church is only five kilometres from Wigratzbad, the 1936 shrine which is busy 

with two churches, a grotto, a pilgrim hostel, a seminary and three bookshops. 

 

At the national level, Catholic Germany has two distinct regions with different histories – the 

northern Rhineland, and southern Germany (Bavaria and the southern and western parts of 

Baden-Württemberg). Each of these has a major shrine, both of which can be classed as 

‘national’ shrines: in the Rhineland, Kevelaer in North Rhine Westphalia. This dates from 

voices and visions requesting a chapel in 1641, in which was placed an icon of the Madonna 

of Luxembourg with many associated miracles (Kerkhoff et al.). In southern Germany, the 

prominent shrine is Altötting in Bavaria, east of Munich and near the Austrian border, with a 

chapel housing a 14th century Madonna and Child accredited with miracle-working powers 

from 1489 (Bauer). Both of these shrines dominate the host towns, with basilicas and 

churches built to accommodate pilgrims in addition to the original small chapels. There are 

also important regional centres of pilgrimage, such as Telgte in North Rhine Westphalia, with 

its 14th century Pieta statue, and the Benedictine Weingarten Abbey in Baden-Württemberg. 

 

The 20th century apparition shrines that have taken on a national importance in these two 

regions are Heede (Rhineland); Wigratzbad and Marienfried (Bavaria). The fact that the 

apparitions have not been canonically approved may explain why they have neither replaced 

older shrines quite to the extent of Lourdes, Knock, Fátima, Beauraing or Banneux, nor have 
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become internationally known. Kevelaer and Altötting remain dominant. However, the three 

new shrines have been officially accepted as places of pilgrimage and prayer. The Church 

hierarchy, over time, has responded to the sensus fidelium (i.e. the firm opinions and 

persistent practices of lay Catholics supported by certain priests and religious).  

 

Table 2 charts the development of the modern shrines which stand today as prominent places 

of pilgrimage. It includes Marpingen, which is beginning to take on a more important role 

(Saarland is a region with a clearly differentiated history from the Rhineland). Recent 

developments at Heroldsbach also place it among Bavaria’s more important Marian shrines. 

 

Table 2: Shrine development for 19th and 20th Century German Apparitions 

 

(Sources: information at shrines in 2011; Laurentin & Sbalchiero) 

Shrine Building of the first 

chapel  

Acceptance of the site 

by Church as diocesan 

or official shrine 

Expansion of building 

reflecting strong 

interest 

Marpingen (1876) 1932 2002 (local level) 2006-8 

Wigratzbad (1936-8) 1938 1963 1976, 1984-6, 2000 

Heede (1937-40) 1955 (less urgency as 

parish church very 

close to site) 

2000 1977 (further 

enhancements up to 

2011) 

Marienfried (1946) 1947 (already planned 

in 1944 as thanksgiving 

for the safety of 

Pfaffenhofen an der 

Roth during the War) 

1966 1972-4 (new church 

being built, 2011) 

Heroldsbach (1949-52) 1951 1998 1986, 1998 

 

The Bavarian shrines Wigratzbad and Marienfried have enjoyed nearly fifty years of official 

acceptance, perhaps because the Church authorities did not regard their foundation as wholly 

due to apparitions and prophetic messages. Wigratzbad was founded as a shrine not because 

of apparitions, but because of the battle of one family against the imposition of Nazi 

ideology. Barbara Reuss’ visions were not the reason for the original chapel at Marienfried 

which was built by Martin Humpf, the parish priest of Pfaffhofen an der Roth in thanksgiving 
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for the safety of the town in the latter part of the War. In this, he fulfilled a vow to the Virgin 

Mary that he had made in 1944, when nearby Ulm was being heavily bombed. Nevertheless, 

Barbara Reuss’s story is integral to the founding of the shrine, as her visions helped Humpf 

and his sister Anna to locate the appropriate site (Künzli 13-17). Her message also gives 

Marienfried its name (‘Peace of Mary’, from the message: “That the peace of Christ be with 

you and with all those who will pray here”, Bouflet 177-8). Therefore her apparitions are 

approved de facto if not de juro. The link with the apparitions of Fátima has encouraged 

support for Marienfried from Fátima’s devotees (the ‘Blue Army of Our Lady of Fátima’ has 

had an annual meeting there since 1966).  

 

Another factor that may have helped the establishment of Marienfried is that the original 

chapel was built with a Schönstatt image at the request of Anna Humpf, inspired by a local 

Schönstatt youth movement. The Schönstatt worldwide movement of prayer and devotion to 

Mary, founded in 1914 by Joseph Kentenich, has its centre at Schönstatt (on the site of a 

medieval Augustinian abbey on the outskirts of Vallendar near Koblenz). This is probably 

Germany’s largest Marian shrine, although it does not derive from apparitions. Kentenich 

was one of several Pallottine Fathers imprisoned or killed during the War. He visited 

Pfaffenhofen just before the 1946 visions (Bouflet 175). At Schönstatt, Mary is known as the 

‘Mother Thrice Admirable’, and the central image is one of Madonna and Child surrounded 

by the Latin words “Servus Mariae numquam peribit” (“the servant of Mary will never 

perish”). The easily identifiable Schönstatt chapels are the same all over the world; 

Marienfried’s chapel is not a copy, but the Schönstatt image is its focal point of devotion. 

This was also the picture that Antonie Rädler of Wigratzbad was trying to protect, and so 

both Wigratzbad and Marienfried have associations with Schönstatt and its anti-Nazi 

reputation. 

 

In the case of Marpingen, Heede and Heroldsbach, there is evidence of a growing acceptance 

by the Church of pilgrimage locations which are well integrated into the local Catholic 

community. Heede already enjoyed considerable Church backing with the building and 

consecration of a large new church in the 1970s, even though the official word did not come 

until 2000 (a 1999 shrine booklet states: “It is a fact that faithful pilgrims go to Heede. The 

public explicit approval of the bishop is still outstanding in 1999, in spite of devout wishes 

and pleas of many people” – Brinkmann 23). In Heede, the wartime memory is perhaps 

stronger than any other German 1930s shrine: because of its location in Emsland where 
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several concentration camps were situated, “some people look upon Heede as a religious 

memorial to the victims of national socialism” (Brinkmann 22), and there are many visitors 

from the Netherlands, just a few kilometres away. 

 

What of the other apparitions from the time of the Third Reich? There are few or no pilgrim 

visitors, memories have faded but, in most cases, there are still some surviving signs. They 

remain at the level of local interest. Table 3 brings the 1930s shrines up to date.  

 

Table 3: Small-scale German 1930s Apparition Sites  

 

(Source: visits in 2011) 

Location Situation in 2011 

 

Bad Lippspringe The altarpiece constructed from the revelations of Sr Salvatoris Kloke 

(died 1985) remains as the major visual focus for devotion in the 

Vincentian convent chapel (serving a home for elderly nuns). Her version 

of the rosary is still used in prayer and reprinted on cards. 

Berg The grotto where the visions occurred still stands in the grounds of a 

home for the elderly, and is visited by local pilgrims in May, although it is 

unclear whether they are aware of the visions in 1933-4. 

Marmagen The chapel built in the garden of the visionary after her experiences still 

stands; her eldest son now owns the house. The chapel is regularly used 

and the apparitions are remembered in plaques at the site, but the local 

parish prefers not to be involved in any official capacity. 

Mannheim/Guttenberg The altarpiece that was ‘revived’ as an object of devotion by the visionary 

was moved to Guttenberg Castle Museum after the chapel was looted in 

1976 (the altarpiece was stolen but recovered). There is an ex-voto in the 

museum, but it seems that pilgrim visitors are rare nowadays. 

Bochum The Bochum visions were based more on a person than a site; she is 

remembered, especially due to the book by Robert Ernst (Ernst). 

Oberpleis The Oberpleis visions were based more on a person than a site; the 

church that she wanted built at Thomasberg has no memorial of her, as 

the inspiration for its construction in 1949 was attributed to the parish 

priest of Oberpleis at that time, Bernard Wichert. 
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Popular Religion and the Church 

 

It is clear that, in Catholic Germany, along with Spain and the Netherlands, Marian 

visionaries have not been taken as seriously as they have, for example, in France, Belgium 

and Poland. Ireland and Portugal have only one visionary shrine, but it is a major one, the 

national shrine in both cases. In Italy, despite the lack of formal approval of any particular 

modern apparition case, towns like Castelpetroso and Pompeii have large churches with 

associations with visions, while Tre Fontane’s grotto in Rome is regularly visited and the 

story of the visions well known. 

 

Germany’s lack of manifestation of a Marian cult on the scale of France or Poland is 

bemoaned by Alfons Sarrach in his book Die Madonna und die Deutschen. He gives the 

example of Licheń in Poland, another great Marian shrine that, like Gietrzwald, originated in 

the 19th century (Sarrach 33-40), and then identifies Heede, Marienfried and Schönstatt as 

places where, despite the discouragement of apparitions by German bishops, the Marian spirit 

has broken through in Germany. Sarrach has good reason to choose sites with associations 

with German resistance: he and his family suffered in a concentration camp after his 

hometown, Danzig, was invaded in 1939. He points out that Germany is a land of 

philosophers, some of whom, like Feuerbach, Marx and Nietzsche, used reason against faith, 

but this rationalist mentality can infiltrate the Church too. He argues that, in the 1870s, the 

diocese of Regensburg used “psychological terror” against the visionaries of Mettenbuch to 

make them recant (Sarrach 19-21). The possibility of a German rationalism that finds Marian 

devotion less palatable than in Latin countries is hinted at by Germany’s own Pope Benedict 

XVI, writing about the revelations of Fátima: “To reach this goal [i.e. salvation], the way 

indicated – surprisingly for people from the Anglo-Saxon and German cultural world – is 

devotion to the Immaculate Heart of Mary” (Bertone & Ratzinger 39). 

 

The steady growth of Wigratzbad, Heede, Marienfried, and more recent developments at 

Marpingen and Heroldsbach indicate a change of mood. In the Church in general, there seems 

to be some relaxation around previously rejected and contentious apparitions like San 

Sebastián de Garabandal (Spain, 1961-5), San Damiano (Italy 1964-81), and Medjugorje 

(Bosnia-Hercegovina, 1981-date), where renewed investigations have replaced older 

censures, and a pastoral policy of support instituted for pilgrims. Margry suggests that, if the 
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apparition cult is persistent enough, there will eventually be convergence between the Church 

hierarchy and popular Catholic expression, as at Amsterdam (Margry). This seems to be the 

case in Germany. 

 

The priest René Laurentin – historian of Lourdes and Pontmain but also supporter of 

Medjugorje against the local bishop’s decision – looks for what he calls a “democratisation” 

of apparitions. By this he means that the high stake apparition decision, where approval is 

exceptional, can give way to Church support for smaller local shrines emerging in many 

places:  

“So the present multiplicity of apparitions leads us to a proper understanding of their 

status: small signs from heaven given for the time being in one place or another and by 

no means requiring the erection of a sanctuary. Where there are sanctuaries they are 

frequently small and of local importance. Apparitions have suffered because too much 

was made of them. The proliferation which has made them popular is in itself healthy” 

(Laurentin 119).  

Laurentin’s view is that pastoral support and Church direction is preferable to out-of-hand 

rejection and marginalisation, which tends to provoke divergent and harmful cults. That is, it 

is better for the Church to become involved when popular devotion is strong, even if the 

apparitions are not in themselves approved. As Laurentin has enjoyed considerable prestige 

in Catholic Mariological circles, he may have influenced episcopal policy or, at least, have 

been party to discussions as to where it was headed. The German situation, especially the 

more flexible approach at Heede, Heroldsbach and Marpingen from 1998 on, seems to reflect 

this advice. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Popular devotion has been persistent, in Germany as elsewhere, at places that were not 

initially accorded episcopal approval. There are many cases where the sensus fidelium – the 

opinion of ordinary Catholic pilgrims – has taken decades to convince Church authorities that 

an apparition was worthy of support. Germany has not been known for its approval of 

modern apparitions of Mary. However, the wartime legacy, with the desire for memorials of 

the persecution of the Catholic Church by the Third Reich, and the suffering of Catholics 

during World War II, has helped certain shrines – Wigratzbad and Marienfried at first, later 

Heede – to take their place in the German geography of Marian pilgrimage centres. 
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Marpingen and Heroldsbach do not have this legacy but, with the survival of pilgrimage, 

finally they have been adopted by the dioceses. It remains to be seen whether Mettenbuch, 

still a very minor shrine and not easily accessible, will follow suit. 

 

In stages, the German Church has accepted these pilgrimage centres, and bishops have given 

their endorsement of them, without yet confirming the canonical approval of the apparitions 

themselves. This may not be necessary. If the Church follows Mariologian René Laurentin’s 

call for a more pastoral and less judgemental approach to visionary cults then, as in other 

locations, tacit acceptance may be all that is required for visionary shrines to take their place 

within the Catholic Marian cultus. 

 

NOTES  

 

1. In its discussion of Catholicism in Germany during the Third Reich, the scope of the 

article has not allowed any consideration of the relationship of the Roman Catholic 

Church to the Holocaust. For contrasting positions on this issue, refer to the Jewish 

researcher Lewy (2000) for the view that the Catholic Church must bear responsibility 

for its silence, and the Catholic writer Frain (2009) for the opposite conclusion that it 

can be exonerated. 

2. The approved apparitions in Europe have also occurred in countries with a modern 

history in which Roman Catholicism has been regarded as the one national faith. 
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