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Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ (Dernbacher Sisters) 
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Luise Löwenfels was born at 9:00 a.m. on July 5, 1915 in Trabelsdorf (near Bamberg in Bavaria, Germany) in her parents' home on the Steigerwaldstrasse 8. Her father Salomon was born in 1870 in Kaubenheim (near Uffenheim, Germany), and according to the records he was a butcher and merchant. The people in Trabelsdorf and Buxheim called him the “cattle-dealer on a bike.”
[1] He was also involved in the real estate business. The Löwenfels family was financially well-off, and his second place standing on the Trabelsdorf list of the highest tax-payers attests to this. He died suddenly on July 6, 1923. 

Luise’s mother, Sophia Prölsdorfer, was born in Trabelsdorf in 1875. Her father was also a cattle-dealer. Luise’s parents’ civil marriage took place on July 5, 1898 in Trabelsdorf, and two days later they were married in the city's synagogue.
[2] Soon after the Reichskristallnacht, on November 28, 1938, Luise’s mother immigrated to New York, where she died on November 11, 1940.
[3] 

The orthodox Jewish faith was practiced in the Löwenfels home. They prayed together, celebrated the Jewish home liturgy and kept the Sabbath strictly. Many Jews lived in Trabelsdorf.
[4]

The family moved to Buxheim near Ingolstadt (Germany) sometime between 1918 and Easter 1921.
[5] They lived in a rented house there and the father went into the textile business. After the death of her husband, the mother and a number of the children moved to Ingolstadt in 1926.
[6]
Luise was the 11th of the 12 Löwenfels children. Two children had died as babies, so Luise grew up as the youngest child in the family.
[7] Her father died suddenly on the day after Luise’s eighth birthday.
[8] Her brother Heinrich was gassed in Auschwitz shortly after Luise herself died this way. The other eight brothers and sisters survived the war in the United States.
[9] 

Luise was registered as a pupil at the elementary school in Buxheim on May 2, 1921.
[10] Beginning in 1926, she attended the convent school, the Gnadenthal, in Ingolstadt where she completed elementary and high school. On March 17, 1932 she took her final examination.
[11] She successfully participated in a business course at the Gnadenthal during the 1932-1933 school year. She probably had a good experience at this school. A few former students recall that “the sisters were pleasant teachers for the Jewish and the non-Catholic Christian pupils. In an effort to avoid the reproach of treating these children unjustly, the sisters sometimes even treated them better than the other students. At least they were more obliging to them.”
[12] From the reports of the sisters at the school, we know that Luise obtained good grades as a result of her great industriousness. Her very good upbringing, too, was praised by the sisters. However, they also said of her that “she gave the impression of being lonely and unstable, and was needy for affection.”
[13]

We cannot determine exactly when Luise was first attracted to the Catholic Church. It is probably a legend that she was already attracted to the Church as a very young girl of somewhere between three and six years of age. There was a synagogue in Trabelsdorf but no Catholic church because the population was largely Lutheran. 

Luise attended elementary school in the town of her birth. This school was staffed by sisters from Heiligenstadt (Germany). The nearest Catholic church was in the town of Priesendorf, two kilometers away from her parents' house. Although it may be more legend than historical reality, a friend from school is said to remember that Luise would slip into the Catholic church as often as she had opportunity, and that already in her childhood Luise gladly attended Holy Mass and Marian devotions. She was, this friends recounts, very much attracted to these prayers, and it is understandable if her Jewish parents did not like this. 

According to another account, which most likely also lacks historical accuracy, Luise’s mother waited for her by the church door one day. She took her home, hit her mercilessly and pulled her by her hair through the room. Her oldest brother, who assumed the position of family head after her father’s death, also reacted harshly towards the Catholic inclinations of his youngest sister. When he suspected that Luise had been to the church, he waited for her return home, threw her harshly to the floor, and placing his foot on her, beat her with a leather belt. Luise, however, felt called by an inner voice to go to the church. Whenever she had the opportunity, she obeyed this mysterious yearning. Long before her baptism, her family already considered her to be a deserter. She was treated accordingly.
[14]
The reason that the incidents reported above are probably not historical is that Luise was five years old when she left Trabelsdorf, and there is no evidence anywhere in the area of a child her age being mistreated.
[15] The above-mentioned account may, however, have taken place later, since Luise herself spoke of it to others. She told her confidant and godmother, Sister Santia Kall from the convent in Mönchengladbach-Hehn (Germany), that because of her visits to church she was “pulled by her hair through the house and beaten”
[16] by her mother and brother. Luise also told Sister Veronis Rüdel from the St. Paul Institute in Recklinghausen (Germany) and Father Keuyk from Frankfurt (Germany) the same thing. What she recounted cannot have referred to the time that she was still living in Trabelsdorf.
[17] The first verifiable signs of her inclination to the Catholic faith are present no earlier than 1931, when she was 16 years old and learning to be a kindergarten assistant.
[18] 


From 1933 to 1935, Luise studied to be an assistant in a kindergarten in Nördlingen (Germany) at the Maria Stern (Mary Star) School, which belonged to the Franciscan Sisters. According to a classmate who after her marriage was called Käte Joseph-Hermann and who knew Luise from the school in Ingolstadt, Luise was already attending catechesis for converts every Saturday and Sunday in Nördlingen during this time.
[19] Käte also told her own parents about this. Her mother, in turn, was thought to have reported it to Luise’s mother, although the latter was supposedly already aware of the situation.
[20]
By 1935, it was clear that Luise wanted to become Catholic. She had received the religious instruction necessary to take this step. With her diploma, the profession of kindergarten assistant was open to her. By means of this position, she could live independently of her family. Entries from the diaries of her sisters (1935) suggest that Luise's desire to become Catholic led to a religious break with her family. Her mother approached Luise after the family found a crucifix and a religious habit in her bed. The daughter confessed that she wanted to become Catholic and enter a convent. Consequently, the family members gathered to pray the “Schiwa,” the Jewish prayers for the deceased, over Luise. By means of this ritual, they parted from Luise, and she was thenceforth excluded from the community of the family and the Jewish faith. The religious break was completed with Luise's baptism. However, this did not imply a total break. A solicitude for Luise can be seen in their effort to take her along to America, in notifying her in the convent of Geleen of the death of her mother, and in the efforts of her family to learn about Luise's fate after the war.
[21]

Luise first attempted to enter the Benedictine Sisters in Eichstätt (Germany). Abbess Maria Anna Benedicta Spiegel von und zu Peckelsheim did not, however, want to accept her into the community. Luise had not yet been baptized at the time, and did not have any experience of living the Catholic faith. It would have been unduly rushed to accept Luise into the Benedictine Abbey at that moment. The abbess did, however, give her a precious rosary. With this present, she probably wanted to encourage Luise on her way to the Church.
[22] 


Luise now went to Frankfurt am Main (Germany) where she worked as a kindergarten assistant in a Jewish children’s clinic. On Sundays, Luise and the other young ladies went to the Marian devotions at the Sisters of the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ in Schwalbach (Germany). This was Luise’s first contact with the congregation she would later enter. The Congregation of the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ had been founded in 1842 in the German Dernbach by Mother Maria Katharina Kasper (1820-1898), who would be beatified in 1978. The congregation cared for the sick, the elderly and children.


Sister Alodina, who was the local superior in Frankfurt, brought Luise into contact with the assistant pastor of the St. Boniface Parish in Frankfurt-South, Father Richard Keuyk. He worked there from 1929-1937. It was to him that Luise first voiced her desire to become a member of the Catholic Church. It was a very difficult decision for Luise to admit her calling to the Catholic faith. The step of joining the Church meant a definitive break with her family, relatives and Jewish traditions.

On May 30, 1947, Father Keuyk wrote a letter about Luise to the Vicar General of the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ. He told her about his relationship with the then already murdered Luise:

The first meeting will remain unforgettable. Her personality made a very strong impression on me. With a remarkable calmness of soul, she spoke for two hours about her exterior and interior life. Here was a human child sitting before me, and I had the impression, to use the first words of the Letter to the Ephesians, that she was someone chosen and elected by God in Jesus Christ. It also seemed to me, to continue to speak with Paul, that “in accord with the riches of grace . . . . all wisdom and insight,” had been lavished upon this noble Jewish girl. Without the least bit of bitterness, she told me about the suffering that filled her life, about what had already been taken from her, and about what she would lose. She then opened her handbag in front of me and showed me the items which were, besides the clothing she wore, the few things she had to her name.

Among these things was a valuable rosary from Jerusalem, which the Abbess of St. Walburgis in Eichstätt had given her. She also showed me letters from one of her brothers imploring her in an almost shocking way not to become unfaithful to the Jewish Law. Despite the pain she would cause her mother, brothers, and sisters, she was firmly resolved to join the Catholic Church. “I will become Catholic,” she said in all humility and equanimity, “even if I have to leave Germany on account of my faith and go to England or America.” 

After that first meeting, she faithfully came to the lectures I was giving at that time about Cardinal Newman and his religious world. As often as she met me on the street with her Jewish children, for whom she was a faithful guardian, she smiled in a way that showed gain and loss, joy and pain in a wonderful way. She was considered an “apostate” by her family, and was not accepted by the abbess of St. Walburgis in Eichstätt. 
[23] 

Luise had said farewell to her southern German homeland forever when she went to Frankfurt. In utter poverty, but with her head held high and great strength of spirit, she also left Frankfurt when the position of the Jews became ever more precarious. Her way was truly a ‘”Via Mirabilis” (a wonderful way).
[24]
In May 1935, Luise Löwenfels found a new job as a nanny for the Aäron family, who lived at the address Paulusstraat 6 in Recklinghausen. The family house was not far away from the St. Paul Church and the St. Paul Institute. In Recklinghausen, Luise became firm in her definitive decision to become Catholic. This cost her her job. She sought help from the Sisters of Divine Providence (zusters van de Goddelijke Voorzienigheid) who were in charge of the St. Paul Institute in Recklinghausen. Sister Veronis Rüdel especially took Luise under her care, giving her further instruction as Luise made her way to the Catholic Church. 

Already before Luise’s arrival, the St. Paul Institute had been placed under the supervision of the Gestapo. Luise could not stay there. The Eppmann family took her in. This family consisted of father, mother and two daughters, Hedwig and Mathilde. Mathilde was the younger of the two, and Luise befriended Hedwig. Mr. Eppmann had a sister, Sister Cortonensis, who was a Poor Handmaid of Jesus Christ in Eltville aan de Rijn. Since the Jewish persecution in Germany was ever increasing, it was arranged for Luise to stay in a convent of this congregation, Santa Maria in Mönchengladbach-Hehn. 

On November 25, 1935, the Feast of the Holy Martyr Catherine of Alexandria, Luise became a member of the Church by means of Holy Baptism. She was baptized quietly by Father Mauritius Demuth, O.F.M. in the parish church of Mönchengladbach-Hehn. Luise was twenty years old. She chose Maria Aloysia as her baptismal name. Sister Sanctia Kall, a kindergarten teacher Luise trusted very much, was her godmother.
[25] Her baptism is recorded in the register of the parish Mariae Heimsuchung (Visitation Parish).
[26] On November 26, 1935 she received her First Holy Communion. 

In the hope of bringing her to safety, the Provincial Superior of the English Province of the Sisters of Dernbach was prepared to accept Luise as a postulant and to take her along to England. But this idea could not be carried out
[27] because a boarding student, noticing that Luise was Jewish, said, “Luise seems to be Jewish and if she does not disappear, I will tell.” 
[28] Before October 1937, Luise’s brother Bernhard recommended to her that she immigrate to America. 
[29]
After having been in Mönchengladbach for nine months, Maria Aloysia returned to the Eppmann Family in Recklinghausen. It soon became clear, however, that she could no longer stay in Germany. Mr. Eppmann and his daughter Hedwig brought Maria Aloysia to the St. Joseph Convent of the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ in Geleen-Lutteraden in the Netherlands. Maria Aloysia crossed the border legally. On March 3, 1936, she was registered in the country clerk’s office.
[30] Maria Aloysia found lodging in the St. Joseph Convent (at the address Geenstraat 30, Geleen-Lutterade) of the Congregation of the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ. 

Within the context of the congregation’s apostolate, she was given the task of caring for small children. For additional education in kindergarten child care, she stayed in Groesbeek from June 2 until August 7, 1936.

Maria Aloysia wanted to become a religious. On December 8, 1937 she began the postulancy in the Congregation of the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ. Her giftedness was evident in her capacity to learn quickly. During her postulancy she worked as a kindergarten assistant. In addition, she also passed the examination to be a typing instructor (on February 19, 1938) and the examination to be a stenography instructor in the Dutch language (on April 16, 1938).

On September 17, 1938 she was confirmed. She received this sacrament from the bishop of Roermond, the Most Reverend Gulielmus Lemmens (1932-1958). On the same day, she received the habit of her congregation and her religious name. Thenceforth she would be called Sister Maria Aloysia. The only guest who came for this occasion was her friend, Hedwig Eppmann. In a letter dated September 2, 1938 to Father Keuyk, who had in the meantime become a pastor, the postulant wrote about the sacrament of confirmation that she would receive. “May the Holy Spirit enter me with a rich blessing of grace and enlighten my life’s way. The Savior loves His bride!”
[31] Concerning her relationship with her family and her loneliness, she wrote to Father Keuyk, “How happy I would be, if you could be here on my day of grace! You can imagine that none of my family will be here. But I will gladly bring this sacrifice for the salvation of their souls .. . . !” 
[32]
In the novitiate, Sister Aloysia came to know the spirituality of her congregation. This spirituality corresponded exactly to her own spiritual development. The foundress of her congregation, Mother Maria Katharina, had once written, “God’s will is more important than everything in the world. God’s will must be done in me, through me, and for me.”
[33]
Her co-sisters attest that Sister Aloysia was obedient, conscientious and faithful in living the rule from the first day in the novitiate. She was gentle, loving and humble in her relationship with her novice mistress, Sister Hildegundis, and her co-sisters. During recreation she was full of joy and cheer.
[34]
Before Sister Aloysia entered and also during her first years in the convent, she had to supervise the dining room of the girls' boarding school. She cared for the girls with maternal solicitude, even though she had to put up with many youthful pranks from these young ladies. Sister Aloysia felt safe and at home in her congregation. 

A co-sister relates:

Sister Aloysia was a very serious, conscientious, and sensitive woman. She did what was assigned her with an almost scrupulous exactness. She was very humble, silent, and did not think of herself. She spoke little about herself, so that even her co-sisters, who were with her every day, did not know about her past. She was so simple that one truly cannot say anything exceptional or striking about her. She could react energetically against superficiality and injustice. 

What I noticed most in her was the way she prayed with full conviction. Her way of praying always made me want to pray with her. She was a very special person. She was very intelligent and made great efforts to learn Dutch. Her Dutch language teacher, who could not understand the difficulty that this posed for her, reprimanded her often. Luise accepted these reproaches in silence.
[35]
Her novice mistress writes, “Although she was young in years, she was an interior soul, ripened through the hard and heavy struggle for her faith. She was thankful to the Lord for the many gifts of grace He had given her.”
[36] On September 12, 1940, Sister Maria Aloysia made her first profession.


When the occupying forces forbad Jews to teach non-Jews, Sister Aloysia could no longer work in the kindergarten. This must have been a great sacrifice for her. She thenceforth had tasks in the convent such as housekeeping and being portress. As the force of Nazi policies expanded, Sister Aloysia, like many others, also had to go to Amsterdam to take care of the formalities required by her status as a Jew. It must have been around May 1, 1942 that she returned from Amsterdam wearing a Star of David. Sister Aloysia was well-aware that the Jewish persecution was increasing. She feared ever more for her life. She said to one sister, “Now they will soon come to pick me up. I can feel it.”
[37] A co-sister relates:

Sister Aloysia had fearful premonitions about what was possibly in store for her. One could see her more often kneeling in the chapel, offering her prayers—as she herself said—as a sacrifice for her family and her people. Christ was her all, and in union with Him she did her work, enjoyed the small joys of life, and offered in silence the suffering that would be—according to her own saying—a prayer.
[38] 

Another sister recounts: “She was by nature serious and sometimes also a bit melancholic, and this was especially true during the last months before her arrest. She spoke about her premonition, especially after the attempt to go the United States was thwarted.” 
[39]
On July 19, 1942, Sister Aloysia remarked, “I have the feeling that something is going to happen, but I have made my decision and have given myself wholly over to God’s will.” 
[40]
A week later, on July 26, 1942, the letter of the Dutch bishops that, among other things, objected to the persecution of the Jews, was read in the chapel of the St. Joseph Convent in Lutterade. Sister Aloysia listened with a deeply bowed head, as though she had a feeling that now something would happen soon. In retaliation against the Church’s defense of the Jews and humanity, Sister Aloysia would be murdered fourteen days later.

Around 6:30 a.m. on Sunday, August 2, 1942, the bell rang at the convent. A local policeman and two SS agents stood at the door. They were led to the parlor where the provincial superior, Sister Immaculata, spoke with them. They wanted to know if Luise Löwenfels lived at the address because she had to come immediately. Sister Immaculata went to get her. Together with the sister portress, both sisters went to the parlor. An SS agent asked Sister Aloysia, “Are you Luise Löwenfels?” She replied in the affirmative, to which the SS agent responded, “Then we have to take you along immediately.” Sister Aloysia was very calm. Sister Immaculata cried. She asked for time to collect some necessary items and that was allowed. The Dutch policeman went with the sisters, but the SS agents stayed in the parlor. 

Because it was almost time for Holy Mass, a priest was already in the house. Sister Immaculata first brought Sister Aloysia to the chapel where the priest gave her Holy Communion. It would be for the last time. The policeman stayed reverently at the back of the chapel. Then, under the watchful eye of the policeman, the necessary things were packed: two habits, a pair of shoes, food, and other such things.

In the meantime, Sister Hildegundis, the novice mistress, went to the parlor where she tried in vain to change the SS agents' minds. While Holy Mass had begun in the chapel, Sister Immaculata and the sister portress led Sister Aloysia outside. Calm and resigned, she said goodbye at the convent door. No one was allowed to accompany her to the police van, which was waiting across the street from the convent fence. She boarded in her religious habit. Then the van drove away. No one knew where Sister Aloysia was being taken. The whole event lasted no more than 15 minutes. The Dutch policeman returned to the convent and cried while recounting that the SS officers had woken him up that morning. He had been forced to come along to the convent. He had acted correctly and kindly, but could not do anything else.
[41]
It is not clear if the truck then went to Koningsbosch to pick up Annemarie and Elfriede Goldschmith and then to Echt where the Stein sisters were picked up. At any rate, it is known that Sister Aloysia left that evening from Roermond with the others who were arrested in Limburg and was taken to Camp Amersfoort. They arrived there in the middle of the night. Sister Maria Aloysia is one of the Catholic Jews whose names appear on the list drafted in this camp. She is number 86 and comes after Sister Mirjam Michaelis.
[42] From the moment that she arrived in Westerbork, she shared the fate of the whole group of Catholic Jews described in Chapter One. 

The camp leader reported to the convent in Lutterade that they should send Sister Aloysia two woollen blankets, warm clothes, and ration cards for bread. These items were not permitted to be brought by a sister. On Thursday, August 6, a trusted acquaintance of the congregation, Mr. Huub op de Camp, brought the things to Westerbork. Sister Aloysia cried bitterly when she said farewell to Mr. op de Camp. This was Sister Aloysia's last contact with the outside world.
[43] On the transport list of August 7, 1942, she is on list A, number 15. 
[44]

Luise Löwenfels could have saved her life by going to America with her family, but she gave preference to faith in Jesus Christ and His Church. This choice cost her her life. Because she acknowledged Jesus as the Son of God, she literally had to leave everything to follow Him. She left the Jewish setting into which she had been born. In Recklinghausen, she lost both job and housing. And even though she had already parted from her family in Holy Baptism, as a Jew the loss of her homeland was further required of her. Finally, as a Catholic Jew, she sacrificed life itself in Auschwitz. Her life is a testament to the words of her Lord Jesus Christ, “If anyone wishes to come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it” (Lk. 9:23-24).

In October 1947, Pastor Keuyk wrote about Sister Aloysia, whom he had known since 1935. He writes: 

I assume that Sister Aloysia maintained the same attitude that I noticed in her in the days that I came to know her. The reception of Confirmation had filled her with such a holy joy in offering sacrifices, that I am confident that in the strength of her holy faith, she gave the sacrifice of her young and hopeful life and has entered eternity as a glorious martyr. . . . May Sister Aloysia obtain for each of us that same heroic fidelity that she showed in her own struggle for the truth, and the love “stronger than death” which the deep waters of suffering cannot extinguish (cf. Song of Songs 8:7).
[45] 

What a sight it must have been in heaven when Edith Stein, Aloysia Löwenfels and the other sisters were brought to death in August 1942 in Auschwitz and elsewhere. They are the heroes who by their death have conquered the world. Even in their greatest agony, they rejoiced to suffer and die with Christ. They are the saints of our day, who have been sent by God to teach that the essence of our life consists in proving our faithfulness, and this can only happen in struggle, suffering, and death. They are the blessed ones of whom the Lord has said, “Blessed are they who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Mt. 5:10). The Lord has blessed them forever and has taken them into His eternal home. 
[46] 

Sister Maria Aloysia paid dearly for her religious convictions. Her choice for the church brought her to the gas chambers of Auschwitz at the age of 27.

On June 28, 2006, a memorial was erected in her honor at the corner of the Geenstraat and the De Vaart in Geleen.
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