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Titus Brandsma
Carmelite and Martyr

3. Eucharist

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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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 June 17th 1905. As an 
academic Titus specialised in philosophy and mys�cism.  
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 cri�cal of the Nazi ideology.  During the 
occupa�on of Holland, he defended the freedom of the 
Press and of the Catholic Press in par�cular.  Titus was 
arrested in January 1942 and sent to Dachau 
Concentra�on Camp where he was killed by lethal 
injec�on on July 26th 1942.  He was bea�fied in 1985.



Titus’ Educa�on
Titus was a good student who understood from early 
on the value of educa�on.  As a child he read widely 
and had a par�cular liking for literature and history.  
A�er entering the Carmelite Order in 1898, Titus 
con�nued to read widely and began to publish.  Taking 
his doctorate in philosophy at Rome’s Gregorian 
University, he also took courses in modern sociology.

Catholic Educa�on
Titus reformed the programme of studies for 
Carmelites in the Netherlands.  Educa�on for the laity 
was a priority for Titus.  At Oss a library with a�ached 
reading room and lecture hall was established which 
was open to the general public.  Through Titus’ efforts, 
two Carmelite schools became the very first private 
schools in Holland to receive government support.  He 
founded the Union of Secondary Schools in 1925, 
serving as its President.

University Professor
With the founding of the Catholic University at 
Nijmegen in 1923, Titus was nominated Professor of 
Philosophy and the History of Mys�cism.  In 1932 he 
became its Rector Magnificus.  Titus’ courses le� an 
‘unforge�able’ impression; he was effec�vely 
rediscovering the spirituality of their country.  Titus 
was kind and students at the university constantly 
sought him out.  He sought scholarship funding for the 
less well off.  Titus subjected Na�onal Socialism to 
rigorous cri�que as part of his university teaching.  He 
kept his feet firmly on the ground.  Titus was known to 
assist an old man in pushing his junk wagon up the hill 
between the university and the Carmel, placing his 
professorial briefcase on top while he did it.

Educa�on in the Call to Mys�cism
Titus was always keen to educate people regarding 
their call to be mys�cs.  He defined mys�cism as: ‘a 

special union of God with human beings, whereby they 
become aware of God's presence and also become one 
with God.’ Titus understood mys�cism as a call 
directed to all and spoke of an everyday mys�cism, 
convinced that God is the ground of our being and can 
be encountered always and everywhere and in our 
neighbour. His lectures on Carmelite mys�cism, 
delivered in the United States in 1935, are a true 
classic of twen�eth-century spirituality.

The Journalist as Educator
Titus undoubtedly saw journalism as a form of 
educa�on.  His accessible ar�cles in the Catholic press 
were effec�vely ‘short courses’ of their own.

Titus’ Philosophy of Educa�on
For Titus it was important for the educator to respect 
each student individually: ‘…people are not simply all 
alike and do not comply with a casual construction or 
idea.  The human being, and even the child, is in each 

person different in nature and it does not help us when 
we would like to see beyond all the differences…We 
must take young people as they are.’  It was important 
for Titus that students thought for themselves, saying 
to one group: ‘We do not impart philosophical 
knowledge to you, because you must first and 
foremost develop it in yourselves… We do not ram the 
truth or knowledge of the truth into you, we only draw 
on the wondrous passion for knowledge of what is 
true, which lies hidden in you.’  

Resourcing Educa�on
Titus was convinced of the importance of the proper 
resourcing of educa�on.  He also underlined the need 
for the con�nuous professional development of 
teachers: ‘a justified ideal for the teacher is continuous 
further development… A trained teacher is a blessing.’  
Titus had a par�cular concern for providing for 
children from underprivileged backgrounds: ‘Attention 
at school to the underprivileged child, that is where 
true love reveals itself.’

Titus’ care for Jewish Students
Titus took a par�cular stand on Jewish students, 
refusing to remain silent when they were excluded 
from a�ending Catholic schools, even making 
enquiries about placing them in the care of the 
Carmelites in Brazil. 

The Apostolate of Carmelite Mys�cism - Carmel 
as School
Titus speaks of ‘the apostolate of Carmelite mysticism’, 
using the image of a school.  Carmelites are to teach 
people to pray, helping them know they have been 
found and loved by God.  For Titus, Carmel is like a 
school, ‘a school of mystical life’, and insists: ‘in the 
spiritual life, no more than in ordinary life, can we 
dispense with education, with teachers and with 
guidance.’

The Eucharis�c Life of Carmel
Being of central importance to the Chris�an 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 
celebra�on of the Eucharist.  This sacred space was to 
be a focal point for encounter with one another and 
with the risen Lord.  Un�l the reforms of Pope Pius X in 
the early twen�eth century, daily receiving of Holy 
Communion was unusual.  However, taking inspira�on 
from the Rule of Carmel, daily recep�on of the 
Sacrament was already common in Carmelite 
communi�es 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 
Eucharis�c devo�on.

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 pa�ern 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 gi� 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 ul�mately tested for Titus 
between January and July 1942 as he followed his own 
‘way of the cross’ all the way to Dachau concentra�on 
camp.

Frequent Communion
Titus’ convic�on concerning the importance of 
frequent celebra�on 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 recep�on of Holy Communion 
when presen�ng the life and message of Saint Lidwina 
of Schiedam, one of the na�onal saints of the 
Netherlands.

Prayer a�er Communion
In con�nuity with another key aspect of the Carmelite 

tradi�on, Titus emphasised the importance of taking 
�me to pray a�er receiving Holy Communion.  This is a 
true contempla�ve moment when, having received 
the risen Lord into ourselves, we seek to open 
ourselves to his accomplishing great things in us.  Titus 
reflec�vely links prayer a�er 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 o�en recommends acts of spiritual 
communion when recep�on 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 �me 
might not have realised how important spiritual 
communion would become in �me of pandemic.  
While Titus was able to receive Holy Communion at 
Dachau (including on the day of his death), there were 
�mes 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 Contempla�on
An o�en-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 gi� of contempla�on 
from God.  And such contempla�on leads to ac�on.  
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.’

‘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


