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FOREWORD 

John Baptist Anzer, the founder of the South Shandong mission and 
first bishop of the Society of the Divine Word (SVD), died unexpectedly 
of a stroke in Rome on 24 November 1903 at the age of fifty-two. He had 
come a few days earlier at the invitation of the Propaganda Congrega-
tion, accompanied by his secretary Ludwig Klapheck. He was buried in 
the cemetery of Campo Santo Teutonico in the shadow of St Peter’s Ba-
silica. In the obituaries worldwide, his person and his work found dif-
ferent echoes depending on the political, ideological and ecclesiastical 
point of view. Clichés, one-sided, derogatory and prejudiced reporting 
have distorted and obscured the view of Anzer’s achievements as a pio-
neering missionary, excellent manager and far-sighted strategist. The 
impact is still felt to this day. 

Scholars of Chinese mission history criticise Anzer above all for his 
attitude characterised by a sense of national superiority; his political 
activities, especially his role in the occupation of Jiaozhou Bay in No-
vember 1897; his aggressive evangelisation methods; his interference in 
internal affairs of the country and in legal disputes in favour of his cli-
entele; his paternalistic manner, arrogance, ambitions and recklessness 
in pursuing his goals. It has occasionally been said that Anzer was one 
of the most feared foreign missionaries in the entire Chinese Empire. 

Opinions within the SVD on whether it would be appropriate to 
write a biography of the founder of the SVD Mission in China differed 
widely. Anzer’s successor, Bishop Augustin Henninghaus, rejected a 
biography because “as a fiery Bavarian” he had caused the SVD Found-
er Arnold Janssen great grief. Superior General Wilhelm Gier called 
him “God’s scourge” for the servants of God standing next to him, below 
him and above him; he therefore thought it better not to write a biog-
raphy. John Baptist Anzer was “hushed up” into oblivion. 

At present—and presuming that Anzer’s person and his life’s work 
are known at all—even many members of the SVD hold a rather nega-
tive view of Arnold Janssen’s first collaborator, the founder of the first 
SVD mission overseas and the first bishop of the Societas Verbi Divini. 
He is accused of uncritically collaborating with worldly powers, of a 
thirst for honour, exaggerated self-esteem, authoritarian leadership, a 
lack of religious spirit and life according to the Rule, a lack of loyalty to 
Superior General Arnold Janssen and the SVD leadership, and misbe-
haviour. 

Nevertheless, John Baptist Anzer belongs to the founding generation 
of the Society of the Divine Word. He remained at Arnold Janssen’s side 
when other members of the early days left the budding Congregation. 
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Therefore, on the occasion of the 150 Year Jubilee of the SVD, the Gen-
eralate wishes to “broaden and deepen the awareness and knowledge of 
our confreres about Anzer’s significant contribution to the overall mis-
sion of our Congregation” (letter of 12 March 2024 to the author). 

This biography (published in German and translated into English 
and Spanish) hopes to make Anzer and his life’s work accessible to a 
wider audience. It is an abridged version of the author’s extensive biog-
raphy published in 2010.1 In this work, the author attempts to compre-
hensively present Anzer’s achievements and person, and do him histori-
cal justice. Doubtless, he is one of the great German protagonists in 
Chinese mission history. 

Our sincere thanks go to the Servants of the Holy Spirit Sisters An-
na Damas SSpS in Rome and Jacqueline Mulberge SSpS in Steyl, who 
translated the text into English. 

 
Karl Josef Rivinius SVD 

                                                 
1  Karl Josef Rivinius SVD, Im Spannungsfeld von Mission und Politik: Johann 

Baptist Anzer (1851–1903), Bischof von Süd-Shandong (Studia Instituti Missio-
logici SVD 93), Nettetal: Steyler Verlag 2010. There is a shortened version of 
this biography: id., Der umstrittene Bischof. Johann Baptist Anzer und die Stey-
ler Missionare in China, Sankt Augustin: Steyler Verlag 2012. Recently the 
German edition of this book: id., Johann Baptist Anzer – Bischof und Mandarin 
(Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD 125), Siegburg: Schmitt Verlag 2024. 


