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WOMEN ARE PLAYING more and more active roles in the political, economic, and cultural life of our 
times. Their voices are being listened to with greater respect, and they are making important decisions 
affecting major portions of society. Inferior intellect and dependency have largely ceased to be diagnosed 
as defi ciencies of their nature.

It hasn’t always been so. Women in the past have too often been looked down upon. Today this may tend 
to be exaggerated for ideological reasons, but history shows us it is true enough.

In the fi fth century before Christ, the Greek poet Euripides wrote that “one man is worth more than ten 
thousand women.” The celebrated Roman poet Ovid, a contemporary of our Lord, admonished men who 
still valued faithfulness in marriage: “Only stupid men feel hurt when their wives commit adultery.”

This kind of immorality led to the decline of the Roman family and ultimately, in conjunction with other 
factors, to the collapse of the Roman Empire. This history is very much in line with the German theologian 
Peter Ketter’s view that “[t]he position which women hold within a society is a primary barometer of the 
cultural and human level of its people.”

In ancient Israel women were, at fi rst, held in high esteem. We can see this in the Old Testament fi gures 
of Deborah, Judith, and Esther, who were honored as saviors of their people. But by the time of Christ, even 
Israel had strayed. In the home a woman did not take her place next to her husband, but instead with the 
children and slaves. A prayer, which is said to have been recited daily, has come down to us: “Praise to the 
Lord for not creating me a heathen! Praise to the Lord for not creating me a woman! and Praise to the Lord 
for not creating me ignorant!”

Study of the Torah was restricted to men. Rabbi Eliezer, a contemporary of the apostle John, even 
declared: “The words of the Torah should be burned before being entrusted to a woman.”

Centuries later, even in so-called progressive Europe, there was no shortage of discrimination against 
women. “Discrimination,” from the Latin discriminatio (separation), means in this context that one is sepa-
rated from the way of life of a group. Historically, women have had fewer opportunities for education and 
professional life, and they have been judged according to stereotypes as well. (Women can’t think logically, 
study science or engineering, or change a fl at tire, for example.)

In Martin Luther’s writings we fi nd the remarkable sentence, “Little girls learn to talk and walk earlier 
than little boys because weeds always grow faster than good plants.” Luther, however, held his wife Katherina 
von Bora in such high esteem that he addressed her in his letters as “My dear mister Kathe”! When in the six-
teenth century Francoise de Saintonge tried to found schools for girls in France, she was publicly ridiculed 
and sneered at, and her father called four doctors to confi rm that she was not possessed by a devil.

The “Enlightenment”

In the so-called Age of the Enlightenment, G. E. Lessing (1729–1781) wrote: “A woman who thinks is as 
disgusting as a man who uses makeup.” Even such leading representatives of the Enlightenment as Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) and Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) declared women immature and depen-
dent on men. “Women in general do not love the arts, do not understand a single one of them and totally 
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lack genius,” wrote Rousseau. Kant’s view at fi rst appears more hopeful: “The beautiful sex has intellect as 
does the male,” he noted; but he continued: “only hers is a beautiful intellect whereas ours is profound.”

The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) was a well-known disparager of women. 
“All females,” he said, “tend towards extravagance. Therefore each should be placed under male guardian-
ship, even if her own son has to be the guardian.” Since women lack male reasoning and consideration, 
and since they are weaker by nature, they have to resort to cunning. According to Schopenhauer, “Thus 
their instinct-like slyness and their never-ceasing inclination to lie. . . . They are born hypocritical.” For this 
reason, he said, a female should not be taken seriously in a court of law.

Similar statements are found in Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), who said the female was “inexpress-
ibly more evil than the man.”

These attitudes toward women were echoed in the law. For example, in 1825 Prussia introduced com-
pulsory education, but as late as 1883 an offi cial decree declared that girls were not capable of scientifi c 
reasoning. In France women were not able to receive the bachelor of arts degree until 1855. And it was only 
in 1908 that girls in Germany were permitted to take the fi nal examinations in German secondary schools 
and admitted to universities.

Women’s rights movements

Given this history, it is understandable that women were dissatisfi ed and began to fi ght for their rights. The 
modern women’s liberation movement dates from about 1789. It was an extension of the general demand 
for human rights, rights that could not be considered the entitlement of men alone. In England women 
committed themselves to their own antislavery movement at about the middle of the nineteenth century. 
This movement began with the idea that they, along with the recently freed slaves, were entitled to full civil 
rights.

In Germany the women’s liberation movement became increasingly focused on educational opportuni-
ties, as the need to educate women was increasingly recognized. Education is important not only for profes-
sional advancement, but also to develop one’s personality. As human beings learn to think independently 
and not to depend on public opinion and the mass media, they acquire human maturity and can more easily 
confront their own personal situations and their limitations.

For German feminist Hedwig Dohm (1833–1919), the question of whether women should be allowed to 
attend university was as superfl uous as asking: “Should the human being be allowed to develop its powers? 
Should he use his legs for walking?” 

Women’s liberation movements have caused a good deal of stir and controversy, and there have certainly 
been some excesses. But basically, their proponents were all dedicated to something completely legitimate: 
equal rights for men and women.

Today political and social equality has largely been achieved in the Western world. Women have had the 
right to vote in the United States and most of Europe since the early part of the twentiety century, though 
only since 1945 in Spain and England, and since 1971 in Switzerland. The original women’s liberation 
movements have thus attained their goals in the Western world, and for this reason they have essentially 
disappeared.

The success of these movements is largely superfi cial, however, and it is still questionable whether our 
society has really moved forward in having appropriate respect for the dignity of women. Motion pictures, 
the theater, television, literature, and the arts all speak a language antithetical to women’s dignity. In mag-
azines and other mass media, women are threatened with humiliation deeper than that which resulted 
from political and social injustices. Even while their fundamental rights are loudly proclaimed, women are 
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reduced to a status that is subhuman when they are treated as objects rather than as individual persons. A 
superfi cial appreciation of women is paired with pagan contempt and disregard for their true dignity.

This ambivalent attitude is closely related to the loss of religious belief in our time. As Ketter has pointed 
out: “Every culture becomes increasingly anti-feminine, the more it detaches itself from its ties to the Eter-
nal, the Divine.”

Social changes cannot really liberate women as long as they are not grounded in spiritual changes. And 
these changes have not yet taken place.

Feminism

The present feminist movement, at least in its more radical forms, is not the legitimate continuation of the 
women’s liberation movement. Radical feminists are not concerned with the legal and social emancipa-
tion of women. Instead, they demand complete abolition of what they call the traditional division of roles 
between men and women, and they openly reject motherhood, marriage, and the family. The French writer 
Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986) even warned against the “trap of motherhood,” which deprives women of 
career opportunities and other freedoms. If a woman has a child, she compromises her independence. We 
all know how much work a baby causes: it needs its bottle, has to be changed, comforted, and sung to sleep. 
A woman who has a child is tied down and cannot compete with men for professional advancement. As a 
result, she is at a disadvantage in her career.

Feminists call on women to detach themselves from the “chains” of their nature. Their conduct should 
be based on a so-called new ethics. In this new ethics, everything is permitted, and old ways and traditions 
are always questioned. Even the closest interpersonal relations, those of marriage and the family, are subject 
to scrutiny and criticism. Consequences of this shift in values and attitudes include: the increasingly com-
mon practice of couples living together without the formality of marriage; the call for abortion on demand; 
a push to transfer the responsibility for children’s upbringing to men or to society in general; and the 
replacement of natural conception and pregnancy with artifi cial methods and procedures.

Feminists demand radical “self-realization for women,” which in their view includes liberation from any 
dependence on husband or children. As it is used today, the term “feminism” means a total detachment 
from the supposed shackles of nature. Incidentally, the term has been listed in dictionaries for only the 
last decade or so, which indicates both the newness of the movement and the impetuosity with which it has 
spread and continues to spread.

There are some feminists who want to segregate themselves from the world of men by establishing what 
they refer to as “alternative cultures.” In India, for example, women have established a women’s bank to 
escape the domination of men in the world of fi nance. More than 100,000 women have opened accounts 
there, and all its employees are female.

Through its new ethics, feminism aims to change completely the human being and the traditional social 
order. In their own words, feminists want to improve living conditions for “one half of mankind” by liberat-
ing women from the chains of their nature. This concept is revolutionary, and its aims are radical. Feminism 
has been called the apex of the anti-Christian revolution of modern times. Up to now revolutions have 
focused only on opposing certain human institutions. The French Revolution of 1789 abolished the social 
order based on a rigid class system, and the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 took aim at the system of private 
enterprise. Now, however, we are dealing with a movement seeking the abolition of something created by 
God, namely, the opposed and complementary sexuality of the human being, the mental and biological 
nature of male and female. Marcuse refers to feminism as “possibly the most important and potentially radi-
cal movement we have,” and in this regard he is not off the mark.
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Equality in diversity

In the face of this panorama, the moment has come to ask ourselves: what are the characteristics of legiti-
mate and authentic women’s emancipation? To begin, there is no question of the fact that men and women 
are of equal value. On this point, Pope John Paul II was a great defender of women, and he impressed even 
the militant feminist Maria-Antonietta Macciochi with his 1988 Apostolic letter Mulieris Dignitatem. She char-
acterized it as a document of great power.

The pope cites to the majestic story of creation in the book of Genesis (1:27): “God created mankind—
man and woman—in his image and likeness.” Thus, these two beings of different sex share the same original 
essence. They are both intelligent and free. The government of the earth is conferred at the same time to 
both of them, and both possess exclusively an ultimate, immediate relationship with God.

God loves them for what they are, and that is what gives them dignity. Consequently, woman is not a 
“degenerated man,” but an original, creative idea of God. Nor is she defi ned through and dependent upon 
the man; she is not just “the boss’s wife” or “the janitor’s widow” or “the mother of the president.” Woman 
has not been created for the sake of man but for the sake of God. She does not receive her standing and 
dignity through man; she has value and dignity in herself.

There is a second passage in Genesis (2:18–25) that describes woman as created from Adam’s rib as a 
help for him. This has been seen by some commentators in the course of history as evidence that women 
are—and ought to be—dependent on men and subordinate to them. No doubt this attitude has annoyed 
women throughout history.

This text can, however, be interpreted quite differently. Woman may be taken as representative of the 
last phase of a process of creation which has brought about progressively higher levels of perfection. She has 
not been created from the “soil of the earth,” as Adam was, but rather from the more dignifi ed material of 
human fl esh and bone. Thus, the way Genesis describes the creation of woman can be interpreted as a sign 
of greater, rather than lesser, dignity.

Be that as it may, the sharing of the same matter, this common rib, is a living expression of the equality 
of nature of both sexes. Woman and man form a unity. It is their fate to exist not only next to each other or 
with each other, but for each other. The “help” mentioned in Genesis must be seen as mutual help: men are 
a help for women and women a help for men. Both fulfi ll themselves most genuinely when each gives most 
deeply, when each gives self to the other, because they were created to serve each other out of love, in free 
and mutual subordination.

Special talents

The word “help” also underlines the fact that the two sexes reach their perfection as persons in conjunction 
with one another. Their natures are complementary, and each is superior in its own domain. Each possesses 
specifi c qualities of great value, as confi rmed by medical and psychological research.

It has been shown, for example, that boys have a special talent for dealing with things, while girls have 
an equal talent for dealing with people. Any mother of boys and girls could attest to this point, and just one 
of numerous examples will serve my purposes here. I received a letter from a German mother very attentive 
to upbringing of her fi ve children. “Last summer,” she writes, “we had a French girl from Paris with us dur-
ing the holidays. The girl spoke not a word of German, and Christa, our oldest girl, not a word of French. 
Both slept in the same room. On the fi rst morning, when they came to breakfast I noticed that both of them 
were exhausted from lack of sleep. Both had dark rings under their eyes. I asked them if they had not slept 
at all. `We talked the whole night,’ was the surprising answer. ‘But in what language?’ I asked. ‘We taught 
each other to count,’ they proudly reported. ‘Jeanette can now count to 100 in German and Chris to 100 
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in French.’ After this success my husband and I decided to bring another child from Paris for the holidays, 
this time a boy, with whom Christa’s four brothers could become friends. Yet, much as we tried, we did not 
manage to establish any contact between them. The boys remained strangers, ‘because they could not talk 
to each other’.”

In women the speech center of the brain is often more pronounced than in men. Even in babies we 
can observe among girls social interest that is stronger than that of boys. Research demonstrates well that 
male babies react during the fi rst weeks more clearly to optical stimulation, while female babies are more 
interested in voices and physical contact. Psychologists associate this difference with the generally accepted 
understanding that in males the faculty of three-dimensional visualization is particularly pronounced, while 
in females interpersonal contact is more important.

If we are honest, both men and women will recognize both advantages and certain shortcomings of 
their respective natures. Men may pride themselves in generally thinking more matter-of-factly and judging 
more objectively than women do. But how often does reason operating alone mistakenly guide them toward 
heartlessness and rigidity! Conversely, women might well see the benefi ts of being moved by feelings and 
intuition, but very often relying on these alone leads them to confusion and injustice. The male and female 
natures both need the infl uence of the other sex’s characteristics, in order to enhance harmony and bal-
ance within the single human person.

Statistically, some aptitudes are more common in men, and others in women. But certainly individual 
men and women defy statistical defi nitions. Even if some characteristics are found particularly often in men, 
they can still be much more pronounced in individual women, and vice versa. This is so because no human 
being is the generic type man or woman. Everyone has his or her own individual characteristics and talents, 
and through these talents he or she has the capacity for artistic, technical, scientifi c, social, and practical 
activities as an individual, not just as a member of a particular sex. It would therefore be unjust to defi ne 
a “typical woman” or “typical man” on the basis of statistical distributions of characteristics. Such images 
would only parrot the old cliches: men are rational, active, domineering; women are sentimental, passive, 
devoted. These cliches are false, however, for we know that women can think with a rigorous logic, and that 
men fi nd their full realization only in a complete self-giving to others, which is not uniquely feminine but a 
matter of human love.

Equal responsibilities

Men and women have equal social responsibilities, and for this reason it is proper that women have access 
to public roles and tasks. On the part of men, this requires willingness honestly to recognize and accept the 
capabilities of women. Many female traits, such as the desire to mediate and smooth out differences, are the 
only means for humanizing the professional world.

The extraordinary thing about men and women is not to be found in their specifi c talents, but in their 
natural capability for fatherhood or motherhood. Only a man can become a father, only a woman can be 
a mother. And even though they beget together, it is the mother who is much more committed in parent-
hood than the father is. This is particularly apparent in the prenatal stage, when almost all the physical and 
mental energy of the woman is absorbed by the new life. The man, although he is a parent too, fi nds him-
self always outside the process of pregnancy and giving birth. Initially he contributes much less to the joint 
parenthood than the woman does.

For this reason the husband should be aware that he has particular commitments to his wife. John Paul 
II noted that the man is the “debtor” of the woman. He should accept his fair share of the household chores. 
Just as earning a living is no longer the monopoly of men, the household must not remain the responsibility 
of women alone.
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Yet, motherhood is not only a physiological process. It is a reality which comprises the entire being 
and action of the woman and which corresponds to the psychic and physical structure of her womanliness. 
Through motherhood women have a unique link to the mystery of life maturing inside their wombs. Psy-
chology explains that this singular contact with the new human being brings with it an attitude toward all 
people which deeply molds the personality of women. Generally this is expressed in their natural tendency 
to add the human element to interpersonal relations. (See John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, n. 18.)

Of course there is no proof that women can automatically create a more humane world than men can. 
Actually, this world will change only if both—men and women—bring about a new culture where the con-
cepts of love, giving, and service are understood and lived sincerely. This culture will be enriched by the 
active intervention of women; for, even though men may strive to be more human, their nature does not 
put them in such direct rapport with life; therefore, they can learn much from women, especially through 
paternity and their roles after the birth of children. The education of children is the spiritual dimension 
of paternity, where father and mother share the same responsibility. In practice, the mother is the primary 
educator since the little ones, at least in their early years, need her as a constant point of reference in order 
to live and grow.

Without a loving mother throughout the course of growth and maturation, a child cannot learn to love, 
pardon, or be faithful. “The child depends on the sacrifi cing labor of its mother,” writes Christa Meves, “and 
it grasps this very quickly. It calls her, it wins her with its fi rst smile, it extends its arms towards her and cries 
with joy when she appears again. The birth of the fi rst feelings of love is united in an instinctive way with its 
vital needs. The infant thinks: you nourish me, you keep me warm, you put me to bed and change me, you 
are the one who suits me: I need you and this is why I love you.”

A mother is naturally endowed with a number of specifi c dispositions, most important the ability to 
feed the infant with her own body. This clearly shows the natural closeness of the mother-child relationship, 
which cannot be ignored or artifi cially suppressed. One does so at the peril of children. Research has shown 
that an infant who is cared for by different and continually changing persons—morning and evening by 
mother, during the day by the nursery school teacher or the nurse—may have diffi culties developing the 
capacity for affection. There is danger of the child becoming hostile, passive, or melancholy.

If maternity in its biological sense seems to be something passive, in the personal and ethical sense it is 
eminently active and creative. As John Paul II has put it, a woman as mother exercises a true primacy with 
respect to the human being. Naturally her husband shares these duties, and in so doing he tends to become 
more refi ned by fulfi lling his role as father.

In summary, we may offer the following two points:

 1. Affi rming the equality of status and dignity of the two sexes is an undeniably worthy goal. Anyone 
who considers justice an important objective will align himself with those who promote the legitimate 
rights of women—for adequate professional formation and opportunities, for political and social 
equality, and for dignifi ed working conditions.

 2. While it aims at helping women, in reality radical feminism greatly harms them. To affi rm the unity 
and equality of men and women should not be to deny their differences. At the heart of their com-
mon essence, the two sexes possess a differentiated nature. One cannot deny or resist this natural fact 
without risk of great harm and unhappiness.

Emancipation from prejudices and from cliches, yes, but not emancipation from values and from moral 
ties! The advancement of women requires a reevaluation of maternity, marriage, and the family; it cannot 
be accomplished solely within the professional domain. The profession par excellence of the woman is that 
which she carries out in the family. The contribution she makes there should be taken into account by 
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legislators, and she should be remunerated for it. Women should also be able to participate in the framing 
of pertinent legislation as part of their political activity. Besides developing their talents in professional life, 
they can also be affectionate mothers, and to the extent possible, successful household managers. How is 
one supposed to carry out this set of multiple and varied duties? How can a woman, who is involved socially 
and as a Christian, resolve this problem? What is she to make of the new freedom she has gained in extricat-
ing herself from the old cliches?

Integrating femininity

Christians today must be more conscious than ever that it is not possible to live in a coherent manner if they 
let themselves be infl uenced by everything that surrounds them, by everything that is demanded of them, 
or by everything that is offered to them. Amid the tension of values, apparent values, and countervalues, it 
is easy to lose oneself. It is only by keeping a distance suffi cient for refl ection that we can discover a more 
profound dimension of life, so that we will have the courage to contradict the spirit of the times if and when 
necessary. It is in this sense that the following recommendations are given.

A woman will not realize herself fully if she does not develop her specifi c feminine faculties, and if she 
does not prepare herself for maternity (from the physical and psychic point of view). To be a mother is a 
blessing, not an injustice of nature. As the German poet Gertrud von le Fort remarked some years ago: 
“Nothing characterizes the state of the world today more deeply and more tragically than the complete 
absence of the maternal outlook.”

At least during the fi rst years of their children’s lives, mothers should prefer to remain at home. This 
demands all sorts of sacrifi ces, not to mention changing diapers, nursing, washing, dressing, listening, con-
soling, and so on. But when, through a sense of responsibility, a woman renounces for a time the prestige of 
external work, her love matures. This does not mean she is not emancipated! Quite the contrary, her liberty 
consists in accepting consciously and of her own volition that which earlier might have been considered an 
inescapable role. It is not a question of emancipating women from their husbands, of emancipating chil-
dren from their parents, but of discovering the greatness, the dignity, and the beauty of service, of a free 
and mutual subordination.

In order for the duties of household management, of spouse, and of mother to be viewed as attractive 
and worthy, undoubtedly a change of attitude is necessary in our contemporary world. Husbands may help 
in this respect if they would give to the profession of wives the value it merits, if they would show their grati-
tude, and if they would help, insofar as they are able, with household chores.

A normal husband understands that his wife has other interests outside of the home. He knows that 
as their children grow up, she will wish to participate more actively in social affairs, further her education, 
exercise her talents, be aware of cultural events, expand her horizons through reading, and cultivate a 
larger network of friendships. All of this contributes to well-being and richness the life of the family. Instead 
of meeting her husband in bad humor, or perhaps with a certain amount of jealousy, she can surprise him 
from time to time with a “guess what I did today.”

Cultivating femininity

Being a man or a woman entails more than just biological dimensions; it includes the whole ensemble of 
talents that a person develops. A woman may develop her special capacity to love, to accentuate her natural 
attention to personal needs—in other words, her talent for psycho-spiritual maternity. “To be a mother,” 
writes von le Fort, “is to go to the side of the abandoned, it is to turn with love and solicitude to all that is 
small and feeble on earth. The feeble and the culpable, whoever is rejected or persecuted, even those who 
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are justly punished, those whom the justice of the world would never support nor defend, they have a last 
recourse in the consolation and mercy of the maternal woman.”

In order to have this maternal sensibility, physical maternity is not indispensable; it can also be cultivated 
in and through professional life outside the home. The work environment, with its demands and its fi xed 
schedules, balances and moderates the potential excesses of a woman’s natural sensibility. But a woman 
may also bring to the masculine professional world a more human dimension, while at the same time she 
employs her talents in a useful and appropriate manner in this world. The work environment provides an 
opportunity for this mutual exchange of benefi ts.

In practice, we observe all too often that men are more capable of creating an agreeable work environ-
ment. Who isn’t glad to see that the offi cial behind the desk of some government agency is a man? In a 
world that seems to be hopelessly riddled with bureaucracy, one typically expects men to exhibit better tem-
perament and more understanding than women in a similar situations. Similarly, how many students prefer 
male professors because they are easier, more lenient, and less ambitious than their female colleagues!

What has happened, and what do we learn from such examples? In order to develop a mature person-
ality, every human being has to nurture within himself the so-called female gifts as well as the male ones. 
Women tend more toward one side, and men more toward the other; yet, in order to overcome the short-
comings of one-sidedness, it is necessary for any individual to develop, at least to some extent, the gifts of 
the opposite sex, thus combining the advantages of both male and female natures.

The feminist movement now appears to be—if I may exaggerate a little—better for men than for women. 
Though we must avoid over-generalizing, it may be fair to say that the more women renounce their female 
gifts, the more men develop them in themselves. There are many signs of this. Men of the younger genera-
tion are rediscovering their fatherhood. They are no longer afraid to bathe babies, to push strollers, or to 
pick up mom at the offi ce with their little daughter in tow.

Yet an old oriental saying proves true again and again: “When men decline, only men decline; when 
women decline, the whole people declines.” Despite any superfi cial glamour, industrial progress, or other 
scientifi c advancement, a society whose women do not properly manifest female characteristics, and which 
is characterized more by effi ciency and an obsession with success, cannot be the setting for the healthy 
development of the human personality. In another essay von le Fort writes: “If everything that has been cre-
ated for patience, gentleness and obedience is found wanting, when there is no longer anyone disposed to 
hope, to be humble and even sometimes suffer an injustice any longer, then there remain only the proud 
and obstinate and the greedy for power—and thus this world has to shatter, and behold, it serves it right.”

Protectors of  life

To recognize that women are also responsible for the state of our society is to bear witness to their value. If 
one shares the guilt of yesterday and today, one also shares the capacity and responsibility to shape tomor-
row. On this point, von le Fort places her greatest hope for the reshaping of Europe on women in particular. 
In her autobiographical sketches she notes: “Women are by their whole nature, bearers and protectors of 
life, and today, as never before, life needs to be protected.” The negative formulation about the decline of 
women can be rewritten and expressed positively: “When women recover, the whole people recovers.”

In order to recover, men and women need to help each other. Together they have to renounce their 
narrow, self-centered ambitions, their high-handedness, and their egoistic pursuits. They must make a radi-
cal shift and jointly promote a new culture in which love, devotion, and service are properly understood 
and lived. There is no way for people to bring about what they desire for the world, other than to embody 
it themselves. This change may take place in the quiet circle of the family or in the public sphere of life, 
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and the question of which setting is better is immaterial; either way, what is essential, and necessary, is that 
it happens.

It is often from hidden sources that the most signifi cant effects burst forth. Quiet, simple details can 
immensely affect human relations. Consider a place of work, where individuals function in such manner 
that they are almost like machines, running the risk of dehumanization. In this setting, if someone encoun-
ters a humane attitude such as a desire to collaborate or a subtle spirit of service and sacrifi ce, this may 
awakening in his heart something that otherwise would have never come to light. Here we see the value 
that women may add. “The greatest consolation that woman can offer to humanity is faith in the immense 
effi cacy of powers equally hidden,” comments von le Fort. “The fi rm certainty that not only a visible pillar, 
but also an invisible pillar, supports and maintains the world. If the forces of this world are truly exhausted 
. . . the hour of the hereafter has arrived for a humanity which has progressively forgotten God.”

Virginity “for the sake of  the Kingdom of  Heaven”

Of course neither men nor women are obliged to enter into marriage and establish families. They can forego 
marriage, perhaps to apply themselves to social services, teaching, or research. The voluntarily chosen—or 
even consciously accepted—unmarried status not only represents a state of affairs, but also an independent 
value. It may lead to emotional maturity and to a complete integration of the personality, just as marriage 
can. The unwedded state is another alternative by which men and women can fi nd fulfi llment.

In Mulieris Dignitatem, John Paul II does not deal with this alternative in general, but with a specifi c 
aspect of it: celibacy or, more precisely, virginity “for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven.” Celibacy has 
never, in the true tradition of the Church, meant a disparagement of marriage or a belittlement of its actual 
value. Voluntarily chosen, virginity means that one consciously gives up something which, according to the 
will of the Creator, leads to marriage. This is the desire to give oneself entirely to another human being, a 
desire deeper than the sexual tendency. Just as a person is capable of choosing marriage, he is capable of 
renouncing it in order to give himself entirely to Christ.

In answering this call, women and men are able to realize completely their humanity while not ceasing 
to be female or male. That is, their feminine or masculine nature, with all its advantages and weaknesses, 
enters entirely into relationship with Christ.

A woman who has renounced physical motherhood may, with much more ease, grasp the sense and 
demands of mental-spiritual motherhood. Just as a mother loves her husband and children fi rst, so a celi-
bate woman, in her exclusive devotion to God, is able to exist for all people who need help, protection, 
and love. The degree of her warmth and devotion for others depends entirely on how deep and alive her 
relationship with Christ is.

Transcending femininity

Profession or family? Profession and family? Edith Stein considered that it was above all necessary “to believe 
in the concrete being, and to have confi dence in it, to believe in an individual vocation, in a personal work, 
to hear its call, and to be willing to follow it.” To realize oneself means to submit to that which is both pos-
sible and reasonable. For Christians, this is that which individuals, within their concrete situations, discover 
to be the divine will.

We have reached the most profound dimension of personal development. When men and women are 
able to conquer the “no” to self-giving that is dangerous and pervasive at all levels of society, when they are 
disposed to give themselves anew to the love of God, then they are truly free. This freedom is the fruit of 
union with God.
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Simone Weil (1909–1943) stopped at the threshold of conversion, but she recognized very clearly the 
needs of men and women of our times: “As things are going in our time, there is in our day a special need, 
it is the need for a new sanctity, a sanctity such as has never existed. This is a demand which is acceptable 
today because it is something which is necessary. I believe that it is the fi rst request which should be formu-
lated every day, at every hour, as a starving child cries continually for bread. The world needs saints of great 
character, as a plague-ridden city needs doctors. And where there is a need, there is also a duty.”

The world has a need for saints! This appeal for help should motivate Christians and awaken the desire 
to live a sincere life of faith. One cannot help humanity with a superfi cial Christianity, lived through mere 
external observances. Christianity requires a deep, internal struggle and a full acceptance of its demands.

What does this mean for women? First, it means that they are called to seek and discover, in a profound 
life of prayer, support for the demands which the family and work bring with them, demands which may 
surpass their natural capacities. Further, it means that that they are called to appreciate the value of sacrifi ce 
and effort, of silent work, even without apparent achievement or success, the value of which they also need 
to reveal to men. Deafened by grievances, demands, and other distracting discourse, Christians easily forget 
that Christ did not conquer by a battle against the Cross. He conquered upon the Cross, and his triumph 
came after his death and burial.

To Christianize the entire world from within, to show it that Jesus Christ has redeemed all of humanity 
- that is the mission of Christians. Women participate in the manner which is appropriate to them, within 
and outside the home, in all the tasks whereby they actualize all of their potentialities. For women, the prin-
cipal guide is the example of Our Lady—woman, virgin, and mother—who lived face-to-face with God and 
pronounced fi at mihi secundum verb um tuum, “be it done unto me according to your word” (Lk 1:38). On 
this foundational commitment depends our fi delity to the personal, unique, and nontransferable vocation 
that each of us has, which makes each of us a cooperator in the work of salvation that God carries out in us 
and in the whole world.

If Christian women have the courage to live the faith today in its full dimensions, a prodigious change 
in the world will not be long in coming about. For there to be a major shift in the defi nitions and attitudes 
concerning success and good fortune, one condition is necessary: the conversion of the woman, and after 
her and through her, the conversion of the man. “The world can be shaken by the power of man,” writes von 
le Fort, “but it cannot become good, in the strict sense of the term, except under the sign of the woman.” 
Together men and women share equal rights and the joint responsibility for bringing about a more humane 
world.

[The Author: Jutta Burgraff received her doctorate in education at the University of Cologne in 1979 
and her doctorate in theology at the University of Navarre in 1984. She participated in the Synod of Bishops 
in 1987 which dealt with “The Vocation and Mission of the Laity in the Church and in the World.” She is the 
author of a number of publications on the status of women in society.]
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