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    To Daniel, my helpmate.
And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.
Romans 8:28
and
Thank you to Sandra Miesel, whose mentorship and encyclopedic knowledge of medieval history made this series far more interesting and accurate!
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Chapter One:  What does it mean to be a helpmate?
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Is the term “Catholic feminist” an oxymoron? When Edith Stein immersed herself in the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, she became one. The coherent integration of mind, soul and body for both men and women is a collaborative effort.

Stein struggled in her relationships with men. Her father died when she was two. Her brothers were much older and overshadowed by her mother. Her potential boyfriends during her university years were intimidated by her intensity and intelligence. Her dissertation director, Edmund Husserl, was a father figure to her. Later, his lack of support for her career goals devastated her. 

After her conversion, she found more balance in her friendships with men. Her steady prayer life tempered her professional disappointments. And she read St. Thomas Aquinas.

Aquinas said some awkward things about women, based on the limited biology of his day. Somehow, Edith Stein was able to look past the warts and see the beauty of the whole. For Aquinas, form and function pointed to essence, the underlying meaning of life. Thus, the human body has meaning beyond the “accidental” facts of gender difference.

Thus, the creativity of men is oriented toward action, protecting and sustaining life. The physical need for exercise that men experience, and their ability to focus on the task at hand allows them to dominate the created order. Men build castles.

Conversely, women are receptive and nurturing. The feminine ability to conceive and nurse a child implies a gender goal exclusive to women: to bring forth new life, physically, spiritually and emotionally. Women build relationships. 

Together, men and women reflect the image of God. But original sin has introduced a rebellion in that union. Edith Stein pointed to two types of rebellions, the opposition of man to God’s dominion, and the opposition of the will against the intellect. She notes, “In man, this results in brutish dominance and enslavement to work while the human nature atrophies, while in woman it is seen in servile dependence on men and in sensuality that is not true spirituality, but just a capitulation to the senses.”

In other words, men and women need each other. The fullness of human perfection is found in obedience to God and in mastering our passions. Because the receptivity of a woman led to the advent of the Messiah, in the new covenant, women have a unique role to play. Receptivity is prior to creativity.

The Kingdom is not yet fulfilled. Women experience an imbalance of power in daily life, both at home and at work. Even though 60% of American women work outside the home, women fill only a tiny fraction of seats on corporate boards of directors. There are few women leaders serving in the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. And women still perform the vast majority of homemaking, nursing and caregiving chores. 

Is this patriarchal oppression? Or does the power of women just manifest itself in a different way? How can men and women work together successfully? The next ten issues of Secretum Meum Mihi will explore these questions. 

Each chapter highlights a historical pair who worked together for the sake of the Kingdom. The essay and historical sketch will highlight their enduring contributions to the Church. The bible study and book review will add deeper meaning to their stories, and highlight the particular virtues they perfected in this life. And we will pray to become the change we wish to see in the world.

As it happens, Pope Benedict indicated that he intended to install some women in higher Vatican offices and did so before he died. Further, Pope Francis appointed three women to the Dicastery of Bishops, the Vatican office which selects candidates for new bishops.

No matter who sits in the hot seat, men and women were created to work together. We cannot take the kingdom by force, nor can we force others to love as Jesus taught us. Love is discovered by practicing it. To serve is to reign.

Bible Study:  Genesis 2:15-25

Return to the Garden

15And the Lord God took man, and put him into the paradise for pleasure, to dress it, and keep it. 16And he commanded him, saying: Of every tree of paradise thou shalt eat: 17But of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat. for in what day soever thou shalt eat of it, thou shalt die the death. 18And the Lord God said: It is not good for man to be alone: let us make him a help like unto himself. 19And the Lord God having formed out of the ground all the beasts of the earth, and all the fowls of the air, brought them to Adam to see what he would call them: for whatsoever Adam called any living creature the same is its name.

20And Adam called all the beasts by their names, and all the fowls of the air,

and all the cattle of the field: but for Adam there was not found a helper like himself.

21Then the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon Adam: and when he was fast asleep, he took one of his ribs, and filled up flesh for it. 22And the Lord God built the rib which he took from Adam into a woman: and brought her to Adam. 23And Adam said: This now is bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called woman, because she was taken out of man. 24Wherefore a man shall leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they shall be two in one flesh. 25And they were both naked: to wit, Adam and his wife: and were not ashamed. 

(Douay Rheims Bible, 1899)

Context: There are two accounts of the creation of man in the book of Genesis. The first, in Genesis 1:1 - 2:4, emphasizes the essential unity of man and woman before the Lord, and their twofold mandate to exercise dominion over the natural world, and to be fruitful and multiply.

The second account here emphasizes the incompleteness of man without woman. This account of the bliss of Eden is untainted by power issues, which arose after the fall. The essential harmony of their relationship is depicted by their lack of shame.

Translation: Scholars believe that the first creation account is a compilation done by priests of the Temple, possibly even prior to the first Babylonian exile (about 500 B.C.) The second is more human centered, and yet retains evidence that it began as a story told and retold by Mesopotamians over the centuries. (Its similarities with the Babylonian creation epic, Enuma Elish are striking.) 

Vocabulary:

Eden: derived from a Sumerian word meaning “fertile plain,” Eden connotes a similar Hebrew word meaning “delight”; the Greek word in the Septuagint means, “paradise.”

“helper like himself:” eser k’negdo: (helpmate) Eser is a derivative of help, which shares a root that means strength (oz). The root of k’negdo means opposite or “in front of.” It’s usually translated “corresponding to him.” Clearly, it does not imply subservience, but mutual strength. 

“one flesh”: modern translations usually say “one body”; classical Hebrew has no specific word for “body.” The sacred writer stresses the fact that conjugal union is willed by God.

Meditation: Adam recognized Eve. He was probably getting tired of naming creatures. It’s lonely at the top of the food chain! Although he apparently slept through the rib extraction, he knew enough to call her his own.

God could not create His own image in only one gender. His goodness overflows. So, a man needs a woman to truly embody the goodness of God. Is it too much of a stretch to posit that woman was created to ensure that man enjoyed AND labored?

A baby’s first learned response is the smile, when Junior recognizes the embrace of the loving caregiver and crinkles his little eyes in response. The baby “recognizes” the love, and responds. 

The first account of Genesis emphasizes one fact that the second account forgets to mention. God was very pleased, and even enjoyed his creations. Together.

In all relationships, men and women find that they bring differing and complementary strengths to the table. Obedient to their calling, women have a unique gift for enjoying the fruits of the earth and celebrating God’s gifts. Likewise, men recognize in women the key to a proper ordering of his work before the Lord.

Discussion Questions:

1. Are there differences between men and women in what evokes a smile? Why is that? Which would you call the result of original sin? Which are “primeval?” 

2. There seems to be an inner compass that helps us recognize a friend. It’s easy to love those who are like us. The intimacy of Adam and Eve in the garden was related to that recognition of shared humanity – and the absence of sin. How can we create little pockets of Eden in today’s world?

3. The prevalence of lust in modern society has changed interactions between men and women
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