Edith Stein Guild Conference
The Edith Stein Guild presented a conference on December 3, 2016 to
commemorate 125 years since the birth of St. Edith Stein also known as St.
Teresa Benedicta of the Cross. The four-hour conference, titled

St. Edith Stein: A Woman for our Time,
was held in the Catholic Center at New York University in Greenwich
Village, New York City. A panel of speakers introduced a variety of
topics from different perspectives on the life of Edith Stein. The research
papers and their authors are presented on the following pages and focus
on history, philosophy, theology, the Jewish perspective, and Marian
spirituality. Biographies of the authors are listed on the end page.

“Edith Stein: Family History and the Edith Stein Society
of Wroclaw, Poland”
New York University Catholic Center
Denise De Vito
Welcome to this event commemorating 125 years since the birth of Edith Stein
in Breslau, Germany, on October 12, 1891, which during that year was Yom
Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement. Edith was the youngest of 11 children in
the Stein family which was made up of four sons and seven daughters. However,
by the time of Edith’s birth four of her siblings had already passed away. Her
mother was Auguste Courant and her father was Siegfried Stein.
Sometimes there is limited information on certain parents and/or family
members of revered individuals such as saints, blesseds, venerables, and others in
Roman Catholic church history. There are different reasons for this. The time
frame of the individual’s life dates back several centuries or to the ancient world.
Accurate historical data is not available. Records may have been lost, accidently
destroyed, or not well preserved. Also, in some cases, there might not be sufficient
interest in looking into the family background of some of these individuals.
However, parents, grandparents, other family members, or close friends can
influence someone’s life in diverse ways.
Edith Stein’s father, Siegfried, died at the age of 49 when she was two years
old. He was born in Wojska, Silesia, Poland in November, 1844. The surname
Stein in German means rock or stone. His father was Simon Stein born in 1812,
and his mother was Johanna Stein, formerly Cohn. Samuel J. Stein, Siegfried’s
paternal grandfather, was born around 1776. The geographical location of the
births of his parents and grandfather is currently unknown. Silesia was originally a
Polish province. It became a possession of the Bohemian (Czech Republic today)
crown in the 1300’s, then passed to the Austrian Habsburgs in 1526, and was
eventually taken by Prussia in 1742 (territory in Western Germany and Eastern
Poland during this time). At the end of World War II, in 1945, Silesia was one of
the regions of German territory that was granted to Poland by the Soviet Union in
compensation for land in eastern Poland that was annexed by Russia. One of the
chief cities of the region is Wroclaw, formally Breslau, Edith’s birthplace.
Edith’s maternal ancestry can be traced back to Andre Courrenc from the
1500’s whose birthdate and location is unknown. The surname Courant has
undergone slight changes in spelling through the generations. In old French it
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means running and also refers to a type of dance from the later Renaissance period
and also the Baroque period. A series of male descendants were born from Andre:
Pierre, Jean, two more males each named Andre and then around 1725 Guillaume
Courant was born. His birth location is unknown as well as the names of his two
wives. Guillaume had a son with each wife and both were named Jacob. The
younger Jacob had a son named Salomon, born in 1815, and he is known to have
been a soap and candle maker. He married Adelheid Burchard, the daughter of
Joseph Burchard from Posen and his wife Ernestine Prager. These maternal greatgrandparents had eleven children. Joseph Burchard, in his later years, set up a
factory for the manufacture of surgical cotton. He was a religious man who had a
prayer-room in his own home and would gather all his sons-in-law there for prayer
on the High Holy Days. His daughter Adelheid and her husband Salomon had 15
children. Auguste, Edith’s mother, was the fourth of the fifteen Courant children.
Siegmund, a younger brother of Auguste’s, married Martha Freund and they had a
son Richard. Richard’s first wife was Nelly Neumann, a mathematician, and a
friend of Edith Stein. (I will return to Richard Courant later in the presentation.)
Auguste Courant met Siegfried Stein when she was nine years old and he was
between the age of 14 or 15. He began sending her letters from this time and he
and his sisters kept correspondence from later years where references appeared
with the intended intention of a future engagement. Auguste eventually married
Siegfried when she was 21 years old and he was the proprietor of a family run
timber business. As previously mentioned, the Steins had 11 children, four of
whom died in childhood. Edith’s mother attributed these deaths to epidemics of
scarlet fever. At this time the family was living in Lublinitz in a small house with
a large garden and, Edith has said that her mother was always happiest when she
was sowing and reaping vegetables and fruits in her garden and could give
generously to those in need. Auguste Stein was a religious woman and she tried to
faithfully follow the old Jewish custom that, instead of keeping for oneself the first
of each kind of produce you give them away. The business in Lublinitz did not
prove to be successful so her parents decided to move the family to Breslau.
Providing for them was problematical. The new business was burdened with debts
and took a prolonged period of time to become established. Edith has indicated
that her mother endured all these difficulties without complaint.
A few months before Edith’s third birthday her father had gone on a business
trip. It was a hot July day and while inspecting a forest he collapsed from heat
stroke and died. After the funeral Frau Stein did not want to accept support or
advice from relatives. She was adamant and decided she would cope for herself
and her seven children. She was a very resilient woman and Edith praises her
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mother highly for what she was able to overcome and accomplish in her lifetime.
She took over the family business and through a step by step process was able to
repay all of her husband’s debts. She had to manage the education of her children,
and she tried to keep the family involved with the congregation of the White Stork
Synagogue. It was built in 1929 when the city was known as Breslau and part of
the Kingdom of Prussia (The architect was Ferdinand Langhans one of the
foremost 19th century architects of Silesia.) and was named after the inn that
originally stood in its place. The synagogue was seriously damaged and fell into
decay after World War II. The Jewish community was able to recover it from the
Polish government in 1996 and begin the restoration process. The White Stork
Synagogue was re-opened in May 2010, and now serves as a worship space,
cultural center, and branch of the Jewish information Center and it has two
exhibition spaces. One holds a permanent exhibition about the history of Jews in
Wroclaw (and Lower Silesia). This would have been the synagogue that Edith
attended as a child with her mother and her siblings. However, by the time she
was a teenager she had a loss of faith in God and declared herself an atheist.
In 1910, her mother moved the family from the site of Edith’s birthplace (ul.
Dubois 29), now demolished, to the home (ul. Nowowiejska 38) which today
houses the Edith Stein Society. Edith was a gifted child who enjoyed learning.
She attended the Victoria School in Breslau where she became the top student in
her grade. An excellent student Edith studied philosophy, history and German at
the University of Breslau (today’s Wroclaw University) from 1911 to 1913 before
transferring to the University of Gottingen under the mentorship of Edmund
Husserl, the founder of phenomenology. Interrupted by World War I, she became
a Red Cross volunteer and worked in an Austrian field hospital before rejoining
Husserl in Freiburg where she earned a doctorate in philosophy in 1917, one of the
first women in Germany to receive a PhD. Edith had a strong interest in women’s
issues and became a member of the Prussian Society for Women’s Suffrage. She
later wrote “When I was at school and during my first year at university, I was a
radical suffragette. Then I lost interest in the whole issue. Now I am looking for
pragmatic solutions”. (1) However, although her radical stand on feminism was
tempered she continued to lecture and write on the topic. She taught for ten years
at a secondary school for young women run by the Sisters of St. Dominic in
Speyer, Germany. She began traveling to several German speaking countries to
lecture on women’s and educational topics and in 1932 she took a position as
lecturer at the German Institute for Scientific Pedagogy in Munster. She wrote the
book Essays on Woman which consists of eight essays on the theme of woman
and her vocation. Many of the essays are based on Edith’s long hours of
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experience teaching in the classroom and on the lecture circuit in the pursuit of
fulfilling roles for women in all walks of life.
Edith’s life journey led her to embrace Roman Catholicism and then to become
a Carmelite nun. You will hear more about this journey from other presenters.
The Church of St. Michael the Archangel was Edith’s preferred house of worship
during her visits to Breslau/Wroclaw from the time she was baptized in 1922 until
her last visit to her home city in 1933 before leaving to enter the Carmelite
monastery. This was an extremely difficult time for Edith’s mother and other
family members who could not comprehend the choices that she had made but with
apprehension tried to respect them. Many tears were shed between Edith and her
mother concerning these decisions. Auguste Courant Stein did not see her
daughter again after she entered the monastery and passed away three years later at
the age of 87. There is a chapel in the Church of St. Michael dedicated specifically
to St. Edith. In the center of this chapel is a marble altar with the date of her death
engraved in it, an urn containing earth and ashes from Auschwitz-Birkenau, as well
as other relics, including a fragment of her habit. Edith would walk from her
mother’s house to the church and back and today anyone visiting the area can
follow the same path.
Edith’s parents are buried in the Old Jewish Cemetery in Wroclaw which was
established in 1856 and holds over 1200 gravestones from Breslau’s pre-war
Jewish community. The cemetery was closed in 1942 and fell into neglect.
Preservation began in the 1970s and it was opened as the Museum of Jewish
Cemetery Art in 1991 as a tribute to the beautiful craftsmanship of its sepulchral
art. However, it is known to be a rather mysterious and haunting sanctuary of
monuments. (One of the noteworthy figures buried here is Clara Immerwahl, the
first female PhD student at the University of Breslau, and wife of Fritz Haber, who
committed suicide to protest her husband’s work developing chemical warfare.)
Richard Courant, whom I mentioned earlier, was a first cousin of Edith on the
maternal side. Like his cousin he studied at the University of Breslau and the
University of Gottingen where he received a doctorate in Mathematics in 1910.
Courant left Germany in 1933. After spending one year at Cambridge, in 1936 he
accepted a professorship at New York University (in New York City) where he
eventually founded an institute for graduate studies in applied mathematics. It is
known as The Courant Institute of Mathematical Sciences, located on Mercer
Street, and is one of the most respected research centers in applied mathematics
worldwide. Today we are here at New York University for an event to honor St.
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Edith Stein’s life and the anniversary of her birth and located a few blocks away is
an institute dedicated to her cousin’s name and his work.
The home which houses the Edith Stein Society was built in 1890. Auguste
Stein bought the large neo-classical villa and the surrounding gardens in 1910. It
was occupied by the Stein family until 1939 when it was repossessed under the
Nazi ‘arianisation laws’ and given to a master bricklayer named Oscar Jankel. It
has been completely renovated, and since 1990 has housed the Edith Stein Society.
The society is an organization devoted to its main goals of propagating Edith
Stein’s legacy, the promotion of Judeo-Christian understanding, Polish-German
reconciliation, and the development of civic society. The society has cultural and
educational programs that aim to promote multicultural dialogue, including
exhibitions, lectures, readings, youth seminars and more.
Edith Stein: a brilliant, complex, and controversial woman. I believe that each
of us is here today because of an attraction to Edith Stein and some aspect of her
life or wanting to know more about this extraordinary woman. You may not agree
with or understand her philosophy or all of the choices that she made during her
lifetime. My hope is that her life and writings will become more well known in
different ways for everyone, whether it’s her earlier life or later life.
I would like to end with one of St. Edith’s thoughts from Woman - Principles
of Women’s Education:
Humanity is to be understood as one great individual…Each person is a member of
this whole…But, at the same time, each has his own character as a member which
he must develop if the whole is to attain development. (2)
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I am going to start this story at the conclusion: I will tell you something about Edith
Stein’s canonization process, and then I will return to her early life and her personal journey to
sainthood.
The Catholic Church counts Edith Stein among the illustrious company of canonized
saints. These are individuals who have been singled out for special recognition or
“canonization.” The Church proposes them as models and intercessors. The earliest saints were
mostly martyrs and many of their stories have been lost in the mists of time or obscured by pious
legends. Since the tenth century the process has been formalized and centered in Rome. Since
the twelfth century, the pope has been the Church’s sole authority for canonizing saints. But not
even a pope can make a saint. As Pope Paul VI explained, “We do not create, we do not confer
saintliness, we recognize it, we proclaim it.”
This proclamation comes only after a rigorous investigation by the Congregation for the
Causes of the Saints (CCS). A committee of judges, canon lawyers and other high-ranking
religious, the CCS studies the life and death of the candidate in great detail. They pore over her
writings and scrutinize any miracles said to have been worked by God through her intercession.
This process used to take many years, even centuries. Among those canonized in recent years by
Pope Francis, are Angela of Foligno, a 14th century mystic still studied by theologians, and Peter
Faber, a co-founder of the Jesuit order who died in 1546. Edith Stein’s cause moved at a
relatively brisk pace and took a mere 56 years.
Edith Stein was executed at Auschwitz in 1942, and by 1947, those who had known her
personally were giving serious thought to her canonization. Sister Teresia Renata Posselt,
O.C.D., her former novice mistress, prepared her first biography in 1947. Posselt did not even
consider her work a biography, but rather, “a wreath of memories.”1 It was published in
Nuremberg at Christmas 1948, and a few years later it was published in England where Evelyn
Waugh reviewed it favorably for the Christmas 1952 edition of The Catholic Mother. The
English edition had an introduction by Professor Martin Grabmann2, who wrote:
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“The desire arises spontaneously that [Edith Stein] may radiate through beatification and
canonization as a shining example of knowledge and love of God, and one may ask for her
intercession.”3
Posselt writes that at the time the Cologne Carmel considered Grabmann’s call for
canonization, “purely a private statement.” They had lost their monastery in the war, they lived
in rented quarters and they could not even dream of tackling the extra work that such a process
would involve. Only in 1962 did Cardinal Frings,4 responding to the requests of many Catholics
and especially the Association of Catholic German Women Teachers, open the first part of this
process with interviews of witnesses.5
Edith’s cause was submitted to the CCS in Rome in 1986. On January 13, 1987 the CCS
issued a decree recognizing her heroic virtues and martyrdom and she was declared Venerable.
The next step is Beatification. Usually, this requires that the CCS recognize that a miracle has
occurred through the intercession of the Venerable, but this requirement is waived in the case of
a martyr. Shortly after that, on May 1, 1987, Pope John Paul II, while on a pastoral visit to
Germany, declared Edith a Blessed.
A miracle is still required for even a martyr, and it must occur after the beatification.
Edith’s miracle is a particularly interesting one to us since it took place in Brockton,
Massachusetts and the beneficiary was the youngest of twelve children of a married Catholic
priest.6 In 1987, two year old Benedicta McCarthy, who was named for the martyr had been left
in the care of her siblings. She managed to help herself to some sixteen Tylenol samples she
mistook for candy. When the children realized something was wrong, they brought their little
sister to an emergency room. By the time her parents7 arrived, Benedicta was in a coma, her
liver and kidneys failing and her body racked by a staphylococcus infection.8
According to a New York Times article about the miracle,
3
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“With Benedicta deathly ill, a chain of people praying to Edith Stein spread across the
country. Within days, Benedicta walked out of the hospital totally recovered, carrying a red
balloon.”9
Miracles can be difficult to understand, especially for those of us in the 21st century. And
yet, how else to explain a recovery like this? The Times quoted Dr Ronald Kleinman, a
Professor of Pediatrics at Harvard Medical School, who treated Benedicta at Massachusetts
General Hospital for Children: “I’m not saying it was a miracle. I’m saying it was miraculous.
I’m Jewish. I don’t believe per se in miracles, but I can say I didn’t expect her to recover.”
As part of the investigation process, the CCS brought Dr. Kleinman to the Vatican where,
he told the Times, Italian doctors and members of the CCS interrogated him for nearly five hours.
The Rev. Kieran Kavanaugh, a Carmelite priest who helped investigate the proposed
miracle, told the Times that it was fortunate Kleinman was Jewish and a skeptic: “If it was a
Catholic doctor, people would think it was just something he dreamed up. Dr. Kleinman’s
willingness to give testimony and witness, to me that was a miracle in itself. He had to go and
convince all these Italian doctors and it wasn’t an easy case.”
Edith’s canonization miracle was recognized on April 8, 1997. Benedicta and her
parents and eleven siblings attended the canonization Mass at St. Peter’s on October 11, 1998 ,
as did Dr. Kleinman and the three nurses who had cared for her at Massachusetts General.
Now I’ll return to the making of this great saint, Edith Stein. Pope John Paul II often
referred to the family as the “domestic church,” and although Edith’s was a Jewish family there
is no doubt that her family and especially her mother formed the character of the saint. Edith
herself writes beautifully about these early years in her memoir, Life in a Jewish Family.10
The journey began with her birth into a Jewish family in Breslau, Germany (now
Wroclaw, Poland), on Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement, October 12, 1891.11 Both
Edith and her mother regarded this date, possibly the most important of Jewish holy days, to be
significant throughout her life. Edith was the youngest of seven surviving children of Auguste
and Siegfried Stein. Auguste also had a large extended family of fifteen brothers and sisters.
Siegfried died suddenly when Edith was two. Forty-six year old Auguste resisted
pressure from her well-meaning brothers to come and live with them and instead she stepped in
to run her husband’s failing lumber business. She built the business, while her oldest daughter
9
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Else looked after the two youngest girls, Erna and Edith. But Auguste was always just a few
steps away from the home.
According to Edith, her first encounter with Christianity was reading the Lord’s Prayer,
in Gothic Old High German. It was included in her basic German linguistic course and years
later, when she discussed this text with her own students, she would always speak of the deep
impression it made on her.
The Stein family combined a serious approach to education with a dedication to service.
Auguste was regularly dispatching her younger girls to visit her far flung relatives. They might
be nursing an ailing aunt, assisting a new mother or just providing company for a lonely
newlywed. These visits were also an opportunity to learn about the world outside Breslau.
There were also frequent hikes in the mountains. Edith loved the outdoors.
By the time Edith was ready for university, she had made one of the most important
decisions of her life: She would concentrate on phenomenology, a branch of philosophy that
asks us to strip ourselves of preconceptions and belief systems in order to examine objectively all
areas of human life. The quest to see things as they really are, to uncover the truth behind
ordinary perceptions, would motivate Edith throughout her life. It would ultimately lead to her
conversion.
Edith abandoned Judaism entirely in college and became an atheist. Then, in November
1917, she attended the funeral of a colleague. His Lutheran widow showed surprising strength,
which she credited to her Christian faith. This stirred Edith’s intellectual curiosity and she spent
the next three years studying Christianity. She also prayed, asking God to show her the truth.
In 1921 she read the autobiography of Saint Teresa of Avila and was deeply moved.
Edith later wrote, “This was my first encounter with the Cross and with the supernatural strength
it gives. For the first time I saw the redemptive sufferings of Christ overcoming death. This
was the moment when my unbelief broke down and Christ appeared to me in the mystery of the
Cross.” The next day, Edith bought a Catholic catechism and began studying in earnest. A year
later, she was baptized.
Meanwhile, the Nazi government had begun its plan to exterminate the Jewish race. In
spite of Edith’s brilliant academic record, she was barred from Germany’s state universities
because she was of the Jewish race. She supported herself by teaching at a Dominican college
for women. Even with a heavy schedule, Edith always found time to pray. “Heaven has a
special kind of economy,” she explained. “I do not lengthen my working hours by any tricks.
All I need is a quiet corner where I can talk to God each day as if there were nothing else to do. I
try to make myself a tool for God. Not for myself, but only for him.”
But Edith Stein’s journey was not yet complete. At forty-two she entered the Carmelite
convent in Cologne. (Their convents are called carmels.) She took the name Teresa Benedicta
4
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of the Cross and chose as her motto, “Ave Crux, Spes Unica” (Behold the Cross, Our Only
Hope”). Soon Edith’s sister Rosa was also baptized and joined her at the convent, although Rosa
never took religious vows. In November 1938, after Cologne was rocked by two nights of antiSemitic riots, Edith feared that her presence was endangering the other nuns. Friends drove her
to the Dutch border and she entered a Carmelite convent in Echt, Holland. Rosa joined her and
lived outside the enclosure as she had in Cologne.
But time was running out. Shortly before her death, Edith wrote to a friend:
“I have an ever deeper and firmer belief that nothing is merely an accident when seen in
the light of God, that my whole life down to the smallest details has been marked out for me in
the plan of Divine Providence, and has a completely coherent meaning in God’s all-seeing eyes.
And so I am beginning to rejoice in the light of glory wherein this meaning will be unveiled to
me.”
The German army soon marched into Holland, however, and in 1942 Catholic bishops
there issued a pastoral letter condemning Nazi persecution of Jews. In retaliation, the Nazis
rounded up all priests and religious of Jewish ancestry. On August 2, 1942, they came for Edith
and Rosa Stein. The sisters were given ten minutes to pack, then taken to a holding camp along
with members of fifteen other religious orders. On August 7th they were put on trains for
Auschwitz. A week later, Edith Stein was martyred in a gas chamber there.
Fifty-six years later, in Rome, Pope John Paul II declared Edith Stein a saint. In his
canonization homily, he summarized her journey:
“A young woman in search of the truth has become a saint and martyr through the silent
workings of divine grace: Teresa Benedicta of the Cross, who from heaven repeats to us today all
the words that marked her life: “Far be it from me to glory except in the Cross of our Lord Jesus
Christ”. . . We give thanks to God for this gift. May the new saint be an example to us in
our commitment to serve freedom, in our search for the truth. May her witness constantly
strengthen the bridge of mutual understanding between Jews and Christians.” 12
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Both in her life and in her works, Edith Stein traversed and indeed bridged both
the disciplines of philosophy and theology. Even after her conversion to Catholicism, she
always remained faithful to the rigor demanded of philosophical inquiry. Yet, it became
a rigor imbued with the depths of Catholic thought and doctrine. Throughout the works
that span her writings, her laser clear dissection of ideas and explanations, scholarly
research, and precise language remain steady. The meaning of death, and the cross of
Christ, are two concepts that rank high in her thinking and in her life. This is especially
noted in a little known appendix to Finite and Eternal Being regarding her review of
Heidegger’s version of existentialism, in her essays and meditation in The Hidden Life,
and in Science of the Cross, as well as in her letters and as noted in biographies of her
life.
This study begins with some of the more difficult tasks of understanding her
disagreement with Heidegger. The purpose here is not to dispute Heidegger, or Stein’s
understanding of his thought, but rather to better understand Edith Stein’s thoughts on the
matter, which are, of course, by the time of her writing, clearly saturated in the life of
faith and written in the convent of Carmel. Two issues that she clearly takes issue with,
are Heidegger’s view of community, and that of dasein as a being towards death. In both
these areas she finds his analysis faulty, and incomplete, especially regarding
phenomenological insights about death and dying. This difference in existential views
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particularly affects their varied views on authentic and inauthentic living and being. For
instance, for Heidegger, the individual often flees the weight and responsibility of
authenticity by hiding in community. For Stein, however, as Lebech reminds us,
community is important in assisting one to grow and develop.
If community helps the individual towards hearing the call of authentic being,
then it is no longer possible to see ‘the they’, as Heidegger calls them, as a form
of deterioration of the self…responsibility begins with the awakening of the
individual to its own life (“Martin Heidegger’s Existential Philosophy” (MHEP)
72).
Acknowledging that there can be inauthenticity, Stein fine tunes the distinction further.
Deterioration does not consist in communal life as such, nor in the letting oneself
be guided, but in undiscerning collaboration and in ignoring the ‘call of
conscience’ at the cost of the authentic life to which one is called. When Dasein
deteriorates neither its individual, nor its community life is genuine (MHEP 7374).
Therefore, what Stein emphasizes is that there is both authentic and inauthentic ways of
being an individual, as well as being in community. The difference lies in discerning and
responding to a call or hiding from it.
The other concept that plays predominately in our analysis is that of death and
how one faces one’s death. In Heidegger’s brand of existentialism death plays a heavy
role and in a way defines the human being as a being towards death. But what is death?
Heidegger answers; the end of Dasein. He immediately adds that with this no
decision should be favoured as to the possibility of life after death. The analysis
of death remains purely of this world (HMEP 75).
Here Stein already takes issue. In her view, if by Heidegger’s logic, ultimate meaning is
found in being a being towards death, then the meaning of death should be clarified.
However, this is impossible if the only thing that can be said of death is that it is the end.
She asks rather rhetorically, “is this not a completely fruitless circularity?” (MHEP 75).
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In addition, she finds fault in that Heidegger quickly closes the door on the possibility of
life after death, and by doing so, does not leave open even the possibility of it, since death
is viewed simply as the end. Herein the circularity continues. Rather, she argues, it
should be possible to say that “being-in-the-world of human beings ends” (MHEP 75),
yet another type of life might still be possible.
She agrees to a certain degree with Heidegger, that one cannot experience
someone else’s death, yet she emphasizes that seeing others die informs us of our own
future death, as does illnesses in our own lives, especially life threatening illnesses, and
being near death. “Here is where the real experience of dying sets in…” (MHEP 76). So
it is the process of dying itself that informs us about death, both of others and ourselves.
With illness, especially severe illness, ordinary cares and concerns about the world
recede into the background and care of the body, of survival, if you will, preoccupies.
“Then there is finally one important question: being or not-being?” (MHEP 77). What
Stein emphasizes is that when one reaches this point, ‘being-in-the-world’ is also
receded, even ended, since “one actually sees death eye to eye” (MHEP).
Beyond that, however, is a large, dark gate: one must pass through it – but what
then? This ‘what then?’ is the real question of death that is experienced in dying.
Is there an answer to this question even before one passes through the gate?
(MHEP 77).
Here is where Stein emphasizes questions that Heidegger ignores, namely the destiny of
the soul. This is where we not only come close to our own death, but it is by witnessing
and living through the dying process of others that we are also informed about death.
Witnessing a difficult death especially impresses us with “the powerful sundering of a
natural unity” (MHEP 77). In such a case when we witness that the human being who
fought for life is no longer there, we wonder what happened.
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Where is what made her into this living human being? If we cannot give an
answer to this question, the full meaning of death is not clear to us. Faith knows
an answer. But does there exist, within the realm of our experience, something
that affirms it? In fact there does…many a dead person lies there, after the fight,
like a victor: in majestic calmness and deep peace…Could the simple cessation of
life, the transition from being to not being, bring forth such an impression? And
could it be thought that the spirit, which has impressed this seal on the body, does
not exist anymore? (MHEP 78).
In this analysis that appears almost like a meditation on death and dying, Stein offers first
the religious explanation of faith in an afterlife, coupled with philosophical insights, one
of them being a body/soul distinction, albeit a close unity, that separates at death. In
addition she offers a phenomenological view with explanation that some deaths are
harder than others, some very peaceful. In the calm peaceful cases she argues that if
death were truly the end, then this peacefulness could not be, and that somehow the spirit
continues. While this is by no means proof, she offers it as a viable alternative view. To
add support to this view, she adds that sometimes the struggle disappears and peace sets
in even before death actually sets in. Further, she implies that the person glimpses
something of another world.
Here the dying person is illumined by another life in a manner visible to all those
who surround him. He is illuminated as his eyes see into a light out of reach for
us: Its glory still lingers in the body whose soul has been wrenched away.
Anyone who had not heard of a higher life, or who had lost belief in such a life,
would in this sight meet the likelihood of its existence. The meaning of death as a
transition from life in this world and in this body to another life, from one mode
of being to another, is revealed to him. Then, however, Dasein – as being toward
death – is not being toward the end, but towards a new [kind of] being… (MHEP
78).
What is implied here is that in such situations not only does the person dying seem to
pierce the earthly veil into a life to come, but that those witnessing the event would
experience a resurgence of the possibility of life after death. Further, she redefines what
being towards death is, and contrary to Heidegger, she finds that it is not the end, but an
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end of one existence towards a different kind of being. (Here I leave aside the
philosophical discussions of what type of existence this could be). While Stein’s analysis
might seem naïve to many in a modern audience, and one might even wonder if she has
strayed form a philosophical position, she obviously meant it to be some type of
existential/phenomenological investigation. It also appears that she might have had some
firsthand experiences of such deaths, perhaps through her earlier time spent as a nurse, or
perhaps even in the convent. Whether such “good” deaths imply or can be correlated
with a holy death is yet another matter. Of course she is also speaking from a faith
stance, and this is permissible in the sense of faith seeking understanding, and philosophy
as being the handmaid of theology, although strictly speaking there is a gap if one starts
from philosophy, especially a modern day philosophy.
What this investigation into death and dying points to, or is directly linked to, is
authentic being. Thus, it appears she accepts the basic existential connection and
emphasis on death informing life. However, she redefines it in Christian, even Catholic
terms.
Authentic being reveals itself as a being to which the human being tunes himself
by reference to a different being, and loosens himself from everyday being…
Living ‘authentically’ means to realize one’s ownmost possibilities and to meet
the challenges of the ‘moment’, which always expresses the given life-conditions
(MHEP 78).
Therefore, from the view of faith, a life of grace results in a different life of glory after
death, instead of merely going from being into non-being, which might be considered the
more atheistic view. (Of course there are other types of religious afterlives as various
alternatives to the non-being option). And authentic living here implies some sort of
truthful living to one’s own situation and selfhood in a given time and place, indeed even
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in the moment. Of course, from a faith perspective authenticity would involve this tuning
and recognition of Other Being or Higher Being, which grounds our being.
What else can the concepts of the ‘moment’ and the ‘situation’ mean apart from
an understanding of an order or a plan, which the human being has not herself
projected, but in which she nevertheless is included and plays a role? All this
means a bond between Dasein and a being which is not it’s own, but which is the
foundation and goal for its own being. It also means a breaking open of
temporality (MHEP 78-79).
Here I will not go into all that the ‘moment’ and its fullness implies but stress two
interrelated points. One is that for Stein breaking open temporality hints that we are not
merely temporal and that we somehow reach for eternity. The other point is that lest we
get caught up in lofty ideas of our own authenticity and possibility, Stein reminds us that
in addition to choices of finitude curtailing our possibilities, there also exists willful
sinful denial of obligation and involuntary errors, all of which point to our own fallibility
and thus curtail authentic living. Generally speaking, we have an “inability to fully
unfold our essence”, and thus even the very best of our temporal authentic selves, “is still
not our final authentic being” (MHEP 79). On this point a saying of Nietzsche is added:
‘Woe to the one who says: end! For all desire wills eternity, wills deep, deep eternity’
(MHEP 79). It is worth noting that John Nota, who also commented on Stein’s analysis
of Heidegger in the same appendix, stated that:
I am sure from my meeting her, the last one three weeks before her death, and
from all her writings from 1922 on, that the end meant for her the beginning, the
overcoming of time, finitude and cross, in the eternity of the living loving triune
God (“Edith Stein and Martin Heidegger” 72).
The existential theme of authenticity can be restated as Edith’s quest during her
entire life as one of pursuing truth. Quoted often by many, even in her agnostic days, she
said of herself that “the thirst for truth was my only prayer” (de Fabregues 22). For her,
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the journey continued with her academic pursuits, and a slow gradual pondering of what
she experienced in people like Scheler, Reinach, and especially Husserl. It was this
phenomenological investigative style that led her to see, regarding a burgeoning Christian
perspective in those around her, that there was a new world unfolding before her. She
admits that this did not lead her directly to a life of faith. Rather, what it opened was, “a
vast new realm of phenomena” one that she said she could no longer ignore.
What was discovered, she continues, was that the:
The fetters of the rationalism of which I had been brought up without realizing it
shook loose and I suddenly found the world of faith…I thought it at least deserved
some investigation (de Farbegues 23).
Another thoughtful moment in her life regarded Adolf Reinach’s death and a
request from his wife Anna Reinach for Edith to help arrange his philosophical papers.
At first she was apprehensive to go, afraid that Anna would be consumed with grief.
What she found instead was that Anna had “unshakable faith in the living God”, and
reflecting back on this Edith writes:
It was my first encounter with the cross. And with the divine strength it inspires
in those who carry it. For the first time, I saw the Church born out of the passion
of Christ and victorious over death. At that moment my unbelief was utterly
crushed, the light of Christ poured into my heart – the light of Christ in the
mystery of the cross. Because of this light, I desired to take the habit of the
Carmel that I might be called into the Order of the Cross [this would take many
more years] (de Farbegues 26-27).
In the meanwhile, Edith would continue to apply for positions at various universities, as
well as continue to apply for her habilitation thesis, all of which were denied her. These
were the external constraints under which she lived. During the summer of 1921 she was
visiting with friends, and this provided the framework for another ‘moment’ in her life’s
path. On one occasion when her friends would be out, they invited her to read from their
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library. The book that she picked out was The Life of St Teresa of Avila. She picked it up
and did not stop until she finished reading it at which point she exclaimed “there is truth”
(de Farbegues 32). It was this fortuitous and momentous event that specifically prompted
her to become a Catholic. In the morning she bought a catechism and missal and another
stage of her journey began.
The circumstances and events of her life did not permit her to take a university
position in philosophy, her life’s dream, but she did not give up on teaching and writing.
While she taught at the Dominican School for girls, arranged by her spiritual director at
the time, she lived in the convent with the sisters. Later she would accept a lectureship at
the Institute of Educational Theory at Munster. Gradually her interior life formed, and
she reports some religious experiences and aide sought while in such states. For instance,
she writes that:
There exists a state of repose in God, a total suspension of all mental activity in
which one can make neither plans nor decisions, in which one can do nothing, but
in which, having given over all things to the divine will, one surrenders entirely to
one’s destiny. I have experienced this state somewhat, following an experience
that, exceeding all my own abilities, totally consumed in spiritual energies and
divested me of all possible action. And while I gave myself up to this feeling, a
new life began little by little to pour into me … (de Farbegues 33-34).
She would also write of interior experiences or call and response during communion.
I am permitted to offer myself and all my actions and sufferings together with the
spotless victim on the altar. And when the Lord comes to me in Holy
Communion, I may ask him like St. Teresa, what do you want of me Lord? … and
after this silent dialogue I shall know what he bids me … Because my soul will
have gone out of itself, it will be able to penetrate into the divine life … The soul
will clearly see the next stretch of road ahead … but when it has traveled that
distance, a whole new horizon will open up before it (de Farbegues 59).
This especially intimates something of which we now turn our attention, that is her
Carmelite vocation and with it a specific vocation within a vocation, or call within a call,
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known as being a victim soul, and how she understood and lived this in her life. It was, if
you will, the culmination of authentic being as it unraveled in her life.
Edith Stein did not directly enter the Carmelite life when she first felt the call.
Rather, with her spiritual director, there transpired a careful and lengthy discernment
process. Taking the advice of her spiritual director, and others, she continued to teach as
long as she was able. Meanwhile, she learned more about Catholic thought, even
translating Aquinas, and continued to write. It was only with the Nazi decrees when she
lost her teaching position that her spiritual director, and she, knew it was finally time to
enter Carmel.
She understood her Carmelite vocation in a way that might be difficult for a
modern audience to understand, but this understanding actually penetrates into a
particular understanding of the mystical body of Christ. She wrote of this vocation
accordingly:
There is a vocation that consists of suffering with Christ and thus in his
redemptive work. If we are united to the Lord, we are members of his Mystical
body. Christ continues to live and suffer in his members, and suffering endured in
union with him becomes his, made efficacious and united to his redemptive work.
The essence of the religious life, especially the Carmelite life, is to intercede for
sinners and cooperate in the redemption of the world by voluntary and joyous
suffering (de Farbegues 62).
The step by step process of discernment revealed itself even further to her as a necessary
response to what was going on in the world, to what Hitler was doing. Once, while on
her way to the Benedictine Abbey at Beuron she stopped at Cologne and prayed in the
chapel of Carmel. She relates what transpired.
I spoke interiorly to our Lord … telling him that I knew it was his cross weighing
down upon our people … was it not the lot of those who did not know him to bear
his cross? That is what I want to do. I asked him only to show me how. And
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when the ceremony in the chapel finished … I became certain that he had
answered my prayer. I did not know then what his cross would be for me…
(de Farbegues 63-64).
Thus Edith moved from a general awakening and forming of her own life from
academics and a general Christian then Catholic call, to a specific Carmelite vocation,
and then even more specifically to a sacrificial offering or oblation that would culminate
in her martyrdom at Auschwitz. While at the Carmel in Cologne she was fortunate that
she was permitted to continue to write and it was there that she wrote Finite and Eternal
Being (FEB) (amongst others). In it we find, for example, her explanation of the general
state and vocation of the soul, as well as a hint of its more personal shaping. She writes:
The innermost being of the soul – is the abode of God. By virtue of its pure
spirituality, this innermost being is capable of receiving into itself the Spirit of
God … The vocation to union with God is a vocation to eternal life … the soul is
capable of supernatural augmentation and elevation of its life, and faith tells us
that [he] wills to give the soul eternal life, i.e. an enteral participation in his life …
the soul is destined for eternal being and this destination explains why the soul is
called upon to be an image of God in a wholly personal manner. (FEB 504).
The innermost and most authentic nature of human being remains hidden most of
the time … Whatever we know or divine of this deeply hidden nature in ourselves
and in others remains dark, mysterious, and ineffable. But when our earthly life
ends and everything transitory falls away, then every soul will know itself as it is
known … (FEB 505).
Here again we return to the idea of authenticity, and with it, the incapability of total
authenticity in this life. She continues:
Even the individual human being is incapable of unfolding in its life all the
possibilities which have their ground or foundation in its essence or nature … We
may therefore assume that the perfection of the individual human being in the
state of glory will not only free each human being from the impurities of its
corrupt nature but also unfold it’s as yet unfulfilled possibilities (FEB 507).
Thus her view of the life to come includes a further unfolding of possibilities.
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After writing this book she went on to write on pseudo Dionysius and then to her
final book Science of the Cross (SC), which was written during her time in the Carmel at
Echt. In fact she was still finishing it at the time the SS officers came to the convent to
get her. Looking at her writings, especially her later ones, it is evident that they not only
took on a more theological tone, but also a more mystical one. In fact, her last writing
focused specifically on the writings and mysticism of none other than John of the Cross.
The mysticism was therefore not only Christocentric but specifically centered on the
cross. In this book she takes on major and minor writings of John of the Cross and
explains the deep mystical theological insights contained therein. A dense book where
one sometimes does not know where John of the Cross ends and Edith Stein begins, it
attests to her penetrating analysis, as well as perhaps to a depth and state of her own soul.
In the work one gleans some general thoughts of mystical theology, such as that the union
and transformation of the soul in God is accomplished through love and occurs only
“when the will of the soul and the will of God are merged into one, so that there is
nothing in the one that would resist the other” (SC xix). Yet, this union retains the
distinction of God and the soul. “It is God by participation but despite the transformation
it retains “its natural being that is so totally different from the divine being”. The notion
of a mystical ladder and the various stages are explained in detail. There is also the
caution against seeking mystical phenomena and other spiritual gifts.
If the soul were to hoard [even spiritual gifts of visions etc.] like treasures, these
impressions, images etc. would clutter up its interior and be an obstacle in its way
to God that leads through renunciation of all created things (SC 48).
Hence the soul must also detach itself from all supernatural gifts of God in order
to gain the Giver rather than his gifts (SC 88).
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From here we see the emphasis on detachment and renunciation so typical of Carmelite
mysticism.
Another philosophical and theological point is made regarding the soul. Since the
inmost region of the soul is where God abides, there is a paradoxical correlation that
when the will is freely surrendered as a necessary condition for entering the highest
stages, it is also purified, and united to the divine it thus becomes “the sphere of the most
perfect freedom” (SC 120-125). The paradoxical question/result is that while the soul
boasted of its own will previously, later when it abandons its will to the divine will, only
then does it become truly free. All this comes full circle to the end point of such a union
and such a vocation.
That which is the business of the Eternal Father can be understood only of the
redemption of the world, above all of the salvation of souls…so great is the fire
and strength of their love that those who possess God are not satisfied and content
with their own gain … they strive …to take many to heaven with them. This
comes from their great love of God. Here the zeal for souls is taken to be a fruit
of union … the preaching of the cross would be in vain if it were not the
expression of a life of union with Christ crucified (SC 215 – 216).
So the fruit of union is love of souls and an ardent desire for their salvation. It is here
that sacrificial living and giving and the entire aspect of victim theology and the mystical
body of Christ has its roots. But to understand this further it is appropriate to turn to her
essays and meditation as found in The Hidden Life.
In one of these essays she shares “Some Thoughts for the Feast of John of the
Cross” and goes further into the root of the Carmelite spirit of suffering and sacrifice and
tries to explain it lest it be misunderstood as a morbid desire for suffering.
We hear repeatedly that St John of the Cross desired nothing for himself but to
suffer and be despised. We want to know the reason for this love of suffering. Is
it merely a loving remembrance of the path of suffering of our Lord on
earth…Has he [Christ] not transported us into a kingdom of light and called us to
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be happy children of our heavenly father? … but … the abyss of human malice,
again and again dampens jubilation over the victory of light. The world is still
deluged by mire … The entire sum of human malice, from the first Fall up to the
Day of Judgment must be blotted out by a corresponding measure of expiation.
The way of the cross is this expiation … Christ the head effects expiation in these
members of his Mystical Body who put themselves, body and soul, at his disposal
for carrying out his work of salvation…The lovers of the cross whom he has
awakened and will always continue to awaken anew in the changeable history of
the struggling church, these are his allies at the end of time. We too, are called for
that purpose… Thus, when someone desires to suffer, it is not merely a pious
reminder of the suffering of the Lord. Voluntary expiation comes from an already
existing relationship with Christ. … Only someone whose spiritual eyes have
been opened to the supernatural correlation of world events can desire suffering in
expiation … the love of the cross in no way contradicts being a joyful child of
god. Helping Christ carry his cross fills one with a strong and pure joy, and those
who may and can do so, the builders of God’s kingdom, are the most authentic
children of God. And so those who have a predilection for the way of the cross
by no means deny that Good Friday is past and that the work of salvation has been
accomplished. Only those who are saved, only children of grace can in fact be
bearers of Christ’s cross. Only in union with the divine Head does human
suffering take on expiatory power … To suffer, and to be happy although
suffering … to laugh and cry with the children of this world and ceaselessly sing
the praises of God with the choirs of angels – this is the life of the Christian until
the morning of eternity breaks forth (HL 91 – 93).
Thus Edith explains that carrying the cross in life is not, or should not, be a morbid
endeavor, but rather a joyous one. She speaks of understanding the correlation of world
events in carrying that cross. Further, she clarifies that the efficaciousness of human
suffering can only be accomplished when it is united with that of Christ. Once again she
uses the term authenticity, here to describe a way of life of the Christian who understands
what it means to build the kingdom of God. And grace plays no little part in such an
undertaking.
Also found in the same collection of essays are several ones pertaining to the
Feast of the Elevation of the Cross, Sept 14, the day when Carmelites traditionally renew
their vows. One of the most prominent ones is “Ave Crux Spes Unica!” [Hail Cross, Our
Only Hope].
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The savior today looks at us, solemnly probing us, and asks each one of us: Will
you remain faithful to the Crucified? Consider carefully! The world is in flames…
If you decide for Christ, it could cost you your life. … before you hangs the
Savior on the cross… you too must completely renounce your own will and no
longer have any desire except to fulfill God’s will. He speaks to you … by the
gentle breath of the Holy Spirit in the depths of your heart…this means daily and
hourly crucifying your self-will and self-love … The arms of the Crucified are
spread out to draw you to his heart. He wants your life in order to give you his.
Ave Crux, Spes Unica! (Hail Cross Our only Hope). The world is in flames…But
high above all flames towers the cross. They cannot consume it. It is the path
from earth to heaven. It will lift one who embraces it in faith, love, and hope into
the bosom of the Trinity…. The eyes of the Crucified look down on you - asking,
probing…What will you answer him? “Lord, where shall we go? You have the
words of eternal life” Ave Crux, Spes Unica! (HL 94-96).
In this meditation she alludes to both the world situation and the martyrdom that
faithfulness to Christ might cost. Again there is the renunciation of will and the centrality
of the cross, but added to it is inspiration from the Holy Spirit in guiding one on the path.
Most important here is the existential question cast in specific Christian terms and even
more specifically to the nuns in the convent.
Another meditation titled “The Marriage of the Lamb”, continues the inquiry to
the hearer even further, one that calls for even deeper Christian authenticity.
Our desire for peace is undoubtedly genuine and sincere. But does it come from a
completely purified heart? Have we truly prayed “in the name of Jesus,” ie not
just with the name of Jesus on our lips but with the spirit and in the mind of Jesus,
for the glory of the Father alone, without any self-seeking? The day on which God
has unrestricted power over our hearts we shall also have unrestricted power over
his. If we ponder this, we will no longer dare to judge anyone else… The fountain
from the heart of the Lamb has not dried up….answer his question. “Lord to
whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (Jn 6:68) (HL 101).
One more meditation suffices to fill out the picture. In “Exaltation of the Cross”, she
takes a deeper dive into what it means to follow Christ.
Anyone who would follow me must take up his[her] cross..! To take up one’s
cross means to go the way of penance and renunciation…Whoever follows him
must know that we have no lasting dwelling here… our citizenship is in
heaven…Your will be done! This was the content of the Savior’s will …not only
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to atone for the sin of disobedience through his obedience, but also to lead people
back to their destiny by way of obedience. The created will is not destined to be
free to exalt itself. It is called to come into unison with the divine will to
participate in the perfection of creation… The human will continues to retain the
possibility of choice, but it is constrained by creatures that pull and pressure it in
directions straying from the development of the nature desired by God, and so
away from the goal toward which it itself was directed by its original freedom.
With the loss of this original freedom, it also loses security in making decisions. It
becomes unsteady and wavering, buffeted by doubt and scruples or obdurate in its
error. There is no other remedy for this than the following of Christ. The eternal
father is unconditional love and has given his entire being to his Son. And just as
unconditionally does the Son give himself back to the Father. …He could only
incorporate the persons who wanted to give themselves to him into the unity of
his incarnate divine person as members of his mystical body and in this way bring
them to the father. This is why he came into the world. …he can give souls
supernatural life…in union with the divine Head, and to pass it on to other souls,
so awakening new members for the Head… (HL 102 – 104).
Once again we see penance and renunciation in relation to the way of the cross. What is
added here is a further explanation of the function of human free will. It is a divinely
created will, and as such it is meant to come into accord with the divine will. Thus, the
goal of free will is actually to freely acquiesce to the divine will. In another seemingly
paradoxical move, the fall disfigured human will so that when it thinks it is acting freely
in going against the divine, it is actually more enslaved by sin. Further, a by-product is
that there is often a lack of steadfastness, or lack of resoluteness in will, since it is easily
torn in many directions. The way back includes obedience to the divine, an alignment of
will, and eventually uniting with Christ which also means becoming part of the mystical
body. The last line ends with continuing the work of salvation by awakening new
members and thereby adding to the body of Christ.
These essays by Edith Stein seem to explain not only her general philosophical
and theological position, but they also speak to the unfolding of her particular path, as she
understood it, amid the unfolding of events in the world. When the Cologne Synagogue
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was burned she said “the shadow of the cross has fallen over my people” (de Farbegues
88). She agreed to move to the Carmel at Echt in Holland, with the stipulation that her
sister Rosa also be allowed to come. It was on Passion Sunday in 1939 that she wrote to
her superiors to ask for permission to “offer herself to the Sacred Heart of Jesus as a
sacrifice …, and for the peace of the world” (de Farbegues 88). This oblation of self is a
very serious and somewhat formal matter for Carmelites. It is undertaken only with
permission, of spiritual director and her superior. (An oblation of self was made also by
St. Terese of Lisieux, for example).
The convent of Echt also proved unable to ensure safety in the long run. When
the Dutch Catholic hierarchy protested against the Jewish persecutions, all Catholic non
Aryans in Holland would be arrested. Attempts were made, perhaps a little too late, to
secure her and her sister passports with the intent of moving her on to a Swiss Carmel.
There were also suggestions that she should try to illegally escape, which she refused in
order not to jeopardize the other sisters. Her simple response was “I shall accept
everything God wills” (de Farbegues 90 – 91). At one point she had sent a message to
the prioress that
one can only learn the scientia cruces if one truly suffers under the weight of the
cross. I was entirely convinced of this from the very first and I had said with all
my heart Hail Cross, our only hope (de Farbegues 95).
Messengers and witnesses attested to her behavior in the camp. She appeared calm and
serene, and often gave consolation to others. “She prayed almost all day long, except
when she had to gather food. She never spoke one word of complaint” (de Farbegues 9394). The rest is history.
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In sum, her life as well as her writings, bridged philosophy and theology. She met
her death as she met her life, authentically moving from one stage to another. The church
honors her as a martyr. Yet we come together to also celebrate her great corpus of
writings, her fine mind as a scholar and the overwhelming example she left behind.
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"The Less Traveled Road: Hannah Arendt - Simone Weil - Edith Stein in Dark Times"
Dr. Clara Sarrocco
It was not the best of times - the years between 1939 and 1945. The narrative begins with
the story of three women living in Europe's dark days. It begins with the Great War
(1914-1918) and ends on the 8th day of May 1945 - VE Day. What happened in between
is their story - the story of Edith Stein (1891-1941), Simone Weil (1909-1943) and
Hannah Arendt (1906-1975). Born in the same generation, each in her own way became
defined by the tragic conditions of the times.
Besides being contemporaries, they shared many similarities. All three were Jewish; they
lost their fathers at an early age due to death and absence. They were philosophers. All
three were brilliant students and caught the attention of their professors, (Arendt to
Heidegger, Weil to Emile Chartier [Alain] and Stein to Husserl). They were feminists,
teachers, writers, and drawn to religion in their youth. Two of the three (Arendt and
Stein) were German and one (Weil) although French lived some time in Germany. Even
though their paths never actually crossed, they shared a connection to New York City.
They were exiled from their own countries and died far from home. Despite all these
concurrencies the disjointed world they lived in eventually led them to different roads.
Hannah Arendt was born an only child into a liberal Jewish home in Hanover. The
family identified more with being German rather than being Jewish. They were nonpracticing Jews but did allow her to attend services with her grandparents. Her family
library was filled with books and by the age of fourteen Hannah decided that her field of
study was to be philosophy. It was at the University of Marburg that she met Martin
Heidegger who became both her professor and her lover even though he was married and
eighteen years her senior. At one time Heidegger failed to recognize her at a railroad
station. Though traumatic, this did not seem to affect her feelings for him which never
seemed to darken. Heidegger eventually recommended her to Karl Jaspers as a mentor
for her doctoral thesis because he did not want to compromise his position. She was
granted her degree from the University of Heidelberg with a thesis on St. Augustine Love and St. Augustine. Her youthful relationship with Heidegger continued to
overshadow her life, especially since his association with the National Socialist Party
became problematic.
By 1933 Hannah knew she had to leave Germany and with her mother settled in France.
They lived in France for nine years. When it became obvious that France was to become
Nazi occupied territory, she and her mother left for the United States but not before she
had spent some time in a French internment camp. They settled in New York and Hannah
became a visiting scholar in various universities including Notre Dame, the University of
California, Princeton, Northwestern and University of Chicago. One of her most popular
teaching positions was at the New School of Social Research in New York City.
The many philosophical books she wrote, were always but not exclusively, written in the
light of Heidegger's phenomenological philosophy. In 1961 Dr.Arendt reported on the
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Eichmann trial in Jerusalem. It was then that she developed the idea of the banality of
evil - a theory that caused her much pain and the loss of many of her Jewish followers
and friends. Her claim was that Eichmann was not a fanatic nor a sociopath but just an
average not too intelligent human being who simply saw his actions not as evil in
themselves but just necessary to enhance his career.
In the post war years she developed a sincere friendship with Karl Jaspers and his wife as
well as the American writer, Mary McCarthy. Hannah Arendt died of a heart attack in
1975 in New York City. She is buried with her second husband, Heinrich Blücher at
Bard College in Annandale-on-Hudson, New York - an agnostic to the end.
Simone Weil was born the second child and only girl to a nominally Jewish but agnostic
family in Paris in 1909. She was preceded in life by her brilliant mathematician brother,
Andre. Her father was a physician and was often absent from home serving as a doctor
during World War I. Simone was a healthy child until an attack of appendicitis at an
early age left her in frail health for the rest of her life. The family was fairly affluent and
could afford to send Simone to prestigious schools. It was at Lycée Henri-IV in Paris that
she came under the influence of Alain or Emile Chartier, the philosopher, journalist and
pacifist professor.
Under the tutelage of Alain she developed an interest in philosophy. At the École
Normale Supérieure, Simone studied philosophy, earning her degree with a thesis on
Descartes - Science and Perfection in Descartes. Afterwards, she taught philosophy at a
secondary school for girls in Le Puy. Simone always identified with the working classes
and had some radical political opinions that brought her some notoriety among her peers.
Even in her younger years she wrote political tracts, marched in demonstrations and
advocated workers rights. Because of her sympathy with the working classes she took a
leave of absence form her teaching position and worked in the Renault factory. This was
her incursion into the "real world."
In the 1930s she went to the Spanish front during the Spanish Civil War. She called
herself an anarchist and wanted very much to be a part of underground secret missions.
She was never given this opportunity because she was deemed not fit for that particular
type of work. She did, however, draft numerous essays and tract concerning the war.
While in Spain, Simone accidentally suffered a sever burn. Her parents went to Spain
and brought her to Assisi to recuperate. There she had a religious experience in
the Basilica of Santa Maria degli Angeli - a church associated with St. Francis.
Although, as her friends attested, she was always attracted to Christian ideas, this was the
first time she actually prayed. At one time she even spent one Holy Week at Solesmes
with its Benediction monastery and attended Mass. It was the chanting of the monks in
prayer that remained with her for the remainder of her life.
By 1942 she reluctantly left France with her parents for the United States. She consented
to this move both for their safety and because she felt that it would be easier for her to get
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to England from the United States. From England she had hoped to be sent back to
France as a covert agent, and work for the French Resistance. This never came about.
While in the United States Simone lived for a time in Harlem and attended church
services in Corpus Christi Church near the Columbia University campus. The same
church where Thomas Merton was received into the Catholic Church in 1938. She
eventually was able to go to England but was assigned to a desk job which gave her time
to write her most famous book, The Need for Roots. It was published posthumously with
a Preface by T.S. Eliot.
By 1943 her always frail health began to deteriorate and she was diagnosed with
tuberculosis. She refused special treatment and ate only the small amount of food
comparable to what the residents of German-occupied France received for food. After a
lifetime of battling illness and frailty, Weil died in August 1943 at the age of 34.
Although sympathetic to the more mystical part of Catholicism, she never accepted
Baptism.
Edith Stein was born on Yom Kippur the youngest of eleven children of a devout
Orthodox Jewish family in Breslau. Her father died when she was very young; this and
the circumstances of her birth quite naturally combined to make her the favorite of her
mother. Although widowed, her mother made it possible for Edith to study at the
university at Breslau. When Edith left to begin her university life, she left her orthodox
religion at home. She called herself an atheist and eventually began to attend the
University of Göttingen where she met Edmund Husserl. Professor Husserl, known as
the Father of Phenomenology, accepted Edith as his assistant and she followed him to
Freiburg. In this capacity she was trying to organize Husserl's hand written notes to
prepare them for publication - a formidable task.
In 1915 she took a leave from her academic studies and began a course to study nursing.
Europe was in the middle of the Great War and Edith wanted to make a war effort. She
qualified as a nurse and was sent to an infectious disease hospital to care for soldiers.
Much of the suffering she witnessed had a profound affect on her and was the beginning
of her conversion experience.
Although brilliant and a doctor of philosophy (with a dissertation on The Problem of
Empathy, most likely influenced by her nursing experience) Edith was never able to
become a full time professor for two reasons 1) because she was a woman and 2) because
she was Jewish.
After reading a biography of St. Teresa of Avila and from seeing the examples of her
friends especially Max Scheler, Conrad Martius and Adolf Reinach, in 1922 she decided
to be baptized into the Catholic Church. She spent the next twelve years writing and
teaching in a girls' school but always wishing to enter religious life.
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Finally she was accepted into the Discalced Carmelite order at the monastery of St. Maria
vom Frieden taking the religious name of Sister Benedicta of the Cross. This decision
distressed her mother, and Edith felt great sorrow to have caused her mother any pain.
When she became a Carmelite, Edith accepted the quotidian tasks required of one in
religious life - tasks that she was not used to performing. She took this learning with
great humility and joy and did the work that was expected of her. Her intention was to
leave her academic and intellectual life behind, but the Order requested that she continue
her philosophical writings. She wrote among other things her metaphysical book
Endliches und ewiges Sein (Finite and Eternal Being) where she attempted to reconcile
her lifelong search for truth. It was published posthumously. Some of her other writings
include: Life in a Jewish Family: Her Unfinished Autobiographical Account, Essays on
Women, The Hidden Life, The Science of the Cross and Philosophy of Psychology and the
Humanities.
Sadly, Edith took her final vows in the Carmelite Order on the day that her mother died.
After their mother's death, her sister, Rosa, also accepted Catholicism and lived with
Edith in the same convent. As persecutions increased it became apparent that Edith and
Rosa would have to leave, not only for their own safety but also for the safety of the other
religious in the convent. They knew their presence was a danger to the Sisters. Edith and
Rosa went to the Carmelite convent in Echt in Holland.
After the Dutch bishops issued their anti-Nazi letter, the oppression became more violent.
Within a twenty-four hour period, the Jewish converts to the Catholic Church were
rounded up. Many were in religious life and Edith and Rosa were among them. When the
soldiers came to the convent Edith called Rosa and said: "Come Rosa we go for our
people." They both were sent to Aushwitz where they perished and were buried in a
common grave with the other victims.
Edith Stein was beatified on May 1, 1987 in Cologne, Germany by Pope John Paul II and
canonized on October 11, 1996 in Vatican City. St. Benedicta of the Cross has been
named one of the six patron saints of Europe. She died a martyr for the faith she was born
into and for the faith she accepted.
St. Edith never was able to visit the United States but her cousin, Richard Courant, did
fulfill that dream. He was offered and accepted a professorship at New York University.
At NYU he founded an institute for graduate studies in applied mathematics. The Courant
Institute of Mathematical Sciences is one of the most respected research centers in
applied mathematics in the world. Professor Courant continued the legacy of a brilliant
family.
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The three women of Europe's "dark days" began their mission on a similar path shrouded
by two world wars. But by the end they had parted ways. Hannah Arendt died an
agnostic; Simone Weil longed for, but never accepted Baptism. Edith Stein alone
became a Catholic - a Carmelite - a martyr.
The words of the poet, Robert Frost, could well describe St. Edith's story - the road to
holiness. "Two roads diverged in a wood, and I--I took the one less traveled by, and that
has made all the difference."
"The Road Not Taken."
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Edith Stein Talk -- Susan Thau
Musings on the Life of Edith Stein from a Jewish Perspective
If I had a time machine that would allow me to maneuver back in time so I
could meet Edith Stein at some tranquil moment of her life, the first thing I would
bring up in our conversation is the matter of her conversion to Catholicism.
Every American Jew of my era – those born in the 1950s and afterwards –
has been in some way involved with the issue of conversion. When a young
person switches sides, there are a lot of repercussions within the family.
When I was a child I believed that to switch religions was a traitorous act.
As I grew older and gained some emotional maturity, I changed my belief. One’s
religious beliefs depend on mind and heart. If someone feels in her heart that
Jesus is the Savior, well, that’s her emotional reality and she has to honor her own
truth. Converting to another religion is the only way to keep faith with one’s own
heart.
To quote Edith Stein, “Do not accept anything as love which lacks truth.”
Edith Stein, in converting to Catholicism, was living according to her own
truth. She did not convert on a whim or to rebel against her mother. Family and
school were at the core of her existence, and she was extremely family-oriented
during her entire life. She was not the kind of daughter who would be able to
disregard her mother’s reaction to her switch of loyalty.
In the summer of 1921, when Edith understood that she wanted to convert
to Catholicism, she hesitated to do it precipitately. She knew full well that her
decision would devastate her mother. She was baptized in January 1922 and
afterwards went to her mother’s house to break the news to her. It caused a
profound rift in their relationship. Unfortunately, when she later became a sister
in the Carmelite convent, this experience was doomed to be repeated. I feel
compassion for both of them, and wish that their relationship could have been
mended and not ended as traumatically as it was.
Edith’s conversion to Catholicism occurred in an organic, unplanned-for
way. It was only when her friend Adolph Reinach was killed in the war and she
marveled at his widow Anne’s equanimity after his death (in 1918), and then when
in 1921 she chanced upon a copy of the autobiography of St. Teresa of Avila at
the Reinachs’ house, that she understood she had found her path to God.
In Germany during the years 1915 to 1930, many Jews did convert to some
form of Christianity. Many of the young phenomenologists who gathered around
Husserl at the University of Göttingen were born into Jewish families and then
converted to Lutheranism. Husserl himself had been born into a Jewish family.
When a person begins to seriously study philosophy, he/she also naturally begins
to think about creation and the Creator. Questions about why we exist and what
happens after we die aren’t so easily pushed away. It makes sense to me that
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Jews would discover Christianity in the study of philosophy, and particularly
phenomenology. On a more cynical note, I also tend to assume that converting to
Christianity or Catholicism would make it easier for an academic to enter the
equivalent of a tenure-track position at this time in Germany, as long as one was
male.
I admire and respect St. Edith Stein because she tried her best to battle
gender discrimination. She discovered the philosophical school of Phenomenology
and went to the University of Gottingen to study this with its founder Edmund
Husserl. She excelled in her studies there, and wrote her dissertation on the idea
of empathy.
After she was awarded her doctorate in philosophy summa cum laude in
1916, she became Husserl’s assistant and helped him edit his work into
publishable form. However, although he allowed her to function as his secretary
and transcribe his notes (a menial task), when she attempted to do some
substantial editing of his texts, helping to clarify his thoughts, he rejected her help.
Edith was an excellent philosophy student, probably better than the other
male students in the School at Göttingen. Husserl believed she was the best
student he had ever had. She asked Husserl to let her apply for Habilitation in the
University of Freiburg – the status for which post-doctoral students apply who are
excellent enough to warrant their application for a teaching and research position.
Edith would have had to write a new research dissertation, one which would have
been even better than her doctoral thesis.
Husserl would not support her application. It didn’t matter that he believed
she was the best student he had ever had. Females did not become professors.
These are Husserl’s words: “Should academic careers be opened up to ladies,
then I can recommend her wholeheartedly and as my first choice for admission to
a professorship.”
After she resigned her position as Husserl’s assistant, she lectured, taught,
and wrote on her own. She gave beginning philosophy classes at her mother’s
house. She taught well and had a great reputation, although she was not a
university professor.
During these years, she accepted Christianity in 1917-18 when her friend
Anne Reinach lost her husband in WW I, and then she was baptized into
Catholicism in 1922. Because of this, she was invited to speak at many Catholic
institutions across Europe and Germany. Her writing and translations became
popular all over Europe. In general, she wrote about the significance of the role of
women in modern society and she achieved a high degree of notoriety. The Jesuit
priest and philosopher Eric Przywara requested that she translate a work by St.
Thomas Aquinas, and she realized she was finding a way to serve God by being
a scholar. In 1932, she became a lecturer at the Institute for Scientific Pedagogy
in Munster, Germany, a school affiliated with the Catholic Church. She had found
a home in Catholic higher education, teaching with the Dominican Sisters at
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Speyer, Germany and also at the teacher training college of St. Magdalen’s
Convent. In addition, she lived with the sisters according to their way of life,
accepting only a very basic salary. In this way she became accustomed to living
as the nuns lived, and she seems to have been very happy.
Yet her heart was really set on becoming a professor, and after more than
a decade of prolific writing and teaching, in 1931 she once again attempted to be
an academic. She tried to gain a professorship in Breslau and Freiberg, but she
was not successful, this time not only due to her gender, but also her religious
origins. Germany was becoming increasingly anti-Semitic at this time, and finally
in 1933, once Hitler gained power, all Jews in university positions were fired.
This worsening of the political situation in Germany did not deter Edith from
persisting in her attempts to gain a professorship. Her persistence is inspiring.
As Edith said: “Each woman who lives in the light of eternity can fulfill her
vocation, no matter if it is in marriage, in a religious order, or in a worldly profession.”
“The deeper one is drawn into God, the more one must ‘go out of oneself’;
that is, one must go to the world in order to carry the divine life into it.”
Why did Edith become a Carmelite nun? The Carmelite order seems to me
to be the most drastic in its withdrawal from society. As a non-Catholic who doesn’t
know very much about the various kinds of religious orders, I tend to admire activist
nuns, sisters who contribute so much to people and societies in so many different
ways. The ways of contemplation and mysticism are obscure to me, in Judaism
as well as Catholicism.
At the same time, Edith Stein was baptized a Catholic, she very much
wanted to join the Carmelite order. Her spiritual advisors did not encourage her to
do this so quickly. As I remember, when they heard that her mother had taken the
news very badly, and that Edith was extremely worried about her, they suggested
that it was not the right time. They reinforced Edith’s reluctance to emotionally
overwhelm her mother.
It seems to me that they were wise in this. They prevented her from taking
the most drastic step she could have taken, a step which would have worsened
the relationship between her and her mother. I believe that we ought to thank the
priest who was advising her, because he made it possible for her to be prolific in
her writing on philosophy, theology, and life. When in 1934 she finally joined the
Carmelites, she did continue with her work. She was taken away by the SS in 1942.
That was eight years of productivity for her. She was writing prolifically from 1918
until 1934, and teaching and lecturing widely all around Europe.
“During the time immediately before and quite some time after my
conversion I ... thought that leading a religious life meant giving up all earthly things
and having one's mind fixed on divine things only. Gradually, however, I learnt that
other things are expected of us in this world... I even believe that the deeper
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someone is drawn to God, the more he has to ‘get beyond himself’ in this sense,
that is, go into the world and carry divine life into it."
Edith worked for a little over a decade out in the world, under the auspices
of Catholic educational institutions, writing about philosophy, theology, women’s
issues and women’s education. This is her contribution to the world, and we are
much the richer for it. In 1933, when the Nazis came to power and all the Jews
were forced out of academia, Edith entered the Carmelite convent. It probably
seemed like a welcoming refuge to her; it was where she had been longing to be
all the time since her conversion, she had converted. She had been denied her
place in academia in two ways, first by sexism and then by Nazism, which did not
even allow her to contribute from within her own Catholic educational institutions.
At that time, her idea might have been that if she added her voice in prayer, she
might have some way to help try to drive back the onslaught of evil.
After reading more about Edith Stein to prepare myself for this presentation,
I feel it was the most natural step for her to take. She was a mystic, and the power
of prayer and contemplation of God was the most important consideration in her
world. In no way am I an expert on her life, but now, in thinking about the sweep
of her life as a whole, I have a sense that it might have been what she was born to
do.
The most nightmarish and also the most triumphant moment of her life took
place at the very end, when she was rudely pulled out of the convent in Holland,
and she and her sister were thrust into the horror of the concentration camps. At
that time, all the spiritual preparation she had made during her life, those
thousands of hours of prayer and that gradual flowering of her spiritual life, was
put to the test.
For the short time she was alive in those unbearably noxious environments,
she ministered to and prayed with the traumatized women whose children
otherwise would have been alone in the horror. She comforted them, and
comforted their children, too. Those children would have probably lived through
their last hours on earth emotionally abandoned in the camp. So many people in
the camps probably could not understand the hell on earth into which they had
fallen.
How does one process the fact that one’s life is about to end in a
government-sanctioned mass murder? Edith was there at that moment for them,
almost as if that was her ultimate purpose. One could almost imagine that God
put her in the right place at the right time.
Even though I make this statement, I really have no sense that the
Holocaust involves any divine causation or intervention. If the Lord had not allowed
Hitler to come into power, Hitler would not have been able to implement his Final
Solution and we would not have had the horror of the 1930s and 1940s in Europe.
I am not a truly religious Jew. I am still searching for my own spiritual truth,
and widening my path. I don’t know whether God played any part in bringing some
truly remarkable souls (Jews and Christians alike) into the camps, individuals who
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were able to spiritually and emotionally care for their fellows and to bring some
humanity into those dark places. But I have read that it happened. Humans are
remarkably resourceful and courageous creatures.
I do take special notice of these words of St. Edith Stein, “Those who remain
silent are responsible.”
There were many examples of courage in how individuals chose to react to
the Nazi machinery of evil, and St. Edith Stein is a shining example of this courage.
There is a lot to learn from her story. Even for those of us who don’t share her
religious convictions, St. Edith Stein provides us with a superb example of an
admirable attitude towards life. We can make the world a better place by choosing
to earnestly and steadfastly seek the truth.
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