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BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


Pope John Paul II must know that Europe is badly in need of holy patrons. Originally we had only St Benedict, father of western monasticism.  Then he added SS Cyril and Methodius, Apostles of the Slavs, increasing the European Patrons to three. 


Next he gave us two women mystics from the fourteenth century – St Catherine of Siena and St Bridget of Sweden. After canonising Edith Stein, a German Jewess and philosopher who became a Carmelite sister, he declared her co-Patroness of Europe too. Her feastday falls this Tuesday, 9th August. With Maximilian Kolbe (14th August) that makes two Auschwitz martyrs within one week.


John Paul II wants Europe to build a “civilisation of love”, drawing upon its common Christian heritage, Greek and Latin.



What he frequently notes, however, is not the civilisation of love, but the “culture of death” spreading its fatal tentacles: racism, war, armaments, abortion and euthanasia. Like Bolshevism and Nazism, atheistic secularism is now destroying lives in the west. It withers the hope of a peaceful “common European home” which could be a powerful force for good throughout the world.


Edith Stein was born in Breslau, Germany (now Wroclaw in Poland) upon the Day of Atonement in 1891, in a devout Jewish family. She was the youngest of eleven children, of whom seven survived to adulthood.


Her mother, Frau Auguste Stein, was the formative influence in Edith’s life. Energetic, hardworking, she bore all trials in union with God, including her husband’s death and the management of a debt-ridden business.


Edith was a precocious little girl, a voracious reader, but inclined to tantrums when she couldn’t have her own way. She gradually became more introvert, extremely imaginative and sensitive. On occasions mocked by her older siblings, she soon understood it was more important to be good than to be smart.


Brilliant at school, she did not accept her mother’s strong religious convictions. Wanting to seek truth for herself she entered Breslau University to study psychology. However she found an arid discipline, from which such realities as spirit, meaning and life had been banished. 

Therefore she turned to philosophy, in order to seek the underlying coherence of human existence. She was very impressed by Husserl and his school of phenomenology, and in 1913 transferred to Gottingen to study under his direction. Here she also came into contact with Max Scheler, another philosopher and Jewish convert to Catholicism. She was very impressed with his lectures, filled with admiration for the spiritual beauty of Catholicism.

During the war she volunteered for medical service, and devotedly cared for soldiers of the Austrian army, suffering from typhus, cholera and dysentery. Back at university in Freiburg, where her brilliant publications had won her a lecturer’s post, her religious quest continued. One particular experience in the Catholic cathedral Frankfurt affected her deeply: 

“We went into the cathedral for a few moments, and as we stood there in respectful silence, a woman came in with her shopping basket and knelt down in one of the pews to say a short prayer. That was something completely new to me. In the synagogue, as in the Protestant churches I had visited, people only went in at the time of the service. But here was someone coming into this empty church in the middle of a day’s work, as if to talk with a friend. I have never been able to forget that.”

Finally, in 1921, reading the life of St Teresa of Avila, Edith received the grace of conversion:

“Thanks be to God for giving me the life that rescued me from such an awful death . . . After all the kindness I had received from you, My God, the hardness of my soul was almost unbelievable. I seem to have been almost totally powerless, as if bound by chains that were keeping me from making a total surrender to God . . . Then I began to understand that I wasn’t living, but wrestling with the shadow of death . .  My soul was utterly worn out; all it wanted was rest.” 

She bought a Catechism and a Missal, studied them thoroughly, went to her first Mass, and afterwards asked the priest to baptise her. Mgr Breitling was astonished at Edith’s knowledge, and on 1 January 1922 she was baptised. Her mother wept, her brothers and sisters were shocked.

However, when she was at home she continued to go to the synagogue with her elderly mother. She surprised her by praying the Psalms out of the Roman Breviary. Her mother remarked “Never have I seen anyone pray as Edith did.” When a Jew becomes a Christian he does not reject his Judaism, he perfects it. 

She abandoned her ambitions for a purely academic career, and accepted a position teaching German at the Dominican sisters’ school in Speyer. Bother here, and lecturing at the teacher Training College, she won the deep affection of her pupils. She worked on translating Newman and Aquinas. Her spiritual life ran deep.

She became a much sought after speaker on the lecture circuit. Her titles reveal her interests: “The Ethos of Woman’s Vocation”, “The Life of the Christian Woman”, “Foundations of Women’s Education”, “The Place of Women in Guiding the Young to the Church.” “Women’s role in the Light of Nature and Grace.” “Women in Professional Life.”

In 1933 the Nazis came democratically to power. University students began violently attacking Jews. Edith had grim premonitions of what was in store for her people. She wrote to the Pope to alert him, and received only a benediction in return.

Finally she acted upon her spiritual intuitions and joyfully entered the Carmelite convent in Cologne:

“Who are you, kindly light, who fill me now,

And brighten all the darkness of my heart?

You guide me forward, like a mother’s hand,

And if you let me go,

I could not take a single step alone.

You are the space,

Embracing all my being, hidden in it.

Loosened from you, I fall in the abyss

Of nothingness, from which you draw my life.

Nearer to me than I myself am,

And more within me than my inmost self,

You are outside my grasp, beyond my reach,

And what name can contain you?

You, Holy Spirit, You, eternal Love!”

She had a great appetite for solitary prayer. The mystic, she wrote, “is simply a person who has an experiential knowledge of the teaching of the Church: that God dwells in the soul.” 

In 1938 came the burning of the synagogues and Jewish shops, Kristallnacht. Her Carmelite superiors transferred her to the convent of Echt in Holland, for even Christian Jews were not safe from the Nazi arrests. In 1940 Holland was occupied. By 1942 the SS operations to seek out those “non-Aryan and unworthy of survival” were intensifying. She and her sister Rosa sought visas for Switzerland, but the Swiss prevaricated.

Like thousands of other Jews, she was repeatedly summoned to Amsterdam for lengthy SS interrogations. After an outspoken pastoral letter from the Dutch Catholic Bishops, attacking the Nazi deportations of Jews, there came the retaliation: the arrest of all Jewish Catholics. On Sunday August 2nd, at 5 pm, two SS officers came to the convent parlour for Edith and Rosa. “Come, Rosa, we are going for our people,” said Edith.

They were transported to Westerbork detention camp. Edith was silent, deeply oppressed, at first. Then “it was her complete calm and self-possession that marked her out from the rest of the prisoners. There was a spirit of indescribable misery in the camp . . she went among the women like an angel, comforting, helping and consoling them. Many of the mothers were on the brink of insanity, without thought for their children . . Edith immediately set about taking care of their little ones. She washed them, combed their hair, and tried to make sure they were fed and cared for.”

Messengers from Echt, thanks to the kindness of the Dutch police, brought help to the prisoners. Of Edith they reported: “There was a light-hearted happiness in the way she spoke to us. The glow of a saintly Carmelite radiated from her eyes . . they had heard they would be transported back to their native Silesia to work in the mines. Wherever they were headed, they told us, prayer would remain their first obligation. She hoped she could offer her suffering for the conversion of atheists, for her fellow Jews, for the Nazi persecutors, and for all who no longer had the love of God in their hearts.”

The early morning of August 7th the thousands of prisoners were wakened early and loaded onto the trains. SS commandos had taken the place of the camp police. As the train rolled east, a Carmelite nun called Stein managed to give a message to a stationmaster near Mannheim, and she spoke to a railway guard in Breslau. Next stop Auschwitz. The camp record reads: 

“No 44074: Edith Theresia Hedwig Stein, Echt,

Born October 12, 1891 Breslau

Died – August 9, 1942.”

