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The spirituality of women in Europe is as wide ranging, diversified and multiform as those same women’s biographies which comprise the perception of the lives of the women on this subcontinent. (We shall not concern ourselves with the relevant catchment area of “Europe” here). In addition to the monotheistic religions, the other world religions and natural religions have characterised the faith of European women. Because of the trans-individual gender components of religion they are all reflected in a specifically feminine perspective of religious life which they had taken over from their female ancestors and passed on to the next generation. At a time when cultures in Europe are falling apart and undergoing transformation these nexuses and coherences are being partly lost (Christianity) or they must stand the test and/or prevail against the cultural conflict (Orthodox Judaism) - alternatively they must reformulate (Islam, Buddhism, fallbacks to e.g. Celtic-Irish influences).

Currently the role model function of women believers is principally only talked about within their own respective religions. Christian women recognise Christian saint women, Jewish women their Jewish sisters… role models with religion-overarching recognition are scarcely distinguishable. Mary of Nazareth is one of the exceptions because she is accorded high status both in Christendom and in Islam; in enlightened Judaism she is accepted as one of the authentic daughters of Israel. Her Magnificat is an outstanding testimony of a religiously anchored longing for and certainty of liberation.  

Within Christendom Katharina von Siena and women such as Hildegard von Bingen, Birgitta of Sweden, and Edith Stein stand for those women of faith who, on the strength of their unshakable confidence in God, undertook their responsibility in the world in an outstanding manner. They intervened in the doings and dealings of the world and wanted to play an active part in shaping things although this was not considered their role as women. They freed themselves of the established – and comfortable – restrictions and in this respect were ahead of their time.

Dorothee Sölle is a contemporary woman whose concerns and driving force for action can be understood on the basis of an equivalence between mysticism and politics. She understands the Christian responsibility as being independent before God and in God, that women are not removed from disasters in a shelter of female existence within the family. It requires that women, just like men, put themselves in the midst of these disasters and through this choose as the alternative to side with the suffering with energy and without compromises in order to live and suffer for healing relationships. 

All three women are in their own right sisters of the women who are today walking down the road that they just simply must walk, as believing, curious, angry, compassionate and wise women, having experienced a sense of God that they cannot forget and do not want to lose.   Whoever decides, as a woman in Europe, to live in a creative, passionate, emphatic, communicative, self-willed and devout way, will find female guides within Christianity who have made their imprints on the time in which they lived in a strong and humble way. Thus they enter – with their faith and their action equally – into the stream of the tradition of women, God and world relations, which the first woman - since her approach to someone on the other side - experienced and worshipped as “above the sky and in my soul”.

Aurelia Spendel OP

