











EDITH STEIN AND THE MOTHER OF GOD

she says, is “the lifeblood of the Church. If it breaks through the
traditional forms, it does so because the spirit that blows where it
listeth is living in it: He who has fashioned all the traditional forms
must ever fashion new ones. Without Him there would be neither
liturgy nor Church. Was not the soul of the royal Psalmist a harp
whose strings sounded as they were touched by the gentle breath
of the Holy Ghost? From the overflowing heart of the Virgin full
of grace comes forth the exultant hymn of the Magnificat. . . .
What is the prayer of the Church if not the self-giving of the great
lovers to the God who is love?" 12

During the spring of that trying year she wrote with the same
spirit to one who sought her counsel on prayer: I recommend you
to thes Queen of May. She through whom the Word became flesh
will also best be able to obtain for us enlightenment on the
Word. . . . " About the same time she wrote to the sisters in
Cologne: “My greatest joy lies in hoping for the vision which is
to come. Our faith in His secret working must also strengthen us
in those moments when external events (affecting both ourselves
and others) threaten to sap our courage. Today is the feast of St.
Simon Stock. In the early hours of the day we sang his office and,
as a May hymn, the Flos Carmeli. What promises it holds out to us.”14
Among those promises is that Mary will be Mother to her Carmelite
children: their Beauty of Carmel, their Mystical Flower forever in
bloom, their Star of the Sea.

It is fitting that the idea of Mary’s motherhood should be pri-
mary in Sister Benedicta’s mind as the last days of her life drew
to a close. It was the part of mother that she herself was last seen
portraying when she was herself a prisoner and on the way to
death.

HER TREATMENT BY THE NAZIS

Early in August, 1942, in reprisal for a pastoral of the Dutch
bishops against the treatment of the Jews, all non-Aryan Catholics
were arrested throughout the country. At five o'clock on the eve-
ning of August 2, Sister Benedicta and her sister, Rosa, who had
been staying at the convent for some time, were taken away by
the Nazi troopers. No regard was paid to the fact that in a few
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weeks time, they both intended to go to Switzerland. From Echt
they were taken to Amersfoort, and thence to the concentration camp
at Westerbork. Here it was that a few friends of Carmel were
allowed to talk with the prisoners.

The picture they drew of the composure of the nuns was in-
spiring. Behind the desolate barbed wire stretched hundreds of
squalid huts. Here innumerable prisoners were detained. In one
hut were Sister Benedicta, her sister Rosa, and almost a dozen other
nuns, still wearing their habits and praying together. But one of
the keepers later described the activities of Sister Benedicta most
feelingly. She was the mother of the motherless, he said. Many
of the mothers were almost demented with the grief and awfulness
of their predicament and from the ill-treatment of the soldiers, They
crouched in dull apathy, regardless of the needs and cries of their
children. It was to these that Sister Benedicta gave her whole time
and strength, washing, combing, feeding them, like a true Madonna.

Another woman who was allowed to visit the camp also com-
pared Sister Benedicta to the Mother of God, but this time in her
sorrows. Her sad but peaceful expression held such an enormous
burden of grief that when she smiled, it made one more sorrowful
to look at her. She hardly ever spoke during the visit, the account
says, “but she often looked at her sister Rosa with indescribable
sadness. . . . She was thinking of the sorrow that awaited the
others. Her whole appearance, as | picture her in my memory sitting
in that hut, suggested only one thought to me: a Pieta without
Christ.”15

On that same night a thousand of the prisoners were trans-
ported, including Sister Benedicta. But not before she had a chance
to write a note which eventually reached her Mother Superior at
Echt. It read in part: “There is nothing more you can do. . . . | am
quite content. . . . One can only learn the science of the Cross if
one feels the Cross in one’s own person. | was convinced of this
from the very first and have said with all my heart: Ave crux, spes
unica: Hail, O Cross, our only hope.”16

Beyond that, except for a single word, there is silence. To a
soul devoted to silence, perhaps that is the best way. It is as if she
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had lived out what she had written as the ideal: “If we meditate
upon the road God's Mother followed from Candelmas to Good
Friday, we shall find roads through her to interior silence.”!?

But the single additional word saved for posterity, in the provi-
dence of God, is highly symbolic and full of hope. On August 7,
at Schifferstadt, a former pupil of Sister Benedicta’s stood on the
platform of the railroad station. She heard her name called. Looking,
up, she saw her former teacher waving at her from the window
of a train then pulling out.

’

“Give my love to the Sisters at St. Magdalena,” she called to

her. “I am traveling eastwards.”

Eastwards literally meant Poland and death. But to one steeped
in the imagery of the Bible, the East could mean only Christ and
light eternal. As she had said of her conversion, it was “the Cross
and the divine power it communicates to those who bear it” be-
fore which her unbelief crumbled, “in which Judaism paled before
the dawn of Christ.”1® For her to travel to the eastwards meant
heaven.

But first, before the light, there was to be the darkness of
Calvary where, with Mary, the Mother of Jesus, she suffered what
can only now be conjectured.

A doctor who seems to have been the sole survivor of that
tragic deportation, gives an account of its horror: of the brutal freat-
ment of the guards, of the inhuman crowding in the vans which
meant death by suffocation for many, of the certainty of their end
at Auschwitz by gas, and of the cremation of the bodies.

A parish priest of Wurtemberg showed pictures of Sister Bene-
dicta, with no explanation, to a parishioner who had been a guard
at Auschwitz for a year after July, 1942. He reacted immediately,
exclaiming that this nun had arrived with a transport from Holland
on a night early in August, but that it was so strictly guarded that
the story seemed to be the group was insane. He and another guard,
watching curiously, noted the tragic face of the nun, and com-
mented to each other that she, at least, did not seem to be mad.
Of this transport of women nothing was seen or heard after that
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night, although it was customary for lists of people for working-
parties to be drawn even from transports of women. It was there-
fore believed in the camp that all these victims had been stripped
at the usual spot and herded naked about a quarter of a mile to
the place of slaughter. Here they had been, without a doubt in
the minds of the rest of the prisoners, gassed, and their bodies

destroyed in the crematorium the next day.

The best authenticated date for the death of Edith Stein, Sister
Benedicta of the Cross, is August 9, 1942. This was the day of
her true “journey to the East.” Beyond the stripping and the violent
death lies, as for all who follow Christ, the dark night of the tomb.
But for her, too, there is Easter with the glorious vision of the risen
Christ. The fullness of Mary’s maternity on Calvary was thus
crowned with the joy of Easter morning. As she had followed the
Mother of God in her compassion, it can hardly be doubted that,
with her, she shared the reward of those who love the Crucified
and His Cross.

1. Edith Stein, quoted in The Scholar and the Cross by Hilda Graef
(Westminster: The Newman Press, 1955), p. 58.

2. All quotations from this lecture are taken from The Scholar and the
Cross, pp. 76, 79.

3. All quotations from this essay may be found in The Scholar and the
Cross, p. 85 f.

4. Sister Teresia de Spiritu Sancto, 0.D.C., Edith Stein (London: Sheed
and Ward, 1952), p. 158.

5. Gerald Vann, O.P. The Fire and the Water (New York: Sheed and
Ward, 1954), p. 139.

6. Gerald Vann, O.P., Eve and the Gryphon (Oxford: Blackfriars Publi-
cations, 1946), p. 40.

7. Edith Stein, quoted in The Scholar and the Cross, p. 139 {.

8. Sister Teresia de Spiritu Sancto, O.D.C., op. cit., p. 212

9. Ibid., p. 87.

10. Hilda Graef, op. cit., p. 193.

11. 1Ibid., p. 124 f.

12. Ibid., p. 126.

13. Ibid., p. 134.

14. Sister Teresia de Spiritu Sancto, O.D.C., op. cit., p. 195

15. Hilda Graef, op. cit., p. 229.

16. Sister Teresia de Spiritu Sancto, 0.D.C. op. cit., p. 218

17. 1Ibid., p. 103.

18. Richard Gilman, “Edith Stein,” Jubilee, May, 1955 p. 41.

12
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