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WOMEN IN THE CATHOLIC CHURCH:
CONTEXTS AND CULTURES
Tutor: Professor Tina Beattie

Welcome to our final week of ‘Women in the Catholic Church: Contexts and Cultures’. Once
again, this is Tina Beattie taking you through this week’s presentation.
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WEEK SIX
Women’s Vocations:
Opportunities and Obstacles
For this last week, we consider different ways in which women feel called to live out
their faith through their roles and responsibilities within the Church.

Many of the issues we’ve explored in the course this far have been about the existential
“givens” of women’s lives – situations and circumstances that are shaped if not entirely
determined by the contexts and cultures within which we find ourselves. While these involve
a complex navigation between freedom and necessity, they also involve working within the
constraints and limitations of finitude, vulnerability, responsibility and commitment in order
to develop an identity and a meaningful narrative about our lives.
For this final session, we consider the ways in which women respond to vocations. Here, we
shift the emphasis from what is given to what is chosen, though of course this is never a
completely clear distinction. When we respond to God’s call, are we in some sense following
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our destiny or exercising our freedom? Is it right to see these as contradictory? We might
think of a great musician. She is born with a gift that she is called to use, but it will take many
years of disciplined practice and commitment to use that gift to its fullest potential. Her
freedom lies not in whether or not to be offered the gift, but in whether or not to accept it.
Martha Nussbaum reflects on this idea of potential in the context of women’s lives, and
indeed we could say the whole idea of human rights can be viewed through this lens. In most
cultures in the world even today, female children still have fewer opportunities to develop
their potential and use their unique gifts and skills than males, though of course it’s also true
that poor people of all genders suffer such lack of opportunity in all societies.
For Catholic women who feel called to serve within the Church in some form of ministry or
other vocation, the struggle can be intensified by the ways in which roles and opportunities
are restricted by persistent hierarchies and stereotypes of gender. This week, we consider
some of the stories women tell in the book about their vocations and what it has meant for
them to hear and respond to God’s calling.
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TOPICS COVERED SO FAR
•
•
•
•
•

Narrative identity and story-telling
Theology, History and Scripture
Love, Sexuality and Celibacy
Maternal Relationships
Identity, Difference and Belonging

We have situated our reflections so far in the context of narrative identity and story-telling,
asking what resources are available to women of faith as they seek to understand who they
are in the context of their relationships, cultures, maternal capacities and physical, spiritual
and intellectual struggles. We continue with this approach as we consider how women
experience and express their God-given skills and talents, focusing less this week on “being”
and more on “doing”.
Again, we must bear in mind that these terms are implicitly gendered. In mainstream
philosophical and theological texts, the vocation of “woman” is to be, and the vocation of
“man” is to become. Woman is defined in terms of maternal femininity that transcend
cultures, contexts and temporality, so that “Woman” signifies man’s (m)other as a permanent
marker against which he positions himself and secures himself against the vagaries and
contingencies of history. Consider, for example, how the language of maternal femininity
functions in modern papal documents, in a way that acknowledges no cultural or existential
diversity. Woman’s maternal vocation – whether as biological or as the nurturing tender self
gifted with “feminine genius” – is a transcendent and disembodied ideal to which men aspire
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only on condition that they are not confronted with the realities of women’s lives, vocations,
gifts and failings in the realm of temporality, contingency and change.
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WOMEN’S VOCATIONS

Those might sound like sweeping generalisations, and in a sense they are. But as you work
through the materials for this week, you might find it helpful to bear these suggestions in
mind. When are women affirmed and welcome as co-equals and partners with men, and when
are they trivialised, patronised or excluded? What kinds of behaviour do the men and women
in these stories exhibit? How do the contributors present themselves and their relationships?
You will no doubt think of different questions and offer different insights as you go through
this week’s materials. There are a number of contributions that are relevant to our topic this
week on women’s vocations. I’ve suggested many that I refer to in this presentation, but there
may be others that you choose to focus on as more relevant to your own particular interests
and vocational aspirations or achievements.
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WHO ARE WE? – WOMEN WITH
MANY VOCATIONS
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This photograph is contributors to Visions and Vocations attending a reception at the
Australian ambassador’s residence in Rome. They represent some of the diverse skills and
gifts that Catholic women have to offer. They include theologians, historians, a scientist,
poets and musicians, an ambassador, parish and pastoral workers, journalists and writers,
chaplains and teachers, a headmistress, religious sisters, social workers and counsellors,
youth workers, and school girls. They come from 15 different countries.
Slide 6

I still remember the day when Father Rob came
to talk to my third grade class. Sitting quietly in
my starched white shirt and plaid jumper, I
watched Father Rob write a word on the board:
VOCATION. “There are three vocations,” he
informed us. “Marriage, single life, and religious
life. Hearing this as an eight-year-old, I instantly
felt confused. How could there only be three
vocations? At age eight, I wanted to be a singer
and an actor and an elementary school teacher;
later, I added psychologist, scientist, and writer
to this list. Why did I have to choose just one
straight path through life? (Jeannine Pitas,
“Vocation: An Ongoing Journey”)

In her contribution to the book, theologian and poet Jeannine Pitas calls into question the
ways in which vocations are understood in church teaching. Why such narrowly defined
categories? Why so few choices? She recalls asking such questions as a little girl, perhaps
before she had realized how hard girls still have to struggle if their vocations don’t conform
to “one straight path” assigned to women. She writes:
I still remember the day when Father Rob came to talk to my third grade class. Sitting
quietly in my starched white shirt and plaid jumper, I watched Father Rob write a
word on the board: VOCATION. “There are three vocations,” he informed us.
“Marriage, single life, and religious life. Hearing this as an eight-year-old, I instantly
felt confused. How could there only be three vocations? At age eight, I wanted to be a
singer and an actor and an elementary school teacher; later, I added psychologist,
scientist, and writer to this list. Why did I have to choose just one straight path
through life? (Jeannine Pitas, “Vocation: An Ongoing Journey”)
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We know that you recognise that women
have ambitions outside the home, but we
don’t think this is properly acknowledged
by the Church. We ALL have missions in
our lives. We aspire to be lawyers, nurses,
teachers, musicians, athletes, engineers,
doctors and some of us feel called to have
a family as well. While motherhood is a
really wonderful aspect of being a woman,
it is just one aspect, not the only one. In a
changing society, it is important to change
the ways that we as a Church engage with
young people and women. (Ursuline High
School girls, “A Letter to Pope Francis”)

In their letter to Pope Francis, the girls from Ursuline High School suggest that young
Catholic women today still face the same struggle – to follow vocations other than or in
addition to marriage and motherhood (or, one could add, religious life). They write:
We know that you recognise that women have ambitions outside the home, but we
don’t think this is properly acknowledged by the Church. We ALL have missions in
our lives. We aspire to be lawyers, nurses, teachers, musicians, athletes, engineers,
doctors and some of us feel called to have a family as well. While motherhood is a
really wonderful aspect of being a woman, it is just one aspect, not the only one. In a
changing society, it is important to change the ways that we as a Church engage with
young people and women. (Ursuline High School girls, “A Letter to Pope Francis”)
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VISIONS AND VOCATIONS
• Theological and Pastoral
Vocations
• Vocations to Religious Life
• Vocations to Ordination
• Ecological Vocations

In the book, we have divided the stories into four different categories of vocational life,
though of course there are many others. So the categories the editors chose are:
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•
•
•
•
•

Narrative identity and story-telling
Theology, History and Scripture
Love, Sexuality and Celibacy
Maternal Relationships
Identity, Difference and Belonging

Women were telling their stories primarily in the context of vocations to roles within the life
of the Church, but many of the stories are expressive of different forms of vocational life.
Mary McAleese, for example, is a barrister, professor of law and former President of Ireland.
Alana Harris tells the inspiring story of Dr Anne Bieżanek whose experience of multiple
pregnancies and domestic violence inspired her to start the world’s first Catholic birth control
clinic in her living room. Astrid Lobo Gajiwala is a scientist and medical consultant as well
as being a consultant on gender to the Bishops’ Conference of India. You might like to read
through the biographies of the contributors to the book and reflect on the diversity of
vocations they represent, outside the categories we’re focusing on here.
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THEOLOGICAL VOCATIONS
The middle-aged cleric interrupts my presentation yet again,
exclaiming, “These feminists and women’s ordination
advocates are so unfair to the Church! They do not know what
they are talking about, and…” I wear a blank expression. I have
academic expertise on women in the Church. I am a Catholic
woman. Were this my classroom I would never tolerate this
insolence, but I remind myself that I cannot win against a man
in a collar who is surrounded by his congregation. …

Despite theology’s unceasing intellectual difficulty and the
academy’s demands of personal sacrifice, I am fully alive doing
this work, and each day I treasure the privilege of getting to do
it. I pack up my belongings and once again move across the
country in response to this call. On my first day in the office,
someone asks if I am a new secretary. “No,” I reply, “I’m the
new theologian.” (Jessica Coblentz, “The First Ten Years:
Becoming a Woman Theologian”)

Jessica Coblentz is a young American woman who describes being called to a theological
vocation early in life, and of her struggles to win the respect of the clergy she worked with.
She tells a sobering story of intimidation, arrogance and belittlement, and of the
determination it takes for a woman to persevere in becoming a theologian within church
institutions and structures.
The middle-aged cleric interrupts my presentation yet again, exclaiming, “These
feminists and women’s ordination advocates are so unfair to the Church! They do not
know what they are talking about, and…” I wear a blank expression. I have academic
expertise on women in the Church. I am a Catholic woman. Were this my classroom I
would never tolerate this insolence, but I remind myself that I cannot win against a
man in a collar who is surrounded by his congregation. …
But her conclusion tells of a happy ending to the story through much perseverance:
Despite theology’s unceasing intellectual difficulty and the academy’s demands of
personal sacrifice, I am fully alive doing this work, and each day I treasure the
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privilege of getting to do it. I pack up my belongings and once again move across the
country in response to this call. On my first day in the office, someone asks if I am a
new secretary. “No,” I reply, “I’m the new theologian.” (Jessica Coblentz, “The First
Ten Years: Becoming a Woman Theologian”)
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PRIESTLY FORMATION

I believe it is necessary to close
seminaries. Candidates to ordained
ministry should first obtain at the
very least a BA in theology, not
simply because it is obligatory for
admission to ordination, but
because they need the intellectual
tools to give an account of the hope
that they have. … It is in any case
evident that what will make a
difference (and not just within the
Church) will be the theological
understanding of “being for others,”
which is the true nature of service,
of diakonia, which is not arrogance
and arbitrariness, but rather the
permanent service of helping all the
people of God to exercise their
common priesthood. (Cettina
Militello, “Seminaries and Priestly
Vocation – a Woman Theologian
Reflects”)

If you have time, you might like to read Jessica’s story in engagement with Cettina
Militello’s searing indictment of seminary culture. Reflecting on more than 40 years of
teaching in seminaries, Cettina writes:
I believe it is necessary to close seminaries. Candidates to ordained ministry should
first obtain at the very least a BA in theology, not simply because it is obligatory for
admission to ordination, but because they need the intellectual tools to give an
account of the hope that they have. … It is in any case evident that what will make a
difference (and not just within the Church) will be the theological understanding of
“being for others,” which is the true nature of service, of diakonia, which is not
arrogance and arbitrariness, but rather the permanent service of helping all the
people of God to exercise their common priesthood. (Cettina Militello, “Seminaries
and Priestly Vocation – a Woman Theologian Reflects”)
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VOCATIONS IN THE
CONTEXT OF PARISH LIFE

I have visited a number of churches
over the years and I have noticed a real
energy, positive and negative, between
congregations and their spiritual
leaders. A vitally important part of a
reflection on vocation in our Church
must be about collaborative leadership
in parish communities, which needs
priests to be supportive of lay initiatives
and to cultivate a shared sense of
mission. As the number of priests
continues to dwindle, parish life will
depend more and more on strong,
trusting relationships between priests
and laity. Rather than discouraging
women, young people and innovative
thinking, we need a culture of
openness, affirmation and collaboration.
This is also important for encouraging a
new generation of priests into the
Church. (Katie Humphrey, “A Church
that Welcomes Young People? What a
Difference a Priest Makes”)

Katie Humphrey writes as a woman whose ministry to young people gave her first hand
experience of the extent to which priests still have the power to make or break the communal
life of a parish through their style of leadership and collaboration. She raises the question of
how lay participation can be encouraged in parish life. Katie writes:
I have visited a number of churches over the years and I have noticed a real energy,
positive and negative, between congregations and their spiritual leaders. A vitally
important part of a reflection on vocation in our Church must be about collaborative
leadership in parish communities, which needs priests to be supportive of lay
initiatives and to cultivate a shared sense of mission. As the number of priests
continues to dwindle, parish life will depend more and more on strong, trusting
relationships between priests and laity. Rather than discouraging women, young
people and innovative thinking, we need a culture of openness, affirmation and
collaboration. This is also important for encouraging a new generation of priests into
the Church. (Katie Humphrey, “A Church that Welcomes Young People? What a
Difference a Priest Makes”)
Like Jessica Coblentz, Katie bears witness to the shortcomings in priestly formation that
Cettina Militello describes.
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WOMEN CHAPLAINS
• We respond to all applications to see a chaplain, and we will often bring a
woman to the chapel to light a candle, for example, following bereavement or
on an anniversary. Sometimes we are invited into a conversation taking place
in one of the prison wings, which might start, “Miss, can you explain the
difference between Catholic and Christian?” or “I used to believe in God, but
then my baby died.” (Sarah Pearce, Prison Chaplain)

•

My experience of supporting highly intelligent and aspirational women is that
they hope for a more inclusive Church that will celebrate the diversity within its
walls while at the same time reaching out to its ecumenical brothers and
sisters. They search for Christian unity and embrace a multi-faith community
that can build true friendships and deepen a desire to understand the faith of
others and to learn from them. As a Catholic chaplain, I also see and support
many outside the Church. In all these encounters I see God’s face and hope
for the day when the Church listens to the voices of all God’s children. (Ginny
Jordan-Arthur, University Chaplain)

• I have lost count of how often in my fifteen years as chaplain a student has sat
before me and said: “How do I tell my parents … that I’m gay … that I’m
pregnant … that I’m failing … that I’m suspended.” In that moment, the only
response is presence. I do not know that it will be okay if they tell their
parents. I do not know how difficult their journey will be. I do not care if they
are in any way to blame for their situation. I can only assure them that I will be
with them, and that God is always with them. (Catherine Cavanagh, High
School Chaplain)

Several women chaplains share their experiences in the book. They represent different forms
of chaplaincy – in schools, universities and prisons. These are women who are in the frontline
of the Church’s ministry, often able to reach those who have no other contact with the
Church. Their stories suggest the kind of pastoral encounters that are possible when women’s
ministries are recognised and acknowledged within church structures. Pastoral encounters
between women can allow for female voices to be heard in ways that are not always possible
when chaplaincy roles are confined to ordained men. You might like to pause here to read
through and reflect on these quotations and, if you want to know more, to read some of the
short reflections in the book.
• We respond to all applications to see a chaplain, and we will often bring a woman to the
chapel to light a candle, for example, following bereavement or on an anniversary.
Sometimes we are invited into a conversation taking place in one of the prison wings,
which might start, “Miss, can you explain the difference between Catholic and
Christian?” or “I used to believe in God, but then my baby died.” (Sarah Pearce, Prison
Chaplain)
• My experience of supporting highly intelligent and aspirational women is that they hope
for a more inclusive Church that will celebrate the diversity within its walls while at the
same time reaching out to its ecumenical brothers and sisters. They search for Christian
unity and embrace a multi-faith community that can build true friendships and deepen a
desire to understand the faith of others and to learn from them. As a Catholic chaplain, I
also see and support many outside the Church. In all these encounters I see God’s face
and hope for the day when the Church listens to the voices of all God’s children. (Ginny
Jordan-Arthur, University Chaplain)
• I have lost count of how often in my fifteen years as chaplain a student has sat before me
and said: “How do I tell my parents … that I’m gay … that I’m pregnant … that I’m
failing … that I’m suspended.” In that moment, the only response is presence. I do not
know that it will be okay if they tell their parents. I do not know how difficult their journey
will be. I do not care if they are in any way to blame for their situation. I can only assure
them that I will be with them, and that God is always with them. (Catherine Cavanagh,
High School Chaplain)
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VOCATIONS TO RELIGIOUS LIFE
• A religious sister is not meant to be part of the hierarchy – any hierarchy, not
just the ecclesial one. She is consecrated through her baptism, and that is
something she shares with all baptized. … Like every baptized person, we are
called to be Christ, to represent Christ in everything we are and do towards
everybody we meet. Nobody else can do this in another person’s place;
everyone is called to be Christ in a personal and unique way. (Madeleine
Fredell)
• For the most part, three quarters of the work that is done in the Catholic
Church is done by women, and they are doing it with the whole of their hearts.
That enhances my faith, and that keeps me wanting to do more for the Church,
specially for the women, because I am a product of a woman. (Elizabeth
“Revai” Mudzimu)
• Every person is a child of God. So I gain my strength from the Gospel, from my
prayer life, from the voice of God coming to me through people, and I hold on
to and want to proclaim the social teachings of the Church. (Jeannine Gramick)
• I heard the promise of God to rescue the people from distant lands in the
context of my own life. I also heard it on behalf of a large number of women
and girls who were prisoners in their own homes and villages, bereft of dignity
and justice. I discerned that my vocation was to become an instrument in the
hands of God so that I could share fullness of life with the marginalized and
deprived people whose lives touched mine. (Mary Deepika)

The vocation to religious life is one of the most dramatically changing aspects of women’s
lives in the Church today. The last few months in particular have seen the emergence of
powerful movements among women religious speaking out and calling for greater
recognition of women’s roles in the Church. The photograph shows a religious order in
Switzerland who aligned themselves with the “Votes for Catholic Women” campaign that
emerged when women participants in the Synod were denied the voting rights that were
extended to their male religious counterparts. You can find more information and links to
readings in the Moodle site, including a link to the video of the panel discussion at the
Catholic Women Speak symposium on women in religious life.
• A religious sister is not meant to be part of the hierarchy – any hierarchy, not just the
ecclesial one. She is consecrated through her baptism, and that is something she shares
with all baptized. … Like every baptized person, we are called to be Christ, to represent
Christ in everything we are and do towards everybody we meet. Nobody else can do this in
another person’s place; everyone is called to be Christ in a personal and unique way.
(Madeleine Fredell)
• For the most part, three quarters of the work that is done in the Catholic Church is done
by women, and they are doing it with the whole of their hearts. That enhances my faith,
and that keeps me wanting to do more for the Church, specially for the women, because I
am a product of a woman. (Elizabeth “Revai” Mudzimu)
• Every person is a child of God. So I gain my strength from the Gospel, from my prayer life,
from the voice of God coming to me through people, and I hold on to and want to proclaim
the social teachings of the Church. (Jeannine Gramick)
• I heard the promise of God to rescue the people from distant lands in the context of my
own life. I also heard it on behalf of a large number of women and girls who were
prisoners in their own homes and villages, bereft of dignity and justice. I discerned that
my vocation was to become an instrument in the hands of God so that I could share
fullness of life with the marginalized and deprived people whose lives touched mine. (Mary
Deepika)
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VOCATIONS TO PRIESTHOOD
• What if God is asking us, as a whole Church, to listen anew and realise
how our history has affected our ability to see the person of Christ in the
faces of women? What if the young people of tomorrow, young women and
young men, have the vocations to serve together in the churches of
tomorrow in ordained as well as lay roles? (Colette Joyce)
• The Church has lost generations of talent and passion by closing its doors
to women’s priestly vocations. The Church’s credibility as an institution that
can effectively work for justice or peace, or accompany Catholics in their
family or sexual lives, is lost because women are absent from informing
policies and serving in positions of leadership. This exclusion keeps our
Church from wholeness and violates the integrity of all of its members by
limiting opportunities to embrace God’s gifts and live authentically in the
Gospel. (Kate McElwee)
• I, too, have come to believe that the Mass is not a one-man play, that
Christ’s presence in the Eucharist is not an interaction solely between a
male priest and divinity. The people of God who worship at Mass are
concelebrants. We are not mute witnesses to a miracle; we participate in
the miracle. (Celia Viggo Wexler)
• I am called to be both Sister and priest, like my male friends in religious
communities who are called to be Brother and priest. The only difference is
that I cannot answer my call in a straightforward way as they can because
I am a woman. It hurts. And I dare to say it hurts the People of God.
(Melissa Carnall)

The most contentious and divisive issue faced by women in the Church today is the question
of women’s vocations to the priesthood. In the first CWS book, the editors decided to avoid
this issue in the interests of persuading members of the hierarchy to read the book, knowing
that any mention of women’s ordination still meets with hostility and a refusal to enter into
dialogue. This time, encouraged by the more open climate that Pope Francis has created in
the Church, we included a section on women’s ordination. There was also a panel discussion
on this topic in the CWS symposium, with participation from three priests as well as three
women contributors – Kate McElwee who is the CEO of Women’s Ordination Conference,
Colette Joyce who feels called to priesthood, and Jeannine Pitas who has not taken a public
position on the issue. You can watch this discussion at the link in Moodle, and you can read
here the perspectives of various women who wrote on the topic of women’s ordination for the
book.
•

What if God is asking us, as a whole Church, to listen anew and realise how our
history has affected our ability to see the person of Christ in the faces of women?
What if the young people of tomorrow, young women and young men, have the
vocations to serve together in the churches of tomorrow in ordained as well as lay
roles? (Colette Joyce)

•

The Church has lost generations of talent and passion by closing its doors to women’s
priestly vocations. The Church’s credibility as an institution that can effectively work
for justice or peace, or accompany Catholics in their family or sexual lives, is lost
because women are absent from informing policies and serving in positions of
leadership. This exclusion keeps our Church from wholeness and violates the integrity
of all of its members by limiting opportunities to embrace God’s gifts and live
authentically in the Gospel. (Kate McElwee)

•

I, too, have come to believe that the Mass is not a one-man play, that Christ’s
presence in the Eucharist is not an interaction solely between a male priest and
divinity. The people of God who worship at Mass are concelebrants. We are not mute
witnesses to a miracle; we participate in the miracle. (Celia Viggo Wexler)
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•

I am called to be both Sister and priest, like my male friends in religious communities
who are called to be Brother and priest. The only difference is that I cannot answer
my call in a straightforward way as they can because I am a woman. It hurts. And I
dare to say it hurts the People of God. (Melissa Carnall)
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CALLED TO AMAZEMENT
A few years ago, I had the privilege of walking the
Camino de Santiago, an 800-kilometre medieval
pilgrimage route through Northern Spain. Some
pilgrims stated that this journey is a metaphor for life.
While I see the truth in that, I would argue that more
often, our journey is not like the Camino. Instead, like
those ancient Israelites who followed Moses through
the wilderness for forty years, we humans traverse a
wild landscape with unclear paths and no adequate
map (and certainly no GPS). But as scary as this may
seem, it is also a thrilling adventure. And, if we can
remember occasionally to stop, take a deep breath,
and take in our surroundings, we will be amazed by
the beauty we encounter. (Jeannine Pitas, “Vocation:
An Ongoing Journey”)

We end this session with Jeannine Pitas’s lyrical reflection on the meaning of vocation as a
journey through life which does not follow a straight and narrow path. Pitas writes:
A few years ago, I had the privilege of walking the Camino de Santiago, an 800kilometre medieval pilgrimage route through Northern Spain. Some pilgrims stated
that this journey is a metaphor for life. While I see the truth in that, I would argue that
more often, our journey is not like the Camino. Instead, like those ancient Israelites
who followed Moses through the wilderness for forty years, we humans traverse a
wild landscape with unclear paths and no adequate map (and certainly no GPS). But
as scary as this may seem, it is also a thrilling adventure. And, if we can remember
occasionally to stop, take a deep breath, and take in our surroundings, we will be
amazed by the beauty we encounter. (Jeannine Pitas, “Vocation: An Ongoing
Journey”)
Perhaps the vocation to amazement and wonder is the beginning of all vocations as we make
our journey through life’s entanglements and overgrown paths.
If you want to reflect further on this week’s theme, I have created a reflection based on Mary
Colwell’s talk at the symposium on Laudato Si’. You can find it in this week’s Moodle site.
Thank you all for your participation in this course. I hope that you have gained as much from
it as I have. I have greatly appreciated the trust and honesty of your weekly sharing of
yourselves, and I wish you all God’s blessings as you continue on life’s mysterious path.
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