






'EMTHnf  STEIN
"Evil has never the final

John H. Nota, S.J., who has recently 
published "Max Scheler and His Work," 
dedicated his book to Edith Stein,

Sister Benedicta of the Cross. 
The Jesuit, who lived in 

Nazi-occupied Holland 
during World War II, 
shared an active interest 

in the German philosopher 
Scheler with Edith Stein. The 

story of Stein's life, related by 
Fr. Nota, is supplemented here 

with information from Sister Teresia 
de Spiritu Sancto's book "Edith Stein."

Fr. Nota, who is Creighton University 
visiting Jesuit professor in the Depart­
ment of Philosophy, has taken an active 
role as a witness in the beatification 
process for Edith Stein. The Carmelite 
is being considered by the Catholic 
Church for sainthood, and beatification 
is the first step toward canonization.

T
he river rises in the moun­
tains of what is now Czech­
oslovakia and spills 
northward, passing fewer 
than 50 miles from the Pol­
ish town of Oswiecim. A little over 

100 miles on toward the Baltic, the 
river bends around the hills of 
Wroclaw.

Both cities have changed their 
names in the last 40 years. Wroclaw 
was once Breslau, the birthplace of 
Edith Stein.

And Oswiecim was Auschwitz, 
where this Jewish Carmelite nun 
was imprisoned and brutally 
murdered.

The story that opened at Breslau 
is still unfolding today. Edith Stein's 
likeness smiles shyly from a stamp 
circulated last year in Germany. 
Children there write essays about 
her life and what it has meant 
to them. Her philosophical works 
stand among those of her contem­
poraries, Husserl and Heidegger.

And, later this summer, at St. 
Patrick's Cathedral in New York 
City, Mass will be said for her com­
memoration: The Church is consid­
ering Edith Stein, who became Sister 
Benedicta, for sainthood.

Celebrating the Mass in her honor 
will be John H. Nota, S.J., Creigh­
ton's visiting Jesuit professor in 
the Department of Philosophy and 
friend of Edith Stein. Fr. Nota met 
the Carmelite nun in 1941. Their 
link was Max Scheler, the German 
philosopher and colleague of Stein.

Fr. Nota, who had then just 
completed his doctoral dissertation 
on Scheler, soon received word 
through a friend that Stein was 
seeking his help. The message came 
from the Echt Carmel in Holland, 
where she had been forced to flee 
Nazi persecution. By then, even the 
convents were feeling pressure from 
the Nazis, said Fr. Nota, and all 
had been concerned for the safety 
of Sister Benedicta.

Further, Jews were being system­
atically excluded from all positions 
of public influence, including all 
publishing. Edith Stein sent Fr. Nota 
the galley proofs of her book, "Fi­
nite and Eternal Being," to see if he
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"Then the S.S. patrol blew a 
shrill blast on their whistles as 
the order for the prisoners to go 
back to their huts, but Frdulein 
Ruth quickly called the Carme­
lite to come across . . . This 
Sister was so recollected and 
calm.

"When I offered her my 
sympathy the brave Sister said: 
'Whatever happens I am pre­
pared for it. Our dear child Je­
sus is with us even here . . 
After I tried to say how 1 hoped 
everything would turn out all 
right she begged me not to 
worry about them, because they 
were all in God's hands.

"When it came to wishing 
them all good-bye the words just 
stuck in my throat. The pris­
oners walked away in a group 
to their huts, but kept turning 
to wave to us, all except Sister 
Benedict a, who went resolutely 
on her way.”

—  From the book 
"Edith Stein."
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could move the pro­
ject forward. Although 

the galleys had been 
typeset in Germany, 

publication of the work 
had stopped.
Fr. Nota, who was living 

in Holland, went to visit 
Edith Stein about her book. 

During the visit, "she got 
to telling me about her 

life. She was very 
modest and noble," he 

remembers. "She prob­
ably felt that she 

would die and that people should 
know about her life and what had 
happened to her."

Edith Stein's life was characterized 
by what Fr. Nota called her "ever­
present search for truth."

A precocious child, the youngest 
of 11 children, Edith was part of 
a close family, held together by her 
deeply religious Jewish mother. By 
the age of 14, however, Stein had 
become an atheist, in spite of the 
strong religious influence in her 
home.

She was later to become a Catholic 
and, by the time Fr. Nota came to 
know her, she had left her family, 
her profession — she was a well- 
respected philosopher — her name, 
all that she had known, to live 
the contemplative life of the Carme­
lites. She had chosen to enter the 
"world of faith," as she called it.

Edith Stein seemed aware that her 
life was indeed a series of vivid 
contrasts. Looking back on her years 
as a student, she once wrote, "Now, 
as so often in later years, I was 
able to snap seemingly secure ties 
with one easy movement and to fly 
off like a bird from a snare."

Her life-long search for truth led 
her to the university at Gottingen to 
study under the great phenomeno­
logical philosopher, Edmund Hus­
serl. The phenomenologists believed 
that truth was gained from experi­
ence alone and that one must open 
one's mind to life. "It was, above 
all," said Fr. Nota, "a totally unpre­
judiced view."

Soon, Stein, a brilliant student, 
was to meet the subject of Fr. Nota's 
dissertation, Max Scheler. In that 
meeting, Stein was deeply moved. 
She called Scheler "the phenomenon 
of genius" and was impressed by 
the fact that he was at once brilliant 
and yet believed in God. Moreover, 
his conversion from Judaism to 
Catholicism interested her.

Later, reflecting on the meeting, 
she wrote, "I was now freed from 
the strait-jacket of rationalist preju­
dice. . . and the world of faith sud­
denly stretched out before me. In 
that world lived people with whom 
I was in contact every day and 
whom I admired, and therefore it 
must at least be worthy of serious 
consideration."

Stein's faith was to take a decided 
turn following World War I, during 
which she had served as a nurse. 
She was back at Gottingen and 
called upon the widow of one of 
her professors who had been killed 
in the war. Taught as she had 
been to look for truth in experience, 
Stein was deeply impressed with 
the widow's recovery from grief. Of 
Frau Reinach, a Protestant, she 
said, "It was then that I first en­
countered the Cross and the divine 
strength which it inspires in those 
who bear it."

Left alone one night in the home 
of friends, Stein mused in the li­
brary. "I picked at random and took 
out a large volume," she wrote.
The book she chose was called, "The 
Life of St. Teresa of Avila, written 
by herself."

"I began to read, was at once 
captivated," she said, "and did not 
stop till I reached the end. As I 
closed the book, I said, That is the 
truth."

In the morning, she went to town 
to buy two things: a catechism and a 
missal. She studied them, later went 
to Mass, and asked the priest if 
she could be baptized. Surprised, he 
asked her who had prepared her 
and how long she had been study­
ing, and she responded by asking 
the priest to test her knowledge.
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