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I. Introductory comments


Frederick Beuchner famously describes our calling as when the heart’s deep gladness meets the world’s great hunger.  He sees our individual calling or vocation as the meeting of desire and duty.  

In more religious language, we might understand this calling as relational.  Someone has—through your desires—put a calling on your life to meet someone else’s deep needs and hungers.
  Thus, one finds one’s vocation, at least in part, by recognizing both your distinctive skills, abilities, and interests and the real needs in the world.  One’s vocation is where the two meet.  

Figuring this out, however, is rarely an easy task.  We always have the issue of motivation, that is, of discerning the various kinds of motives, both good and bad, inclining us in certain directions.  
One might be motivated by a desire to please one’s parents, a desire to be seen as having worth, of being financially stable.  Or one’s motive may be to get back at that teacher who discouraged us, or to be like one of our heroes.  We might have a fear of failure, and thus a disinclination in certain directions because we don’t want to fail at something particularly difficult, or you might have a fear of tasks where you get little to no recognition.  
Then there are the questions of which direction you ought to go when there are many things you are interested in or good at.  You might be skilled at art, music, theology and literature, and simply not know which one to pick.  Or perhaps none of the fields interests you; perhaps you have a longing for something less book-ish and more people- or family-oriented.  Or perhaps something where you can see clearly at the end of the day just what you have accomplished.     

There are also the questions of how open to be.  We don’t know what life will bring.  How much should we specify ahead of time what we want to pursue?  Will we close ourselves down to future opportunities or ideas by deciding too much now?  There may be possibilities that we cannot now imagine.  How do we remain open to those?  

And then there are the resources—both financial and personal—necessary to pursue any path.  For all kinds of reasons, those might be scarce.  Perhaps you were discouraged by a teacher, friend, or your parents, by the lack of money, the prospect of great debt, or other duties you might have to family members or friends.  

I wish I could tell you that finding your calling in life were easy, but it is not.  Some people know from very early on what they want to do.  
I had lunch with a girl recently who said that from the time she was little, she loved running businesses.  Instead of playing with dolls, she’d be out selling lemonade.  She’d also pull all the food from her pantry and get her family to buy it all back from her.  She simply loved any kind of business enterprise.  
But she struggled with the very idea of knowing so early and exactly what she wanted to do.  She worried that perhaps she was missing out on opportunities in declaring herself a business major in the first week of school.  And she felt odd in comparison to all her peers who struggled with the question of what to major in and changed their majors several times a week.  

Then there are others who face graduation with fear, looking for opportunities to stay in school just a little bit longer, trying to avoid committing themselves in any particular direction.  They well recognize the beauty and opportunities available in so many different areas.  They recognize it all too well, and do not want to let go too early of any of those possibilities.  

I wish it were easy, but I’m afraid that it rarely is.  

Today I would like to complicate it even more, by asking whether we ought to add to our list of questions and concerns about vocation, the question of gender.  Is our gender in any way significant for what we choose to pursue?  


In our present culture and society, there is a great openness to both women and men pursuing a wide range of jobs.  Compared to previous eras, there are relatively few doors closed to women.  
This is not to say that all doors are open to the degree that they rightly might be, but it is simply to note that, in comparison to previous eras, both women and men have a shocking range of opportunities.  Women are police and fire officers, active in most positions in the military, free to pursue public office—even the highest offices.  Men work in nurseries, as teachers at all grades and levels, and have the opportunity to be stay-at-home dads.  These societal moves strike me as absolutely right.  It seems to me that the liberal feminists are right that, in the sense of specific tasks or jobs, it is true that there are no gender vocations.  


But simply affirming that all career fields ought to be open to both women and men does not yet fully answer the question of whether there might be a gender vocation.  There are more ways in which we have a calling and vocation, other than our literal job title.  There is, it seems to me, another meaning to vocation, and a meaning relevant to our gender.  

It is common in Catholic circles to speak of ‘vocation’ solely in terms of religious vocations, and thus priests, monks, and nuns might have a vocation, but the rest of us—thankfully or not—do not.  But that is too narrow an understanding of vocation.  As Jorge Garcia rightly points out, vocation is a relational idea, and it need not be limited to a specifically religious role.  All of us are called to be someone or some type of thing for someone else.  The work for which one is paid may be part of that vocation, but all of our work, paid and not, is vocational.  

Further, it is not simply what one does that is vocational, but also how one does it, that is, the foci, concerns, emphases, and questions that one brings to the challenges, tasks, and problems is vocational.  It is on the level of how that I would like to argue for a gender vocation.  

II. Role of gender in vocation


Yesterday, I argued that our differing biology and thus the differing material conditions under which we become ourselves offer important motives for how we develop our common human capacities.  Not all women will be motivated to develop in precisely the same ways, but our common biological features offer some common incentives.  Given the concrete needs and particular conditions in which they find themselves, women need not respond to those motives in precisely the same way, but there are nonetheless common motivations and thus at least general patterns of emphasis among our human traits distinctive to women and to men.  


What are these?  What emphases and patterns characterize each?  

a. Edith Stein’s account of gender distinctivenesses

In the following, I will be following Edith Stein’s lead in her descriptions of these emphases.  
Edith Stein was a German philosopher, born in 1891.  She died in 1942 in Auschwitz.  Stein studied phenomenology at Göttingen and Freiburg, and wrote her dissertation under Edmund Husserl.  
Stein then worked as Husserl’s assistant, aiding in the organization of Husserl’s Ideas II and Lectures on Internal Time Consciousness.  When Stein applied for a university position, Husserl wrote a glowing letter of recommendation that nonetheless made clear that he was not sure the academy was a fit place for women.  
Stein protested her failure to get a university professorship, and she was instrumental in the 1919 German declaration against sexism in university hiring.  This change, however, never benefited Stein personally, and she spent most of her teaching career in a girls’ high school.  In the late 1920s, Stein was invited to speak on the topic of women, and for five years, amid her teaching, she traveled throughout Europe giving public lectures and radio addresses on the topic of women.
Stein describes the distinctivenesses of women and men.  She says:

1) Man appears more focused: it is natural for him to dedicate his powers to a discipline (be it mathematics or technology, a trade or business management) and thereby to subject himself to the precepts of this discipline.  Woman’s attitude is personal; this has a many-faceted meaning: first, she is happily involved with her total being in what she does.  Then she has a special interest in the living, concrete person, and, indeed, as much for her own personal life as for other persons and their personal circumstances.  

2) Through submission to a discipline, man easily experiences a one-sided development.  In woman, there lives a natural drive towards totality and self-completion, and, again, this drive has a twofold direction: she herself would like to become a complete human being, one who is fully developed in every way, and she would like to help others to become so, and by all means, she would like to do justice to the whole human being whenever she has to deal with persons.
  

Stein claims that there are two primarily emphases characterizing each gender:  Men more easily develop their powers of focus and specialized development.  Women more easily develop their attention to wholes, especially holistic personal development.  Corresponding to this, men tend to develop individual skills and capacities in impressive but one sided ways.  Women tend toward more holistic development, both in themselves and others.
Stein describes what she calls the ‘attitude of woman’:  

The attitude of woman goes toward the living-personal and goes toward the whole.  To cherish, to protect and preserve, to bring nearer and to cultivate growth:  this is her natural, genuinely maternal longing.  Lifeless matter, the fact, interest her first of all insofar as it serves the living and the personal, not ordinarily for its own sake.  Relevant to this is another matter:  abstraction in every sense is far from her nature.  The living and personal to which her care extends is a concrete whole and is protected and encouraged as a totality.
  

Stein claims that “abstraction in every sense is far from her nature.”  Stein herself wrote highly abstract philosophical texts, and relied heavily on the work of other female philosophers.  She is not denying that women are perfectly capable of doing high-level academic work.  But she is claiming that women tend to develop more easily their attention to whole contexts.  

Men tend to develop the ability to abstract out of the concrete contexts and situations, isolated features and elements, which may then be studied carefully and in depth.  Women tend to develop an orientation toward the personal, and specialized study insofar as it is relevant to persons and personal development.  
Both of these abilities and skills are critical and interrelated, and they are both human skills.  But neither can be developed easily and without time and energy.  Insofar as women tend to dedicate more resources and develop more easily the other rather than the other, it can be called ‘feminine.’  And so for the masculine.    

Stein adds to this account a further distinctive emphasis.  She says:
Man’s endeavor is exerted to be effective in cognitive and creative action.  The strength of woman lies in the emotional life.  This is in accord with her attitude toward personal being itself. … The emotions, the essential organ for comprehension of the existent in its totality and in its peculiarity, occupy the center of her being.

Stein does not have the all too common dichotomy between ‘objective’ reason and ‘subjective’ emotions.  Stein claims that our emotions are a faculty for objectively and rightly understanding reality.  If one does not feel certain ways about a beautiful spring day, one has not rightly perceived it.  Our emotions are, Stein argues, our faculty for perceiving different types of value.  Thus her claim here is not that men are realistic and objective, while women are not, but that women and men emphasize different faculties of perception in their grasp and understanding of reality.  Both give us true information, both are attending to reality, but each attends to different aspects.  

Thus, Stein thinks that in addition, or tied to, women’s orientation to persons, wholes, and holistic development, women are also likely to be more attuned, nuanced, and developed in their emotional lives.  

Incidentally, connected to her claims about comparative strengths, Stein also thinks that there are weaknesses that correspond.  She says:  
The specific degeneracy of man is brutal despotism (over all creatures and especially over woman) and the enslavement to his work to the point of the atrophy of his humanity.  The specific degeneracy of woman is servile dependence on man and the sinking of her spirit into a sensual life.
 

Thus, Edith Stein describes the feminine emphases as a particular focus on persons and their full and holistic development.  Stein fully acknowledges that both women and men can and ought to be personal, holistic, emotional, and relational, but that women tend more easily to develop these capacities, while men tend to develop others.  
b. Tie to our bodies

Stein has a particular account of the origin of these traits.  I will not be following her particular metaphysical account.  Her descriptions of women’s and men’s comparative emphases can, however, be fit into the view of sex and gender I tried to lay out yesterday.  

It seems to me that gender differences arise from the material motivations of our differing bodies and physical conditions.  An emphasis on the personal and relational in women’s human development, for example, seems to make sense given women’s quite intimate tie to and investment in the early life and development of human beings.  A woman gives her body as the home for another in its first nine months.  And whether one has carried a child, even years before one could ever do so, females are aware of this possibility.  Thus, it seems fitting that women would have a motive to be particularly attentive to life and the whole development of human beings.  
This is certainly not to claim that men could not also develop this human capacity.  There are many men with younger siblings, for example, for whom they cared and tended from extremely early on.  They may have thus learned to cultivate their abilities to be particularly attentive to and subtle about human expression, longings, fears, hopes, about how to encourage them in ways that are particular pedagogical, about how to be particularly oriented toward concrete human beings in their whole development.  

But there is inherent in women’s biology a regular reminder of one’s ability to carry a life.  And presumably in women’s chemical make-up, in the particular relation of muscle mass to body weight, etc., there might lie motives—not determinations—but motives to attend to human beings in certain ways.

Not all women need develop these abilities.  For some, grave needs of other kinds may take their attention away from cultivating these personal and relational abilities.  Or perhaps various factors may lead one to be embarrassed and thus hesitant to focus on relationships and personal, holistic development.  One’s social environment may so strongly discourage or denigrate such abilities, etc.  Thus, there is not determinism here, simply an intelligible motive for certain patterns and emphases in development.


Further, such an account simply does seem to fit with our experience.  There are still more women than men in elementary education—that is, pursuing a career in the educational fields requiring the most attention to the whole person and holistic human development; in nursing rather than surgery, that is, in the medical field with the broader human attention rather than the specialized attention.  Although there have been substantial changes in the male-female ratios in these fields, they are not hitting a 50-50 mark.  


I do not wholly know whether we ought to aim for more equitable distribution in actual careers and jobs.  There may be significant reasons for doing so.  But I do think that we ought to affirm more explicitly and regularly the traits and qualities considered characteristically feminine.  That is, attentive focus on concrete actual human beings, a focus on well-developed, subtle and nuanced emotional attentiveness, a concern for holistic and full development, and an orientation toward wholes and relations within broader contexts are surely valuable, valuable abilities and concerns that we as a society ought to celebrate and encourage.  

   
Further, all of us have more potential than any of us can realize in the few years that we have.  We cannot do everything.  It is the great temptation of youth to hope that one can be all things, and it is the temptation of age for this hope to turn into despair at what one will not be able to do.  

We are finite.  We have limited time, energy, material resources, and opportunities.  Even in this world of greater opportunity, our opportunities will necessarily be limited and finite.

Given this situation, all of us decide daily what to attend to and what not to attend to—and thus what to become and what not to become.  There is a calling on all of our lives to develop our own abilities and not to let a dissipation of our time and energy end with no development at all.  Given this competition, we ought to consider well those capacities we have a special aptitude or advantage in developing.  Those will be not only individual talents and skills, but also gender inflected talents and skills.  
Once again, I am not arguing for feminine jobs or careers in contrast to masculine ones, but to a particular way of engaging all of our lives, careers, and relationships.  

c. An objection

Some might argue that this is a troubling claim.  The claim that women’s ‘genius’—to use John Paul II word—lies in their personal and relational capacities, as an orientation toward concrete, actual persons and their holistic development is precisely the view of women that has caused trouble all these years.  This view is precisely the reason the women’s movements and feminism were born.  
I might claim that I am not limiting women to the nursery and home, but—so the objection goes—that will be precisely the effect.  In arguing that women’s genius lies in persons and attention to persons, I have in essence put women back in nursing wards and the childhood classrooms.  I’ve put blocks in the way of their path to the boardrooms and the Oval Office.    

One might argue that no matter what I say about not limiting roles or jobs, this will be the inevitable result of allowing such gender distinctions into our discussion.

Further, one might argue that these descriptions also play into the hands of the worst stereotypes about women—seeing women as submissive, as secondary in the home, simply the assistants to the more important work, and the ones who clean up all the dirty work when the day is done.  Women care about people, so let’s let them be the martyrs for all the men.  
These fears are real and have a basis.  Women have, in fact, been limited in their professional pursuits.  
I think it is particularly important for women my age and younger to hear stories about, and be reminded of how much society has changed.  Most of us in my age bracket or below were not discouraged in their pursuit of higher education; we were not told that our job was to have babies.  But such comments were all too common for women of a different generation.  This fear is indeed something to be taken seriously.

But it is not clear to me that the answer is to deny distinctivenesses.  Such an approach has its own dangers and risks of abuse.  If there are indeed gender differences, then positions denying this will inevitably end up baptizing one of the genders as the proper way to be human, and quietly denigrating the other.

Carol Gilligan makes precisely this critique in In a Different Voice.  Gilligan claims that we have researched and focused on moral development, presuming that there is only one model.  The researchers presumed that men’s or masculine moral development was simply human development.  Thus, they understood so many of the women’s concerns and approaches as immaturity, lack of development, stunted growth.  
Gilligan argues that the very attempt to model all human beings on one approach created inequalities and inappropriate judgments about women.  She calls us to look again, to notice that there are in fact at least two kinds of and patterns of moral development.  
I have tried to give an account of why not all men and all women will fall perfectly into their particular genders’ patterns but, nonetheless, why we may distinguish such patterns.

Thus, my first answer to the objection is:  If it is indeed right that we are different, then we run greater risks and damage to women in denying this than in attending carefully to the differences.  

I certainly agree with the objectors that we ought to work to ensure that there are equal opportunities available to women and men, that the claims to distinctiveness do not fall prey to temptations to denigrate either sex or sharply circumscribe our roles and jobs.  
Thus, I agree that much of what they wish to protect is worth protecting, but I do not think it should be at the expense of affirmations of difference.    

But secondly, none of us can do everything.  There is a genuine need for the traits and emphases more characteristically feminine.  It is not simply that women tend toward certain emphases and virtues, but that we are in grave need as individuals and as a society of precisely those emphases and virtues.
d. Need of world includes full human persons


Last summer, I attended a Boston College workshop.  The organizer of the week-long workshop, Fred Lawrence said in passing that what we really need in the world are more saints.  


We live in an era of specialists.  One is no longer simply a doctor or psychiatrist, but a head-throat-and-neck surgeon, a urologist, or heart specialist, a child psychiatrist, psychotherapist, or family counselor.  


One is rarely simply teaches philosophy, but is a medieval logician, or continentalist.  Even when specializing in contemporary philosophy, one can focus on philosophy of mind, or philosophy of language, or metaphysics, or virtue epistemology, etc.  
Such specialization has surely been good and beneficial in many ways.  It has encouraged focused concentration and detailed attention to specific problems, and our knowledge and information has multiplied substantially. 
But specialization has not been all good.  We have also been encouraged to so focus that we are tempted to lose sight of our own and others’ whole development.  Fred Lawrence may be right, that in an era where all of us are good at something—but so few of us are capable in all areas of our lives—what we desperately need now are saints, those who still aim for the development of the whole panoply of virtues, and not simply impressive accomplishment in some single area, while the rest of one’s life and relationships go to pot.


All of us know of great scholars and prominent business people who barely knew their own children.  It’s is almost a cliché to talk of surgeons or trial lawyers who were on their third marriage.  We know what impressive but one-sided development looks like.  It is all too common in our society.  

  
But most of us know surprisingly few people who are truly well developed in nearly all areas of their lives.  They may not be world-class scientists, but they have developed the skills and capacities relevant to doing worthwhile and rewarding work, who know all of their neighbors’ names, who can offer words of genuine comfort in times of struggle, who give truly judicious, perceptive, and insightful advice, who are loyal, generous, kind and hospitable, who have made substantive and permanent commitments, and who communicate love and celebratory joy to those around them.  We may know a few such people, but they are too few.


Yet there is also something truly human about such a full focus.  None of us live simply in some specialized area.  All of us are also daughters and sons, mothers, fathers, neighbors, and colleagues, as well as people with individual specialized pursuits.  Such relationships and contexts are not insignificant for our functioning well as human beings.

Computers can run through a great deal of data, tallying it together, and spitting out a few answers, but they have no vision.  Computers do not see a whole picture; they cannot see the parts in relation to each other, the relative worth and value of each aspect, and make judicial judgments in light of all of the evidence and issues. 


This ability to understand wholes and the relations within broader wholes is critical:  we work in contexts, understanding the broader situation even as we focus on particular elements; we make judgment calls in light of the broader concerns and issues; and we focus not simply on one or two things—or even a million individuals things—but the relations among the parts and their unity as a whole.  


Such a holistic orientation strikes me as both importantly human and critical to our survival as race.  

And such an orientation is, Stein claims, one of the human skills more easily developed by women.  They are oriented toward, not simply specialized development, but holistic development.  Further, they tend to develop the abilities and capacities to encourage such development in others (both men and women).  

The cultivation of such holistic vision, and the encouragement of the skills and capacities critical for helping all of us to gain such holistic vision, is central to our survival.
We might think, for example, of environmental concerns.  These are not unrelated to industry, the organization of our towns, our tax codes, employment policies, school systems, etc.  Addressing our increasing environmental crisis requires not simply specialists but also generalists, those who can recognize well the many and different factors and how they fit into the present situation, who can imagine different scenarios and anticipate the ways in which changes affect other structures, who can recognize the forces that will actually change our attitudes and motivate us to change our behavior and habits.  Such change requires more than specialized research on particular molecules in the atmosphere.

  
So also, poverty and AIDS are not simple problems, solved by straightforward solutions.  More money dedicated to research for an AIDS vaccine will not solve the problems.  We need also to attend to those who are now ill, those who are orphaned and widowed because of the epidemic, the cultural environment encouraging people not to get tested, the business structures encouraging families to be separated for long periods of time, the various cultures pressures for women to get married very young, etc.  

Addressing—even moderately well—such issues demands of us certain specialized knowledge, but also exceedingly well developed abilities to attend to the many different factors and issues all at once.  Such an ability, like the specialized skills, requires development.  
One must cultivate attentive concern for and perceptive understanding of relations within a whole as well as a critical focus on the parts.  


If Edith Stein is right that such holistic orientation is an ability more easily developed by women, then there would be important reasons to encourage women’s involvement in all areas of society—and their involvement not just on the models, and with the emphases, of men, but on the models and with the emphases more characteristic of women.  


Thus, it seems to me that we can and ought to talk about gender vocations—not gendered jobs—but rather a call to cultivate our distinctive skills and abilities.  Those abilities may have a gender inflection that is not to be avoided, denigrated, or denied, but recognized as truly human and desperately needed.  

� I am grateful to Jorge Garcia for emphasizing the relational aspects of calling during a paper he gave at Boston College on February 24, 2006.


� Edith Stein Essays on Women trans. Freda Mary Oben (ICS Publications, revised edition 1996), p. 255.  Translation adapted, see Die Frau: Fragestellungen und Reflexionen, Volume 13 of Edith Stein Gesamtausgabe (Herder Verlag, 2000), pp. 3-4.


� Ibid., p. 45.  Translation adapted; see Die Frau, p. 19.


� Ibid., p. 96.  Translation adapted; see Die Frau, p. 87.


� Ibid., p. 190. Translation adapted; see Die Frau, p. 169.





