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To those who have read Pope John Paul’s writings on women and work will recognize regular, mutually interpreting principles and insights.  These bear on his understanding of society and the family, women’s roles in work itself, women’s contributions to society in the workplace, and even their specific feminine genius in complement to a masculine appropriation of the nature of work.   I will be addressing some of this below.  But I first want to address what is often overlooked, that is, John Paul’s understanding of work itself.  In fact, Catholic principles of the very nature of work grounds everything that he says regarding women and work.  For John Paul, as well as the Catholic tradition at large, the issue of work is fundamentally an anthropological one, and indeed fundamental to our anthropology.  Perhaps the idea of the centrality of work is as old as Benedict’s pithy ora et labora.  Prayer and work are the central ways of expressing oneself as a human being, and indeed, particularly as a spiritual being.

It appears that John Paul’s understanding of the nature of work borrows on two fundamental principles of Vatican II’s Gaudium et Spes.  Given that he had a pivotal role in drafting this document, we should not be surprised.  The first principle involves the necessary understanding that human beings are social beings.  Gaudium et Spes says it in its Introduction: “Christians cherish a feeling of deep solidarity with the human race and its history” (GS 1).  Catholicism understands the human race not just as a collectivity of individuals, but rather as a singular interrelated whole.  While it is true that each person has fundamental dignity simply because one is made in God’s image and likeness, this is not enough.  Our very dignity is only understood in interdependence, and our personhood is experienced in its fullness only in the contexts of relationship.  It is a vision of “interdependence” (GS 26); where “the earthly city and heavenly city penetrate each other” (GS 40).  

We see this profound reality in St. Paul as well, whereby the action of the resurrected Christ is to draw all things into his own glory.  This cosmic Christ “is in everything and is everything” (Col 3:11); “uniting all things in heaven and earth” (Eph 1:10); “that God may be all in all” (1 Cor 15:28).  Christ’s famous parable of the last judgment is instructive: “Whenever you have done this for the least of my brothers and sisters, you have done this for me” (Mt 25:40).  Here Jesus does not simply attribute love for others as if it were love for him.  Rather, he identifies himself in the experience of love and care.  So our interrelatedness with one another is caught up in God’s very interrelatedness in our lives and destinies.

As John Paul teaches, the very nature of work is that it represents our creative engagement with the world.  Therefore work becomes a central forum for human beings living out their interdependent nature and futurity.  Fundamentally, it contributes to the world and the telos of creation.  Such a vision resonates well with Teilhard de Chardin who saw the world as one being drawn by grace toward an ever-greater spiritualization.  Work becomes central to the building of the kingdom of God.  Or put in another way, it participates in the kingdom insofar as it is truly authentic, truly integrative, and truly contributive to human dignity.  Gaudium et Spes teaches that, “When men provide for themselves and their families in such a way as to be of service to the community they can rightly look upon their work as a prolongation of the work of the Creator, a service to their fellow men, and their personal contribution to the fulfillment of the divine plan” (GS 34).  It is work when spiritually engaged with the core of the person that is participative with the redemptive work of Christ himself (GS 67).
The second fundamental purpose of work is no less important.  Work is a primary expression of the creative life of the individual.  In another piece in this collection, Deborah Savage reminded us that the true meaning of work is fulfilled when “throughout the process man manifests himself and confirms himself.”  Thus, work becomes a creative and engaged expression of the soul of a human being.  In creative work one not only provides a way for what is interior to seek an outer expression.  Work is also a true co-creative endeavor.  “When he works, not only does he transform matter and society, but he fulfills himself.  He learns, he develops his faculties, and he emerges from and transcends himself” (GS 35).

The teachings of John Paul are utterly aligned with this.  If work then is an authentic expression of the engaged soul, and if personal dignity and human solidarity are the core values from which to understand work, then the subjective dimension of work and not the objective dimension must take priority.  That is, work must be assessed primarily by what it does for the dignity of the person and not only by the concrete output that is produced.  Gaudium et Spes describes this well.  “Human work surpasses all other elements of economic life, for the latter are only means to an end” (GS 67).

Such an insight redounds to issues particular to women.  The first is that it is a tendency of our culture to denigrate work typically expressed by women.  For example, parenting or being a homemaker provides no obvious, immediate product in terms of any economic indicator.  Yet, as an expression of creative work, human dignity, human solidarity, and so on, it ought to be regarded as perhaps the most critical of human endeavors.

A second issue that this addresses is that all work is a gift of the self.  Gaudium et Spes again: “There is a certain parallel between the union existing among the divine persons and the union of the sons of God in truth and love.  It follows that man can fully discover his true self only in a sincere giving of himself” (GS 24).  According to John Paul, women bring by their own particular feminine genius a certain expression of self-gift to work (Mulieris Dignitatem 30).  John Paul sometimes describes this gift of self as a spiritual motherhood (MD 21).

It is argued that John Paul is influenced by Edith Stein’s penetrating analysis of masculinity and femininity.  At least both agree that men are more likely to attend to the abstract and cognitive while women are more inclined to the emotive.  Further, men are more inclined to focus on the product, while women are more inclined to the personal dynamics (Essays on Woman, pp. 96, 225).  In a word, women’s engagement in the workplace brings a kind of feminine morality that is missing in today’s corporate culture.  Vatican II (GS 33-35) asks about the meaning and value of our modern technological culture and its discoveries: How ought all of these things be used?  To what goal is this enterprise heading?  Is our work harmonizing the authentic interests of the human race?  The particular gift of women is that they are more likely to be attentive to such primary questions.

A third issue regarding the subjective dignity of the workplace is that women should have access to work in every public sphere (MD 10).  Stein believed this as well.  Distinguishing masculine and feminine complementarity in no way excludes women: “Should certain positions be reserved for only men, others for only women, and perhaps a few open to both?  I would believe that this question must be answered negatively (Essays on Women, p. 81).  It is the complementarity that Stein, and later John Paul (MD 10) argue for that is precisely the reason why women must have access.  Stein too argues that women can overcome some likely feminine weaknesses by engagement in a particular field toward personal expertise.
Such insights beg at least a couple of questions for further inquiry.  One, raised by Deborah Savage, asks how we might as a culture reconsider how the term professional is used, given what John Paul teaches.  What is a professional woman?  Ought not a homemaker who is expressing her innate, core vocation as mother really be considered a bona fide professional in her this sphere?  Ought we separate the corporate executive from the seamstress, both of whom are expressing their own geniuses in their own ways?  

A second question that could be more fully attended to might be how such a view of complementarity in all public functions be reflected in the Church itself, which is a self-described patriarchy with few women in leadership roles.  While not necessarily addressing the exclusivity of Holy Orders, we could ask whether the Church would be more whole and more representative if it positively engaged the feminine genius in such things as preaching the Word or in ecclesiastical administration.
