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The Professional Mom:

“First in the Order of Love”?

In his encyclical Mulieris Dignitatem (On the Dignity and Vocation of Women), Pope John Paul II emphasizes the importance of motherhood by observing that “woman is the one in whom the order of love in the created world of persons takes first root” (29).  The Holy Father is sometimes paraphrased as saying (in the passage just quoted and in similar ones) that woman is “first in the order of love.”
  This paper represents a preliminary attempt to answer two related questions.  First, in what sense or senses does John Paul II believe that the woman (and especially the mother) is first in the order of love?  Second, if the mother is first in the order of love, what does this primacy imply regarding her family and professional roles?  
1. On the Meaning of “First in the Order of Love”

The phrase “first in the order of love” can be interpreted in at least three main ways: chronologically (the mother loves earlier than others), quantitatively (the mother loves more than others), or qualitatively (the mother’s love is better or more essential than other types of love).  Each interpretation enjoys some initial plausibility and some textual support.  The following paragraphs analyze each of the interpretations in more depth.

The passage quoted in the opening paragraph seems to support the chronological interpretation of “first in the order of love.”  The mother has a nine-month “head start” over even the father in expressing love for the child.  The child first receives love from his mother, who cares for him even before he is aware of her existence.  She is able to communicate love to her child by nurturing him throughout her pregnancy.  As John Paul II says, “Parenthood—even though it belongs to both—is realized much more fully in the woman, especially in the prenatal period.  It is the woman who ‘pays’ directly for this shared generation, which literally absorbs the energies of her body and soul” (Mulieris Dignitatem 18).  The woman, then, seems to be first in love by expressing loving earliest.

Although the chronological interpretation has some support in the text of Mulieris Dignitatem, it seems to be at best a secondary meaning of “first in the order of love.”  As other passages (and even the context of the passages quoted) suggest, John Paul II considers the love given by women, and in a special way by mothers, to be primary in a sense deeper than the merely temporal.  He speaks of the woman’s special openness and increased attention to persons (Mulieris Dignitatem 18), which may imply that the woman is capable of greater quantities of love than is the man.  We turn next to this “quantitative” interpretation of the Holy Father’s remarks.

One might interpret the phrase “first in the order of love” in a quantitative way—the woman may be “first” in that she loves more than others do.  John Paul II seems to suggest that the bond the woman forms with her child in the prenatal period makes her more loving both toward the child and to people in general: “This unique contact with the new human being developing within her gives rise to an attitude towards human beings—not only towards her own child, but every human being—which profoundly marks the woman’s personality.  It is commonly thought that women are more capable than men of paying attention to another person, and that motherhood develops this predisposition even more” (Mulieris Dignitatem 18, italics omitted).  Perhaps the idea that “[w]oman can only find herself by giving love to others” (Mulieris Dignitatem 30) also suggests that women may be motivated to love more than others.  The woman, perhaps, can claim first place in love by loving most.

Like the chronological interpretation, the quantitative interpretation of “first in the order of love” has some support in Mulieris Dignitatem but appears to be a secondary meaning of the phrase.  Even the passages given above in support of the quantitative interpretation suggest not just that the woman or mother may love more but that there is something unique and important about the nature or quality of her love.  The next paragraph explores the “qualitative” interpretation in more detail.

One can find numerous passages that support the qualitative interpretation of “first in the order of love” throughout Mulieris Dignitatem.  John Paul II says in his section specifically on motherhood that it “implies from the beginning a special openness to the new person” (18).  The mother has “a special communion with the mystery of life,” (18) and her contribution in parenting is “decisive in laying the foundation for a new human personality” (18).  A woman’s motherhood, says the Holy Father, “places an essential ‘mark’ on the whole personal growth process” of her children (19).  Clearly, the idea is that there is something special and indispensable about the nature of the mother’s love.  If John Paul II can be fairly paraphrased as saying that the woman is (qualitatively) first in the order of love, he appears to claim that in some sense she loves best of all creatures.  

If the mother’s love is indeed qualitatively “first” or best in the created world, some interesting and challenging questions arise.  First, what is it about the woman or mother that makes her love best?  What gifts or traits does she have that the man or father lacks, and to what extent can he acquire them?  If the father can acquire those traits, does the mother’s love lose its uniqueness and indispensability?  If he cannot, is it then always best for the mother to be the primary caregiver?  Does she have an obligation to stay home with her young children if at all possible?  And if so, do few women then have a professional vocation?  These questions are explored in the remainder of this paper.
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Some of the passages already quoted in support of the various interpretations of “first in the order of love” also appear to support a view that at least some aspects of a mother’s love are uniquely feminine and cannot simply be learned by the father.  These special qualities of her love tend to stem from her relationship to the child during pregnancy and early infancy: her openness and attentiveness to persons, her “special communion with the mystery of life,” and her fuller realization of parenthood during the prenatal period.  The father can certainly learn to be more open and attentive without experiencing pregnancy himself; in fact, the Holy Father says that in many ways the man learns his own fatherhood from the mother of his children (Mulieris Dignitatem 18).  However, the very fact that he must learn from her demonstrates the primacy of her unique experiences and qualities.  While the man can grow in some of the feminine traits, it appears that he cannot simply become a “substitute mother”: the unique experiences of the mother shape her in ways that cannot be replicated.  The mother’s love remains irreplaceable despite the father’s valuable efforts to grow in the “feminine” virtues.

The uniqueness of the mother’s love sounds very positive in itself, but it raises questions about the vocation of women.  If a woman has children, is motherhood her primary vocation?  And if so, does she have a duty to spend as much time as possible with her children: to forego or delay a professional career to be a stay-at-home mom?  In the section of Mulieris Dignitatem entitled “Awareness of a Mission,” John Paul II says, “The moral and spiritual strength of a woman is joined to her awareness that God entrusts the human being to her in a special way.  Of course, God entrusts every human being to each and every other human being.  But this entrusting concerns women in a special way—precisely by reason of their femininity—and this in a particular way determines their vocation” (30, italics in original).  This passage seems to suggest that the motherly vocation is of primary importance compared to a woman’s other vocations and roles.  The importance of motherhood as a vocation, in combination with the qualitative “firstness” of the mother’s love for the child, may show that the mother does have an obligation to spend as much time as possible with her children even if that means sacrificing her career.  At the very least, John Paul II’s observations imply that, all else being equal, children will be better off with their mother as their primary caregiver than with anyone else.

3. Concluding Remarks

If the tentative conclusions of the preceding section are correct, we must reevaluate how we think about mothers in the professions.  Can we embrace the Holy Father’s teaching on the primacy of the maternal vocation without becoming unduly critical of professional moms (especially if we fit into this category ourselves)?


It is important to note that John Paul II is careful to avoid going so far as to suggest that a woman cannot have a vocation to a professional career as well as to motherhood.  God is, of course, free to call us to any task in which He wants to use us.  In Familiaris Consortio, the Pope strives to reconcile the woman’s various roles while emphasizing the importance of motherhood.  He says:
There is no doubt that the equal dignity and responsibility of men and women fully justifies women’s access to public functions.  On the other hand the true advancement of women requires that clear recognition be given to the value of their maternal and family role, by comparison with all other public roles and all other professions.  Furthermore, these roles and professions should be harmoniously combined, if we wish the evolution of society and culture to be truly and fully human (23).

It is the responsibility of each professional mom, together with her husband and seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to discern whether and how her career can be harmoniously combined with her maternal role, and to be willing to sacrifice her career if harmonious combination is not possible.
� See, for example, Genevieve S. Kineke, “To Love Means to Suffer,” Canticle 11, 2001, p. 3.  See also Scott Hahn’s lecture on marriage and holy orders (module V, lecture 25 of Hahn’s lecture series).  Hahn also uses the phrase “first in the order of love” in reference to Pius XI’s encyclical Casti Conubii, which says that the woman “ought to claim for herself the first place in love.”
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