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Teresa Benedicta was named at birth Edith Stein. She was born in Breslau
the youngest of 11, as her family were celebrating Yom Kippur, that most
important Jewish festival, the Feast of Atonement. “More than anything
else, this helped make the youngest child very precious to her mother.”  The
Steins were of the Jewish faith tradition.

Edith’s father, who ran a timber business, died when she had only just
turned two. Her mother, a very devout, hard-working, strong-willed and
truly wonderful woman, now had to fend for herself and to look after the
family and their large business. Edith rejected her mother’s Jewish piety.
She later rejected God because she saw little evidence that most believers,
whether Jew or Christian, really believed. If there was nothing there, she
wasn’t going to play the game.

Edith was a brilliant woman who, in her 20’s, joined Europe’s leading
philosophers. She was attracted to the philosophy of Edmund Husserl,
father of a philosophical school that sought to explain the connection
between the visible world and the world of ideas and values. Husserl’s
student Martin Heidegger became a giant in Western thinking. Another
student, Max Scheler, was the doctoral-thesis subject of Karol Wojtyla
(later Pope John Paul II). 

Along the way she studied with Christian intellectuals. She was
particularly influenced by the faith of the widow of a friend and professor,
Adolf Reinach, who was killed in World War I.  She was surprised when
she actually met with a woman of faith. “This was my first encounter with
the Cross and the divine power it imparts to those who bear it … It was the
moment when my unbelief collapsed and Christ began to shine his light on
me – Christ in the mystery of the Cross.” 

At age 30, in 1921, she picked up the autobiography of Saint Teresa of
Avila in a friend’s library and couldn’t put it down.” This is the truth!” she
told herself upon completing the book. For Edith Stein, that meant
irreversible change. Later, looking back on her life, she wrote: “My longing
for truth was a single prayer"



During this period she went to Frankfurt Cathedral and saw a woman with
a shopping basket going in to kneel for a brief prayer.  “This was
something totally new to me. In the synagogues and Protestant churches I
had visited people simply went to the services. Here, however, I saw someone
coming straight from the busy marketplace into this empty church, as if she
was going to have an intimate conversation. It was something I never forgot. 

Towards the end of her dissertation she wrote: “There have been people
who believed that a sudden change had occurred within them and that this
was a result of God’s grace.” 

Later, she wrote: “Things were in God’s plan which I had not planned at
all. I am coming to the living faith and conviction that – from God’s point of
view – there is no chance -and that the whole of my life, down to every
detail, has been mapped out in God’s divine providence and makes complete
and perfect sense in God’s all-seeing eyes.”

Back in Breslau, Edith began to write articles about the philosophical
foundation of Psychology. However, she also read the New Testament,
Kierkegaard and Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises. She felt that one
could not just read a book like that, but had to put it into practice.

On 1 January 1922 (Feast of the Circumcision) Edith was baptized. She
said,. “I had given up practising my Jewish religion when I was a 14-year-
old girl and did not begin to feel Jewish again until I had returned to God.”
 
She took a position teaching at a Dominican college for women teachers in
Speyer, Germany. 

Although she desired to become a Carmelite, she was advised to wait
because her conversion had been so hard on her mother. She took private
religious vows.



From this moment on she was continually aware that she belonged to Christ
not only spiritually, but also through her blood. At the Feast of the
Purification of Mary – another day with an Old Testament reference – she
was confirmed by the Bishop of Speyer in his private chapel.
After her conversion she went straight to Breslau to see her mother. Upon
meeting her she said: “Mother,” " I am a Catholic."

Immediately after her conversion she wanted to join a Carmelite convent.
Her spiritual mentors, stopped her from doing so. She was encouraged to
accept extensive speaking engagements, mainly on women’s issues. Edith
thought that leading a religious life meant giving up all earthly things and
having one’s mind fixed on divine things only. However, she learnt that
other things are expected of us in this world… I even believe that the deeper
someone is drawn to God, the more you have  "go into the world and carry
divine life into it.”

At Speyer she studied the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas and translated his
treatise The Truth into German for the first time. Soon she began lecturing
widely in Europe, to women’s groups, on the education and role of Catholic
women.

When the Nazis blocked her, as a Jew, from teaching, she was forced to make
a life-changing decision. To her mother’s dismay, she entered the Carmelites
as Sister Teresa Benedicta of the Cross. 

As a Carmelite she wrote, among other works, Life in a Jewish Family and
The Science of the Cross, a study of Saint John of the Cross. She led a
deliberate life of holiness and self-offering. The Nazis forced her to wear a
Star of David.

As the safety of anyone with Jewish heritage evaporated, she fled from her
Carmelite monastery in Cologne to Carmel in Echt, Holland. But there was
no escape. When the Dutch bishops spoke out against the Nazis, the Third
Reich retaliated by rounding up all Jewish converts to Catholicism in
Holland. In a filthy, crowded boxcar they were transported to Poland.



Edith was arrested by the Gestapo on 2 August 1942, while she was
in the chapel with the other sisters. She was to report within five
minutes, together with her sister Rosa, who had also converted and
was serving at the Echt Convent. Her last words to be heard in Echt
were addressed to Rosa: “Come, we are going for our people."

Edith commented, “I never knew that people could be like this, neither
did I know that my brothers and sisters would have to suffer like this.
… I pray for them every hour. Will God hear my prayers? He will
certainly hear them in their distress.”

Edith was murdered in the gas chambers of Auschwitz on August 9,
1942. Her sister Rosa, who had also converted and who stayed close
to Edith, was killed with her.  

Professpr Jan Nota, who was greatly attached to her, wrote later: “She
is a witness to God’s presence in a world where God is absent.”

When Edith was beatified in Cologne on 1 May 1987, the Church
honoured “a daughter of Israel”, as Pope John Paul II put it, who, as
a Catholic during Nazi persecution, remained faithful to the crucified
Lord Jesus Christ and, as a Jew, to her people in loving faithfulness.”
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