Women of Hope: Doctors of the Church by Terry Polakovic
Discussion Guide

Doctor of the Church: In this context, the word doctor means teacher. Being accorded this title indicates that the writings and teachings of these saints are useful to Christians in any age of the Church. The men and women given this title are known for their depth of understanding and the orthodoxy of their theological teachings. They have contributed significantly to the formulation of Christian teaching in at least one area.

Saint Teresa of Avila, also called Saint Teresa of Jesus, Woman of Prayer
Born in 1515 in Avila, Spain
Died in 1582 in Alba de Tormes, Spain
Canonized in 1622
September 27, 1970, Pope Paul VI proclaimed Teresa the first female Doctor of the Church in recognition of her centuries-long spiritual legacy to Catholicism.
Teresa was a Carmelite nun, prominent Spanish mystic, religious reformer, author, theologian of the contemplative life and of mental prayer, and a Doctor of the Church.
Her writings: The Book of her Life-Autobiography. She explains the stages of prayer by comparing them to watering a garden.
                        The Way of Perfection
                        The Book of Foundations
                        The Interior Castle-A spiritual classic that describes the seven major stages of growth in prayer that lead to union with God. In this book, she depicts the soul as a castle that has many rooms. 

Her motto: “Do what you are doing.” Teresa believed that we must be fully present to the task before us, no matter if we are in the priory or the pew. Her legacy: reformed the Carmelite Order in Spain; to be a small group based on love above all.

Saint Catherine of Siena, Woman of Wisdom
Born in 1347 in Siena, Italy
Died in 1380 in Rome, Italy
Canonized in 1461
October 4, 1970, Pope Paul VI declared her the second female Doctor of the Church.
Catherine was behind the return of the Pope from Avignon to Rome and conducted many missions entrusted to her by the Pope, which was quite rare for a woman of the Middle Ages. 
Started having visions at a young age and went on to the life of a mystic. Pope Pius II referred to her as a woman of wisdom; wisdom not acquired over time or with effort but rather an infused gift of wisdom from the Holy Spirit. She could teach without having had masters. Catherine enjoyed complete union with God, even at a young age. She recognized how deeply sin affects our relationship with God. This is the basis of her teaching on the Christ-Bridge. Christ is the bridge we must cross if we want to get from earth to heaven. The Lord delivered to her the simple doctrine that became the basis of her whole understanding of God and humanity. Do you know daughter who you are and who I am? You are she who is not whereas I am He who is.
Catherine’s Writings: Letters; Prayers, and The Dialogue of Divine Providence, better known as The Dialogue-an exchange of questions and answers between Catherine and God the Father about the most important problems of humankind.

Catherine was able to balance both contemplation and action, for her they were not alternatives or opposites. Everything she experienced in contemplations propelled her to action and every action was present and part of her prayer. “On two feet you must walk my way.” The two feet are love of God and love of neighbor.

Saint Therese of Lisieux, the Little Flower, Woman of Love
Born in 1873 in Alencon, France
Died in 1897 in Lisieux, France
Canonized on May 17, 1925
On October 19, 1997, Pope John Paul II declared her the 33rd Doctor of the Church and the 3rd female Doctor of the Church.
Her legacy: Therese teaches us to become holy in the framework of our lives, however ordinary they may seem to be. “God is in the center of every person’s present moment; therefore, no human being is ordinary.” Saying that she was in love with suffering did not mean that she was in love with pain. Therese was in love with God and willing to suffer anything out of love for him. She suffered many illnesses which she believed to be caused by the devil.
The Little Way: She learned to love people as they were, not as she wanted them to be.
Therese’s Writings: The Story of a Soul-her thoughts regarding the graces that God had deigned to give her, written just before her death. She had a vision it would be of importance beyond her death and that she would be helping from heaven. 2000 copies were distributed after her death, and it bolted through the church like a flash of lightning.

Saint Hildegard of Bingen, Woman of Conscious
Born in 1098 in Bermersheim, Germany
Died in 1179 in Bingen am Rhein, Germany
Canonized on May 10, 2012
On October 7, 2012, Hildegard named a Doctor of the Church by Pope Benedict XVI.
No woman of the Middle Ages was more accomplished or more renowned than Saint Hildegard of Bingen. In addition to being a first-class theologian and philosopher, she was a medieval chemist, botanist, naturalist, poet, hymnist, mystic, abbess, and saint. She is considered the most powerful woman of her era. Hildegard perceived her time as an effeminate age in which the scriptures were neglected, and the Christian people ill-formed. She believed her task was to do what the bishops and priests of her day had failed to do, proclaim the gospel, teach the faith, and remind people that the day of judgment was at hand. She argued that these men had made such a mess of things that God had to call a weak woman in to save the day. 
Hildegard spent 25 years as an anchoress, a radical form of ascetic exile. When the anchoress Jutta dies, Hildegard emerges. Her attitude was a commonsense notion of balance. As a true Benedictine she practiced and counseled only moderate fasting and avoided mortification.

Hildegard’s Writings: Scivias-tells the history of salvation by reminding people what God did for them, what He asks of them, and what will happen if they don’t obey. 
                                      Ordo virtutum (The Play of the Virtues) the soul’s struggle with the Devil
                                      Liber vitae meritorum (The Book of Life’s Merits) focuses on our moral flaws, inherent in human consciousness and the role of repentance and the virtues in re-establishing our union with God.
                                      Physica (Natural History) and Causae et curae (Causes and Cures)
                                      Liber divinorum operum (The Book of Divine Works)

Questions

Which saint do you find most relatable?

What do you see as similarities between these women? Differences?

All four belonged to religious communities. How did these communities support them? 

In our day and age, in which we can use technology for nearly everything, would it matter if the pope lived outside of Rome? Why or why not?

These women saw great challenges to the Church. God told Catherine that the persecution of the Church was necessary, and he assured her that the Church would be renewed and reformed in order to once again be what she should be. In our own day, what would have to happen in order for the Church to blossom once again?

During times of trouble for the Church, God always raises up someone. He raised up Dominic, Teresa, Catherine, Therese, and Hildegard. Who is he raising up now?

Hildegard believed that silencing music in church creates an artificial rift between heaven and earth. How did this affect our worship during Covid-19? 

Hildegard was a woman of many talents. What about her life did you find most interesting?

Hope is different from optimism. True hope is rooted in eternity; it is always looking forward. 
“There is no doubt that all four of these brilliant women, these Doctors of the Church, would certainly agree that hope “is you and me walking together, humbly bearing Christ’s brilliant light to a world weary of darkness.”
