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W O M E N ' S  M E T A P H O R S  
F O R  F R E E D O M  

B y  M A U R E E N  A G G E L E R  

~ HE SPIRITUAL E X E R C I S E S  a r e  a way to freedom. At the 
outset and throughout the retreat, Ignatius insists on 'the 
conquest of self and the regulation of one's life in such a way 
that no decision is made under the influence of any inordi- 

nate attachment'  (Exx 21). In the First Week, the retreatant 
identified his/her personal intentions and gradually relinquishes the 
need to be in control. Through the contemplative process of the 
Second Week, the retreatant fine-tunes the mind, the will and the 
heart. Asked to listen carefully for the election call, each retreatant 
contemplates the person of Jesus and prepares to respond with the 
greatest possible freedom and love. 

Ignatius' central metaphor in calling a person to freedom of heart 
is inordinate attachment. This metaphor carries the tone of regu- 
lation, control, detachment and striving for the distinctness and 
freedom of every human being made in God's  image and likeness. To 
some, Ignatius' call suggests a process of separation, isolation and 
self-renunciation required in order to curb the tendency to possess or 
to control. To others his call has to do with balance, intimacy and 
surrender. Ignatius' metaphor, while couched in antiquated scholas- 
tic language, nevertheless opens us to richer insights related to 
theories of development, particularly women's  moral development. 

The necessity of freedom from 'inordinate attachments' ,  a key 
element of discernment, of a decision to follow Christ and of growth 
in maturity is particularly relevant for women today, although 
women may use different language to talk about it. These pages deal 
with women's  experience of coming to freedom and the language 
women use in working for an attitude of detachment from self- 
interest in making decisions, in loving God and others. The theme 
wilt be explored with the intention of opening up discussion on the 
topic, not offering a complete picture. The objective is simply to 
render more imaginable and intelligible some aspects of women's  
process of coming to freedom and distinctness. The discussion will 
draw from contemporary research on moral and human development 
and from journals of two women who confront questions of ultimate 
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meaning in their lives. It is hoped that this article will enable readers 
to identify points of agreement or disagreement in their own 
experience and contribute to their understanding of woman's  

journey.  

Insights from research on moral and human development 
Pioneering research on moral development in women suggests that 

in situations requiring moral decisions, women use different values 
from those used by men. Carol Gilligan found that where men use 
abstract rules of justice or principle to decide whether an action is 
right or wrong, women seem to view moral problems a~ those that 
arise from conflicting responsibilities and relationships rather than 
from competing rights. Women consistently use relationship and 
personal responsibility as their primary reference points in making 
moral decisions. According to Gilligan, 'Male and female voices 
typically speak of the importance of different truths, the former of the 
role of separation as it defines and empowers the self, the latter of the 
ongoing process of attachment that creates and sustains the human 
community ' .  1 Do these differences also affect the way women come 
to freedom in their lives? If so, will women's  language, particularly 
their metaphors, reveal the difference? What  contribution can 
contemporary women's  experience make to the Ignatian tradition? 

'Freedom',  according to process philosopher Bernard Loomer,  'is 
a moment  by moment  affair' .2 The truth of this statement lies in the 
fact that human reality is the context in which freedom is realized, 
and human reality is not predictable. Rather,  it is continually 
expressing subtleties of its meaning. These nuances are often 
expressed in metaphor, a language that uses the sense of one reality in 
order to express the meaning of another. Metaphors often bring the 
conscious and the unconscious together. Jungian psychiatrist Marion 
Woodman explains that by definition 'metaphor '  means a trans- 
former, a crossing over from one place to another. She g i v e s  
examples of how healing/wholeness come about through metaphor, 
'an image that is part matter, part s p i r i t . . . ' .  Significantly, she says 
that 'living the metaphors often involves a leap of consciousness that 
forces us to recognize not only gifts we buried long ago but  also gifts 
we know not of, The leap involves taking responsibility for our own 
potential'. 3 The process of 'living the metaphors'  is related to the 
process of coming to freedom, as will be shown below. 

In this article, freedom refers to that capacity of the individual to 
be its own cause in shaping itself, to act out of its integrity. Imaged in 
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feminine language, an individual woman may be described in terms 
of what she makes out of what she has been given. When truly free, 
she is not externally de te rmined  but  internally determined, in 
accordance with her integrity. In this respect, freedom means that 
'she is her own person'.  * The price of her freedom, solitariness, 
means that although she is a person in relationship, only she can/ 
must take responsibility for what she sees and knows. 5 

If women identify themselves through their connections with 
others, while men define themselves through separation, there may 
be a difference in the way each experiences freedom. However,  both 
will pass through developmental phases or stages which involve a 
certain kind of balance between differentiation and integration, 
between autonomy and inclusion. 6 Both will have and identify 
'inordinate attachments' along the way and both will exhibit defences 
typical of those stages. 

Women ' s  journeys to freedom have taken many different forms, 
and in recent history we have remarkable accounts. Two writers, 
Etty Hillesum and Edwina Gateley, kept journals over a significant 
period in their lives. Each one's story is a dialogue with God and a 
journey into freedom; both use an abundance of metaphor and image 
which can help us imagine their struggles and victories more vividly. 
Both achieved to some extent that kind of total human perception and 
experience which Ignatius calls 'interior knowledge'. 

The diaries of Etly Hillesum 
Etty Hillesum, a Jewess who died at Auschwitz in November  of 

1943 at the age of twenty-nine, wrote at length of her last two years of 
life in German-occupied Amsterdam and first months in the concen- 
tration camp. 7 In the end, her life was not taken from her. She laid it 
down freely, of her own choice. More than anything hers is the story 
of a journey into freedom. 

At twenty-seven, Etty felt her life needed sorting out and firm 
direction. She consulted Julius Spier, who was twice her age, and fell 
in love with him. He soon became the focus of her thoughts and 
emotional energy. She knew very early, however, that she must 
become a separate person and 'get him out of [her] system without 
running away ~. Through their friendship, Etty gradually grew in 
self-reliance and independence, discovering that 'parallel with the 
process of growing-towards-each-other there runs a process of more- 
and-more-freeing-oneself-of-the-other'. 8 In her journal she examines 
the intensity of their relationship, their possible marriage, the place 
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of the erotic and sensual in her  life, and always her  longing to expand  
her  love to everyone  'with whom one happens  to share one 's  life'. 
Most  impor tant ly ,  he was the one (she wrote  after his sudden death) 
who ' t aught  [her] to speak the name  of God  without  embarrass-  
men t ' .  9 Perhaps  it was also he who led her  to the gospels (she 

par t icular ly  liked St Mat thew) .  
More  than  a place to write down her  reflections on the m a n / w o m a n  

relationship, however ,  Et ty ' s  j ou rna l  became  'a  place f rom which 
one Can cont inue to spin one and the same thread,  where  one can 
gradual ly create a con t inuum,  a con t i nuum which is really one 's  life'. 
She used this process to discern her  choices and direction,  her  fears 
and her  faith. In  passages such as the following, she discerns her  own 

mora l  development :  

If only I listened to my own rhythm, and tried to live in accordance 
with it. Much of what I do is mere imitation, springs from a sense of 
duty or from preconceived notions of how people should behave. The 
only certainties about what is right and wrong are those which spring 
from sources deep inside oneself. And I Say it humbly and gratefully 
and I mean every word of it right now, though I know that I shall 
again grow rebellious and irritable. 'Oh God, I thank you for having 
created me as I am. I thank you for the sense of fulfillment I 
sometimes have; that fulfillment is after all nothing but being filled 
with you. I promise You to strive my whole life long for beauty and 
harmony and also humility and true love, whispers of which I hear 
inside me during my best moments. '  lo 

Et ty  here  describes in me taphor  her  search for moral  power and 
f reedom: to listen to her  own rhy thm and live by  it. This  is classic. 
She is learning to discern her  emot ional  states and how to balance the 
forces within her.  She seems to know that  her  hear t  is a mass of  
a t tachments  and inclinations, that  she is affected by  consolations as 
well as desolations. Et ty  also recognizes the feeling she has when right 
a t tachments  come to prevail  and p ray  s her  sur render  to God.  La te r  

on she writes of 

a feeling of being at one with all existence. No longer: I want this or 
that, but: life is great and good and fascinating and eternal and if you 
dwell so much on yourself and flounder and fluff about, you miss the 
mighty, eternal current that is life. 11 

Et ty ' s  knowledge is experiential;  she wants to live independent ly  
f rom the ups and downs of daily living and ride with buoyancy  the 

cur rent  of life. 
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Et ty  discovered her  internal  s t rength  and  courage  in the face of  
p ro found  suffering. She lea rned  that  Nazis  who harassed  the Jews ,  
robbed  them of mater ia l  goods and  f r eedom of m o v e m e n t  could not  
take away  one ' s  inner ,  essential  f reedom.  Ra the r ,  she saw that  it is we 
who 

forfeit our greatest assets by our misguided compliance . . . Our  
greatest injury is one we inflict upon ourselves. I find life beautiful 
and I feel free. The sky within me is as wide as the one stretching 
above my head. I believe in God and I believe in people and I say so 
without embarrassment. Life is hard, but that is no bad thing. If  one 
starts by taking one's own importance seriously, the rest follows. It is 
not morbid individualism to work on oneself. True peace will come 
only when every individual finds peace within themselves; when we 
have all vanquished and transformed our hatred for our fellow 
human beings of whatever race--even into love one day, although 
perhaps that is asking too much. It is, however, the only solution. I 
am a happy person and I hold life dear indeed, in this year of Our  
Lord 1942, the umpteenth year of the war. 12 

Etty has  a vision of an ideal state of existence and  seems to feel her  

way  into unde r s t a nd i ng  it. She believes peace is possible and  seeks a 

way  of serving God  th rough  m a k i n g  peace with her  persecutors .  Et ty  
knows that  he r  affectivity mus t  be ordered  before it can become  a 

reliable guide: that  she mus t  take herself  seriously, find peace within 
and  let ill feelings towards  others be t r ans fo rmed .  On ly  then can she 

say ' I  believe in G o d  and I believe in peop le ' .  In  this passage,  it is 
possible to see the spirit of  consolat ion at work  in her,  despite a 
backd rop  of  unspeakab le  suffering and  cruelty.  

Pe rhaps  the mos t  powerful  m e t a p h o r  in E t t y ' s  j ou rna l  is that  of  
kneeling.  She recognizes its significance in her  life and  allows its 
m e a n i n g  to pene t ra te  the core of  her  being: 

Last night, shortly before going to bed, I suddenly went down on my 
knees in the middle of this large room, between the steel chairs and 
the matting. Almost automatically. Forced to the ground by some- 
thing stronger than myself. Some time ago I said to myself, ' I  am a 
kneeler in training'. I was still embarrassed by this act, as intimate as 
gestures of love that cannot be put into words either, except by a 
poet. A patient once said t o  [Juliusl, ' I  sometimes have the feeling 
that God is right inside me, for instance when I hear the St Matthew 
Passion'. And [Julius] said something like: 'At such moments you 
are completely at one with the creative and cosmic forces that are at 
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work in every human being'. And these creative forces are ultimately 
part of God, but you need courage to put that into words. This 
phrase has been ringing in my ears for several weeks: you need 
courage to put that into words. The courage to speak God's name. 13 

\ . j  

Kneel ing,  she finds there are no barr iers  to love; she has seen the face 
of God,  has died to her  fears and hesitancies and is r eady  to follow the 
way of the cross. She had the courage to live her  me taphor  and speak 

God '  s name.  
Et ty ' s  short lifetime of conscious choices led to her  great decision to 

share the c o m m o n  fate of her  people and to be a source of heal ing 
among  them.  She vo lun teered  to accompany  the first group of Jews 
being sent to Wes te rbork  camp,  where  her  life cont inued  as 'one  

great  dialogue'  With God.  

Truly, my  life is one long hearkening unto my self and unto others, 
unto God. And if I say that I hearken, it is really God who hearkens 
inside me. The most essential and the deepest in me hearkening unto 
the most essential and deepest in the other. God to God. 14 

Et ty  has learned that in order  to be t ruly free she must  give up  control  
and be in God ' s  hands.  She counsels her  friends against bitterness,  
advising them to turn  inward and destroy in themselves what  they 
think should be des t royed in others.  Et ty  models for them what  it 
means  to accept and embrace  the condi t ion of  the world,  where  the 
struggle be tween the powers of  darkness and the light cont inues to 
rage. 

The journal of Edwina GaMey 
Like Et ty  Hil lesum, Edwina  Gate ley  is led to a p ro found  grappling 

with the  h u m a n  condit ion.  She also wants to open herself  totally to 
G o d  and to be a presence of the heal ing power  of  G o d  to others. 
Edwina  searches out  those most  abused by patr iarchal  society: the 
prosti tutes.  She had to come to recognize her  inabili ty to save 
another ,  that  grace canno t  be forced. 

In  the late a u t u m n  of  1981, Edwina  became a hermi t ,  in response 
to a call to solitude. She took up residence in an old trailer in a forest 
outside of  Chicago,  bu t  with mixed feelings: she exper ienced resist- 
ance, not  knowing if she feared the Ul t imate  Encounte r ,  solitude, 
loneliness, or what  she called 'u t te r  uncompromis ing  nakedness ' .  15 
She w a n t e d  ' to touch and hear  the gentle G o d  within '  and experi- 

e n c e d  an u rgency  in herself  to take the t ime apart  for that.  Wi th in  a 
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month ,  she recognized her  ' need  to be in control '  and  that  people  and  
G o d  seem to be in compet i t ion  for her  love: 

I know I will always love others and love being with them. Maybe 
one day they will not compete with God, rather, they will be a special 
gift of God to surprise and delight me. It is only by immersing myself 
in God that I will truly and deeply love other people and value them 
as God must do. Then people and God will be in harmony within me 
and I will glimpse a piece of the Kingdom. 16 

T w o  mon ths  la ter  she wrote:  

My restlessness is passed. There is, instead, a deep voiceless 
yearning--born more of God than of me, dependent more on God 
than on me, leaning more towards God's  glory than my own effort in 
service. I hope I am beginning to understand what ministry and 
followingJesus is all about--ultimately, little to do with me and a lot 
to do with God. ~7 

T h r o u g h o u t  the dark  of winter  Edwi na  feels little consolation;  she 
seems to be  in solitude to mee t  her  own darkness .  In  the spr ing she 
has deep insight into her  own s t rong will and  expectat ions,  her  need  
' to  be in the center  of  act ivi ty '  when  she is with others.  At this stage, 

she is ' see ing '  more  and  more  clearly. She believes that  ' G o d  wants  
me to learn that  I do not  need to be a heroine  or mar ty r .  I jus t  need to 

learn  m y  own needs and  l imitat ions ' .28 O n  the eve of her  re t reat  (at 

the Jesu i t  Re t r ea t  H o u s e  in Bar r ing ton ,  Illinois) she writes: 

I am available as a woman is available to her lover. She knows her 
lover is there, she knows her lover will always come to her, but she 
does not always know the time or place. She searches in love and 
trust and when she does not find, she waits. This waiting is not heroic 
or masochistic--it is a personal decision to claim love and not let it 
escape. If  anything, the woman is obstinate and single-minded 
'rather than pious or virtuous! Time for her is infinite. She waits, and 
in her waiting, she sees. 19 

As the th i r ty -day  re t reat  began  that  s u m m e r ,  however ,  Edwina  
acknowledges  that  she feels ' l ike a child left alone in the da rk  too 
long ' .  I t  is only when  she discovers the feminine  face of  God  at the 

end of  the First W e e k  that  she is released f rom her  darkness ,  f rom the 

t ired and  weary  search. As she ' p r a y e d  that  M o t h e r  G o d  will show 
her  face to m e '  she exper ienced  new life, creativi ty,  exc i tement  and  
joy.  
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At the end  of the Second Week ,  Edwi na  tries to be pa t ien t  with the 
convers ion  process ( ' I  c a n ' t  expect  ins tant  convers ion  l ike . ins tant  
coffee! ' )  as she finds a m e t a p h o r  for the face of  G o d  revealed in her:  

It is the compassionate woman who will feed the sheep--not  the 
soldier in you. You have fought a good fight. Give birth to the 
compassionate woman. I am aware of the struggle. I am leader, 
guide, catalyst. But the compassionate woman follows, tends, feeds. 
I am afraid of changing roles. Where is the King? The battlefield? 
Where are the soldiers? I am a good leader, but I only see the 
Shepherd and all he says i s ~ ' F e e d  my sheep' . . . Why am I afraid? 
I have been a soldier for such a long time. But it is the compassionate 
woman who will feed the sheep. From soldier, strong, unyielding, to 
woman, life-giver, nurturer. 2o 

T h e  mascul ine  images  and  m e t a p h o r s  no longer  hold for Edwina .  
She is aware  tha t  she has  been  deeply  fo rmed  by  t hem and  lived by  

t h e m  until  now, but  tha t  she m u s t  give b i r th  to a new image ,  a new 
way  of being.  In  ano the r  med i ta t ion  she saw M a r y  as feeding the 
W o r d  in darkness ,  a compass iona te  mothe r .  A n d  she saw this for 

herself: 

The compassionate woman bows to truth and in accepting the reality 
of herself, also accepts the reality of the pain, suffering and sin of the 
world. The compassionate woman is one who sees her people hurting 
and gently grieves. She does not stand heroic and brave before the 
reality. In her love she grieves, in her compassion she reaches out 
even to that which causes pain. 21 

At  the end of re treat ,  she hears  G o d ' s  call to her: 

Go to those, my loved ones, my lost ones, my rejected ones. The ones 
who live by darkness. Go to those my people for whom I came, for 
whom I lived, and for whom I died. Invite them to the banquet. My 
Spirit will rise powerfully in the poor. There will be a new creation. 

T h e r e  is not  space enough  here  to explore fur ther  unfo ld ing  of 
E d w i n a ' s  growth  in f reedom.  She does walk  into the darkness  of  the 
homeless ,  the poor,  the margina l ized;  she embraces  the pa in  of  the 
prost i tutes  on the streets of  Chicago.  H e r  j ou rna l  has m a n y  stories of 
the first years ,  including the found ing  of Genesis  H o u s e  (to m e a n  
' n e w  beg inn ings  out  of  chaos ' )  where  guests m a y  stay and  get their  
feet on the g round .  Edwi na  describes how, in her  zeal to ' u n b i n d '  
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them, she over-identified with their struggle and had to learn 'not to 
sink beneath the anger and pain' .22 In her deep compassion and love 
for Dolores, a victim of prostitution and alcohol, she 'became sick 
with her, and took on her highs and lows, her ups and downs, till 
[she] lost [her] own anchors'. 23 Edwina learned to accept her own 
helplessness and set boundaries: 'I  know I cannot do for her what she 
needs to do for herself. Only the grace of God is left now'. 24 

The metaphors each woman uses to describe her journey to 
freedom are transparent. Their principal characteristic is a growing 
sense of self-ownership or self-direction, leading to a maturity 
characterized by what Robert Kegan calls 'a self which has control 
instead of being control'. 25 Both Etty and Edwina struggled honestly 
with the need to control. The mature self, according to Kegan, 'can 
now be brought to others, rather than derived from others'. Genuine 
'self' sacrifice is now a possibility. There is a self which can surrender 
its rebellious independence for freely chosen interdependence with 
others. 2a Etty and Edwina both had the courage to live their 
metaphors; the first, to kneel and speak the name of God; the other to 
be a woman of compassion. The power of the living God was released 
in each one and transformed her in the process. 

Metaphors and personal freedom 
In reviewing metaphors in the two spiritual journeys above, we see 

that women's moral development leads to moments of coming to 
freedom that have to do with identity and intimacy, with recognizing 
and owning attachments, and with surrendering to God. Etty writes 
of her journal as 'a place from which one can continue to spin one and 
the same thread, where one can gradually create a continuum, a 
continuum which is really one's life'. Woman's  age-old task of telling 
her story, of spinning, of connecting things, is reflected in this 
metaphor. 27 When she speaks of 'the sky within me as wide as the one 
stretching above my head',  Etty conveys her sense of connection with 
a large perspective and a 'more'  to life and meaning. She shows 
herself becoming her own person when she writes that 'we forfeit our 
greatest asset by misguided compliance' or when she determines to 
'listen to my own rhythm and try to live in accordance with it'. She 
expresses a feminine ideal to realize or attune one's unique focus to 
create a harmonious world, when she calls for her people to 'vanquish 
and transform our hatred for our fellow human beings'. For Etty, the 
luminous experience of kneeling holds moments of 'crystal-clear 
honesty'. When kneeling, she says, 'I listen in to myself, allow myself 
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to be led, not by anything on the outside, but  by what wells up from 
within'. 

Edwina strives for harmony within, especially in her relationship 
with God and people; her insight is to immerse herself in God so she 
will ' truly and deeply love' and even 'glimpse a piece of the 
kingdom'.  She opens her heart receptively, 'available as a woman is 
to her lover' and seeks to ' touch and hear the gentle God within'. The 
cost,'she knows, is 'utter uncompromising nakedness'. Like Etty, she 
does not fear autonomy and self-direction because she has gained 
true interiority. She has owned her attachments: her need to be in the 
centre of activity, and her propensity to over-identify with those she is 
serving and lose her own 'anchors' .  Edwina's God-image undergoes 
transformation when she opens herself to grace. In emptying out her 
own demands to be the all-competent saviour of others, and learning 
to become the channel of God's  loving, empowering patience, she 
gives birth to the compassionate woman, the fruit of her Election. 

Finally, it must be said that both women trust their own religious 
experience. This trust is evidence of 'the freedom given by God to 
those who have given up on the law as justification and, like the adult 
Jesus ,  give themselves over to the mercy of God who knows, and is 
greater than, our heart' (1 John  3,20). 28 Their metaphors suggest 
that both women dealt with human suffering through a faith in God 
who has not abandoned creation but  reaches out to the human family 
with possibilities and grace for transformation. Their way might be 
said to be the Ignatian way. 
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