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Claiming Room at the Table

What do you think of when you think of a “real Catholic 
woman”?

Let me paint you a picture of what I used to see.
I saw a woman who went to Mass every single day between 

raising her six impeccably groomed children. Her husband was 
a mechanical engineer, traffic control specialist, or one of those 
other jobs you can’t really explain. She was quiet and submissive, 
letting her husband decide where the family lived and what they 
did on the weekends. She wore fashionable-yet-modest skirts 
and cooked organic, gluten-free dinners, all before leading her 
family in a Rosary—probably in Latin.

This idea of a “real Catholic woman” kind of haunted me 
because not only was I not that but I also didn’t want to be. Six 
kids sounded like a lot. I don’t wear many skirts. And the last 
time I was described as quiet was . . . never. I’ve literally never 
in my life been described as that.

So what’s a girl to do? I sat through women’s talk after wom-
en’s talk that reminded me over and over again that the big prob-
lems facing me as a young Catholic woman were what I wore and 
how to treat men. These were the two doozies I was supposedly 
struggling with—according to speakers. But I really don’t care 
how many inches your skirt is, and I think how you treat a man 
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can’t be summed up in an eight-slide PowerPoint presentation. 
Was there not a place for me in the Church? Was I not one of 
“us”?

I found myself feeling a touch isolated. More than once I’ve 
sat through presentations where I spent the whole time thinking, 
Seriously? The guys get to talk about being righteous warriors 
of justice while I have to have an hour-long conversation about 
whether leggings are pants? Are the guys getting lectured on 
how not to look at butts or . . . ?

As a bold woman who isn’t afraid to raise her hand, I felt 
ignored by the Church in favor of girls who were quieter, more 
seen than heard. I wanted to dig my teeth in and talk about 
equal pay. Or refugees. Or systematic racism. Women could 
talk about abortion, sure, but not rape culture, subsidized child-
care, or maternity leave laws. To me, those were “real Catholic 
women” issues. But everyone around me seemed to only want 
to talk about which brand of granola bar we should buy for the 
upcoming retreat snack. These experiences left me yearning to 
learn what a real Catholic woman was—and if I could ever hope 
to be one.

So what is a real Catholic woman? I could turn to other 
women, the media, or my priest of choice to investigate, but 
I went (almost) all the way to the top: the saints—one of my 
favorites, in fact.

According to Pope John Paul II, “The Church sees in the face 
of women the reflection of a beauty which mirrors the loftiest 
sentiments of which the human heart is capable: the self-offering 
totality of love; the strength that is capable of bearing the great-
est sorrows; limitless fidelity and tireless devotion to work; the 
ability to combine penetrating intuition with words of support 
and encouragement.”1

Let’s unpack that. Pope John Paul II essentially offers four 
goalposts of womanhood:
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1. Self-offering. Women are meant to offer ourselves as gifts 
to the world. This could look like a thousand different things. 
God has different directions for each of us; we can’t all follow the 
same road map. To cloistered nuns, a self-offering means giving 
up things such as NPR, football games, and outlet malls to spend 
their lives praying for others. To activists, a self-offering means 
spending long hours campaigning for justice. To stay-at-home 
moms, a self-offering means bypassing a career that could bless 
them in many ways in order to raise little saints. Many of us are 
somewhere in between.

2. Strength in sorrow. When tragedies occur, women often 
bring strength and steadiness to the situation. It’s easy for us 
to paint women as emotional. I mean, who didn’t cry during 
that rainy scene in The Notebook? Curse you, Ryan Gosling! But 
through the fresh soil of emotions, strength is planted like a 
seed and grows and grows. We’re powered by our empathy and 
deep connection to others. If we were unaffected by events, we’d 
feel no desire to change them. Instead, we hear statistics about 
campus rape and feel compelled to try to make a difference. We 
see mass shootings on the news and feel a tug toward prayer and 
letter writing. We have a friend who has a miscarriage and we 
organize meal trains and spiritual bouquets.

3. Tireless devotion to work. The book of Proverbs tells us that 
a good woman “sets about her work vigorously; her arms are 
strong for her tasks” (Prv 31:17). Catholic women aren’t afraid of 
work. We dig in our hands and get them dirty. Catholic women 
don’t believe in sitting idle, waiting for the world to fix itself. 
We know that by raising children, starting businesses, voting, 
participating in the sacraments, and washing the dishes, we’re 
serving the Lord.

4. Penetrating intuition. Ask a woman about her intuition 
and she’ll most likely tell you a story about a time she knew 
not to go on a date with the guy who ended up being a jerk, or 
a time she felt compelled to show up to Mass ten minutes early 
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and encountered a friend sobbing and in need of consolation. 
According to a 2013 study, the neural connections in women’s 
brains are more efficient than men’s.2 That means women are 
often good at interpreting social cues. Our “penetrating intu-
ition” is a gift from the Lord; it allows us to see past what’s on 
the surface and deep into the hearts of others. To quote the phi-
losopher Edith Stein, “[Women] comprehend not merely with 
the intellect but also with the heart.”3

Once I learned these markers of Catholic womanhood, my 
view of a “real Catholic woman” was greatly expanded beyond 
homeschooling and skirt length.

It suddenly included moxie.
For two years after college I was a campus missionary. I was 

every inch of the starry-eyed idealistic millennial you’re envi-
sioning. I’m still that, in many ways, but my time as a mission-
ary challenged me in ways I could never imagine. One of those 
challenges? Meeting girls who were in that sticky in-between 
place of daily Mass and Gloria Steinem. Girls who showed up 
to large group events and actually asked the speaker challeng-
ing questions? Girls who came to Bible study with confusion 
about why Jesus scolded Martha for getting crap done? Girls 
who listened to singer-songwriter Audrey Assad through their 
headphones while writing papers on feminist theory? Girls who 
organized trips to the soup kitchen on Monday, did their Rosary 
on Tuesday, and went to campus protests on Wednesday? Those 
were my people.

They had moxie.
What is moxie? According to good ol’ Merriam-Webster, it’s 

“energy, pep, courage, determination.” It’s hard to be a girl full 
of moxie in a world that pushes you toward being “meek and 
mild.” Women ask for raises at work much less often than men.4 
Gender prejudices are instilled in us when we’re only preschool-
ers.5 The Bible itself has some confusing verses that can easily be 
misinterpreted as instructing women to zip their lips. The girls I 
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met as a missionary were in the middle of the struggle between 
moxie and meekness.

But if you look up the word meek, it has two definitions. 
The first is “deficient in spirit and courage,” which sounds, well, 
not ideal. But the second is “enduring injury with patience and 
without resentment.”

What the heck, dictionary people! To me, those are complete 
opposites! To endure injury with patience brings to mind Jesus 
on the Cross, enduring the horror of horrors, all with patience 
and trust in the Lord. That takes an immense amount of spir-
it and courage. That second definition of meek—that’s what I 
choose to identify with. A meekness that withstands. When 
Peter instructs us to have a “quiet and meek spirit” (1 Pt 3:4), I 
believe he’s asking us to withstand enormous amounts of pain 
and suffering for the good of the Church, to not just sit idly while 
injustices take place around us and bite our tongues when we 
have something to say. To endure injury with determination is 
to live your life with a spirit of moxie. To have endless patience 
while discovering truth, picking up ideas and holding them up 
to the light? That, sister, is moxie. In that sense, meekness and 
moxie work perfectly twined together.

Think of the woman at the well. Jesus stands with her—an 
insane picture at the time, by the way—and basically gives her a 
salvation history lesson. Instead of nodding and going, “Mmm 
hmm,” what does she do? She questions him. She wrestles with 
what he’s saying. After realizing that he’s the Messiah, she returns 
to her village and tells everyone about him. On one hand, she 
was meek—she endured a lesson she didn’t understand with 
great patience. On the other, she had moxie—she went out after-
ward and spread the Good News, no matter what it might cost 
her.

So who has moxie? Loud girls who lead marches and start 
petitions? Women at wells with whom Jesus decides to speak?

What if I told you that all Catholic women have moxie?
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According to the Catechism, when we’re baptized we’re puri-
fied of our sins and also adopted as children of God. We become 
“partaker[s] of the divine nature” and given “the power to live 
and act under the prompting of the Holy Spirit” (CCC, 1265, 
1266). So when we’re baptized, we’re given a role to play in the 
world. That role isn’t silent bystander, sister. It’s to partake in the 
Lord’s divine plan. It’s to live and act on God’s will. It’s to have 
that moxie—energy, pep, courage, and determination—to fight 
to break the shackles of a fear-based faith. That means that all 
Catholic women have moxie, no matter what their Myers-Briggs 
type is.

We butt heads when we want everyone to partake in divine 
nature in the same way. We all have ideas about how women 
should act in meetings or on retreats instead of desiring that each 
woman finds her own path through the Holy Spirit and acts on 
moxie in her own way. Because, of course, you can live out your 
moxie by giving a testimony or starting a volunteer schedule at 
your parish. You can also live out your moxie through prayer; by 
asking God for huge, out-of-this-world miracles; or by waking 
up at the crack of dawn to make coffee, fold laundry, and serve 
others in a countercultural way. Is it so crazy to think that God 
would bless us with a spirit of moxie and then ask us to use it in 
different ways? I think not. I used to think moxie meant having 
an opinion on every social issue and then loudly proclaiming 
it from the rooftops. But I’ve come to realize that moxie simply 
means bringing that spirit of courage and determination with 
you wherever you go, whichever injustice you’re encountering 
in any particular moment. I stopped posting political Facebook 
statuses about refugees and instead started donating clothes to 
refugees. One is what people think moxie is. The other is what 
moxie actually is. One opposes an attitude of meekness and ser-
vitude. The other works hand in hand with it.

Real Catholic women are full of moxie. Whether it’s having 
the courage to accept the Lord’s call to the religious life, leaning 
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into your own determination to financially support your family, 
or having the immense amount of energy required to raise kids, 
our hearts beat with the gift of moxie. We aren’t “Yes, sir” and 
“No, sir” women. We have a Lord who valued us so immensely 
he gave his life for us. How disrespectful would it be to spend 
that gift of life nodding silently and keeping our mouths shut?

There’s no one way to be a “real Catholic woman,” and we 
really need to stop pretending that there is. This enormous 
amount of pressure we put on ourselves to blend in and fit the 
mold has got to go. God, in his infinite wisdom, hasn’t asked 
us all to be the same. How boring would that be? How dull of 
a world would it be if every morning we all woke up and led 
the exact same lives and had the exact same problems? Why is 
it such a big freaking deal if this woman homeschools her four 
kids, and this woman sends hers to a Spanish immersion school, 
and this woman sends hers to the Catholic school down the 
road? Why is it so insane that some women are called to spend 
eight hours a day in a cubicle and some are called to spend twen-
ty-four hours a day in a convent? It’s not. Because each of those 
women is living out her own unique call.

I’m able to learn something so beautiful from those women 
who live humble, steadfast lives. And I hope they’re able to learn 
something from those of us who move fast and break things. We 
can all have spirits of moxie. We need women in the Church 
who are gentle and compassionate, and we need women in the 
Church who can cause a ruckus. We need women who are more 
comfortable in one-on-one settings and women who are public 
speakers. There’s room at this table. Let’s scoot over. The only 
way to understand where God is calling you specifically is to be 
in constant communication with him, asking him daily to guide 
you toward the path he’s picked out for you.

So, a real Catholic woman? It has nothing to do with the 
number of kids you have. Or the type of swimsuit you wear. Or 
whether you rely on frozen meals two or three times a week. Or 
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whether you prefer praise-and-worship music or some good 
ol’-fashioned Latin hymns.

By living with a spirit of moxie you’re a real Catholic woman.
By demonstrating a true attitude of meekness you’re a real 

Catholic woman.
By demonstrating a penetrating intuition you’re a real Cath-

olic woman.
By living out a tireless devotion to work you’re a real Catholic 

woman.
By embracing strength in sorrow you’re a real Catholic 

woman.
By constantly giving a self-offering you’re a real Catholic 

woman.
By striving to see, know, and understand the face of Jesus 

you’re a real Catholic woman.


