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I. Introduction 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK19]Under the sway of different cultures, people’s ways of life often unfold along markedly divergent paths. Culture is far more than a collection of customs or educational forms; it is also a set of subtle value systems and psychological patterns, quietly shaping human behavior and the contours of the spirit. For instance, in Renaissance Europe, the Catholic Church, seated at the heart of society, permeated law, education, and public life alike. Living in Renaissance Europe and guided by the framework of the Catholic Church, Angela Merici empowered women to cultivate a deeper intimacy with the Lord while also extending their influence beyond the private sphere into society. Through her work, she expanded the ways in which women in the Catholic community experienced God and engaged with sacred life. When compared to this, women in late Ming and early Qing China mostly developed their spirituality in monasteries or via private practice because Buddhism was so marginalized in the Confucian-dominated society. The educational content was mainly about precepts, classic study, and self-reflection, emphasizing self-awareness and spiritual purification. Because they relied on their own internal harmony for stability rather than external social support, they were largely insular inside their religious communities. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK24]Religious education plays a crucial role in shaping women’s spiritual and psychological development across cultures. By examining the educational practices and spiritual pursuits of Angelica Merici in Renaissance Catholic Europe and Shigong, a 17th-century Chinese Buddhist nun, the study highlights how cultural context and the inward or outward orientation of spiritual practice jointly influence women’s roles and inner lives. In particular, it explores how the central position of the Church in European culture shaped women’s outward spiritual practice, while also comparing this with the inward-focused cultivation characteristic of Chinese Buddhist women.
II. Body I— Angela Merici: Fostering Outward-Facing Spirituality in Women
[bookmark: OLE_LINK36][bookmark: OLE_LINK38]In medieval Europe, Catholic culture was deeply influenced by the cloister system, which emphasized the integrity of institutions and physical separation, rather than personal spiritual growth in everyday life. Within this monastic system, women’s religious communities depended on male clergy for spiritual guidance, which was mediated through the celebration of Mass, the hearing of confessions, and the administration of last rites to the sick and dying (Griffiths). For women, the only legitimate way to live a holy life in medieval Europe was to enter a convent, fully leaving secular life, and be under the supervision of male priests and church rules. As Fiona Griffiths—in the Nuns’ Priests’ Tales Men and Salvation in Medieval Women’s Monastic Life—points out, “men’s support and care for religious women could be central to male spirituality and pious practice.” As a result, women’s spiritual growth was largely mediated through the Church and its male clergy. Yet this historical reality should not be confused with the theological intention of Catholicism. At its core, the Church envisions a communion of order modeled on the Trinity, in which all relationships are oriented toward God and brought to fulfillment in love, including marriage. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK40]Patriarchy in the Middle Ages limited some rights of women, but it arose because historical legal, economic, and social structures institutionalized male roles, creating structural advantages for men. Howell argues that from the Middle Ages to the early modern period, patriarchy was sustained less by ideology than by marriage and property systems. Because land functioned as the primary source of wealth and social stability, primogeniture concentrated inheritance and authority in the hands of eldest sons. Women, excluded from property ownership, were rendered economically dependent and integrated into social life mainly through marriage or religious vocation. In this way, families became structurally male-centered, and male authority was reinforced through law and economy rather than moral or theological claims (Howell 215–224).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK42]Against this background of structurally reinforced patriarchy, Angela Merici’s religious practice represents a significant reconfiguration of female spiritual life. Through the foundation of the Company of St. Ursula, she articulated a form of holiness that did not depend on enclosure or conventional familial roles, thereby constituting a “third space” in which women could pursue religious vocation within everyday social life (Querciolo Mazzonis, 45–64). This was revolutionary: it went beyond the old convent nun or housewife roles, allowing women to combine prayer, virtue, and service in the real world, without depending only on male clergy or monastery protection. Merici taught young girls how to pray, participate in church sacraments, learn virtues, and act on their faith in daily life. She used this formative practice to combine women’s spiritual development with self-awareness and societal responsibility. By cultivating prayer, virtue, and discernment, women came to recognize themselves as moral and spiritual subjects, allowing their engagement in homes, streets, and markets to reflect an internally grounded sense of Christian identity while actively contributing to their communities’ well-being.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK49]More importantly, Merici transformed what society considered women’s weaknesses—such as their social dependence on male authority, economic vulnerability, and limited access to public roles—into spiritual strength. She taught girls that precisely because they were socially constrained, they could humble themselves, empty themselves, and receive God’s power. Under this Rule, Angela especially guided them in the proper use of their free will through practices such as the method of examination of conscience. She did not regard the passive oversight found in a cloistered monastery as inherently more spiritually valuable; rather, she emphasized that exercising discipline and virtue through one’s own will in a world full of worldly temptations demonstrated greater agency and spiritual initiative. Through Angela’s approach, women could practice mystical union in daily life: first, the Ursuline contemplated her own sins, identifying with Christ and humanity; next, she assumed responsibility for the sins of the world and offered her own sacrifice for its redemption; and finally, through this process, she attained mystical union with God (Mazzonis, 118). This form of spiritual exercise not only grounded women’s inner faith but also transcended the physical walls of the monastery, allowing them to live out secular-sacred integration—the unification of spiritual devotion and everyday worldly actions—within kitchens, households, and broader life contexts. Thanks to Angela’s contributions, the pursuit of God and a holy life was no longer confined to the monastery but extended into the homes of women and the lives of those around them, realizing a true outward expansion of faith. On November 25, 1535, Merici gathered twelve young women near St. Afra Church in Brescia and founded the Company of St. Ursula, laying the foundation for the Ursuline Order. Through her practices, even young girls living in poverty and social turmoil could cultivate a strong sense of mission through education and prayer, and transmit their values and love to the wider society.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK51]Merici’s greatness lay not only in founding an educational institution, but also in creating a path within the framework of the Church that could transform the destinies of women. In the tumultuous context of sixteenth-century Italy, many poor girls, lacking access to education, faced a grim future: they were either forced into arranged marriages or relegated to low-status labor, and some even fell into prostitution. Angela Merici and her early companions recognized that without a foundation in basic religious knowledge and moral principles, women could neither safeguard their souls nor exercise a positive influence in society. They gradually became aware that they possessed a resource scarce in their social context—moral integrity and spiritual knowledge—which imbued them with a sense of mentorship. As Mazzonis notes, this awakening eventually developed into an explicit social function: the women began instructing young girls in informal gatherings (191-192). This marked a transformation from a private, mystical circle into a center for the dissemination of Catholic culture among other women. In a society that denied girls formal schooling and considered their education unnecessary beyond domestic skills and obedience, Merici successfully reshaped the lives of women. She asserted that women had the right to pursue holiness and to live with spiritual discernment. The Company of St. Ursula, which she established, was the first secular, non-monastic teaching community, and her practices of domestic spiritual formation allowed many girls who would never enter a convent to access education. The flexibility of this system meant that education was no longer the exclusive privilege of elite women, but gradually extended to the lower social strata. As Mazzonis observes, by the seventeenth century, the influence of the Ursulines had spread not only throughout Italy but also to France and across Europe, becoming the first large-scale, institutionalized organization devoted specifically to the education of women. This unprecedented expansion reflected a new model in which a space originally reserved for private spiritual development evolved into a social and educational institution with lasting impact on the roles of women in early modern Europe (Mazzonis, 202).
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