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the cambridge companion to
FEMINIST THEOLOGY

Feminist theology is a significantmovementwithin contemporary theology.
The aim of this Cambridge Companion is to give an outline of feminist the-
ology through an analysis of its overall shape and its major themes, so that
both its place in and its contributions to the present changing theological
landscape may be discerned. The two sections of the volume are designed
to provide a comprehensive and critical introduction to feminist theology
which is authoritative and up to date. Written by some of the main figures
in feminist theology, as well as by younger scholars who are considering
their inheritance, it offers fresh insights into the nature of feminist theo-
logical work. The book as a whole is intended to present a challenge for
future scholarship, since it engages critically with the assumptions of fem-
inist theology, and seeks to open ways for women after feminism to enter
into the vocation of theology.
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Preface

Amongst the more energetic and enthusiastic forms of theology that
emerged during the latter half of the twentieth century, feminist theology
took up its place to become one of the prominent ways in which women
have found theological voice and have allowed the wisdom of faith to be
rooted in their lives. While its provenance is located in the Western Christian
tradition, its bearing formed by the philosophical assumptions and political
ideals of the Enlightenment, feminist theology has become something of a
common discourse entered into by women of other faith and intellectual
inheritance. Its now universal vocabulary of the rights of women, of the
dignity and value of women’s lives, of the urgency for their economic and
social liberation, and of the prospect for human fulfilment within creation,
has become one of the primary means both of communication between
women, and of assertion of their status in global politics and in the church.
Feminist theology has thus grown up with modernity, and so likewise ex-
tends itself as a network of interconnected relationships that are to be ever
more inclusive of diversities and adaptable to changing circumstances. Its
special attentiveness to women’s experiences, its reaching out to touch and
to raise up women amid the daily business of life, its concern for the paths
that women must walk, are characteristic features in which are expressed
the desire of women to be faithful witnesses to the truth of the Gospel that
sets us free, and signs of hope in the blessedness that is yet to come.

Feminist theology has developed, particularly since the 1970s, as a spe-
cial field of inquiry within departments of theology and religious studies.
With greater numbers of women entering higher education and preparing
for a variety of ministries within the Christian churches at that time, it is
not surprising that traditional disciplines of all kinds were being reshaped
according to the new questions and concerns that then appeared. These
were critical of the sources and methods employed among the various spe-
cialisms of theology, as they were also constructive in bringing insights from
the experience and wisdom of women to bear on some of the major issues
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that had arisen within the discipline. In early days, women found perhaps
the most congenial of doctrinal frameworks to be those of political theology
or of liberation theology, for these were configured in the dialectical pattern
that women also used to challenge the status quo, and to find alternative
resources from women themselves for revisioning the theological task in
the context of the wider society. Theology that is called ‘feminist’ may be
understood in this light as theology that nurtures hopes for the liberation of
humanity into a just and equitable political order in which our life together,
as women and men, might be more happily realised. This twofold approach
of critique and reconstruction will be evident in the chapters that follow,
and examples of the particular issues women have addressed will be found.

In addition to this, the study of the phenomenon of religion itself, as well
as of the texts and traditions of people of other faith, has been a growing
area of academic inquiry. As knowledge of and interaction with peoples
of diverse cultural and religious backgrounds was expanding in the late
twentieth century, so opportunities for the development of intercultural and
interfaith relationships became available. Ordinary women from all parts of
the world began to know one another, to discover common problems, to be
challenged by unfamiliar ways of life, of speaking, and of understanding,
and to be returned to their own traditions with new questions. This has
led to a scholarly interest in the place of women in religious practices,
institutions, and beliefs, and in the impact of these things upon women’s
lives and welfare. Here the methods of the human and social sciences have
been especially useful in exploring the patterns of social organisation and
language, the cultural symbols and values, and the systems of belief that
structure women’s lives and self-understanding. Feminist theology in this
light may be understood as theology that uses the analytical tool of gender to
investigate the contexts and practices of religion and of religious bodies, and
to suggest ways in which these might become more conducive to women’s
full participation as believers, and so more adequate as historical signs of
divine goodness.

The contributors to this Companion have, in one way or another, been
influenced by feminist theology in these forms. They have written some
of its major texts; they have taught it in a variety of places; they have
learned and been influenced by its ways of reasoning. The incisiveness of
the gender critique and the proposed reconstruction of theology in a number
of different areas are thus evident in these pages, as the contributors seek to
describe what feminist theology has been about, and to assess the part it has
played, and should continue to play, in shaping contemporary theological
efforts as well as the life of the church.
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For some time, however, it has been recognised that feminist theology
is a complex manifestation of both the promise and the problematic of
modern thinking, and thus that its reception is marked by the intellectual
turmoil that comes in modernity’s wake. While many of its main ideas
have swept through Western culture with great moral fervour, contributing
not insignificantly to a theological kind of political correctness, it has also
brought along with it the very provocations that are so troublesome to us
as we bear this inheritance. The sign of this difficulty is not pluralism, for
the diverse strands of feminist discourse, the often contradictory types of
feminism that indicate it is no unified phenomenon, and the multiple voices
with which it now speaks – these are all things that feminist theologians
claim to value and to be able to accommodate within an ever-expandable
relational web. What is thought-provoking for the theologian is the way in
which feminist theology has represented, on behalf of women, the expec-
tation of modern secular reforms that divine providence could legitimately
be taken into human hands, and this, in the context of a universe believed
to be without God. It has required, for this undertaking, a cluster of as-
sumptions, regarding identity, agency, history, and nature to name but a
few, that are themselves both unstable and philosophically questionable,
and that have become more obviously and bewilderingly known to be so
in the time called postmodernity. That feminist theologians have sought
to provide a divine matrix to replace the absent God, and to hold back the
tides that threaten this accomplishment by their presence in ecclesial and
academic institutions, are poignant indications of tenacity, now rendered
so very fragile.

This disturbance is also noticeable in the chapters that follow, for, inso-
far as the contributors are engaged in their own primary task of theological
reflection, they are thereby responding anew to the questions of faith that
appear in our present context. For each step that seems to be sure-footed
and secure, firmly established on the solid ground of feminist theological
orthodoxy, there is another that falters, tripped up by what is now being
encountered and thrown back to begin again the patient work of seeking
understanding. The intellectual and spiritual effort to be undertaken in ob-
servance of what is happening here, so that what lies in this problematic
place may be prepared for the coming of faith, is the work to which those
who associate with feminist theology are now called.

The chapters in this Cambridge Companion have been grouped into two
sections. Following a chapter on its emergence, the first section considers
the overall shape of feminist theology. The basic presuppositions, the frame-
works of understanding, the methods, and some of the contentious issues
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of feminist theology are set out and analysed in order to disclose what kind
of theology it is. Each contributor has written from within a specialism,
and has investigated the ways in which feminist theologians address some
of the important questions that arise there. They have been forthcoming
also in making their own contributions to these debates and to drawing
the reader’s attention to the relevant resources. In the second section, the
themes that have been of particular importance in Christian feminist the-
ology are investigated. Organised according to a doctrinal scheme, these
chapters bring the reader into the midst of a number of the substantive
issues that engage the attention of theologians today, and show how it is
that feminist theologians may approach these matters with the mind and
heart of faith. Here, too, there is original thinking and an attempt to open
windows onto the future direction of feminist theological work.

There are inevitably both subjects and perspectives that are missing
from such a collection. The availability of people to write this kind of piece
is normally unpredictable, but is surely intensified in this case by the enor-
mous pressures under which women in academia are now working, and
by the demands of daily survival upon women in places of risk in which
such things as writing seem a luxury. This disparity so ill-fits the hopes in
which feminist theology was born. Nevertheless, the feminist commitment
to diversity, however that is to be construed, and to speaking for and so
representing oneself in the public forum, are things that this Companion
has sought in some modest way to respect. If it gives the reader an outline
of feminist theology and a fair indication of its place in the present theolo-
gical landscape, and if it offers companionship to those who would follow
through what is beginning to be learned here, then it will have done its
work well enough.

For there is an important sense in which, whatever personal responses
one may make to feminist theology, and whether or not it is the popular the-
ology of choice in the highly stylised culture of the postmodern university,
women and men of faith will at some points encounter the questions it has
worked through regarding our humanity, our place in the scheme of things,
and the way of the divine presence in our midst. These matters remain, and
the service of faithful women has been to keep them nurtured, to be angry
at their disappearance under the accoutrements of cultural production, to
prophesy concerning the loss of the church’s own raison d’être, and to pro-
claim the coming of God wherever they find themselves with their very
lives. The finest ministry of feminist theologians within modernity is to be
understood in these terms, as a reminder of God’s goodness in our creation
and faithfulness in bringing us to our end.
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That we find ourselves in another situation, and that these matters
require of us a new vocabulary, a critical reading of the texts from which
we have learned, and again a costly discernment in which we also will be
changed by what comes to be known – these things are cause for rejoicing
that thewell ofwisdomever deepens aswedrink of it, and for hope that, after
all, it is in us the divine is to be born. Such are the affirmations of Christian
feminist theologians made in the light of the resurrection, in the early dawn
as one approaches the point where a new thing is about to happen. In giving
themselves over to the coming of the Lord, in letting their lives be taken
up into the astonishment of what arrives from without, in this moment,
there is that speechless joy which is to become the birthplace of the Gospel
(Matthew 281−10, Mark 161−8, Luke 241−12, John 2011−18). Here at the place
of a meeting, women find themselves disclosed in the morning sun, their
bodies poised expectantly over the line that divides darkness and light, their
eyes receptive to the most tender turnings of one moment into another. It
is a disclosure that beckons them into the journey of truth undertaken by
all theologians, each in their own time, as God takes hold of their souls. For
women today to be carried into such vocation anew is the desire in which
this volume has been prepared and so is presented to you.
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The shape of feminist theology





1 The emergence of Christian feminist theology
rosemary radford ruether

In this chapter, Iwill trace the emergence anddevelopment of feminist theol-
ogy inChristianity. I start by askingwhat counts as feminism,what counts as
feminist theology, andwhat social and cultural conditions allow it to emerge.
Feminist theology is not just women doing theology, for women have done
theology that does not question the masculinist paradigms of theology. Nor
is feminist theology simply the affirmation of ‘feminine’ themes in theology.
What has been called ‘feminine’ in Western thought has been constructed
to complement the construction of masculinity. Thus, the adding of femi-
nine to masculine themes in theology mostly enforces the dominant gender
paradigm.

Feminism is a critical stance that challenges the patriarchal gender
paradigm that associates males with human characteristics defined as su-
perior and dominant (rationality, power) and females with those defined
as inferior and auxiliary (intuition, passivity). Most feminists reconstruct
the gender paradigm in order to include women in full and equal human-
ity. A few feminists reverse it, making females morally superior and males
prone to evil, revalorising traditional male and female traits.1 Very few
feminists have been consistently female-dominant in their views; more of-
ten there has been a mix of egalitarian and feminine superiority themes.
I take the egalitarian impulse of feminism to be the normative stance,
but recognise the reversal patterns as part of the difficulty of imagining
a new paradigm of gender relations which is not based on hierarchy of
values.

Feminist theology takes feminist critique and reconstruction of gender
paradigms into the theological realm. They question patterns of theology
that justify male dominance and female subordination, such as exclusive
male language for God, the view that males are more like God than females,
that only males can represent God as leaders in church and society, or that
women are created by God to be subordinate to males and thus sin by
rejecting this subordination.
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Feminist theologians also seek to reconstruct the basic theological sym-
bols of God, humanity, male and female, creation, sin and redemption, and
the church, in order to define these symbols in a gender-inclusive and egal-
itarian way. In so doing they become theologians, not simply critics of the
dominant theology. Feminist theologians engage in this critique by reclaim-
ing nascent egalitarian and positive female themes in the Christian tradi-
tion and developing them in new ways to apply to gender relations such
as: female symbols for God (the Wisdom tradition); humanity, male and
female, both created in God’s image (Genesis 127); the distinction of male
and female overcome in Christ in a new inclusive humanity of redemption
(Galatians 328); and both males and females called to prophecy (Acts 217).
But the mere presence of such themes in the tradition does not constitute
a feminist reading of them. For the latter to come about, certain cultural
and social conditions are necessary. There needs to be a new stance towards
knowledge that recognises that symbols, including theological symbols, are
socially constructed, rather than eternally and unchangeably disclosed from
beyond. Those in power construct cultural symbols to validate their own
power and the subjugation of women; social relations, such as class, race,
and gender, are not eternally given by God as the ‘order of creation’, but are
social constructs, and, as such, can be changed.

These cultural shifts of consciousness about the nature of truth and
knowledge depend on certain social conditions. Women must gain educa-
tion and agency in some social institutions that enable them to gain a voice.
Women’s claims of cultural agency must be organised as a movement or
community of discourse that supports women’s (and men’s) critique of the
dominant gender paradigm.Womenmust gain education and agency in the
church as those allowed to learn, speak, and be heard as theologians.

These cultural and social conditions did not exist adequately (they still
do not exist fully) until the late 1960s. Liberal and Marxist critiques of ide-
ology and society had been somewhat assimilated into modern culture, and
women gained some access to theological education, teaching, and ministry
in some theological schools and churches. Hence the major emergence of
feminist theology dates from the late 1960s. However, feminist theology
was not born ex nihilo. Some of the conditions for feminist theology also
existed in earlier eras. Women in these earlier eras made some beginnings
of a critique and reconstruction of sexist paradigms in religion.

Among many female spiritual writers of the Middle Ages, such as
Hildegard of Bingen and Julian of Norwich, one finds women able to gain
some theological education, to claim and be accepted by some other women
and men as producers of theological writing, teachers, and preachers. One
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finds in their writing affirmations of positive female symbols, particularly
drawing on the Wisdom imagery for God, and women’s spiritual equality
of soul in redemption.2 What is lacking is a culture that can critique the
dominant paradigm and imagine changes of social relations between the
genders.

In the Renaissance and Reformation eras from the fourteenth to the sev-
enteenth centuries, one finds a fewwriters that apply the Protestant critique
of the medieval church, and the humanistic claims to a critical rereading
of theological texts, to gender relations. Most of Reformation and humanist
critique was used to re-enforce traditional gender roles. Among those who
spoke from the new humanistic education to claim a fuller humanity for
women is Christine de Pizan, an Italian writing in France between 1390 and
1429. In the context of current debates about women’s ‘nature’ as good or
evil, Christine de Pizan’s The Book of the City of Ladies defended women’s
capacity for virtue against misogynist diatribes by churchmen and poets.3

Another proto-feminist humanist is theGermanAgrippa vonNettesheim.
His 1529 essay ‘On the Nobility and Preeminence of the Female Sex’ mixed
defences of women’s equality with claims to their moral superiority. Most
notably, Agrippa declared that the subjugated state of women is not based
on either their natural inferiority or thewill of God, but simply is due tomale
‘tyranny’ and will to power over women.4 But these proto-feminist voices
remain isolated and do not become a movement or influential community
of discourse.

Seventeenth-century England saw something closer to a movement of
feminist discourse arising from two sources in different social contexts:
radical, apocalyptic Christianity among the popular classes, and human-
ism among the leisure class elite. The first type of feminist theology is
exemplified by Margaret Fell and the Quaker movement. Fell’s 1666 essay,
‘Women’s Preaching Justified according to the Scriptures’, reconstructed
New Testament Christianity to claimwomen’s agency as preachers. For Fell,
women’s public preaching is not simply allowed by Christ, but is the founda-
tional condition for the birth of the church as a movement of redemption.5

The second type of feminism is found in a figure such as theAnglicanhu-
manist, Mary Astell. Her 1694 book, A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, argues
for equality of education for women as a precondition of their equality in
soul development in this life and the life to come.6 Both these expressions of
seventeenth-century English feminism reflect the emergence of small com-
munities of discourse that counter the dominant culture. They can be seen
as the firstmovement of feminist theology. But they remained marginalised
because women were still so totally excluded from the dominant church,
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educational, and cultural institutions. That gender relations could be recon-
structed legally, politically, and economically was still mostly inconceivable.

Revolutionary liberalism and socialism in the late eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries mostly used their arguments against the hegemony of the
aristocracy and the capitalist class to re-enforce male domination. But they
gave new tools to some women to apply to gender relations. A few social
critics in France, England, and the United States, Olympe de Gouge, Mary
Wollstonecraft, Abigail Adams, and Frances Wright,7 sought to apply lib-
eral and socialist principles to changed social organisation to allowwomen’s
equality in a new society.

In the mid-nineteenth century, these calls for gender equality become
an organisedmovement seekingwomen’s property rights, higher education,
civil and political rights. In the United States, feminism arose in conjunc-
tion with the abolitionist movement against slavery. In this context, one
finds some of the first systematic efforts to challenge the sexist paradigms
of Christian theology that upheld the ideology of male domination. Key
figures in this American development of nineteenth-century feminist theol-
ogy are SarahGrimke (‘Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and theCondition
of Women’, 1837), Lucretia Mott (Sermons, 1840–79), and Elizabeth Cady
Stanton (especially The Women’s Bible, 1895).8

Both Grimke and Mott built on the Quaker tradition that had allowed
women’s preaching andministry since the seventeenth century. They based
their theological critique on their interpretation of the equality of the sexes
in the image of God, arguing that this represents God’s original intent for
social equality. This, they claim, has been wrongly betrayed by male domi-
nance. Sexism is a sin against women and God, distorting God’s intention
for creation. Equality between the sexes must go beyond personal relations
to social reconstruction, redeeming society and restoring creation. Stanton
takes a more radical view of the Scriptures, seeing them not simply as mis-
read by later sexist theology, but as themselves a product of sexism. In her
Women’s Bible, Stanton attacks the Bible itself as sexist, and envisions a
feminist theology and ethic emancipated from it.

The ‘first wave’ of feminism of the 1840s–1920s resulted in a partial
emancipation of women. Women were allowed access to higher education,
property rights, and the vote in the United States. Similar developments
took place in liberalised societies elsewhere, such as in England. But these
changes were absorbed into ongoing ways of enforcing gender hierarchy,
based particularly on sexual division of labour. The nineteenth century be-
ginnings of feminist theology as part of an organised feminist movement
was largely forgotten, overwhelmed by a social gospel that re-enforced the
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male family wage and women’s domestication and then the neo-orthodox
renewal of classical patriarchal Christianity. It remained until the late 1960s,
with a renewed feminist movement in the United States, for feminist the-
ology to be reborn and to discover its earlier predecessors.

The late 1960s in the USA represented a conjunction of two develop-
ments that supported the emergence of a more fully developed feminist the-
ology. First, the civil rights and anti-war movements brought a wide-ranging
critique of racial, class andmilitarist patterns that defined American society.
Initially these movements ignored gender and re-enforced male dominance
on the Left. Feminism emerged from two sources: liberal white women
in education, government, and the professions seeking fuller inclusion of
women in these institutions; and women of the Left stung by the sexist
chauvinism of leftist men. This second group of women shaped a radical
feminism that envisioned transformed social and sexual relations, including
heterosexual dominance.9

Secondly,women in theChristian churches, particularly in liberal Protes-
tantism, had been gradually acquiring access to theological education and
ministry from the late nineteenth century: Congregationalists (1853),
Unitarians, Universalists, Methodist Protestants (1870–80s). This develop-
ment flowered from 1955 to 1975 with a number of mainline Protestant
denominations approving women’s ordination: mainline Methodists and
Northern Presbyterians (1956), Lutherans (1965), Episcopalians (1975).

By the 1970s, the opening of ordination to women brought increas-
ing numbers of women students into theological schools. More and more
women earned doctoral degrees in theological fields and entered teaching
faculties. Feminist theology for the first time gained an institutional basis
in Christian theological education. The growing presence of women as stu-
dents, ministers, and teachers in churches meant that feminism had to be
translated into feminist theology. Women in these teaching and ministerial
roles had to engage in critique and reconstruction of a tradition that had his-
torically excluded them and justified their exclusion theologically, in order
to mandate their own new inclusion and leadership.

Yet these developments among liberal Protestants do not explain the
prominence of Catholic women among the American feminist theologians:
Mary Daly, Rosemary Ruether, Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza10 who begin
their feminist theological work in the late 1960s to mid-1970s, to be fol-
lowed by a number of others, such as Margaret Farley, Mary Jo Weaver,
Elizabeth Johnson, and Susan Ross.11 The emergence of Catholic women
as equal participants in feminist theology reflects another conjunction of
movements in the mid-1960s, namely the Second Vatican Council and the
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eager reception of Vatican II reform among a wing of American Catholics.
Progressive Catholic nuns adopted a feminist critique of the church and
applied it to the renewal of their religious communities.

A new ecumenism between Catholics and Protestants allowed many
Catholic women to gain a critical theological education at liberal Protestant
strongholds, such as Princeton, Yale, Harvard, Union, and Chicago theo-
logical schools, and to shape careers in theological education at Protestant
schools or at university departments of religion. A few found a base in lib-
eralised Catholic universities, such as Fordham and Notre Dame, and the
Jesuit seminaries (although at the end of the twentieth century their careers
there are under threat due to the new effort of the Vatican and American
Catholic bishops to reassert control over Catholic theological education).12

Ironically the very intransigence of the Roman Catholic Church toward
women’s aspirations for equality in the church may have spurred theolog-
ical energy, while liberal Protestantism’s openness to women in ordained
ministry lessened the challenge. While Protestant women poured into the-
ological education between 1970 and 2000, becoming 40–60 per cent of the
students in the theological schools of these denominations, much of their
energy was drawn off into the pastoral ministry, often in low-paid positions
with long hours of work, leaving little time for theological reflection and
writing.

Catholic women, lacking this outlet and rebuffed by official church sem-
inaries, attended instead interdenominational theological schools, such as
those mentioned above. The Vatican’s defence of women’s exclusion from
ordination on grounds of theological anthropology (i.e. women cannot im-
age Christ, and are not, by their very nature as female, ordainable) spurred
the need for Catholic women to examine and critique the theological ratio-
nales for these arguments. The Catholic Women’s Ordination Conference
that arose in 1975 took conscious aim at the theology and scriptural exegesis
of the Vatican position.13

By 1982, some American Catholics were becoming disenchanted with
the prospects of being ordained in such a clerical system. They began to
shape the ‘women–church movement’ as free liturgical communities for
the nurture of feminist spirituality, worship, and social service. For Catholic
feminist theologians, such as Rosemary Ruether and Mary Hunt, these au-
tonomous feminist liturgical communities also became venues for the imag-
ining of more radical feminist theology and liturgy.14

Ordained Protestant women needed to conform their ministries within
largely unchanged communities of patriarchal religious discourse. These
limitations meant that the women–church idea soon spread to Protestant
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women as well. Some Protestant feminist theologians and pastors began
to shape feminist liturgical communities, to supplement the limitations of
theirwork in official churches. In the 1990s, Protestant feminist theologians,
such as Letty Russell and Rebecca Chopp, were situating their ecclesiology
in the context of the idea of women–church.15

American women theologians emerged as feminist theologians through
various life histories and contexts. Several pioneer feminist theologianswere
educated in a pre-feminist context and then transformed their own thought
by the inclusion of feminist critique. For example, Mary Daly began her
educational journey in the late 1950s through a desire to be fully accepted
in doctoral work in Catholic scholastic philosophy. Rebuffed in this quest,
she moved to Europe where she attained a doctorate in Catholic theology
and then a second one inCatholic philosophy at theUniversity of Fribourg.16

In Europe, Daly was influenced by reading the feminist philosophy of
Simone de Beauvoir. Returning to teach at Jesuit Boston College in 1968
(where she has remained throughout her career until her ouster in 1999),17

she became increasingly radicalised by her application of feminist critique
to an intransigent church. This drew Daly from feminist reform to a radical
rejection of Christianity and all patriarchal cultures, and an effort to think
of feminist spirituality outside of and against ‘phallocratic’ discourse, a
development somewhat parallel to French feminists, such as Irigaray.18

Rosemary Ruether, as a Catholic growing up in an ecumenical con-
text, and Letty Russell as a Presbyterian followed somewhat parallel paths.
Both were deeply shaped by participation in the Civil Rights and Anti-War
movements of the 1960s: Ruether through work in the Delta Ministry in
Mississippi in 1965 and teaching at Howard University School of Religion,
á black Protestant Divinity School (1965–76), and Russell through working
as a minister in the innovative East Harlem Protestant parish in the same
period. Both developed their first theological reflections in the context of a
liberation theology critical of class and race oppression, and then expanded
and transformed this paradigm through feminism in the early 1970s.

Other important American feminist theologians of this first genera-
tion are Sallie McFague and Beverly Harrison. Trained in neo-orthodoxy,
McFague pioneered work in epistemological questions of theological lan-
guage. Beginning in 1982, she developed a series of books that translated this
inquiry into feminist and ecological terms.19 Ethicist Beverly Harrison situ-
ated her work in class, race, and gender terms in the early 1970s. Harrison’s
teaching has been crucial to the training of a second generation of femi-
nist theologians and ethicists at Union Theological Seminary in New York
City.20
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Carter Heyward was one such feminist theologian to emerge under
Harrison’s tutelage. An Episcopalian, Heyward shaped her theological
identity in the 1970s in the struggle for women’s ordination in that church,
justifying her own participation in the first wave of ‘illegal’ ordinations in
her 1975 book, A Priest Forever. Her 1980 doctoral dissertation, published
under the title, The Redemption of God, pioneered a feminist view of God
as the matrix of ‘right relation’, decisively challenging the traditional male,
transcendental view of deity. Heyward was also the first feminist theologian
to begin to write explicitly as a lesbian. Through her work and that of other
lesbian feminists, such as Mary Hunt, the critique of ‘heterosexism’ has
become an additional optic for viewing the patterns of sexism in Christian
theology.21

By the late 1970s and early 80s, enough feminist theologians were es-
tablished on teaching faculties of theological schools that the new genera-
tion of students could study and write their dissertations out of a feminist
paradigm, rather than having to invent that paradigm over against a the-
ology that ignored gender issues, as had been the case with the pioneer
writers of the early 1970s. Feminist theology was becoming an established
part of the discourse of American theological schools. By the 1990s, liberal
theological schools had five to ten women scholars across theological fields
and even more conservative schools employed some women faculty.

Feminists from evangelical churches have also sought to develop their
distinctive theological voice. Letha Scanzoni and Nancy Hardesty pioneered
an evangelical approach to women’s liberation in their 1986 volume, All
We’re Meant to Be. Evangelical feminists eschew a radical critique of the
Bible and affirm its adequacy for women’s emancipation from sexism in
church and society. The magazine, Daughters of Sarah, and the Evangelical
Women’s Caucus (both discontinued) for awhile nurtured feminist readings
of Christianity that held on to more traditional views of biblical authority.

American feminist theology was also diversifying as African American,
Hispanic, and Asian women entered theological schools. Many found their
feminist theological teachers oblivious to racial differences in women’s ex-
periences, just as the earlier generation had found their male teachers obliv-
ious to gender differences. Yet the roots of many feminist theologians in
the Civil Rights struggle made them ready to hear such questions. African
American, Hispanic, and Asian women began to gain their distinctive the-
ological voices.

African American women claimed the name of ‘Womanism’ for their
theological perspective, rooted in the conjunction of sexism and racism in
American society. Delores Williams, Jacquelyn Grant, Katie Cannon, Emilie
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Townes, Linda Thomas, Marcia Riggs, Cheryl Gilkes, Shawn Copeland,
Karen Baker-Fletcher, and Jamie Phelps are among this emerging generation
of womanist theologians.22 Hispanic women, such as Ada Marı́a Isasi-Dı́az,
also began to claim their theological voice out of their cultural context,
coining the name ‘Mujerista’ theologians.23

Many Hispanic and Asian women are immigrants or visitors who re-
main ‘cross-border’ theologians. Some Hispanic feminists, such as Mexican
Maria Pilar Aquino teaching in San Diego, identify more with the networks
of feminist theologians in Latin America. Aquino calls herself a Latina
Feminist, rather than a Mujerista theologian.24 Asian women, such as Kwok
Pui-lan and Chung Hyun Khung, received their theological training and are
presently teaching in the USA, but speak more from their Asian contexts
in Hong Kong and Korea.25

American women from other religious traditions have also begun to
find their feminist voice. Judith Plaskow pioneered Jewish feminist theol-
ogy with her 1990 book Standing Again at Sinai. Buddhist women, par-
ticularly American converts, began to examine both the religious practice
and the teachings of Buddhism from a feminist perspective. Rita Gross’
1993 Buddhism after Patriarchy is the pioneering text for a feminist reading
of Buddhism. Some feminists who began in Christian theological studies
concluded that patriarchy is too deeply entrenched in this tradition to be
capable of feminist transformation. Carol Christ has been a major voice
for American religious feminists who have turned to Wiccan or neo-pagan
spirituality for sustenance.26

In the 1900s, American feminist theology increasingly reflects both
American cultural diversity and many new dimensions of social concerns.
The ecological crisis has reshaped the way feminists look at human–nature
relations, causing many feminist theologians to write from an ‘ecofeminist’
perspective. Ruether andDaly had such concerns already in the early1970s,27

and McFague has reshaped her theological work to situate it in the human–
nature relation. Epistemological questions, often sparked by postmodern
challenges, have also become an important area of feminist theological
discourse.28

Feminist theological writing has proliferated, with more and more spe-
cialised work in all fields, such as Hebrew Scripture, New Testament, church
history, ethics, pastoral psychology, preaching and worship, as well as sys-
tematic theology. These are no longer confined to a feminist ‘ghetto’ in
professional theology, but are found in most areas of inquiry. Yet the hos-
tility of many churches to feminist questions has widened the gap between
church and academy. More and more women are coming to theological
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schools to train for ministry, yet many still come with little knowledge of
feminist theological thought and are even warned against it by their pastors.

This chapter has dwelt at some length on American contributions to the
emergence of feminist theology, but by the 1980s European, LatinAmerican,
Asian, and African women were also finding their distinctive feminist the-
ological voices. American feminist theology emerged slightly earlier and
helped spark developments in other continents for several reasons. As
a nation of immigrants with no established church since the American
Revolution, religion inAmerica is extremely plural and lacks the anticlerical-
ismmore typical of Europe. This means that new social movements, includ-
ing feminism, find bases in some parts of the churches, rather than being
expressed as secular liberal or Marxist movements hostile to the churches
(although this also exists).

The plurality of churches also means a plurality of church colleges and
theological schools that offer a base for education and employment for femi-
nist theologians. The greater rigidity of theological faculties in Europeanuni-
versities has provided much less opportunity for feminist scholars. France,
with its strong anti-clerical tradition against Roman Catholicism, still has
no significant movement of feminist theology, even though it has strong ex-
pressions of feminism and feminist theory. In Germany, women were first
ordained in the 1960s, and feminist theology began to be explored among
women theological students. But German feminist scholars have seldom
been offered theological chairs.

Yet some pioneer feminist theology began in Europe in the mid-1960s.
Elizabeth Grossmann29 taught for years in Japan because she was unable
to obtain a professorship in Germany. Kari Børresen’s feminist reading of
Augustine and Aquinas was written in French in 1968, to be rediscovered
and translated into English in 1981.30 Dorothee Sölle started her theolog-
ical writing with a Marxist liberation perspective. She became explicitly
feminist in her writings in the 1980s, partly spurred by conversations
with feminists at Union Theological Seminary where she taught for many
years.31 Sölle’s has been a theology distinctively rooted in the German expe-
rience of Nazism, the Holocaust, and the Anti-War movement. In Holland,
Catharina Halkes held the first chair of feminist theology at the University
of Nijmegen in 1983, providing a base for the training of Dutch women.
Halkes has focussed on feminist theological anthropology and, more re-
cently, ecofeminism.32

In England, a number of university theological faculties have become ba-
ses for feminist study and teaching since themid-1980s.MaryGrey (whowas
Halkes’ successor at Nijmegen), Ursula King at Lancaster and then Bristol
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University, Elaine Graham at Manchester, Grace Jantzen at King’s College
London and now Manchester, Christine Trevett at Wales, Lisa Isherwood at
St Marks and St Johns in Plymouth, and Janet Martin Soskice in Cambridge
are among a rising generation of women theologians offering feminist the-
ological studies in Britain. Daphne Hampson at St Andrew’s University in
Scotland has become the spokesperson for a post-Christian theology that
rejects the adequacy of Christianity for a feminist revisionist reading.33

Irishwomen are also shaping a distinctive theological voice, represented
by theologians such as Mary Condren, Katherine Zappone, and Ann Marie
Gilligan.34 The School of Feminist Theology of Britain and Ireland and its
journal, Feminist Theology, have nurtured a larger community of feminist
discourse. The feminist theological network, Women in Theology (wit),
gave a forum for Britishwomen theologians to exchange views. Significantly
it was discontinued in 1999 because the growing presence of feminist the-
ologians in British universities was seen to havemade it no longer necessary.
The European Society ofWomen for Theological Research, founded in 1985,
networks European feminist theologians and holds a conference in various
European venues every two years.

Roman Catholic women are well represented in European feminist the-
ology. Børresen, Halkes, Grey, King, Isherwood, Condren, Zappone, and
Gilligan are Catholics. Yet their feminist work has emerged primarily in
an ecumenical context. The theological schools of Holland, Protestant and
Catholic, have been receptive to feminist theology, even mandating it as a
required theological subject for all students at the foundational level. This
has given a base for a number of women to teach feminist studies there.
Yet the increasingly reactionary stance of the Vatican has affected the re-
forming élan of Dutch Catholicism. Many Dutch Catholic feminists have
turned away from any hope of church reform to pursue feminist theory on
a more academic level or to focus on social issues, such as violence against
women.

Catholic women in predominantly Catholic countries in Europe find it
hard to establish a base in university or church controlled settings. Mary
Condren received her doctoral degree from Harvard Divinity School in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. The Mount Oliver Institute of pastoral theol-
ogy where she taught briefly was closed by the local bishop. Irish feminists
have developed their own networks. They publish the journal of feminist
spirituality, Womanspirit. Feminist theologians also find great barriers in
Italy and Spain. Italian feminists often teach through other fields such as
art history. ChurchhistorianCarlaRicci teaches in this field under the faculty
of Political Science at the University of Bologna.35
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The 1980s also saw a lively development of feminist theology in Latin
America, Asia, and Africa. Latin America had feminist movements in the
1920s that sought civil rights for women. A new wave of feminism in the
1970s focussed on issues of sexuality, reproductive rights, and violence to
women. More like France than the United States, Latin American feminism
has been secular and anti-clerical against Roman Catholic dominance. In
the late 1960s, Latin American male theologians, such as Gustavo Gutiérrez,
developed a liberation theology that centred on poverty and the dependency
of Latin American economies on neo-colonial domination. These liberation
theologians ignored gender issues and mostly were oblivious to racial sub-
cultures, indigenous peoples, and Africans.

In the mid-1970s, Latin Americans joined with African and Asian the-
ologians to create the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians
(eatwot). This association became a base for mutual support for theolo-
gies of the ‘South’ that challenge North American and European hegemony.
African and Asian theologians questioned the Latin American emphasis on
class analysis and economic exploitation, arguing for the need in their con-
texts to discuss religious and cultural plurality. A few women theologians
began to be present at these meetings: Mercy Amba Oduyoye from Ghana,
Virginia Fabella and Mary John Manazan from the Philippines, Marianne
Katoppo from Indonesia, Sun Ai Park from Korea, Ivone Gebara and Elsa
Tamez from Latin America. When they challenged the lack of attention
to gender issues, initially they received a cold shoulder from their male
colleagues, who were disposed to regard feminism as a ‘First World’ and
‘bourgeois’ issue.

In 1983 at a joint meeting of eatwot and First World (North American
and European) liberation theologians in Geneva, the women theologians
from all continents joined together to support the Third World women in
their demand for attention to gender issues. The result was the foundation
of the Women’s Commission of eatwot that supported a process by which
Third World women could contextualise their own theological reflections
in their national and regional situations. This resulted in a series of consul-
tations of women theologians; first national meetings and then continental
(Asian, African, and Latin American) conferences. In 1986, an interconti-
nental meeting took place that brought women theologians together from
the three regions.36

TheWomen’sCommissionhas continued as an intercontinental network
whose leaders meet regularly. They have helped nurture networks of com-
munication, journals, and conferences in each region. In 1994, a fourth con-
ference brought Third and First World feminist theologians together, with
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some inclusion of Eastern European and Middle Eastern representatives.37

In Latin America, a few theological schools provide feminist theological
training. Most notable is the Latin American biblical University in Costa
Rica, with Elsa Tamez as president, that draws students from all over
Central America, the Caribbean, and Latin America. The Methodist The-
ological Institute in Sao Paulo Brazil, with Nancy Cardoso Pereira and Ivone
Richter Reimer, the Pontifical Catholic University in Rio de Janeiro with
Margarida Brandao,Maria Clara Bingemer, andAnaMarı́a Tepedino,Wanda
Deifelt at the Lutheran Seminary in Sao Leopoldo, Brazil are among these
schools.38

Several grassroots feminist networks organise women’s ministries, con-
ferences, and publications, such as Talitha Cumi in Lima, Peru and the Con-
spirando Collective in Santiago, Chile. Catholic women’s religious orders,
particularly the Maryknoll Sisters and lay missioners, provide important
support for these initiatives. Theologians, such as Ivone Gebara39 (teaching
in Sao Paulo after the progressive seminary created by Helder Camera in
Recife, Brazil, was closed by a new conservative bishop) has focussed partic-
ularly on an ecofeminist theological method. Ecofeminism is also central to
the work of Con-spirando, which subtitles itself as Revista Latinoamericana
deEcofeminismo, Espiritualidad yTeologia. Indigenous andAfricanBrazilian
feminist perspectives are also beginning to emerge in Latin America.

African women theologians have been organising through the Circle
of Concerned African Women Theologians, developing a journal and other
publications. In the 1960s, African and black theological movements emerg-
ed in African nations struggling against Western neo-colonialism. African
theologies focussed on values of traditional African cultures and their inte-
gration into biblical hermeneutics and Christian theology. Black Theology
was shaped in South Africa in the struggle against apartheid,40 with input
from James Cone and the Black Theology movement of the United States.
As in Latin America, women and gender issues were largely ignored.

African women theologians have claimed their distinctive voice by
bringing together the themes of inculturation and liberation. They ques-
tion the romanticisation of traditional African cultures, pointing out their
oppression of women. They also critique the sexism of the Christian tradi-
tion and its alliance with colonialism, but find positive resources in it for
women’s emancipation. African women evaluate traditional practices such
as polygamy and menstrual taboos, the women’s work roles, sexuality, re-
production, and family life. The treatment of widows and inheritance, the
pervasive belief in evil spirits, and the scapegoating of women as witches
in times of misfortune are areas of particular concern.
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African women also find areas of empowerment for women in tradi-
tional culture, as cult leaders and healers, as farmers and craftswomen, as
liberators in myth and folk story. They also claim the Christian traditions
of the equality of all persons in God’s image. They see Jesus as ancestor
and liberator who sides with the poor and the oppressed. They claim the
church as spirit-filled healing community and redemptive hope for a new
era of justice and peace, rereading these themes from an African women’s
perspective.41

African women theologians work ecumenically from both mainline
Protestant and Catholic traditions. They belong to the small educated pro-
fessional classes of their societies. Many got their doctorates in Belgium,
Britain, or the United States. They teach at university departments of re-
ligion and pastoral institutes. Mercy Amba Oduyoye, formerly Deputy
General Secretary of the World Council of Churches in Geneva, has been a
major organiser for the promotion of the African women’s theology.42

Recently she returned to Ghana to develop the work of the Trinity Theo-
logical College in Legon. Another leading writer and organiser is Musimbi
Kanyoro, a Kenyan Lutheran, presently General Secretary of the World
ywca inGeneva, andCo-ordinator of theCircle ofConcernedAfricanWomen
Theologians.
Other leading African women theologians are Rosemary Edet (dece-

ased), a Nigerian Roman Catholic Sister who taught Religious Studies; Bette
Ekeya, a lay Catholic teaching in African traditional religions at the Nairobi
University; Teresa Okure, a Catholic sister with a doctorate in Scripture
who teaches at the Catholic Institute of West Africa in Port Harcourt,
Nigeria; Elizabeth Amoah, a Methodist teaching in African Religions at
the University of Ghana in Legon, and Teresa Hinga, a Kenyan lay Catholic
presently teaching at DePaul University in Chicago, USA.

Asian women theologians have a history of inter-Asian organising that
goes back to the early 1980s. In 1982, Sun Ai Park, an ordained Korean
women whose husband was a leader in the World Council of Churches,
created the Asian women’s theological journal, In God’s Image. The journal
has grown into a major publication with contributors across Asia. In 1988,
Sun Ai Park founded the Asian Women’s Resource Center for Culture and
Theology for publication and the organisation of conferences. The journal
and Center has continued after Sun Ai Park’s death in 1999 and presently
is based in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

Asian women have strong national networks in several countries, most
notably the Philippines, Korea, and India. In the Philippines, Mary John
Manazan, President of St Scholastica College, has founded a Women’s
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Institute that sponsors conferences and publications of Filipina women’s lit-
erary, sociological, and theological writings, in English and Tagalog. Filipina
feminist theologians see themselves as developing a feminist reading of the
‘theology of struggle’ that emerged in the Philippines in the struggle against
dictatorship and economic oppression. They are interested in reclaiming
pre-colonial Filipino myth and stories that empower women.43

Filipina Protestant women, such as feminist theologian Elizabeth Tapia,
professor at the United Theological Seminary in Cavite, are an integral part
of this circle. Although the Catholic women cannot be ordained, they have a
strong independent base for their social activism and theological reflections
through their women’s religious orders. They are also closely related to the
Filipina feminist movement. Mary John Manazan, for example, has also
been the president of Gabriela, the main umbrella organisation for Filipina
feminism.

While Christians are the majority population in the Philippines, in
South Korea they are about a third of the population, mostly Protestants.
Much of Korean Protestantism is conservative and has been slow to ordain
women. But there is a progressive wing of Christians who have been in-
volved in the struggle against dictatorship. This struggle sparked the Korean
liberation theology movement, ‘Minjung’ (People’s) theology in the 1960s.
Male Minjung theologians initially ignored gender issues. Korean women
involved in the popular struggle, however, began to develop their own net-
works for action and theological reflection.

The Korean ywca, ChurchWomen United, and the Korean Association
of Women Theologians are among such networks. Sun Ai Park and the
Asian Women’s Resource Center, located in Seoul for many years, was also
a major catalyst. Korean Christian women have taken up several issues spe-
cific to their history: the reunification of North and South Korea, the abuse
of women in the sex-tourist trade (an issue for women in many Asian coun-
tries), and advocacy for Korean slave workers in Japan who were survivors
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The demand for reparations to Korean women
enslaved as sex workers by the Japanese military during the Second World
War had become a particular focus.

Korean feminist theologian, Chung Hyun Khung has made this issue
central to her reflections on the sufferings of Korean women. Chung writes
particularly on the theme of han (unrequited suffering) and the healing
of women from their particular han (han-puri), bringing together a power-
ful mix of biblical liberation themes, Korean religious images drawn from
Buddhism and shamanism, pictorial images and dance in her presentat-
ions.44 Korean women theologians have also supported the struggles of
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exploited womenworkers, and a small women–churchmovement that gath-
ers women across classes developed through this struggle.

In India, Christians are a tiny percentage of the population. Christians
include educated elites and those drawn from tribal and ‘untouchable’
groups. Networks of feminist theology have developed among Catholics and
Protestants. The All India Christian Women’s Council and wina (Women’s
Institute for New Awakening) have held conferences on feminist theology
and sponsored research and publication. Local groups, such as Satyashodak
(Searchers for Truth) in Bombay work on issues of women in church and so-
ciety. The Lutheran Seminary in Gurukul has made both women and ‘Dalit’
(Untouchable) theology areas of particular attention.45

Indian feminism has done significant work on issues of oppression of
women in society. Female feticide and dowry deaths (the killing of brides
to obtain another dowry from another bride), both expressions of the low
status of women in Indian society, have been particular foci of concern.
Feminist theology in India is supported by both a lively movement at the
grassroots level and women’s studies in sociological and historical issues at
universities.

This very brief survey of the emergence of feminist theology, particu-
larly in the last thirty years of the twentieth century, has made it evident
that feminist theology is global. Christian women theologians across the
globe are concerned with common themes of critique of sexist symbols in
Christianity and the reconstruction of the symbolism for God, Christ, hu-
manity and nature, sin, and salvation, to affirmwomen’s full and equivalent
humanity. But women theologians in each context take up issues particular
to their societies and histories and draw on cultural resources before and
beyond Christianity to envision a more just and loving world.
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2 Feminist theology as intercultural discourse
kwok pui - lan

Feminist theology has become a global movement as women with differ-
ent histories and cultures challenge patriarchal teachings and practices of
the church and articulate their faith and understanding of God. Feminist
theology is no more defined by the interests of middle-class European and
American women and by Eurocentric frameworks and mind-set. Its scope
has been much broadened to encompass the theological voices of women
from the ThirdWorld and fromminority communities in the United States.
These newer theological partners have created new names for their theo-
logical movements, utilised new resources as theological data, challenged
established norms of interpretation, and raised significant questions about
the production of theological knowledge.

This chapter considers the ways in which feminist theology has been
challenged by the emerging awareness of cultural diversity among women,
and has creatively forged new insights in the midst of intercultural critique,
dialogue, and partnership. Culture is defined by Mercy Amba Oduyoye of
Ghana as ‘a people’s world-view, way of life, values, philosophy of life, the
psychology that governs behaviour, their sociology and social arrangements,
all that they have carved and cultured out of their environment to differen-
tiate their style of life from other peoples’.1 As the ‘life-world’ of a people,
culture has become a site of struggle as people who have experienced colo-
nialism, slavery, exploitation, and genocide reclaim their cultural identity
and their sense of who they are after a long history of oppression. Women
in these marginalised communities have to negotiate their cultural identi-
ties in multiple and complex ways, taking into consideration gender, class,
race, and other differences. Cultural difference has been a focal point of con-
tention when women debate on identity politics, the politics of ‘difference’,
and solidarity among women across racial, cultural, and religious bound-
aries. Feminist theology must pay attention to how women from diverse
cultural and social contexts articulate their differences as a result of culture,
language, and social realities, without assuming that women’s experience
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is everywhere the same. As a theological movement, feminist theology will
be strengthened by the multicultural, multivocal, and multireligious char-
acter of women’s expressions of faith that bear witness to the inclusive and
compassionate God.

In celebrating cultural diversity among women and in lifting every
voice, women of faith should not lose sight of the new challenges brought
about by the age of globalisation and transnationalism. For today, the politics
of cultural difference is no more fought only in terms of Third World/First
World, black/white, national/global, or racial minority/majority. Women in
every part of the world are faced with the impacts of global capitalism
and transnationalism that seek to incorporate all sectors of the global econ-
omy into their logic of commodification and to assume a homogenisation
of global culture, especially through the mass media and the information
superhighway.2 Religious reflection and theological analysis must not be
seen as separate domains with their own practices, immune from the global
processes of economic restructuring and social and cultural formation. Em-
bedded in the cultural politics of global capitalism, feminist theologians
must articulate an alternative vision of cultural resistance, contestation,
and difference, as well as solidarity among women.

This chapter will be divided into three parts. The first part discusses
the intercultural origins of feminist theology from different parts of the
world. The second part focusses on the critique of universalising in Euro-
American women’s theology and the different attempts to articulate dif-
ferences among women. The last section discusses the future of feminist
theology in the age of globalisation and transnationalism.

the intercultural orig ins
of feminist theology

Feminist theology is pluralistic and diverse, rooted inwomen’s religious
experiences, struggles, action and reflection, dreams and hopes. When de-
scribing this diverse and multifaceted theological movement, scholars tend
to give primacy to the contributions of women of European descent. They
are considered ‘fore-mothers’ who have laid the foundation of the disci-
pline, upon which others can build.3 The assumption is that white femi-
nist theology appeared first on the scene, and its emergence made possible
the development of black women’s theology, Hispanic women’s theology
and various Third World feminist theologies. Such a reading is not only
Eurocentric, it alsomystifies and obscures the profoundly intercultural char-
acter of feminist theology. I want to argue that feminist theology is not only
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multicultural, rooted in multiple communities and cultural contexts, but
is also intercultural because these different cultures are not isolated but
intertwined with one another as a result of colonialism, slavery, and cul-
tural hegemony of the West. By intercultural, I mean the interaction and
juxtaposition, as well as tension and resistance when two or more cultures
are brought together sometimes organically and sometimes through violent
means in the modern period.

A powerful myth that sustains colonial authority is the construction
of ‘the West and the rest’, which assumes that Western culture and his-
tory is qualitatively different and separated from those of the rest of the
world. Within this framework, Western women’s development of self-
consciousness and their theological pursuit are seen as different, having
little to do with women in other parts of the world. Such an interpretation
is biased and unfounded, as a brief review of both the first- and second-
wave feminist movements will demonstrate. Historians have increasingly
paid attention to how the leaders of the first wave of women’s movement in
nineteenth-century America used racial discourses to justify their causes of
abolitionism, benevolence, suffragism,missionary ideology, and feminism.4

Comparing their second-class status to the slaves, they argued that it was
not fair for black men to have the vote, while white women with nobler
nature and much better education were deprived of the privilege to do so.
White women at that time were seen as the angels in the home. The cult
of womanhood, defined by gentility and domesticity, was actually based on
the image of a ‘white lady’, whose existence often relied on the exploitation
of the labour of black women. At the same time, the expansion of colonies
provided new opportunities for women on both sides of the Atlantic to
organise mission societies, to raise funds, and to carve out a sphere of influ-
ence in the church. In the name of saving their ‘heathen’ sisters, European
and white American women set out to explore new roles as missionaries,
explorers, educators, and ethnographers, roles that were previously denied
them by the constraints of Victorian gender norms. Women’s changing sta-
tus and their increasing organisational power, both in the church and in
the political arena, prompted their critique of church teachings on women
and patriarchal elements in the Bible. Elizabeth Cady Stanton published
The Woman’s Bible in such a climate at the end of the nineteenth century.

The second wave of feminism emerged in the wake of the Civil Rights
movement and the Black Power movement of the 1960s with the advent
of the black consciousness era. The 1960s also saw intense nationalistic
struggles in many parts of the Third World, and student protests around
the globe. The demand for desegregation and civil liberties within the USA
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and decolonised struggles abroad heightened white women’s awareness of
their oppression within the church and society. In The Church and Second
Sex, Mary Daly argues that the image of the self-sacrificing Eternal Woman
in the Catholic church exacts a heavy toll on women’s psyche similar to
the effects racist myths have on black people.5 Having worked in East
Harlem, Letty Russell introduced the feminist perspective in what she has
learned from the Civil Rights movement and liberation theology from Latin
America in Human Liberation in a Feminist Perspective: A Theology.6 The
emergence of white feminist theology in the contemporary period was not
an isolated phenomenon, but was embedded in the larger political, cultural,
and social configurations of its time. The construction of white women’s
selfhood and emancipation was influenced by the intercultural encounter
with people of other races and cultures.

The origins of feminist theology from minority communities in the
USA and in the Third World are complex, as these women have to chal-
lenge sexism within their culture simultaneously with racism, colonialism,
and economic exploitation. Tracing the emergence of black feminist con-
sciousness, Katie Geneva Cannon describes how the struggle against white
supremacy andmale superiority led blackwomen to reread the Bible for sus-
tenance, hope, and empowerment.7 Patricia Hill Collins has characterised
the unique standpoint of black women as ‘outsiders-within’ because they
have a distinct view of the contradictions between white people’s actions
and ideologies.8 Black women are not only marginalised by the white so-
ciety but also by male chauvinism in the black church and black religion.
The Black Power movement was dominated by men, and black theology in
general has left out black women’s stories and experiences.

Underscoring the multiple oppressions of black women, African
American theologian Delores Williams uses the biblical figure of Hagar
to illuminate black women’s struggles for survival, quality of life, and eco-
nomic empowerment.9 To counteract stereotypical negative images of black
women, black women theologians have discovered the beauty of black
women’s culture and the strength and moral wisdom of black women.
Many have adopted the term ‘womanist’ as coined by Alice Walker in 1983
to name their theological project. A womanist is a black feminist who is
responsible, in charge, outrageous, audacious, and courageous, who loves
other women and appreciates black women’s culture and history.10 Delving
deeper into their cultural heritage, Karen Baker-Fletcher notes: ‘Womanist
theologians and ethicists have dusted off forgotten and neglected texts, re-
covered the memories of living Black women in the aural–oral tradition,
and lifted theological and ethical themes from such cultural resources.’11
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Hispanic/Latinawomen in theUSAname their theological reflection and
praxis ‘mujerista theology’. According to Ada Marı́a Isasi-Dı́az: ‘A mujerista
is someone who makes a preferential option for Latina women and for their
struggle for liberation.Mujerista understand their struggle for liberation as a
communal praxis. They understand that their task is to gather their people’s
hopes and expectations about justice and peace.’12 Hispanic/Latino people
are racially and culturally diverse, formed by the mixing of different races,
languages, and cultures.Mestizaje is the mixture of white people and native
people in Latin America and Caribbean;mulatez is themixture of white peo-
ple and black people.Mujerista theology comes frommestizaje andmulatez
cultures, formed by the intermingling of Amerindian, African, and Spanish
cultural elements to create something new. To unpack the multilayered
stories of Hispanic/Latina women and to understand their lived experience,
Isasi-Dı́az has used ethnographical methods in cultural anthropology.13

Listening to many stories and multiple voices,mujerista theological inquiry
becomes more interdisciplinary as new data and methods are used.

Christianitywas brought to the ThirdWorldwith gunboats and cannons
in the colonial period. Third World women have ambivalent relationships
with Christian culture: on the one hand, Christianity has been an integral
part of the colonial discourse, and, on the other hand, Christianwomen have
found liberating vision in the Bible and in their faith. Missionaries brought
with themnot only theBible and theChristian religion, but also their cultural
assumptions of womanhood, gender roles, and sexuality. Colonial feminism
elevated the social status of white women inWestern culture and contrasted
it with the subordination of women in non-Western cultures. These cultures
were seen as ‘primitive’ and ‘uncivilised’ because they practised zenanas
and harems, female infanticide and suttee, concubinage and polygamy, foot-
binding and childmarriage. The social progress of other races wasmeasured
in terms of howmuch they conformed toWesternmiddle-class gender relat-
ions,whichwere vigorously promotedby the church and themissionschools.

In the struggle for national independence and in reclaiming cultural
identity, Third World men look at colonial feminism with scorn and rein-
scribe what they believe to be ‘traditional’ gender roles. Third World fem-
inist theologians, therefore, have to fight against feminism imposed from
outside as well as the misogyny of Third World men who put women down
in the name of protecting their national culture. Mercy Amba Oduyoye,
for example, has criticised Western feminists’ obsession with the issue of
female circumcision, without paying attention to survival and economic
exploitation of African women. She also challenges African men who create
myths of homogenous national and cultural identity: ‘Why do I cringe every
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time I read African self-identity or African authenticity? Then I realized that
it is male writers who make me cringe . . .When they acknowledge that the
past is not all golden, are they saying that these “ungolden” aspects include
the dehumanization of women, and that these should be eliminated?’14

Similar to Oduyoye, other ThirdWorld feminist theologians have to engage
in intercultural critique when they articulate their theology. Latin American
theologian Elsa Tamez writes:

A struggle against violence toward women has to place its analysis
within its own culture and in relation to the foreign patriarchal
imposition of other cultures. If this is not done, we deceive ourselves,
because all cultures, in one form or another, to a greater or lesser
degree, have legitimized the power of men over women, and this has
generated the violence of the superior against the subordinate, who is
considered inferior. This violence is, in turn, doubled when one
culture dominates another.15

Third World feminist theologians have the double tasks of challenging
androcentric myths and practices in their culture and in Christianity. They
have also creatively usedwomen’s cultural resources such as songs, writings,
poetry, and performances.16 Some have begun to use newer tools from post-
colonial theory and cultural studies to assist their work.

The emphasis on the intercultural character of feminist theology under-
scores that women’s contexts, though diverse, are closely connected with
one another because of the legacy of slavery, colonialism, and genocide.
Though rooted in the experiences of a particular racial or cultural group,
feminist theology has always been developed as a result of the interaction
or confrontation of different cultures. This insight challenges us to think of
culture as fluid and open-ended, constantly reworked by women, and calls
for amultifaceted and nuanced discussion of cultural difference, looking for
both the points of departure and the areas of intersection and overlapping.
At the same time, it safeguards against a monolithic understanding of femi-
nist theology through universalising the experiences of one social group or
a parochial conception that privileges the epistemological viewpoint of the
group to which one belongs.

crit ique of universal is ing and
discourse on difference

Since the 1980s, the tendency of Euro-American feminist theologians
to generalise their experiences as if they speak for all women has been
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criticised by both white scholars and women of colour. When these femi-
nist theologians charge that traditional male theology has left out women’s
experiences, they generally have in mind the experiences of middle-class
white women. Sheila Greeve Davaney has challenged white feminist theolo-
gians’ use of women’s experience as a foundation or a normative claim
for feminist theology. She says the appeal to women’s experience is to
‘assert a universal and common essence that somehow defined women as
women, and that laid the basis for feminist solidarity aswell as providing the
content for feminist reflection’.17 She suggests a historicist understanding
of women’s existence and warns against universalising white women’s
experience to cover up racial and class privileges.

Euro-American feminist theology is influenced by the intellectual cli-
mate and feminist theory developed at the time. The early wave of feminist
theory, produced by SherryOrtner, Gayle Rubin, andNancyChodorow in the
1970s, did not pay sufficient attention to cultural and historical specificity.
These theorists were trying to search for grand theoretical explanations for
the social reproduction of gender andwomen’s universal subordinate status.
White feminist theologians, too, assumed that patriarchy was the common
enemy of women and set out to exorcise Christianity from its androcentric
symbols and practices. But, as DeloresWilliams points out, blackwomen are
not oppressed only by men, but by white women as well. White women’s
critique of patriarchy is less valid as a tool to analyse black women’s op-
pression because, although white women are oppressed by patriarchy, they
at the same time enjoy the protection and privileges accorded to them by
the white patriarchal American institutions.18 Responding to the challenges
of women of colour, biblical scholar Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza proposes
to shift from patriarchy, based on gender dualism, to kyriarchy (the rule of
emperor/master/lord/father/husband over his subordinates), to signal more
comprehensive, interlocking and multiplicative forms of oppression.19

Euro-American feminist theologians find that the understanding of hu-
mannature by traditionalmale theologians is fundamentally flawedbecause
they have failed to take notice that human beings are gendered. Following
Valerie Saiving, some feminist theologians believe that women’s sin is not
pride, disobedience, or egotism because these characteristics reflect the ex-
periences of men who enjoy more power in society than women. Instead,
women’s problem or sin is the failure to assume responsibility, sloth, the
lack of ego, and triviality.20 Such anthropological understanding locates sin
primarily in the individual without placing it in the larger contexts of the
social and political. The gendered self that emerges from these theological
constructions reflects the experiences of white middle-class women and not
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the majority of women of colour, who have to assume crucial responsibility
for the survival of their family and community.

Rebecca Chopp, in a crucial essay, provides a plausible explanation of
why some of the first generation of feminist theologians would universalise
their experiences and subscribe to an essentialist viewpoint. She observes
that most of these ‘liberal’, white Protestant and Catholic theologians share
the theoretical assumptions of modern theory. She summarises the three-
point structure of modern theory as: (1) the belief in a coherent self with
an essential structure, (2) the belief that there exists a true form of reason
to understand the essential structures of the self and the world, and
(3) the belief that history and culture can be communicated and understood
through language without ambiguities. Modern theory, Chopp suggests,
‘understands itself as uncovering the foundations of existence, objectively
stating them for the beneficial use of humankind, and communicating them
through the translucent medium of language’.21

But Chopp’s postmodern critique of the modernist understanding of
self, reason, and language does not interrogate the racial prejudice of many
of the influential thinkers who shaped modern consciousness, including
Locke, Hume, and Kant.22 The greatest irony of the Enlightenment was that
the beliefs of equality, liberty, and dignity of human beings were used to
justify slavery and colonialism. Enlightenment thinkers created categories
of people based on racial and cultural groupings: the ‘exotic’, ‘oriental’, and
‘East’ and the more specific ones like ‘Negro’, ‘Indian’, and ‘Jews’. These
people were seen either as less than human or as exotic or primitive souls
needing the guidance of the Man of Reason. They saw the civilising mission
of the West as to bring the benefits of capitalist development and Western
civilisation to the colonised to broaden the latter’s freedom. The failure to
see that other cultures have their logic and reason and the universalising of
Western experience are expressions of colonial motive.

Aware of the danger of universalising, womanist, mujerista, and fem-
inist theologians around the world have stressed the differences among
women, and intense debates around the politics of identity have taken place.
As scholars use different theoretical frameworks to discuss identity and sub-
jectivity of women, several discourses on difference have emerged in the
past several decades.23 Although these discourses have their own history
and institutional sites, they are not isolated but often overlap with one an-
other. The first discourse emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s when
Jacquelyn Grant, Delores Williams, and other womanist theologians spoke
about the ‘multiple oppression’ or ‘triple jeopardy’ of black women. In her
1979 article, ‘Black Theology and the Black Woman’, Grant charges that
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black women are marginalised as black and as women, as well as discrim-
inated against by the black churches and by black theology.24 Williams’
provocative essay ‘The Colour of Feminism’ challenges that when white
feminist theology ignores the concerns of black and poor women, its claims
are exclusive and imperialistic as the Christian patriarchy it opposes.25 Black
feminist scholars have insisted that the universal human, stripped of all par-
ticularities, does not exist. The liberal ideal of the equality of human beings
based on a shared human nature, upheld by much feminist theology, does
not consider the fact that social reality is simultaneously constructed by
class, race, and gender. Sheila Briggs argues:

Within feminism there has been much discussion in recent years of
the ‘politics of identity’, the need to claim one’s particular identity as
an act of resistance to cultural hegemony of white, male, middle-class
society. Yet a woman’s identity is not only female. She also has the
particularities of race and class, as well as those of sexual orientation,
age, type of physical ability – the list could be lengthened to the extent
to which actual women experience their lives in a multiplicity of
identities.26

She further argues that these particularities cannot be subsumed under one
paradigm of human difference, for the oppressions of gender, class, and race
are not symmetrical and the burden of difference is not evenly distributed
in the larger society.

The second discourse emerged out of the recognition of multiple iden-
tities of women and the contention that the subject of feminist theology –
woman – is discursively constituted.MaryMcClintock Fulkerson challenges
that the liberal universal subject still looms large in feminist theology, mak-
ing it impossible to deal adequately with the differences among women.
Using poststructuralist theory, Fulkerson argues that there is no ‘natural
sexed subject’, because the subject is constituted through the signifying pro-
cesses of language. She proposes to move from the liberal subject, whose
transcendental and ahistorical character forms the basis of the false univer-
sals as ‘women’s experience’, to investigate the multiple subject positions of
women, formed by the intersection of different and sometimes competing
discourses. The destabilising of the category of ‘woman’ allows the differ-
ences of women to be displayed and investigated. She says: ‘The point is not
to lose the subject “woman,” but to change the subject in the sense that the
complex production of multiple identities becomes basic to our thinking.’27

By doing so, she hopes to take seriously that subjects are constructed out
of particular social relations and that women’s oppression takes multiple
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forms. Furthermore, the multiple-subject positions of women are formed in
relation to and not separated from others’ identities. One significant insight
from poststructuralism is that our identity is formed by the others it creates,
and thus our narration of our own identity must be open to the criticism of
the other.28

The third discourse of identity also assumes multiple-subject positions,
but accents the fluid and hybridised self, situated in-between two cultures or
races. Japanese American theologian, Rita Nakashima Brock, argues that the
non-dualistic metaphysics and religions of East Asia enable one to develop a
more fluid sense of reality. Situating in a variety of worlds, Asian Americans
develop a sense of identity that is multiple, transversal, and hybridised.
Trying to live with the tension of the competing claims of these different
worlds and to hold together all the complex parts of the self, Nakashima
Brock proposes the concept of interstitial integrity as a category of theologi-
cal anthropology. Interstitial refers to the places in-between, and interstitial
integrity is the refusal to rest in one place, to make constricting either/or
decisions, and to be placed always on the periphery.29 Living in the inter-
stices, Asian American women can find diverse cultural resources for their
spiritual empowerment and sustenance. The notion of the self as multiple
and hybridised is also found in mestizaje and mulatez cultures in mujerista
theology. Mujerista theologians resist assimilation into the white main-
stream and insist on embracing and celebrating cultural diversity. Crucial
to the self-understanding of Hispanic/Latina women is la lucha, their daily
struggle to survive and to live fully as human beings. Because Hispanic/
Latina women are multiply and contradictorily positioned in more than
one culture, they need to resist constantly culturalmarginalisation, language
alienation, and economic injustice.30

The newest discourse of identity is based on the subversive discourse of
queer theory, especially in the writings of Judith Butler. In Gender Trouble,
Butler challenges all forms of gender essentialism, because gender is not
‘natural’ but constituted by repeated performance: ‘The univocity of sex, the
internal coherence of gender, and the binary framework for both sex and
gender are . . . regulatory fictions that consolidate and naturalise the conver-
gent power regimes of masculine and heterosexist oppression.’31 Following
Butler, Kathy Rudy in Sex and the Church debunks the homo/hetero binary
that shapes much of the church’s current controversy on sexual morality
and ordination of gay men and lesbians. Similar to ‘men’ and ‘women’,
Rudy insists ‘heterosexual’ and ‘gay’ are not natural and transhistorical cat-
egories, but socially constructed in particular circumstances.32 The radical
questioning of gender and sexual orientation destabilises our thinking of
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‘woman’ and ‘lesbian’ and challenges the complacency of identity politics
based on ‘woman’s essential nature’ or commonalities of lesbian experience.
Rudy calls for a sexual ethics that is not based on the old and traditional
distinctions of male/female or gay/straight, but on Christian values that
clearly mark the differences between moral and immoral sex.33

feminist theology in the age
of global capital ism

The varied discourses on differences of women and the destabilising
of foundational concepts of feminist theology such as self, sex, and gender
raise the questions of the future of feminist theology and the possibility of
international solidarity and co-operation. As the world is becoming much
more linked together because of the global market, women cannot afford
to be divided because of their identity politics. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza
articulates such a concern:

In the face of increasing global violence against women as well as the
growing neocapitalist exploitation of the so-called two-thirds world
and the explosion of an ‘informatics of domination’, feminist theory
cannot stop with the postmodern ‘subject-in-language’ and its
permanent destabilisation, global dispersal, and atomizing
regionalisation. It must develop a theoretical discourse and analytic
framework that can account for the interaction between
cultural–religious, economic, and political spheres of production.34

Aswe face the challenges of the newmillennium, feminists of all colours
must be conscious of the new forms of violence and injustice brought by
global capitalism and information technology. Ethicist Larry Rasmussen
argues that there have been three waves of globalisation which fundamen-
tally changed nature and the world.35 The first wave was colonisation, with
conquest, commerce, Christianity, and the spread of European-based civil-
isation. ‘Wild’ nature was ‘tamed’, and so were native peoples. Diversity
of peoples, cultures, and nature was disregarded and European men set
themselves as the norm of being human. The second wave was post-war
development when societies were measured against their level of produc-
tion and gross national product. Societies would be labelled as ‘developed’
and ‘underdeveloped’ in this single progressive scheme based on the cri-
teria of production and science and technology. The way of the life in the
West – capitalist democracy, economic progress, and advanced technology –
becomes the standard for other societies to model.
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We are currently in the third wave of globalisation, which is post-cold-
war free-trade capitalism. Rasmussen argues: ‘the chief characteristic of
globalisation’s third wave is the extension and intensification of market
society in a capitalist mode in such a way that the logic of the economy
is taken to be the logic of society itself’.36 With the disintegration of the
Eastern European bloc and the collapse of the former Soviet Union, capital-
ismhas beenhailed as thewinning ideologywithno competition. Prominent
economists have argued that all societieswill have to adjust sooner or later to
liberal capitalist modernity. In this stage of globalisation, the market is not
subjected to the control of individual nation-states, but directed by transna-
tional economic powers defined by corporate interests and their govern-
mental allies. The market-driven economy restructures cultural formations
in such a way that they will reinforce the values and interests of capitalist
economy. We have already felt the impact of globalisation on many areas of
our lives, including knowledge production, media, entertainment, arts, and
sports. Politically it will be more difficult to organise against big corporate
powers with their flexible capital and as a result people’s self-governing and
self-organising power will be limited.

This new wave of globalisation and transnationalism affects women’s
lives in fundamental ways and requires new thinking and creative responses
from feminist theologians. Feminist theology is contextually based, but the
contexts we live in are inseparably linked together today as never before.
A feminist theology and ethics that works for women’s liberation and eco-
nomic empowerment must develop strategies to link the local with the
global in its social analysis. For example, transnational industry has cre-
ated a gendered international division of labour, which makes use of cheap
and ‘flexible’ labour of women in Asia, Latin America as well as Asian
and Latina immigrant women in the USA. A new social formation linking
women of the different continents takes place in the global restructuring
process, in which neo-capitalism, anti-immigrant racism, and patriarchal
gender stratification intersect.37 In response to such new challenges, wom-
anist ethicist Toinette Eugene argues that feminist theologians and ethicists
need to develop globalisation ethics and articulate a newmoral imagination
that fleshes out the moral imperative of ‘solidarity with the poor’ in new
ways. Such an imagination includes the delineation of an alternative ethical
system that questions the complex power dynamics of the status quo and
the formulation of responsible action and praxis.38

Another critical task for feminist theology is to develop an intercultural
hermeneutics that heightens our cross-cultural sensitivity and underscores
the relation between cultural–religious production and social and economic
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formation. As I have argued, feminist theology has always been developed
in the midst of intercultural encounters of women. More in-depth studies of
howwomen’s lives and cultures have been connected globally in the periods
of colonialism and development will lay the foundation for critical analysis
of our current wave of globalisation. Postcolonial critics who investigate the
intersection between gender, race, sexuality, and colonialism have already
done some work along these lines. Building on their work, a multicultural
and multiracial investigation of the history of the development of feminist
theology will elucidate how women’s social location shapes their religious
ideas. We can learn from the past how religious women have succeeded
or failed to work together and form coalitions across economic and racial
boundaries. These lessons from the past will be invaluable in strengthening
solidarity among women in the future.

This intercultural hermeneutics can learn from and engage in critical
dialogue with cultural studies, a field that has stimulated many discussions
on popular culture and politics of culture in the fields of humanities and
social sciences. Many critics have debunked the myths of the unity and ho-
mogeneity of national and cultural identities based on a certain geographical
location. Benedict Anderson, for example, argues that stories and narratives
play crucial roles in shaping national identity through the construction of
an ‘imagined community’.39 James Clifford examines the late twentieth-
century phenomenon of de-territorialisation of culture in travel, diaspora,
and ethnographical practices and coins the term ‘travelling cultures’. Clifford
suggests that the conventional emphasis on ‘home’ and ‘dwelling’ as shap-
ing individual and cultural identity has largely been replaced by the more
fluid travelling-in-dwelling and dwelling-in-travelling.40 Instead of treating
culture as something static and given, feminist critics such as Lisa Lowe,
Gloria Anzaldúa, and Trinh T. Minh-Ha have investigated women’s hybrid
and diasporic identity formed by immigration, exile, and existence in the
borderland.41 These new theoretical approaches push feminist theologians
to construct discourse on cultural difference that recognises the formation
of new subject positions of women in globalisation and the ambiguous ar-
eas of ‘in-between’. The strategic use of ‘African’, ‘Asian’, ‘Latin American’,
‘womanist’, ‘mujerista’, and ‘white’ to namedifferent theologicalmovements
must be seen as provisional and contingent, without resorting to a new form
of cultural essentialism. The diversity and multiplicity implied in each of
these terms must be fully recognised.

Feminist theology in the age of globalisation requires a new understand-
ing of the other, a critical category in feminist theory and theology. In the
past, the self/other or the us/them have been constructed largely in a binary
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way. To assert the self, the difference of the other must be avoided and the
boundary of otherness disregarded. Theologian Robert J. Schreiter offers a
helpful elucidation of the various strategies to collapse the other into the
same:

The ‘us’ (1) homogenises the other (the other is not really different if
you get to know it or them, and so difference is ignored as a peripheral
issue; it (2) colonises the other (the other is inferior and needs to be
raised to a higher level, whereupon the difference will disappear); it
(3) demonises the other (repressed desire or conflict is projected onto
the other and the other is considered a threat to be expunged); it
(4) romanticises the other (the other is seen to be superior in its
otherness, but the otherness is of an exotic nature that does not
threaten our way of seeing and doing things); or it (5) pluralises the
other (we are all different, so difference doesn’t make any
difference).42

Feminist theology in the past has challenged the tendency to univer-
salise the self and highlighted the difference of the other women because of
class, race, age, and sexual preference. But the notions of themultiple-subject
positions of women and the hybridised self would open new possibilities
for the overlapping of identities and for mutual engagement. It is important
for women working across differences to challenge the binary and exclu-
sionary construct of the self and the other, and to begin to see the self in
the other. Denise Ackermann, a theologian from South Africa who has con-
stantly spoken against apartheid, describes the fluidity between the self and
the other in this way:

the practice of mutual relationship comes when I turn my gaze from
myself and ‘look’ into the face of the other. It is you and I, they and
we, seeing and being seen. In the face of the other I see a true and
authentic human being. We both reflect something of the image of
God. The practice of relationship means that I acknowledge that I am
not complete unto my self. I see myself in the face of the other. I am
not fully my self until I can see ‘me’ in your face. You are the mirror of
myself. I am the mirror of yourself. Only when we can see ourselves
and each other are we fully human.43

This understanding of the mutual interaction between the self and the
other applies not only to human relationship but also to human being’s
relationship to the natural world. Globalisation has threatened the lives
of indigenous communities and sustenance economies that poor women
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depend on for their survival. An emerging concern for feminist theology is
ecological solidarity in the face of themassive destruction of natural habitat,
the patent of genes and natural resources, and the erosion of the spiritual
bond between humanity and creation. Theologian Sallie McFague proposes
the image of the ‘world as the body of God’ to recapture the sacramental
dimension of creation in an ecological theology.44 Aruna Gnanadason of
India says that women call for ‘a wholistic eco-spiritual vision based on care
and nurture of the earth and of all those people who have been denied the
right to personhood and human dignity’.45 From many contexts, feminist
theologians are developing a spirituality that values cultural and biological
diversity, works for the sustainability of the planet and livelihoods for all,
and regards earth-keeping as an integral part of women’s struggles.
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3 Feminist theology as philosophy of religion
pamela sue anderson

background and context: philosophy
of rel ig ion and women

Can feminist theology take the shape of philosophy of religion with-
out contradiction? Philosophy of religion as practised by privileged Anglo-
Americans has posed epistemological and ethical problems for women
which, in turn, have led to proposals for a feminist philosophy of religion.1

Before consideration of the latter let us gain background on the opening
question.

Women have been excluded by Western philosophy since its earliest
days in Ancient Greece. Genevieve Lloyd has argued that the history of
philosophy begins by imagining female powers as what have to be excluded
by thinkers seeking to be rational. For Lloyd, ‘femaleness [is] symbolically
associatedwithwhat Reason supposedly left behind – the dark powers of the
earth goddesses, immersion in unknown forces associated with mysterious
female powers’.2 Today it is a great concern for women, and at least some
men, who seek recognition as philosophers of religion, that reason has
been defined by the symbolic, if not the actual exclusion of femaleness. To
address the problem of gender exclusion, this essay will set the scene for an
alternative sketch of rationality.

Certain contemporary theologians have claimed that themodern philos-
ophywhich gave philosophy of religion its distinctive shape is ‘secular’ as op-
posed to themore ‘religious’ writings of pre-modernphilosophical theology.3

If we accept either Western philosophy’s gender exclusivity or modern
philosophy’s secularity, it may seem doubtful that philosophy of religion
can shape feminist theology. At the same time, contemporary philosophers
who seek a feminist standpoint on religious belief and practice may reject
engagement with theology in so far as theology’s portrait has been con-
strained by a patriarchal form of religious discourse. The problem is not
only with God conceived as father, but with questions of truth, goodness,
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and justice. The larger context provided by the writings of contemporary
feminists will expose the ways in which the points of view of both philoso-
phers and theologians have remained partial.

We can see prominent feminist theologians entering the picture of phi-
losophy advocating less partial methods, tools, and aims for philosophy of
religion. So it is possible to write about ‘Feminist Theology as Philosophy of
Religion’. This involves exploring new dimensions of philosophy and the-
ology. Feminist theology and philosophy of religion have begun to shape
each other; there is every possibility that they will be mutually informative
in the twenty-first century for women and men.

Before this possibility can be realised, it is necessary to assess critically
what constitutes a feminist critique of philosophy. Does a feminist critique
necessarily imply the rejection of reason as male and the reversal of values
frommale to female? Or should a feminist critique of philosophy of religion,
in particular, seek to reform sex/gender-biased conceptions and practices,
seeking a gradual and sustained transformation? Another way of putting
this alternative is, should we give up Athens for Jerusalem? One answer
is to give up philosophy for feminist theology, or for a feminist reading of
religion. Instead of taking such drastic action against philosophy, consider
what feminist philosophers do with their critiques.

Feminist critiques in philosophy include questioning the dominant in-
terpretations of the philosophical texts privileged in the Western canon,
interrogating the way in which that canon has been defined by the exclu-
sion of women, and exposing the masculinist biases in specific conceptions
and arguments. These feminist critiques offer at least implicit suggestions
for the reconstruction of philosophy’s canon, conceptions, and claims. For
example, in 1984 Lloyd published the first edition of her ground-breaking
feminist critique of reason.4 She elucidates the nature of reason in the
philosophical canon from Plato to Simone de Beauvoir, revealing the ways
in which rationality has come to be associated with maleness. Historically,
maleness as represented in Western philosophy does not carry the same
symbolic associations with body, nature, and passion as it does with mind
and reason; but embodiment has been conceived as closely associated with
women. Philosophers might agree that the capacity to reason is sex-neutral,
in the sense that the mind has no sex, but because humanminds are embod-
ied minds, differences in rationality are explained by bodily differences.

Take two canonical philosophers, Aristotle and Descartes on reason.
Lloyd points out that Descartes rejects Aristotle’s account of souls contain-
ing both rational and irrational elements; he replaces the Aristotelian soul
with a dualism of rational mind and irrational body. Although Descartes’
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alternative is different from Aristotle’s, it does not have much better impli-
cations for the philosopher’s understanding of women’s symbolic gender.
On the one hand, Aristotle thought of rationality on a continuum on which
women, as defective males, were less rational than men; and yet women’s
souls would always contain a rational element. On the other hand, despite
Descartes’ own concern to create an equalitarian philosophywhereby reason
is a priori possessed equally by all human minds, given that women were
symbolically associated with the body, his dualistic conception of the ratio-
nal mind and irrational body aligns women symbolically with irrationality
and men with rationality. So the Cartesian legacy, although perhaps not
Descartes’ intentions, serves to justify a sexual division of labour in the
realm of knowledge.

In thisway, Lloyd demonstrates that reason in philosophy has been sym-
bolically male, but that the symbolic connections of reason and gender are
complex. Her conclusions encourage the rereading and reconstruction of the
philosophical canonwith sensitivity to both the contingency of themaleness
of reason and the possibility of reason’s reconceptualisations. Nevertheless,
some feminists read Lloyd advocating the rejection of reason as male and
so philosophy. This reflects the dramatic, as well as the unwittingly con-
troversial, consequences of her critique. The intimate connection between
the ideals of reason and the self-definition of philosophy itself renders the
outcomes of ongoing feminist critiques of reason decisive for the future of
philosophy of religion. For their part, feminist theologians could respond
to a feminist critique of reason by seeking to reconstruct the symbolisation
and role of reason for philosophy of religion.

In confronting philosophy of religion, feminists face a gender-biased,
often sexist, picture. ‘Sex–gender’ bias has influenced the ways in which
the traditional problems, beliefs, and arguments in philosophy of religion
have been constructed.5 Philosophy of religion not only emerged in a male
tradition andhistorywhichhave excluded anddevaluedwomen, but, like the
rest of philosophy, it formed rational conceptions and beliefs by opposing
masculine to feminine qualities. Both privileged-male history andmasculine
symbols determine the dominant form of philosophy of religion. When
asked about philosophy of religion today, philosophers would be correct to
list the standard topics found in anthologies and textbooks as: arguments
for and against the existence of the theist’s God who is a person without a
body (i.e. a spirit) who is eternal, is perfectly free, omnipotent, omniscient,
perfectly good, and the creator of all things; the nature and attributes of this
God; the justification of religious belief as knowledge; the nature of religious
or mystical experience; the problem of evil and question of theodicy; the
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problem of religious language; the hope for immortality; and the relation
of faith to reason. These topics have shaped a male picture.

Nancy Frankenberry argues that none of ‘the new sophisticatedmilitary
hardware’ which currently renders philosophy and religion ‘comrades-in-
arms’ engages the questions posed by feminist inquiry or aims at ‘disarma-
ment’ of the sexist elements of traditional theism.6 Ironically, the dominant
form of philosophy of religion does not encourage querying what Athens
has to do with Jerusalem. Instead, philosophy and religion in their con-
temporary male forms have entered ‘a period of détente’. By contrast, the
intervention of feminist theologians into philosophy of religion has once
again raised the question of the relationship of Athens to Jerusalem. What
do contemporary feminist theologians have to do with philosophy of reli-
gion? If philosophy of religion is equated with rationally justifying belief
in the existence of God who is both male and patriarchal, then the answer
would be nothing – except as a subject for radical critique and feminist sub-
version. As Mary Daly argued in 1973, if God is male, male is God.7 Every
philosopher of religion, then, who assumes and debates the existence and
traditional attributes of God has at least subliminally envisioned the divine
as male. This raises issues about our conception of the divine, but also about
how we live and how we fulfil our yearnings.

If feminist theology is to be embraced as philosophy of religionwemust
form conceptions which are not oppressive to women, or to socially andma-
terially marginalised persons. For progress to be made, it is necessary that,
on the one hand, feminist theologians do not merely accuse philosophers of
being exclusively male and, on the other hand, feminist philosophers do not
reject the work of theologians as inevitably patriarchal. Instead, progress in
overcoming sex–gender biases has been, and can continue to be, madewhen
each feminist thinker becomes critically aware of her own complex of prej-
udices, i.e. critically conscious of her sexual, gender, racial, class, ethnic, and
religious assumptions. Theologians and philosophers can be transformed
individually and collectively by thinking from the standpoint of others.

rel ig ious experience and the
sex–gender dist inct ion

In the second half of the twentieth century, the attraction of philosophy
of religion for theologians was generally their empiricist methods of justi-
fying religious belief from, broadly construed, experience. Philosophers of
religion such as Richard Swinburne andWilliam Alston have developed, re-
spectively, evidentialist and experientialist justifications for religious belief.
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These have been found theologically attractive to (at least some) Christians.
For Swinburne, justification of belief in God comes from the probability on
the evidence of what takes place.8 For Alston, warrant of religious, like per-
ceptual, belief rests on the practical rationality of engaging in a doxastic prac-
tice (without proof of its reliability).9 Generalisations should not be made
too quickly about what exactly is understood by ‘experience’ (including cer-
tain ‘practices’) as a likely or reliable way to secure religious beliefs. Yet we
can acknowledge a fundamental difference between those philosophers of
religion who justify, or warrant, their religious beliefs on the grounds of
experience, whether in terms of external evidence or reliable practice, and
those who propose other grounds such as a priori principles of reason, or
grounds of faith in revelation. There are also contemporary philosophers
of religion who reject totally the practice of justification, opting for a non-
realist account of religions, religious practices and symbols. (The realist ver-
sus non-realist debate will not be discussed here because it is assumed, until
shown otherwise, that non-realism could never address feminist concerns
with questions of knowing what is, actual right or wrong, and real justice.)

If we build critically upon the argument from religious experience, it
is possible to see its attraction for feminist theologians. Twentieth-century
feminists challenged the sexism and androcentrism of Christian theology
on the basis of women’s experiences of exclusion and inequality. Simi-
larly, the feminist challenge to philosophy of religion seeks to subvert the
manner in which sexed–gendered experiences of the divine have been un-
acknowledged, missing, or devalued. This strategy of subversion employs
experience, including textual and first-hand testimony (often prior to in-
scription), to warrant feminist claims about religious belief. For example,
we find Sarah Coakley pushing at the parameters of theology on the basis of
distinctively gendered experience of God.10 Coakley employs the tools and
methods of philosophy of religion to undermine what has been conceived
as gender-neutral experience and what has been justified as true belief.

Coakley has initiated an important reshaping of Christian philosophy
of religion, transforming the dominant form of philosophy of religion in the
Anglo-American world. Yet she continues to work within the framework of
analytic philosophy of religion, while aiming at a gender transformation.
In particular, her concern is with the ways in which ‘religious (or mystical)
experience’ – terms she employs with critical caution – can be both reliable
ground for feminist knowledge and compatible with Christianity. She seeks
to re-thread the connections of mystics to God without throwing out the
Christian vision of God’s love for us and our love for God. She believes that
the Christian mystic’s vision and desire are worthy of close epistemological
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scrutiny, and are potentially truth-conducive. In her more explicitly theo-
logical writings, Coakley also questions the relationship of sexuality and
spirituality and, then, seeks to weave new answers into accounts of the re-
lationship of sexual and spiritual desire.11 A new alignment of the sexual
and the theological could become a central topic of feminist theology and
philosophy of religion. This realignment would no longer cast women as
that which distracts from the rational or the divine.

So it is possible to retain the tools of philosophy, while supplementing
themwith feminist theological insight. As Coakley points out, the first wave
of twentieth-century feminist theology was largely liberal and construc-
tivist, but lacked philosophical acuity.12 This created an initial diremption
of feminist theology from philosophy of religion. The latter has been char-
acterised by philosophical acuity, but remained biblically and doctrinally
conservative. The conservatism has been evident on questions of gender
and sexuality. In this light, feminist theology and philosophy of religion
each in their own ways have been partial, if not exclusive. Coakley renders
each less partial; yet she gives up neither Christian theology nor analytic
philosophy. Instead each should strengthen the other.

A feminist interpretation of texts on ‘religious experience’ is contained
in Coakley’s close readings of analytic philosophers of religion. These reveal
where male philosophers have been forced to push at the limits of their
own principles and empiricist framework. This includes discovery of the
profound feelings fromwhichmen claim knowledge, yet which exceed their
own abstractly rational principles. The task is to step inside the framework
of empiricist justifications of religious belief in order to expose the façade
of the ‘masculine’ account of experience. Coakley remains convinced that
what some feminists identify as a male preoccupation with the evidence
of religious experience still has a function in cumulative arguments for
theism. Yet she admits that a narrow conception of evidence should be
broadened to encompass gendered facts and conceptions. Her readings
uncover places where Anglo-American philosophers unwittingly appeal to
‘feminine’–female qualities, conceptions, or practices, thus indicating the
unstable partiality of exclusively male-defined positions.

For example, Coakley examines the texts ofAlston, Swinburne, Plantinga,
and Wolterstorff with an eye to gendered ways of knowing. She seeks to
unravel the gendered standpoint concealed in Alston’s notion of doxastic
practice of Christian devotion; to exploit the places in Swinburne’s argu-
ment for the existence of God where he exposes a ‘soft’ epistemic centre
(of reliance on others or trust); and to bring out the elements of vulnerabil-
ity expressed in Wolterstorff’s and Plantinga’s ‘proper basicality’.13 Despite
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themselves, philosophers bring inwhat they elsewhere devalue as ‘feminine’
forms of subjectivity, including trust, vulnerability, and suffering. Traces of
traditionally ‘feminine’ qualities indicate places at which feelings, includ-
ing erotic passion, reveal a bodily relationship between human and divine.
This revelation is not compatible with the assumption that achieving the
disembodied ideal of the (male) philosopher would bring him closer to a
God’s-eye view of reality. Instead it confirms a connection of our sexuality
and desire for God.

Daphne Hampson, for one, has criticised Coakley’s focus on women’s
vulnerability and religious practices for reinforcing patriarchy by placing
female experience in a realmoutside of the public domain ofmale power and
knowledge.14 This may be somewhat unfair. On the one hand, vulnerability,
for Coakley, arises in political struggles. On the other hand, we should avoid
restricting feminist conceptions of liberating experience to post-Christian
or secular life. Instead Coakley enables us to re-conceive the political to
include the powerful intensity of religious practices such as prayer. These
can have a transformative potential for women and men, especially in their
relations to the divine.

Compare this view of women’s religious practices with the view of
Grace Jantzen. Jantzen criticises the philosophical approach to mysticism
which, she insists, has relied upon William James’ conception of religious
experience: ‘[it] allows mysticism to flourish as a secret inner life, while
those who nurture such an inner life can generally be counted on to prop
up rather than to challenge the status quo of their workplaces, their gender
roles, and the political systems by which they are governed, since their
anxieties and angers will be allayed in the privacy of their own hearts search
for peace and tranquillity’.15 In her Riddell Lectures, Coakley also stresses
the weakness of this Jamesian conception.16 Yet she herself maintains a
powerful vigil of the inner life: the intense nature of submission to the
divine can, she argues, be subversive. The question is whether this vigilance
can change the status quo in philosophy of religion.

Coakley’s account of feminist power in the submission of prayer is
contentious. Feminist knowledge is entangled with the gender and power
which, for her, uniquely shape the claims of women to know God in submis-
sion to divine authority.17 She identifies the epistemic role of vulnerability
before God and of eroticism in prayer. In the silence of prayer one is forced
to confront both one’s own desire for God and one’s sexuality. This con-
frontation is a means to gendered knowledge of the divine. Coakley argues
cogently for the crucial role of vulnerability for feminist theology and phi-
losophy of religion.18 The repression of all forms of vulnerability, except
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that of women as victims, is dangerous both for Christian theology and for
feminism. Coakley brings philosophy of religion into feminist theology to
examine the potential veridical force of silent prayer.19

Janet Martin Soskice, like Coakley, remains within the Christian tradi-
tion and employs the analytic tools of philosophy of religion. Soskice has
done influential work on religious language. Her earliest writing estab-
lished the role of metaphor in depicting reality, and in speaking about God
and what is beyond our own definitive knowledge.20 Subsequently, she
raised questions and gave possible answers about the male-biased language
and symbolic system of Christian (and other) religious texts. How much
can the symbolic language of religion be revised or abandoned, without
parting company from the religion itself? Soskice is not about to part with
Christianity.21 Yet she admits that the religious language of Christian texts
and scriptures have privileged metaphors of fathers and sons, and not of
mothers and daughters. Furthermore, this privileging has led other feminist
theologians to become post-Christians and to reject philosophy of religion
as biblically and doctrinally conservative. Nevertheless, Soskice manages
to hold onto both Christianity and philosophical acuity, in order to main-
tain realism in theology. She offers insight, frequently incorporating the
work of French feminist philosophers, for moulding feminist theology as
philosophy of religion.

In the end, the reliance of Christian feminist theologians uponwomen’s
‘experience’ as both the locus and the source of theological reflection has
shaped their thinking in distinctive ways. However, the danger in this shape
is assuming a fundamental compatibility between religious experience or
practice and empirical realist forms of Christian theism. A potentially de-
cisive issue for a feminist form of Christian philosophy of religion is treat-
ing sexuality and gender empirically, and then reducing them to sexual
difference. This difference is not simply empirical. To move beyond the
limitations of the status quo in Christian philosophy of religion, feminist
philosophers need more than an empirical depiction of reality; we need to
articulate the interplay of bodily, material, and social differences using a
revisable conception of the sex–gender distinction.

To employ sex–gender as a conceptual, and not an empirical (biological–
social), distinction is important on at least two counts. For one thing, itwould
help to distinguish a phenomenological level of description of the body as
lived (i.e. as given prior to it beingmade empirically intelligible). This would
assume that the body is intuitively apprehended before it is understood or
interpreted. Phenomenological description would, then, broaden the fields
of both feminist theology and philosophy of religion by introducing an
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account of the lived body which is given as sexed. For another thing, a dual
conception of the lived and interpreted body (i.e. both a phenomenology of
the sexed body and a socially situated epistemology of the gendered body)
would enable greater understanding of the factors of sex–gender, including
sexual, gender, racial, class, ethnic, and religious orientations. We could use
this distinction to further Coakley’s readings of religious passion and af-
fectivity, uncovering their conditions of possibility prior to the necessary
and sufficient conditions of bodily knowledge. Without the conceptual dis-
tinction of the lived and interpreted body, empirical claims concerning the
gendered body are only contingent. Arguably somethingmore fundamental
than the ‘facts’ or norms of gender is possible and necessary.

If feminist theologians are not careful to extricate themselves from the
empiricist framework of Anglo-American philosophers of religion, they will
fail to take the picture beyond the status quo. For example, a teenager who
grows up in a religious community where heterosexuality is assumed to be
a fact, yet experiences desires which are not intelligible in terms of this fact,
would not be able to explain such phenomenawithout access to a prior, lived
body. If the lived body as sexed is accessible, this allows for a challenge to
the empirical ‘facts’ which render it unintelligible. Without this distinction
there would be no possibility for feminists, lesbians, or anyone else who
does not fit the norm (e.g. compulsory reproduction or heterosexuality) to
advocate change on the basis of their desires or needs.

embodiment and the quest ion of reason

Admittedly the central problem for feminists with philosophy of reli-
gion has been the unacknowledged exclusion of sexual difference, by the
unfair privileging of dominant figures of male self-sameness and by the
exclusive use of reason. Feminists such as Coakley, Soskice, and Jantzen
have made apparent the privileging of male identity in philosophical rep-
resentations of God’s ideally male attributes and in Western philosophers’
ideal of pure rationality. The erasure of female identities and sexual dif-
ferences by a male ideal of rationality and divinity will continue as long
as the male tradition of Christian theism is privileged. Yet the ever-present
danger is a female reversal of the privileged sex rendering a new form of
pernicious partiality. New forms of sexism and racism will be the result of
failing to take on board issues of sexual, gender, racial, class, religious, and
other strongly held biases.22 This difficulty can be confronted by rethinking
the sex–gender symbolisation of philosophical reason in terms of new fem-
inist social epistemologies and their conditions of possibility; this means
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dealing with the body and sex–gender as a complex of relations shaped by
a number of material and social factors.

The question is, how does sex–gender function in an account of the
body? The choices include reading: (i) the body empirically as having certain
contingent characteristics due to its gender construction by a culture, or by a
set of privileged texts; (ii) the body performatively as expressing characteris-
tics which create, repeat or resist social conventions and constraints; (iii) the
body as both given and interpreted. To explain briefly, (i) the empirical read-
ing relies upon sense perception and testimony (including inscription) of
what takes place. However, this reading does not explore what is prior to
our perception, whether pre-conscious or more fundamental than percep-
tion, i.e. as intuitively given; (ii) the performative reading of the body sets
up a new relation between the psychic-social and the corporeal. These rela-
tions are effects of the body’s performance, not vice versa. So this reading
reverses the first reading. But the first is not easily reconfigured as the
second. Instead the additional reading (iii) is called for; here the proposed
conceptual distinction allows for two accounts. The phenomenological ac-
count of lived experience reveals the accessibility (even if unintelligible in
terms of contemporary norms) of the sexed body as a sustained, general
experience; the interpretative account of the body elucidates the gendered
body as constituted socially and materially.

For example, we could follow Coakley and read the body empirically,
but recognise the empiricist’s constraints of the dominant philosophical
tradition. Vulnerability and longing both push at the limits of empirical
realism; and so Coakley seeks to read the religious longing for transforma-
tion into the divine in relation to Judith Butler.23 Coakley compares Butler’s
gender performativity and ‘obscured longing’ for possibilities excluded by
compulsory heterosexuality to repeated religious practices and Christian
perception of an unending desire for God as found in, for instance, Gregory
ofNyssa (c. 330–95).24 Yet Butler clearly fails to hold a conceptual distinction
between the lived and interpreted body: she rejects ‘sex’ as a bodily given.25

The difficulty here is prohibiting access to the lived experience of sexed
bodies.26 Although Coakley carefully and cleverly works to avoid either an
idealisation of the de-sexed body over and against particular male–female
bodies, or a reduction of the given–interpreted body to gendered rhetoric,
these alternatives are frequently consequences of attempting to appropriate
Butler’s complex negotiations of gender and body matters.

Thus the third reading (iii. above) is offered to establish a sex–gender
conceptual distinction which would help feminists avoid privileging of a
particular white, Western, female body, reducing the body to a rhetoric
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of resistance or idealising the de-sexed, de-naturalised body. It is not clear
that these pitfalls can be avoided with the other accounts of the body (i. or
ii. above); these, therefore, seem inadequate for feminist theologians and
philosophers who endeavour to reconceive the relationship between human
embodiment and the divine.

A question remains concerning the embodiment of reason for those
feminists doing philosophy of religion. Both Coakley and Soskice acknowl-
edge the male bias in contemporary philosophy of religion. In particular,
they recognise that the symbolisation of reason as male has had pernicious
consequences for embodiment, especially women’s relations to their own
bodies. Yet neither propose to give up reason or philosophy for an empha-
sis on desire or religious faith. It is crucial for a feminist philosopher of
religion that reason is not reduced to the male in philosophy, or the ratio-
nal subject to a privileged man. Feminist theologians who do not reject the
role of reason in thinking about religion would be applauded by feminist
philosophers of religion.

To confront what has been found in texts, but often treated as em-
pirical, to be the equation of maleness and reason in Western philosophy,
the feminist philosopher has at least two alternatives: to reject reason as
a masculinist conception, or to reform our conceptions of reason which
have excluded women. Jantzen follows the first alternative; my proposal
for a feminist philosophy of religion, as seen in the next section, follows
the second. Jantzen departs from both Coakley and Soskice in her recent
proposal for a feminist philosophy of religion, and so from feminist theol-
ogy as philosophy of religion. In particular, Jantzen rejects the philosophical
preoccupation with questions concerning the rationality of religious belief.
She thinks that this preoccupation with justification and formal reasoning
is part of a masculinist obsession with death and a denial of the body; and
she insists that the concern with belief is exclusive to the West. Her pro-
posal is to look for signs of the repression of the body, recalling the abjection
of the mother at birth. Jantzen is indebted to the psychoanalytic accounts
of matricide found in the writings of Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva. Her
feminist critique of philosophy of religion is structured by her application
of a ‘Continental’ critique of modern philosophy to ‘British’ philosophy of
religion.27 Her generalisations about ‘the Continental’ (or sometimes, ‘the
French’) and ‘the British’ should not be taken as definitive. Instead, they
are employed as prototypes for the sake of argument, ideally, for the goal
of understanding the standpoint of the other.

Jantzen claims a more radical position than either Coakley or Soskice in
her rejection of Christian patriarchy andmasculinist philosophy of religion.
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In fact, her brand of feminist philosophy of religion is neither strictly
Continental nor Anglo-American in approach. Jantzen rejects ‘the British’
preoccupation with the justification of religious belief, but appropriates
ideas from those Continental thinkers who focus, especially, on religion
and repression. Jantzen intends to demonstrate the decisive significance of
the unconscious for philosophy of religion. British philosophers of religion
have not considered repression of desire, the body, birth, and everything
associated with the feminine and maternal. According to Jantzen, this has
been to their own personal detriment, as well as to render the content for
philosophical accounts of religions biased against women and against any
thinking which is different from analytic philosophy of religion.28

Her ongoing argument is that, if we did consider knowing the differ-
ences between a sexist and a more inclusive understanding of desire for the
divine, then we would read more widely and probe more deeply into the re-
cesses of our personal and collective unconscious. Thiswould create a revolu-
tion in our thinking about religion. Not only would barriers be broken down
between thinking on the Continent and thought on the British Isles, but
philosophy of religion would take on a new vibrance in human flourishing,
desiring goodness and love. Jantzen urges giving up the masculinist obses-
sion of philosophers of religion with belief in immortality and love of death,
and embracing, instead, ‘the feminist symbolic of natality’ and love of life.29

Yet, as Harriet Harris demonstrates, a philosopher will be bothered that
Jantzen is inconsistent about reason.30 Despite her unequivocal, written
statements for the rejection of the rationality of religious belief as a proper
topic for feminists, Jantzen must admit to relying upon reason and belief.
She would agree that the primary agenda for a feminist philosophy of reli-
gion is a new manner of thinking. Yet disagreement continues on whether
any priority should be given to embodied reason and feminist epistemology.
Jantzen claims to give priority to ethics over either ontology or epistemology;
but reason must function in ethical thinking. We cannot separate reason
from either epistemology or ethics. For Jantzen the crucial difference is in
what we prioritise. She would not prioritise conceptions of rationality and
belief, even though these are presupposed by her ethics and feminist argu-
ments. Contrary to her, it is possible for feminist philosophy of religion to
be motivated by an ethical concern without giving priority to ethics.

Feminists, whether theologians or philosophers, agree at some level
that openness to diversity is essential for women. Feminist philosophers of
religion tend to argue that philosophy of religion should no longer be pri-
marily informed by natural theology and speculative metaphysics. Instead,
our distinctive proposals are informed by feminist ethics and feminist
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epistemologies. But these proposals will, then, distinguish feminist philos-
ophy of religion from feminist theology as philosophy of religion. Yet again
feminists in general would reject the universal requirement to think as if
disembodied, or from a God’s-eye view. Embodiment and thinking from
socially situated positions are crucial elements for the reshaping of philos-
ophy of religion; these will enable the reconstruction of its central topics,
texts, and concepts for feminist philosophy of religion.

A closer look at Jantzen’s use of gender theory and psychoanalysis will
not only reveal the crucial role given to embodiment and social situatedness,
but will expose a (decisive, for some) weakness in her alternative conception
of the divine. It is useful to consider the latter now. Basically, Jantzen makes
a strong case for becoming divine, building upon a passage from Irigaray’s
‘DivineWomen’: ‘God forces us to do nothing except become. The only task,
the only obligation laid upon us is: to become divine men and women, to
become perfectly, to refuse to allow parts of ourselves to shrivel and die that
have the potential for growth and fulfilment.’31 The danger here is to read
this literally as an empirical claim for women to become divine.

Amy Hollywood presents a serious criticism of any Irigarayan concep-
tion of religion as a projection of the self onto the divine.32 Essentially, this
conception should result in the dissolution of belief in God. To make her
case, Hollywood returns to Irigaray’s miming of Ludwig Feuerbach and ex-
plains the latter’s account of projection. Feuerbach’s theory of religion as
based uponman’s projection of his ideal attributes onto a divine being is not
complete without the premise that the projection is an illusion.33 The point
is, even inmiming Feuerbach, Irigaraymust assume that to understand how
religion is created by way of projection is to know that there is no divine
being, or object of projection, beyond the subject. While Feuerbach argues
that, in becoming aware of the projection, the divine attributes should be
recognised as man’s own, Irigaray explores what it would be to create a
projection for women. The problem seems to rest with the implications of
Irigaray’smiming. It seemsunlikely thatwe can immediately knowwhether,
or how, ‘to become divine . . . ’

Jantzen suggests that women and men should become ‘natals’, develop-
ing the idea that birth and life should be valued over death and afterlife.34

So perhaps her use of ‘becoming divine’ says something about religious
flourishing with or without a direct relationship with Irigaray’s miming of
Feuerbach. Whatever the implications of the latter, Jantzen confirms that
new philosophical thinking about religion, the divine, and the recovery
and potential of female symbols are all topics for a feminist philosophy of
religion.
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dislocating the priv ileged point of view:
ep istemology and ethics

Feminist theologians are likely to have an increasingly fruitful dialogue
with feminist philosophers of religion. However, to establish the ground for
such a dialogue, we need to dislocate the privileged point of view held by
Anglo-American philosophers of religion. Feminist interventions in episte-
mology and ethics can inform the dislocation of the supposedly disembodied
subject of philosophy of religion, but also of the näıve realist reliance upon
empirical distinctions of sex and gender.

I wrote A Feminist Philosophy of Religion as a prolegomenon.35 The
implicit case for a feminist philosophy of religion is only as strong as our
ability to think differently and listen to voices different from a ‘male-neutral’
philosophy.Male-neutral is employed to describe philosophical conceptions,
experiences or thoughts which are distinctivelymale, but are presentedwith
the pretence of sex/gender neutrality. To see beyond such pretence, those
women who are trained in, but struggling with, philosophy (of religion)
seek to ‘make strange what had appeared familiar’.36 In general, there is still
too much uncritical familiarity, and so unquestioning acceptance, accom-
panying the classical model of traditional theism in philosophy of religion.
Whether theist or atheist, we too easily accept the theistic frame of reference
and fail to notice how strange is the conception of God, i.e. a personal being,
without a body, who is the omnipotent, omniscient, omni-benevolent, eter-
nal creator and sustainer of all creation. Why should the overall conception
itself remain, while endless debates centre on each of the divine attributes,
especially in relation to the ever-popular problem of evil? Feminist theolo-
gians, amongst others, have argued that it is farmore constructive to try to al-
leviate suffering than to justify the existence of evil and a good, all-knowing,
all-powerful, eternal . . .God. Why not consider beginning philosophy of re-
ligionwith something different from the traditional conception, even differ-
ent from variations on this basic conception, of a divine being? The feminist
motivation for this shift in thinking is both epistemological and ethical.

We might ask, do philosophers themselves aspire to be infinite in
proposing the God’s-eye view? From various perspectives, the monothe-
istic conception implicit in such a view seems an outmoded ideal to which
Western men aspired. But note that the aspiration to be infinite is distinct
from the craving for infinitude.37 The latter has an affinity with ‘yearning’,
a cognitive sensibility which has been conceived ethically, politically, and
spiritually, following bell hooks:38 it motivates the search for goodness,
justice, and truth without the one who craves, or yearns, ever aspiring to be
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perfectly good, completely just, and fully rational, i.e. without aspiring to be
God. In yearning, our cognitive sensibility takes on an ethical, or moral, ur-
gency. The now obvious question is, whose conception is the God of contem-
porary philosophy of religion? If not our own, or if amale corruption of who
we are, then why seek to either defend or challenge it? Instead, let us con-
sider a shift away fromphilosophy’s privilegedWestern point of viewwhich
has been identified as the God’s-eye point of view or the view from nowhere.

This shift in our ways of thinking about religion is part of a process
of reforming what remains deeply and generally familiar as a most funda-
mental framework: that is, our evolving conceptual scheme. Our conceptual
scheme – including the language we use, the way we think or reason – is
more fundamental than our conception of the divine, but it is related. My
reformist approach reaches back to rebuild philosophy at the level of funda-
mental presuppositions. Philosophers cannot – any more than theologians
can – detach themselves completely from their conceptual scheme to achieve
an absolutely correct representation of reality. But this does not imply that
philosophers have to give up our search for true belief, or for knowledge
of reality. Yet the embodied search, or inquiry which acknowledges its per-
spectival nature, is clearly distinct from the God’s-eye view. Embracing this
distinction does not, however, imply that we simply reject belief as ‘mas-
culinist’, in Jantzen’s terms. Arguably we cannot give up belief, or jump
outside of our conceptual scheme; this would be like being in the sea with-
out a ship (i.e. without a conceptual scheme). ‘Belief’ is employed here as
a very basic term for ‘thoughts taken up – whether in being handed down
or, in some sense, being discovered – and held as true’.39 Certain beliefs
may be (wrongly) conceived as male-neutral. Yet recognition of the sexed–
gendered perspectives of beliefs is part of a process which can only begin
in discerning the sexed–gendered shape of our conceptual scheme.

In particular we can, then, create an alternative sketch of philosophical
conceptions of reason and belief.Modern philosophical texts have contained
images of the sea as outside the territory of rationality, in relation to the
secure – since rational – ground of an island. Kant employs the stormy sea to
represent the illusions which threaten and surround the land of truth. In the
Kantianpicture, the definite line separating the philosopher or seafarer from
the sea represents the limits of ordered rationality and pure understanding.
But if this line is drawn by men alone and represents the limits to their
reasoning, can and should it be pushed back?According to certain feminists,
human rationality should be reformed in order to grasp the contents of the
marine waters whose turbulence evokes images of desire, birth, and love.
By emphasising these additional images, feminists intend to move towards
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a fully embodied standpoint on reality. More specifically, my reform would
include the belief-constructions implicit in imagery which takes the land
in Kant’s use of sea imagery as the limit of rationality; or the turbulent
sea as gendered images of desire and the land’s relationship to the sea as
reason’s relationship to the unknowable; or the horizon beyond the sea as
the divinisation of a disembodied reason and so on.

Unlike Kant, who does not describe the philosopher’s ship, but consis-
tent with another picture of philosophy, the planks of the philosopher’s ship
include the mistaken beliefs which are necessarily part of our conceptual
scheme. The post-Kantian point of this imagery is that philosophers must
rely upon both true beliefs and falsehoods when changing the planks of
mistaken beliefs in order to stay afloat. To be without the ship is to be in
the sea without any beliefs; this would be impossible! But to qualify philo-
sophical references to a mariner and his ship on the open sea, if these are
taken to mean that the rebuilding of a philosophical framework is done by
a lone man then they will also have to be supplemented with additional
images from feminist philosophers – for whom the subject of knowledge is
not a discrete, simple self with its very own set of fully transparent beliefs.
Instead feminist epistemologists speak about subjects of knowledge.

Feminist proposals for the reform of philosophy of religion may indeed
involve more than supplementation; they may culminate in a transforma-
tion of our thinking and living in yet unimagined ways. Replacing the ship’s
weak planks, in relation to the sea and land (whether these represent desire
and reason or not), implies a rebuilding. This may imply a total reconstruc-
tion when it comes to male-neutral planks of philosophy of religion which
have excluded differences of religion, gender, sexuality, class, race, and eth-
nicity. The aimwould notmerely be tomodify rules or to produce a checklist
of beliefs. Standard questions about God need not be addressed if the in-
tention is not to justify theistic beliefs. Instead, the focus could be placed
upon the process of uncovering and reconfiguring beliefs as embedded and
variously configured inmyths. Shaping this process is the cognitive, ethical,
and political sensibility of yearning.

On this last point, Kathleen O’Grady asks of my use of mythical figures,
why not consider those non-privileged persons who are actually margin-
alised from birth?40 The reply is to encourage movement from the centre
of philosophy to the margins by the reconfiguration of female figures in
philosophical texts (e.g. Antigone). Within philosophical texts, these fig-
ures themselves can be reconfigured by imagining how they could relin-
quish their privileged positions in acts of dissent. The very process mak-
ing up feminist reconfigurations represents the crucial movement from a
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privileged position at the centre to a position of marginality as a source of
less partial knowledge. Moreover, these figures, whether mythical or histor-
ical rendered mythical, are imagined as part of what Michèle Le Doeuff calls
the philosophical imaginary.41

Le Doeuff develops a distinctive account of the philosophical imaginary
as a style of thinking in images with which past philosophers have denied
engagement. Unacknowledged elements in the practice of philosophy are
located in the imagery and symbolism of a philosophical text. This consti-
tutes the philosophical imaginary that is not incidental to philosophy as
a decorative aspect of a text, but functions to mask aspects of philosophy
not readily articulated and to organise the values implicit in the text. An
exercise of the philosophical imaginary by feminist philosophers is to imag-
ine alternative thought patterns and intellectual spaces in which they can
glimpse possibilities excluded through polarisations of reason and desire.
Informed by Le Doeuff, we can look for mythical figures in the texts of
philosophy, in order to use them to imagine alternative patterns of thought.
Here my thinking is also informed by a distinctive understanding of a
standpoint – which is not the same as an empirical stance.

One difficulty with the use of mythical figures, in A Feminist Philosophy
of Religion, is grasping the crucial role intended for a feminist standpoint.
Another difficulty is that it is not yet possible to state definitively a sin-
gle method for a feminist philosophy of religion. More ground needs to
be broken by feminist philosophers. So the prolegomenon hangs to a large
degree on developing a transformative awareness of sex–gender, including
the multiple variables of race, class, ethnicity, sexual, and religious orienta-
tions. To develop this awareness, we can employ an epistemological strategy
for reinventing ourselves as other. The strategy requires philosophers of re-
ligion to struggle to achieve a feminist standpoint, in order to tackle the
problem of a hierarchy of values in which reason is valued over desire,
male over female, upper class over working class, infinite over finite, power
over weakness, centre over margin, and other similar (value) combinations,
inherent in philosophical texts.

A feminist standpoint is not the same as a woman’s experience or her
empirical situation, it is not a female perspective. It is not straightforwardly,
in Jantzen’s terms, the female imaginary or a feminist symbolic; and it is
not an outlook given by birth to all women whatever their particular social
location. Instead a feminist standpoint is the achievement of an epistem-
ically informed perspective; this results from a struggle by, or on behalf
of women and men who have been exploited, oppressed, or dominated,
including women who have been exploited or even oppressed by specific,
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pernicious, monotheistic beliefs. The struggle is on the level of lived ex-
perience where the body is accessible, even before it is intelligible. But
embodiment (as a woman) is not a sufficient condition for the production
of a feminist standpoint. Formal and substantive principles – concepts of
reason, as well as myths – necessarily mediate one’s embodiment. Myth
and the philosophical imaginary come into the struggle to achieve a femi-
nist standpoint. Looking at myths and the male-neutral representations of
beliefs supports a strategy of reform which exposes the exclusive point of
view of philosophy of religion: it begins with taking the privileged readings
of female figures or images of women in patriarchal texts out to themargins
in order to reconfigure them from the standpoint of others. In this way, the
familiar in philosophy of religion is rendered strange; and it becomes ap-
parent that a self-conscious awareness of our sex–gender perspectives (with
all the material and social factors that go with these) moves us to change
conceptions of ourselves, i.e. to reinvent ourselves as other than we have
been. Thus, we recognise greater truth, or more true representations of our
social and spiritual reality, by thinking from the lives of others.

O’Grady describes the space which is necessary for embracing feminist
philosophy of religion: ‘this rebirth [of philosophy of religion] can only be
situated within the dynamic forces of yearning – the place where bodies
embrace – where reason and desire come together to both challenge the
discipline and reform it’.42
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4 Feminist theology as theology of religions
rita m. gross

Not too long ago, I sat in a gathering of feminist theologians. The topic was
‘diversity’; numerous complaints about lack of diversity were being voiced,
but it was clear that lack of diversity among the Christians, not absence
of religious diversity, was being protested. I pointed out that the diversity
among Christians represented was far greater than the diversity among
religions, and that the discussion presumed a Christian context which I, a
non-Christian, found problematic. The conversation paused momentarily
to allow me to make my comment, then returned to its previous direction,
as if I had never spoken. I felt as if I had momentarily surfaced from un-
derwater in some giant ocean, only to have the waters submerge me again
immediately. I also noted that I had felt this way before. In earlier days,
it had not been uncommon for men to treat women’s observations about
religious studies or theology in the same way. One of the few other non-
Christian feminists locked eyes with me and whispered, ‘They just don’t get
it, do they?’ Howmany times had we said this about men when trying to ex-
plain to them what feminism is and why it matters? This was a profoundly
discouraging moment for me, a non-Christian pioneer in the feminist study
of religion who has spent my life and career as a feminist theologian and
scholar of religions involved almost equally in feminist issues and in issues
surrounding religious diversity.

Others have also noticed this strange development in feminist theology.
As the editors of the recently published anthology Is There a Future for
Feminist Theology? comment:

Although we have included diversity in terms of theoretical and
methodological issues, what this volume lacks . . . is any dialogue with
non-Western contexts. This on-going lack of engagement by feminist
theology, and gender theory itself, with experience outside Western
culture artificially limits the issues of gender and religion. From our
perspective, this is the major task for the next millennium. The

60



Feminist theology as theology of religions

traditional dichotomy between East and West, a meta-narrative of a
past age, needs to be dissolved to allow the vast plurality of global
experiences to take centre stage.1

Ursula King has called feminism ‘the missing dimension in the dialogue
of religions’, noting that if more women became prominent and visible in
‘dialogue, this in turn might help to transform the oppressive patriarchal
structures of religions’. In the same paper, she notes that Christian ‘feminist
theology, though wide-ranging and internally very diverse itself, is not yet
critically wrestling with the challenge of religious pluralism’.2

‘Theology of religions’ is a relatively new term that has to do with
noting the diversity among the religions of the world and developing con-
ceptual tools for relating with and understanding that diversity. Critical to
an adequate theology of religions is that it be knowledgeable about and con-
versant with the great Asian Wisdom traditions; merely raising one’s gaze
to include other monotheisms does not really constitute serious encounter
with religious diversity. To date, theology of religions has been largely a
Christian activity,3 but only because religious diversity is more theologi-
cally challenging to monotheisms than to non-monotheistic religions. In a
religiously diverse world in which people of the various religions are in
constant contact with each other, eventually all religions will have to de-
velop ways of helping their believers understand and live peacefully with
the religious diversity that is not going to disappear. In this enterprise of
developing theologies of religions, many tools can be and have already been
used, including comparative studies, interreligious exchange, and dialogue.
As demonstrations of how these various tools can be used and to participate
in the adventure of coming to terms with religious diversity in Christian
perspective, two books, written by women but containing no explicitly fem-
inist dimensions, are highly recommended: Diana Eck’s Encountering God:
A Spiritual Journey From Bozeman to Benares and Judith Berling’s A Pilgrim
in Chinese Culture: Negotiating Religious Diversity.

Completing the assigned task of this chapter, discussing feminist the-
ology as theology of religions, clearly presents problems, as the above ex-
periences and quotations indicate. Three intertwined issues are involved:
the current lack of religious diversity in most feminist theological forums,
the lack of any theology of religious diversity in most feminist theology,
and the relative lack of feminist participation in most formats for interreli-
gious exchange. Indeed, the most extensive ‘interreligious’ discussion in the
literature of feminist theology to date is the relatively acrimonious debate
on ‘Christian feminist anti-Judaism’, which hardly constitutes a theology of
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religions or an interreligious exchange by the above criteria.4 A few early
books aremore inclusive, but studying their tables of contents quickly shows
that the vast majority of the articles speak from a Christian context, a few
from a Jewish context, and even fewer from Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, or
other religious contexts.5 Thus, the tasks of this chapter must be largely con-
structive: discussing how or why the current situation regarding feminist
theology and issues of religious diversity came to be, developing feminist
grounds for serious feminist attention to religious diversity, and, finally,
suggesting how a feminist theology of religions might look. In this brief
chapter, only an outline of those tasks can be undertaken.

Feminist theology, as I envision it, is a movement that cuts across
tradition lines, influences all religious traditions, and is relevant to all of
them. Indeed, in the early years of the feminist theological movement,
that was the case, as Christian, Jewish, post-Christian, and Buddhist the-
ologians worked closely together and were about equally visible in the
feminist theological movement. Nevertheless, struggle over diversity is not
new to the feminist theological movement. ‘In retrospect, it is clear that
diversity – of aims, concerns, and perspectives – was always present even
when feminist gatherings felt unified, exuberant, and triumphant in their
stand against patriarchal religion and androcentric scholarship.’6 By the
mid-1980s, cries of outrage about the watchword of early feminist theology,
‘women’s experience’, werewidespread. The feminist theologicalmovement
had universalised ‘women’s experience’ as white, middle-class, heterosex-
ual experience, it was claimed. Therefore, to be genuinely inclusive, diversity
of class, race, culture, and sexual orientation must be taken seriously.
Genuine and irreconcilable theological differences also emerged. Experi-
encing this breakdown of a perceived unified front against patriarchy was
traumatic and painful. Why was/is it so difficult to deal with this diversity
and disagreement? My own suggested answer is that the difficulty is, in
large part, due to ‘a deeply entrenched tendency in Western thinking to
turn difference into hierarchy . . . If we are different, then one of us must be
better.’7

Because of deliberate efforts to be more genuinely inclusive, and be-
cause excluded groups of women demanded that their voices be heard,
many feminist theological gatherings now are more diverse regarding race,
class, culture, and sexual orientation. But, somehow, in that process, religious
diversity was lost. For all their faults, the feminist theological gatherings of
the early 1970sweremore religiously diverse than is common today. It is also
worth noting that in most contemporary cultural discourse about diversity,
religion is rarely mentioned.
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I would argue that, in ignoring religious diversity, feminist theology has
stopped short of its goal of genuine inclusivity, even lost ground. Though
diversity is usually valued by feminist theologians, the kind of diversity
promoted is intercultural diversity within Christianity.8 ‘Feminist theology’
and ‘Christian feminist theology’ have been conflated in many arenas of
discussion. Unwittingly, Christian feminist theologians, who think of them-
selves as more inclusive than mainstream theologians, have been co-opted
by one of the more archaic, out-of-touch aspects of mainstream theology –
its tendency to equate ‘religion’ with ‘Christianity’. Furthermore, as one
who works extensively in both feminist theology and in the theology of
religions, in my experience, Christian feminist theologians are among the
worst offenders in this regard. For non-Christian feminists, this exclusion-
ary practice is insulting, maddening, and frustrating. The place I would
least expect to encounter it is in the feminist theological movement to
which I have given so much of my life and work. Personal feelings and
experience aside, this development is also limiting for the development of
feminist theology. Intercultural Christian diversity will not yield the stun-
ning variety of religious options that would come with genuine interreli-
gious study and dialogue that also took account of the variety within each
religion.

Are there feminist grounds for developing theologies of religion and
for learning about and thinking about religious diversity? The history of
the feminist theological movement itself provides the first major feminist
reason for being concerned with religious diversity. Feminist theology was
born from the experience of being excluded by patriarchal religions, and
the resulting convictions that the voices of the excluded deserve to be heard
and that adequate theology cannot be done on the basis of erasing many
voices and limiting the theological voice to the chosen few. The landmark
anthology of feminist theology, Womanspirit Rising proclaimed in 1979 that
‘the diversity [emphasis added] within feminist theology and spirituality is
its strength’.9 The second major feminist reason for such concern was also
articulated already in that early anthology. Though the phrase ‘widening the
canon’ does not appear in that anthology, the concept is implicit throughout
it, especially in its concerns with rejecting the binding authority of the past
and in searching for new traditions. Since then, the issues of how to use the
received canon in feminist ways and where to find new sources with which
to do feminist theology have been important to most feminist theologians.
For feminists, concern with religious diversity is necessitated by the most
basic values of feminist theology – the importance of inclusivity and the
necessity to widen the canon.
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These feminist reasons for interest in religious diversity mesh with, are
different ways of expressing, two reasons why a theology of religions is
necessary today. One is ethical and the other is epistemological. The eth-
ical reasons have to do with the facts that religious diversity is a reality,
not a mistake, and that religious diversity is part of the experience of most
contemporary people. Intolerance and exclusive truth claims may be un-
avoidable when religions are relatively isolated from each other, but they
are lethal when religions must mix and mingle in a common environment,
as is the case today. The moral reason thus amounts to the same thing as
the feminist value of including the formerly excluded. The epistemolog-
ical reasons have to do with the illuminating power of the ‘comparative
mirror’,10 with the truth of the slogan that ‘to know one religion is to know
none’. They also have to do with the fact that religions other than one’s
own may well contain ideas and symbols from which feminist theologians
might learn something useful. The epistemological reasons thus amount to
the same thing as the feminist need to widen the canon, whether through
rejecting received patriarchal interpretations or through utilising formerly
non-canonical sources.

In keeping with my understanding of feminism as a religious move-
ment that crosses religious boundaries and has similar implications for all
religions, I will propose a theology of religions that I believe would be an ad-
equate feminist theology of religions. Though, to date, theology of religions
has been largely composed by Christian theologians, I do not believe that
an adequate theology of religions would differ significantly from one tra-
dition to another. Theologians of all traditions have to deal with the fact of
religious diversity in a morally compassionate and theologically compelling
manner; they all need to ask what can be learned from diverse perspectives.
In so far as possible, I will pose the conceptual alternatives and provide
arguments for the positions I advocate. In such a short chapter, of course, it
will not be possible to discuss fully all possible alternatives and arguments;
thus it is an invitation to discussion, not a foreclosure of it.

moral issues and feminist values

Feminist values in this area are best expressed as evaluating religious
diversity positively and including those who have been excluded. So the
first layer of a theology of religions is concerned with the problem of how
to understand normatively the fact that other religions besides one’s own
exist. To date, three positions have been proposed: exclusivist, inclusivist,
and pluralist. Because these positions are alreadywell known and developed
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in mainstream theology of religions, they will only be summarised very
briefly here.11

The exclusivist claims that her position alone among the world’s reli-
gions has validity and would be the only religion in an ideal world. This
position necessitates negative attitudes towards all other religions, and ex-
clusivists often claim nothing of any value can be found in other religions.
The inclusivists say that there is some merit in other religions, that they are
not wholly inadequate. But an inclusivist would also claim that, in the final
analysis, these other religions are not completely adequate because they are
waiting to be ‘fulfilled’ by the teachings found in the inclusivist’s religion.
The other religions would be ‘better’ religions if only they would adopt
what the inclusivist most values about her own religion. (This use of the
term ‘inclusivity’ is not the same as that discussed as the feminist value of
inclusivity. I use the term here because it is usual in mainstream theologies
of religion.) The pluralist would say that no religion is either the only valid
religion or the most valid among religions. Rather, each religion provides
something valuable and interesting in a giant mosaic. We probably have
personal affinities for one among the religions, but that does not elevate
the worth of that religion for everyone else. A pluralist is also interested
in dialogue with members of other religions and in learning from other
religions, whether through the study of that religion or through dialogue.

For a feminist theology of religions, the only suitable candidate among
these options is the pluralist position. It is inconceivable that a feminist
theologian would go through all the heartache of being excluded from her
own religion, and doing the theological work required to include herself
back in, only to turn around and make exclusive or inclusive truth claims
about the religion that excluded her! Furthermore, as already pointed out,
a major value of feminist theology is to include the voices that have not
been heard, to widen the circle, to learn how to welcome diversity. It makes
no sense for those values to stop when they hit the boundary of one’s own
religion, and for another set of values to take over at that point. I do not
think this would be a controversial point among feminist theologians, even
though none has, to my knowledge, explicitly addressed the issue. Because
this argument, in my view, holds for feminist theology, it follows that it also
holds for ‘mainstream’ theology.12

Other ethical reasons for preferring the pluralist position are not specif-
ically feminist. Only the pluralist position provides ways for different re-
ligions to live together peacefully, without competition. The exclusivist or
inclusivist positions, if held simultaneously by members of different reli-
gions, can only lead to mutual hostility. It is unreasonable to take for oneself
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a position regarding religious diversity that, if taken by others of a different
persuasion, leads to suffering and away from peace, wholeness, and heal-
ing. If religions don’t provide peace, wholeness, and healing, what good are
they?

When the pluralist position is advocated, someone always brings up the
spectre of absolute relativism. Does anything go then? Are there no stan-
dards, theological or moral? Pluralists are not saying that one cannot evalu-
ate religious phenomena; we are saying that no religion has a monopoly on
either truth or falsity, relevant or harmful teachings and practices. Further-
more, every religion has some of each. In evaluating religious phenomena,
I would claim that ethical behaviour is far more important than theological
doctrines. It is easy to demonstrate, if one studies world religions, that there
are many cogent theologies; there is no particular need to rank or evaluate
them against one another. If they can be evaluated or ranked at all, the only
possible basis for such ranking would be the ethical consequences of theo-
logical ideas. When a theological doctrine, by itself, harms people who try
to believe in it, or when a theological doctrine translates directly into op-
pressive social practices, then it could be negatively evaluated. Many Jewish
and Christian feminists have claimed that the exclusively male language
and imagery of deity common in the monotheistic religions is one such
example.13 More generally, I would claim that if people who hold to a set
of doctrines are transformed in ethically positive ways by their adherence
of those doctrines, they can be evaluated positively, though that does not
mean those doctrines are therefore of universal value. If, on the other hand,
people are rigid, inflexible, hateful towards those who are different, waste-
ful of natural resources, or cruel to animals, then the religious doctrines
they hold are not working, are not doing their proper job of transforming
humans into gentler, kinder, more compassionate beings. According to this
standard, all religions have both succeeded and failed, another reason to
hold the pluralist position.14

ep istemological issues and feminist values

Feminist values affirm the importance of thinking about diverse reli-
gions, and so express a feminist need to widen the canon. The ethical di-
mensions of a feminist theology of religions are quite straightforward and
uncontroversial, in my view. The more interesting, and potentially more
challenging dimension of any theology of religions is the epistemological
dimension, which takes us from accepting a plurality of religions as theolog-
ically unproblematic to the necessity of actually learning something about,
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and possibly from, these religions. The epistemological reasons for devel-
oping a feminist theology of religions centre on the effect it could have on
one’s own theological development, and thus the development of feminist
theology in one’s own tradition. There are two possible and interdependent
ways of going about this task: learning about and from the various religions
through academic study of them and engaging in dialogue with members
of these traditions.

Can one claim to do adequate constructive theology, feminist or other-
wise, if one knows little or nothing about religions other than one’s own?
At least at a time such as ours, in which religious diversity is everywhere
and information about world religions is readily available, I would claim
that one cannot. The theological imperative has always included taking ac-
count of the contemporary culture, which now includes what the modern
disciplines and modern knowledge tell us about the world. Included in that
knowledge is detailed information about the phenomenon of religion in gen-
eral, as well as information about a great variety of religions. In a pluralistic
and post-colonial era, it is inappropriate to proceed with one’s constructive
work as if that revolution regarding our knowledge about world religions
had not occurred. If theologians are not at least somewhat familiar with
this material, they are not operating with a full deck and are constructing
theology in a vacuum. How could a theologian, feminist or otherwise, make
any claims about religion when she is operating with a sample of one?

I would also make this claim because of the power of the ‘comparative
mirror’ to illumine self as well as other. It is hard to imagine looking at
religion through the lens of only one religion after one has begun to study
and think about religion comparatively, not only because of what has been
learned about the possibility of other religious perspectives, but also be-
cause one has so many more tools with which to see one’s own religion. The
phrase ‘comparative mirror’ denotes, not only learning some information,
but using that information in a certain way. A mirror is reflexive, whereas
information, by itself, is not. In the comparative mirror, we see ourselves in
the context and perspective of many other religious phenomena, inviting,
even necessitating self-reflection about our own religious and cultural sys-
tems. In that process, ‘Our own world, instead of being taken for granted,
becomes exposed as a world, its contents held up to the comparative mirror
and we become a phenomenon to ourselves.’15 For theological reflection,
feminist or otherwise, nothing is so useful as becoming a phenomenon to
oneself because in that process, we see and understand ourselvesmuchmore
clearly. Part of that seeing includes seeing the strengths and weaknesses of
the perspectives we take for granted. As we begin to experience that there
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really are religious alternatives, our own perspective must also become an
alternative, not merely the only viable theological position or something
with which we are stuck.

Furthermore, by really looking in the comparative mirror, we will un-
doubtedly find many alternatives that we would be unlikely to imagine on
our own. For example, most feminist theology takes it for granted that we
will speak of deity in some way, even if we are very dissatisfied with the
symbolism of deity named and spoken of as male-only. But what of a non-
theistic religious alternative, such as that modelled by Buddhism? It would
be useful to feminist theologians used to working in theistic contexts to
contemplate such a possibility, to contemplate the pros and cons of theism
itself. Theism looks different in the comparative mirror than it does when
one takes it for granted and does not regard it as an alternative.

Unlike a beginning student of religion, an experienced constructive
theologian will probably begin, not only to learn about, but to learn from
the material revealed in the comparative mirror relatively quickly. This
process of learning from the data in the comparative mirror needs to be
discussed carefully because it contains many potential pitfalls. It must also
be admitted that a feminist theologianwill face challengeswhen looking into
the comparative mirror that may not be faced by a conventional theologian.

Feminists sometimes object to looking into the comparative mirror be-
cause all the religions they see there are patriarchal to some degree, and
people are tired of studying patriarchal religion. In and of itself, this com-
plaint is true; all major world religions are patriarchal to some extent. How-
ever, there is little place else to go for alternatives with which to imagine
religion anew. It would be enjoyable to find some religion that fulfilled
one’s feminist dreams, but that is unlikely. Such religious visions have to
be pieced together from the available parts, combined with imagination,
stubbornness, and courage. Why limit oneself to the familiar patriarchies
in that quest? There are very interesting and very useful religious ideas and
practices in other traditions. Furthermore, feminist theologians, especially
Christian and Jewish feminist theologians, aremore than adept at finding in-
spiration and reason for going on, despite and within familiar patriarchies.
Why should it be different with unfamiliar patriarchal religions? The ben-
efits of finding a really useful and interesting symbol, concept, or practice
are greater than the discomfort generated by encountering patriarchy in
unfamiliar places.

Nevertheless, for a feminist, one of the trickiest tasks of looking into the
comparative mirror is dealing with material that is not only patriarchal in
familiar ways but also seemingly immoral and unredeemably oppressive.
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Western feminists, religious and secular, have sometimes been eager to
criticise and condemn practices that strike them as completely cruel and
unbearable for women. Unquestionably, when a feminist studies some un-
familiar religious contexts, she is likely to heave a sigh of relief that she
does not live in that culture. Some practices, such as African genital opera-
tions on women, cannot be evaluated as anything but completely horrific by
feminist standards. Nevertheless, we must ask if vocal outrage is the most
effective way of responding to such practices.

Quick condemnation of unfamiliar religious or cultural beliefs and prac-
tices is one of the great pitfalls of cross-cultural studies in general. The pur-
pose and the promise of such study is not to feel smug and superior. Long
experience in teaching unfamiliar religions has given me certain insights
about how best to proceed. First, the ground rules of looking into and learn-
ing from the comparative mirror require suspension of judgment at first,
until one is thoroughly familiar with the situation being studied. One must
first try to understand why such practices exist and what purposes they
serve, according to the viewpoint of the religion being studied. Empathy is
themost critical tool for looking into the comparativemirror in ways that do
not create further mutual entrenchment and scorn. It must be applied in all
cases, even the most unsavoury, before appropriate judgments can be made.

If one does not jump to conclusions about how certain religious or
cultural phenomena are experienced by projecting from one’s experience,
but takes more time to reflect on the practice, there may be some surprising
conclusions. Some practices that seemundesirable turn out not to be as com-
pletely disadvantageous to women as they might seem at first. For example,
arrangedmarriages can protect women from the need for self-display, the in-
dignities of the singles bar, and the danger of date rape. Polygyny canprovide
female companionship and help with childcare. Furthermore, every woman
who wants to marry can be married in a polygynous culture. Dress codes
that requiremodesty can free women fromneeding to display themselves as
sex objects competing to attract themale gaze if women are to find partners.

In other cases, seemingly undesirable conditions are not really very
different from what Western women experienced until very recently, or
even experience today. In particular, statements about the inferiority of
women and the requirement that women should be subservient to male
authority stemming from other religious contexts should not sound too
different from the home-grown variety.

Finally, outsiders’ judgments about women’s situations are often made
on the basis of public observation, of what goes on in public spaces. Women
do not usually have authority in public spaces, including religious public
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spaces; indeed they may not even be present. However, if one knows the
situation more intimately, one will discover that women often have a great
deal of power behind the scenes, and everyone knows that and takes it for
granted. As we have become familiar with the cultural and religious systems
of India and China, this point has been demonstrated time and again.

However, some religious ideas and practices remain deplorable to a
feminist even after much consideration. Then what? Cross-cultural public
denunciations from First World countries and former colonists probably
only entrench the situation further. Then resisting changes in women’s
situation becomes part of national pride and resistance toWesternisation. It
does little good to talk about African genital mutilation rather than African
genital operations, or to decry Muslim practices surrounding gender, to
name two of the most inflammatory feminist causes. It would probably be
far better quietly to work with women from those situations and to support
them financially and emotionally.

Though it may seem that we have strayed from a feminist theology of
religions into the ethics of cross-cultural study, that is not the case. Theolo-
gians are perhaps more apt to make judgments about what they study than
are social scientists and scholars of religious studies. Therefore, as theolo-
gians become more competent in their knowledge about the vast diversity
of religious phenomena and in their theological thinking about religious
diversity itself, it is crucial for them to be able to make comparisons and
judgments in ways that are not offensive or näıve.

Feminists also sometimes object to looking into the comparative mir-
ror because of the difficulty entailed in becoming somewhat competent in
understanding accurately what the comparative mirror is showing. In my
experience, this has occurred at all levels of scholarly development, from
that of professional scholars who do not attend papers on feminist topics
if they are about an unfamiliar religion, to that of students in a goddess
seminar who tuned out when we came to the book on Hindu goddesses.
When I asked my students, who were all women studies minors and eager
to study material on goddesses, why they were not so willing to make the
effort to learn about the Hindu materials, I got the same answer from them
that I receive from more established scholars. ‘Too many foreign words’,
they said. The apprenticeship required for being able to use the compara-
tive mirror effectively and adequately can be daunting. One is required to
learn a good bit of terminology (perhaps even a foreign language) and one
must empathise one’s way into rather different world-views.

On the one hand, an extremely sensitive issue regarding cross-cultural
knowledge and exchange is inappropriate appropriationwithout an adequate

70



Feminist theology as theology of religions

apprenticeship. Segments of the feminist spirituality movement have been
especially criticised by Native Americans for indiscriminate and unautho-
rised borrowing from their traditions.16 Caution is better than plunging
ahead on the basis of insufficient knowledge. On the other hand, though
the process of learning about other traditions is never-ending in a certain
sense, it is essentially no different from the process by which theologians
first learn the ancient texts and languages, and all the theological variants
required for competence and theological literacywithin their indigenous tra-
dition. Theologians are not born with that information already imprinted
in their brains; they learn it, usually relatively early in their training. But
why stop there? My claim is twofold. First, to do adequate theology in a
pluralistic world, one needs information about the whole world, not just
one’s corner in it. Secondly, the additional perspective on one’s own tradi-
tion that one gains by this process of looking into the comparative mirror
is well worth the effort.

I have already offered the example of studying and contemplating a
non-theistic religion like Buddhism to refine one’s understanding of the
utility and limits of theistic symbolism. Hinduism offers the example of
well-nuanced ways of alternating personal and impersonal imagery of the
Ultimate, which is an issue with which many feminist theologians are con-
cerned. At least as provocative are the many goddesses of Asia, with their
colourful symbolism and intricate mythologies. They provide an example of
goddesses as integral parts of ordinary peoples’ religious lives, not merely
as the construct of a small number ofWestern religious thinkers. I can think
of no reason to exclude these materials from the widened canon, to stop
short at the borders of Western history and culture.

When feminist theologians do let a wider canon speak to them, there
are two ways it can influence their theology. One is by osmosis and the
other is by deliberately altering one’s theology on the basis of what has
been learned from the comparative mirror. By ‘osmosis’, I mean that study
and contemplation of various unfamiliar ideas, symbols, and practices grad-
ually begin to affect how one thinks and how one views the world, which,
of course, spills over into one’s theologising. A good example of the process
would be the post-Christian thealogy of Carol Christ, who has studied an-
cient goddesses, especially those of Greece, very thoroughly, but who does
not simply import wholesale the goddesses she has studied into her theol-
ogy. Rather, she constructs a systematic thealogy of the goddess, based on
this study and a good bit of creative imagination.17 In certain ways this pro-
cess is more authentic and involves less chance of total misunderstanding
and misrepresentation of unfamiliar materials.
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The process of direct borrowing and deliberately altering one’s theol-
ogy is more difficult, which is probably one reason why most academically
trained theologians avoid it. If academically trained theologians do deliber-
ately alter their theology on the basis of what they see in the comparative
mirror, they are more likely to look at marginalised materials from their
own tradition than to look at symbols or practices from completely differ-
ent traditions. A good example of a feminist theologian who engages in this
kind of use of the comparative mirror is Rosemary Ruether, especially her
books Sexism and God-talk: Toward a Feminist Theology and Women and
Redemption: A Theological History. These books demonstrate clearly how
material that was omitted from the official canon of Christianity can be
used in constructing deliberately alterative theologies.

Making theological use of materials from outside one’s own culture or
religion is much more difficult and challenging because it is so easy to use
them in inappropriate or superficial ways. Sometimes those whose symbols
and practices we might like to learn from do not wish to share them. Native
American resentment about the ways in which the New Age and feminist
spirituality movements ‘borrow’ their symbols and practices has already
been noted. A wise rule of thumb in such cases might be to look elsewhere
if we are told that we are not welcome to these symbols and practices, no
matter how attractive they might be to us. In other cases, the materials are
so wrenched out of context and reinterpreted that the new theology lacks
credibility. Or, as people shop here and there for goddesses and religious
practices they like, the result is a ‘good parts’ synthesis that is superficial.

Most problematic, however, is simply not doing justice to the materi-
als one is borrowing. For example, as a long-time practitioner of Vajrayana
Buddhism, I am not thrilled by most appropriations of ‘Tantric goddesses’
because they miss the whole point of the practice and the symbolism. My
own theology is, of course, deeply influenced by these materials, but I have
studied them closely for twenty-five years. Thus we find ourselves back to
the question of what constitutes a proper apprenticeship. Time and again,
I have found this question of apprenticeship to be crucial; religious teach-
ers of many backgrounds, including Native American, will willingly teach
committed students willing to serve the apprenticeship.

On the other hand, clearly religious symbols can cross cultural frontiers,
change, develop, and become deeply incorporated into new religious con-
texts. We know this because it has happened. The goddesses of the ancient
world became the Virgin Mary. Kwan-yin broke loose from her Buddhist
moorings and her former male gender as an Indian Bodhisattva to become
one of the most popular and beloved goddesses of China and Japan. There is
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no reason that, over time, this process could not happen toWestern religions,
both Christian and post-Christian, as Asian goddesses become more famil-
iar and more beloved. At this point in time, the most likely candidate for
finding a home in the West is the Hindu Goddess Kali,18 though Kwan-yin
is also receiving more attention from Westerners longing for goddesses.19

The meanings of Kali and Kwan-yin and their impact on devotees are quite
different in Western appreciations and appropriations of Kali or Kwan-Yin
from what they are in Asian contexts. However, with enough time and with
widespread veneration of these goddesses, that will not matter. They will
have transformed into Western goddesses with Asian roots, who will still
be worshipped in Asian contexts as well. This process will be especially
interesting because Asian devotees of Kali or Kwan-yin and their European
and American devotees can interact easily, if they choose to do so.

Even though feminist theologians do not often engage in the study of
other religions, this possibility has been discussed at some length because
of its potential impact on the development of feminist theology. However,
at present, most of the few feminist theologians involved in learning about
and learning from other religions do so through the practice of interreli-
gious dialogue, of which Buddhist–Christian dialogue is probably the most
developed. In someways, dialogue is probably an easier and quickermethod
by which to learn about and learn from unfamiliar religions than study. In
dialogue, one is interacting with members of another religious tradition
who are usually very well educated and very articulate in that tradition.
They serve as a living library ready to correct one’s misinterpretations and
misunderstandings of the other religion. However, dialogue between rela-
tive amateurs without thorough academic grounding in their own tradition
could well become a detour.

To those unpractised in dialogue, it is important to understand what
genuine dialogue is not. It is not a covert missionary activity in which each
side tries to prove the superiority of their religion. It is not a debate, with
all the adversarial connotations of the term ‘debate’. Nor is it an attempt to
find some commonality between religions, an attempt to discover that, at
the bottom line in an esoteric way, all religions really are the same.

Many people have the misconception that, in conversations or dialogue
with people of other religious persuasions, one could not help but try to
demonstrate the superiority of one’s own position to one’s partner. After
all, they say: ‘You are committed to this religious perspective; you have de-
voted years to studying and practising it. Clearly youmust think that it is the
best position.’ The question in response is: ‘Best for whom?’ A pluralistic
theology of religions easily accommodates love of and enthusiasm for one’s
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own religious position with deep appreciation of other positions. One does
not have to very psychologically sophisticated to realise that religion cannot
be a ‘one size fits all’ phenomenon. There is no reason to expect that the
religious symbols and practices to which I can deeply relate have the same
resonance for everyone. Being defensive about one’s own perspective is
the least likely stance for successful dialogue. For this reason, participation
in dialogue almost requires a pluralistic theology of religions, or at least
a broadly inclusivist theology of religions. One of the major problems in
interreligious dialogue is that the people who need it most are the least
likely to engage in dialogue.

Debate is also less than ideal as a format for dialogue, and, in fact,
it is never used as a format for dialogue, to my knowledge, even though
some might think dialogue would be debate. Debate is an exercise in which
the most skilled debaters ‘win’, which does not prove the truth of their
position, and the agenda of debate is to score points for oneself, not to un-
derstand the other. Furthermore, a skilled debater needs to be able to argue
either side of the debate, which makes debate better suited for fine-tuning
one’s understanding of the intricacies of various theological positionswithin
one’s own tradition than for understanding a radically different alternative.
Unless both debaters were highly skilled in discussing both religions, de-
bate as a format for interreligious dialogue simply would not work. Even
then, it would not prove to be as fruitful as conversation on a common
topic.

Probably the most widespread misconception about interreligious di-
alogue is that its purpose is to find common ground, areas of agreement
between the religions, so that mutual suspicions and hostilities can end.
After all, if all religions really teach the same things in the long run, what is
there to fight about? This understanding of dialogue carries a covert theol-
ogy of religions with it. Genuine religious diversity is still seen as a problem
if this is one’s concept of the purpose of dialogue. It is felt that there must
be some common meeting point for all the religions, if we could only find
it, and that finding it would promote better relations between the religions.
But why do we need a common meeting point? Can’t we just appreciate
the diversity of religions? Most people who have specialised to some extent
in interreligious dialogue do not hold the view there is a common ground
upon which all the religions can agree, nor do they think that it would be
preferable for there to be a common ground for all religions.

Why, then should one engage in interreligious dialogue? In the long
run, the purpose of dialogue is the same as the purpose of studying other
traditions: to enrich one’s own theology with input that one would probably
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never think of by oneself. The foremost theoretician of dialogue, John Cobb,
states that the attitude one brings to dialogue is willingness to listen com-
pletely and carefully, and to change as a result of dialogue. He, and many
others, would claim that any genuine encounter changes one; therefore,
entering interreligious dialogue means being open to theological growth.
Nor are the changes predictable ahead of time. Programmed change and
genuine encounter are mutually incompatible.

It is important to realise that, while theological growth and change is
an assumed outcome of dialogue, the change with which one is concerned
is internal change in oneself, not affecting the theological thinking of the
other. That is their prerogative and their issue. For example, in discussing
Jewish–Christian dialogue, John Cobb suggests that, while Christians might
hope that someday Jews could integrate the story of Jesus into their history
and would feel that such a change would enrich Judaism considerably, the
reason for Christians to engage in Jewish–Christian dialogue is not to make
that case. ‘The Christian purpose in dialogue with Jews must be to change
Christianity.’20

This principle does notmean that dialogists cannotmake suggestions to
each other, especially when trust has developed. Dialogue can also provide a
way to see ourselves as others see us, if we are open to hearing about the im-
pressions our theologies make on other people. Genuine dialogue produces
the reaction, ‘I never would have thought of that’, regarding assumptions
and givens of our own position. But that process is reversible. In genuine
dialogue, when mutual trust is established and it is clear that there is no
covert missionary agenda, one is free to say to one’s dialogue partners: ‘You
know, I just don’t get that belief or that practice. It doesn’t make any sense
to me. What does it offer you?’ One can also make suggestions to one’s
partners: ‘Why don’t you consider these ideas or practices. It seems to me
that they might be helpful to you.’ Finally, of course, one of the genuinely
enjoyable aspects of interreligious dialogue is discussing comparisons and
contrasts between religions with truly knowledgeable people of goodwill.

That feminism is the missing dimension in religious dialogue was one
of the jumping-off points of this chapter. But that voice is missing because
the feminists aren’t there! In the dialogue contexts in which I participate,
Christian feminists’ seeming lack of interest in dialogue is often noted and
regretted. As with studying other religious traditions, probably feminists
hesitate to become involved in such dialogues because they involve dia-
logue among patriarchal religions. But, at least in some dialogue contexts,
there is a great deal of sensitivity to feminist issues and the men are as
unaccepting of religious sexism as are the women. For example, the Society
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for Buddhist–Christian Studies wrote into its bylaws the principle that its
board and its officers, as well as speakers in its programmes, will always
include parity not only between Christians and Buddhists, but also between
men and women. That happened in part because feminists participated in
the founding of the society. Granted, other dialogue contexts are more sex-
ist and less welcoming of women. But the academic study of religion, and
Jewish and Christian theology were not very welcoming of feminism either
when we first demanded entry. Because feminism is a major movement in
many religions today, its voices need to be heard in the dialogues among
these religions. But feminists themselves are the only ones who can add that
voice. Until feminists insist upon entering interreligious dialogue, feminism
will continue to be the missing voice in interreligious dialogue.

summary

Feminist theology’s lack of serious attention to any dimension of a
theology of religions, to religious diversity, is its most serious failing, in my
view. This lack of attention is truly difficult to understand, given feminism’s
emphases on including the unheard voices, on not trying to speak for others,
and on the need for new sources for theology. Feminist theologians could
benefit greatly from exposure to religious systems that are truly different,
that are not just culturally diverse variants of Christianity or monotheism
but are truly different. Furthermore, this lack of attention to the theology of
religions and to interreligious dialogue isolates and marginalises feminist
theology in the academy and in theworld. If wewant to change theworld, we
can hardly do it by retreating to our feminist enclaves and never seriously
encountering the rest of the religious world. Ignoring even our feminist
colleagues whose feminist theologies may be religiously different is even
more peculiar. If feminists of the various religions are not talking with each
other, one wonders what has gone wrong with religious feminism.

The claims and arguments put forth in this chapter are all challeng-
ing and controversial. But I do not believe they are more challenging and
controversial than were the feminist study of religions or Jewish, Christian,
and post-Christian feminist theologies when they were first proposed.
Besides, someone has to go out on limbs when something important has
been ignored!
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5 Feminist theology as post-traditional thealogy
carol p . christ

the emergence of
post -tradit ional thealogy

The word thealogy comes from the Greek words thea or Goddess and
logos or meaning. It describes the activity of reflection on the meaning of
Goddess, in contrast to theology, from theos and logos, which is reflection on
the meaning of God. The adjective ‘post’ in the title of this chapter is some-
what problematic. If taken to imply that feminist thealogies designated as
‘post-traditional’ have developed in reaction to the limitations of Christian
and Jewish theologies, it would be correct. However, if thought to mean that
such thealogies do not look to the past, it would be wrong. Indeed, many
‘post-traditional’ feminist thealogies might be called ‘pre-traditional’ in that
they claim to be rooted in a past far more ancient than the sacred histories of
Christianity and Judaism. Whereas the times of Abraham and Moses were
less than 4,000 years ago, post-traditional Goddess feminists locate their
origins in the mists of time, in the Upper Palaeolithic, about 30,000 years
ago. On the other hand, because Christianity outlawed the explicit prac-
tice of all pre-Christian religions (with the edicts of Theodosius, called ‘the
Great’, at the end of the fourth century ce), ‘post’-traditional thealogies
cannot claim a direct inheritance of pre-Jewish or pre-Christian religious
symbols, rituals, or ideas. I have used the word ‘post-traditional’ rather than
‘post-Christian’ in this chapter, because the practitioners of ‘post-traditional’
religion include both Christians and Jews. A number of the most influen-
tial proponents of feminist ‘post-traditional thealogy’, including Starhawk
(Miriam Simos), Naomi Goldenberg, Margot Alder, Miriam Robbins Dexter,
Gloria Orenstein, Asphodel Long, and Melissa Raphael are from Jewish
backgrounds.

Post-traditional feminist thealogy can be traced to seeds sown at the
end of the nineteenth century by American suffragists Matilda Joslyn Gage
in Woman, Church, and State and Elizabeth Cady Stanton in The Woman’s
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Bible.1 These works did not create a feminist theological movement in their
own time. Gage was written out of the history of the suffrage movement
because she maintained that Christianity could not be salvaged for women.
Stanton, though remembered, lost her standing in the women’s rights move-
ment due to the controversy provoked by her contention that biblical texts
detrimental to women were created by man, not God.

In the twentieth century, Mary Daly revived these radical views in her
groundbreaking work Beyond God the Father.2 During the course of writ-
ing that book, Daly, who holds several degrees in Roman Catholic theol-
ogy, came to the conclusion that Christianity and patriarchy were so in-
timately linked that it was time for women to leave Christianity behind.
At about the same time, a Hungarian refugee named Zsuzsanna Budapest
was forming the Susan B. Anthony Coven #1 in Los Angeles and pen-
ning the lesbian–feminist spiritual manifesto The Feminist Book of Lights
and Shadows, lesbian country homesteaders Ruth and Jean Mountaingrove
were planning the first issue of WomanSpirit magazine (Fall, 1974), and
University of California archaeologist Marija Gimbutas was completing
The Gods and Goddesses of Old Europe.3

In these works, the basic outlines of a feminist post-traditional theal-
ogy were proposed. Daly provided a radical critique of the core symbols
of Christian tradition, summed up in the phrase ‘if God is male, male is
God’.4 Budapest provided an alternative symbol system and ritual prac-
tice, calling upon women-identified women to reclaim the ancient religion
of the Goddess. Ruth and Jean Mountaingrove provided a forum where
women could share non-traditional spiritual experiences, visions, and ritu-
als, many of them affirming the cycles of the female body and an affin-
ity between women and nature. Marija Gimbutas unwittingly supplied
the fledgling movement with a history, through her analysis of the sym-
bolism of the Goddess in the religion of palaeolithic and neolithic Old
Europe.

Over the course of the following twenty-five years, a broadly based
grassroots movement known as the ‘women’s spirituality’, ‘feminist spiritu-
ality’, or ‘Goddess’ movement took root in North America, Northern Europe,
Australia, and New Zealand. This movement was created and is led primar-
ily by women, though it includes growing numbers of men. It overlaps
to a certain extent with the (non- or not explicitly feminist) neo-pagan,
witchcraft, and Wiccan traditions which preceded it and from which it has
drawn some of its core symbolism. In the last years of the twentieth century,
hundreds of books on the ‘the Goddess’ were published and found a wide
audience.
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the goddess

For many women, Ntozake Shange’s words, ‘i found god in myself / and
i loved her / i loved her fiercely’, describe an almost miraculous transfor-
mation of the way they view their female bodies, the power of their female
selves.5 To name the divine power as ‘Goddess’ also causes a profound
metaphoric shift in how we view the world. In changing the way we per-
ceive women, the symbol of the Goddess changes the way we understand
all that the female body has come to symbolise: the flesh, the earth, fini-
tude, interdependence, death. When the earth is imaged as the body of the
Goddess, the female body and the earth, which have been devalued together,
are resacralised. Our understanding of divine power is transformed as it is
clearly recognised as present within the finite and changing world.

Rituals, both individual and communal, have flourished in response to
the rebirth of the Goddess. Images and pictures of the Goddess are placed on
altars along with candles, personal symbols, and elements from the natural
world, including stones, feathers, flowers, water. Goddess images inspire
women to take pride in themselves and encourage men to treat women
and children with respect and to affirm their own connection to the life
force. The rituals of Goddess religion celebrate the human connection to
the cycles of the moon and the seasons of the sun, invoking the mysteries of
birth, death, and renewal, joy and gratitude for finite life. They encourage
an appreciation of diversity and difference, affirming that darkness and
light, springtime and winter, all people and all beings are sacred. Goddess
symbols celebrate the body of the Goddess, the human body, and the earth
body, motivating participants to embrace embodied life and care for the
earth body. Goddess rituals celebrate the sacredness of the earth in its con-
crete particularity, reminding the community that the ground on which it
stands is holy. Goddess rituals and symbols broaden and deepen the under-
standing of human interdependence to include all beings and all people.
Goddess rituals shape communities in which concern for the earth and all
people can be embodied.

Not all feminist post-traditional religious reflection is centred in the
Goddess movement. Though she uses the word ‘Goddess’ in her writings,
Mary Daly has kept her distance from the Goddess movement. She rejected
all forms of fixed or repeated rituals, along with all forms of theism and
even panentheism, opting instead for an ontology of ‘becoming’ in which
there are no fixed points. The deity for her is an open horizon in which
‘spinsters’, ‘hags’, and ‘nag-gnostics’ (that is, lesbian feminist women) are the
agents of creativity in the universe. Daphne Hampson, in After Christianity,
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argued that the feminist critique of Christianity ought to be followed not by
another appeal to non-rational faith, but by a rational theism.6 Rita Gross, in
Buddhism after Patiarchy, drew on Buddhist tradition as the starting point
for theological reflection.7 Grace M. Jantzen, in Becoming Divine, used the
work of French feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray, who was influenced
by both Freud and Feuerbach, to argue that the purpose of human moral
life is to ‘become divine’. Rejecting traditional theism and atheism, and
panentheism, Jantzen opted for pantheism as the philosophical backdrop
for interpreting Irigaray’s notion that the female divine is ‘the perfection
of our subjectivity’.8 In this chapter, I will focus on the post-traditional
thealogy that arises out of the Goddess movement.

Feminist post-traditional thealogians share a critique of traditional the-
ology with radical or revolutionary feminist Jewish and Christian theolo-
gians. All view the image of God as male as detrimental to women; criticise
the image of God as a ‘dominating other’ as being a legacy of hierarchical
and stereotypically ‘male’ understandings of power; concur that the dual-
istic (Platonic) philosophical tradition that separates body and mind, spirit
and matter, finite and infinite, rational and irrational, male and female,
must be replaced with more holistic conceptions; question traditional au-
thorities; believe that theology influences social arrangements and social
structures; and envision a more just world, not only for women, but also
for all the oppressed. Some Christian and Jewish theologians even advocate
female divine imagery that sounds suspiciously like it has been taken from
the Goddess movement.

Then why does one group continue to work for change from within
inherited traditions, while the other works to create spiritual alternatives?
Clearly such choices are not made simply on the basis of weighing up the
negative and positive elements within the traditions. Other factors are at
work. Those who remain within inherited traditions feel greater loyalty to
historic communities. This is especially true for some Jewish women who
state that abandoning Judaism after the holocaust would give a ‘posthumous
victory’ to Hitler. Those who leave inherited traditions are less willing to
live with and within symbol systems (e.g. the Bible, or the language of
prayer and liturgy) and hierarchical structures that they find harmful to
self and others. Members of these two groups also differ in their percep-
tions of whether institutions are more likely to be changed from within or
without.

For the most part shut out of the academy, the Goddess movement is
more spiritual than theological. Having felt silenced by traditional theo-
logical discourse, its adherents are rightly suspicious of theological truth
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claims. They are more interested in religious practice, especially individual
and communal rituals, than they are in discussing ‘right belief’. None the
less, as Carol P. Christ and Melissa Raphael have shown, the movement has
an incipient thealogical discourse.9

Practice gives rise to questions, and questions give rise to thealogy. Is
the Goddess one or many? Nature or more than nature? An image of female
power and possibility, or the ground of all being? How do we know what
images to use and to what they refer? Traditional theology has grouped
these and other questions into categories that include authority, history,
divinity, humanity, nature, and ethics. I will address each of these subjects
from the point of view of Goddess thealogy.

authority

The source and norm for traditional theologies is revealed tradition
(such as is found in the history of a community or in documents such as
the Bible, the Torah, the Talmud [which collects the legal decisions of the
rabbis], papal decrees, canon law, the decisions of ecclesiastical councils,
etc.) and rational thought which reflects on revealed tradition. Progressive
theologians in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries recognised that social
and historical factors affect both the creation and interpretation of tradi-
tions. Feminist theologians add gender to this mix, asserting that women
have had little impact on the shaping of the traditions of which they are a
part. Women’s experiences, both historical and contemporary, they argue,
must be allowed to shape traditions. Those who create theology within tra-
ditions must wrestle with and reinterpret inherited texts and the symbol
systems they enshrine. Feminist theologians run a gamut from those who
believe that the interpretation of traditions from a feminist perspective will
solve the problem of women, to those who assert that their traditions must
be radically transformed or even recreated.

Goddess thealogy, like feminist theology more generally, begins in
women’s experience. Goddess thealogy often begins with an individual
woman’s dissatisfaction with the male imagery of biblical religion. Her expe-
rience of the Goddess, which may have come to her through reading, dreams,
ritual, or meditation, becomes authoritative for her. She may then share her
experiences and ideas with friends, start or find a ritual group. While few
leaders of the movement aspire to the status of gurus whose authority is un-
questioned, certain books, including those of Starhawk, Z. Budapest, Naomi
Goldenberg, Carol P. Christ, Charlene Spretnak, Merlin Stone, Asphodel
Long, and others have been widely read and influential in the movement.
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Goddess history, especially ancient images of the Goddesses, provides in-
spiration and to some extent validation for contemporary experience. But,
because contemporary worshippers of the Goddess have no received tradi-
tion into which they must fit (or struggle to fit) their experiences, Goddess
history never becomes (as the Bible or tradition does in Jewish and Christian
theologies) a final authority. Because each woman’s experience is valued,
Goddess thealogy is likely to be plural and suggestive, allowing a variety
of interpretations of its meaning, not proposing one final truth. Many con-
temporary followers of the Goddess perceive all theologies (and perhaps
even what might be called ‘intellectual clarity and consistency’) as systems
of thinking that have the purpose of creating dogma and stifling creativity
and individuality. It is fair to say that there are many different opinions
about every thealogical subject that can be imagined, in the movement.

In writing a thealogy of the Goddess movement, I was initially stopped
by the lack of models for such discourse. How was I to decide which of the
many opinions and ideas floating within the movement (and even in my
own mind) was ‘right’? My solution was to propose and model ‘embodied
thinking’ as an alternative to ‘objective thought’. I argued that ‘objective
thought’ is not possible (on any subject) and that the pretence to it hides the
passions and positions of the thinker. Embodied thinking is rooted in the
body and experiences of a particular individual, but it avoids being narrowly
individualistic through empathy with the positions of others and by opening
itself to dialogue in community. In writing Rebirth of the Goddess, I exam-
ined my own experience and entered into dialogue with others. I engaged
my ideas with philosophical reflection and historical research. Though my
positions were passionately held, I never claimed that they were the only
possible ones. I hoped this method would inspire others, provoking them
to reflect on their experiences and to write other thealogies.

history

‘In the beginning . . . God was a woman. Do you remember?’ So wrote
Merlin Stone in her influential book When God Was a Woman.10 The work
of Stone, Gimbutas, and others has led to a great proliferation of research
challenging the common assumption that ‘in the beginning, God created
the heavens and the earth’.

A new myth of beginnings has emerged in the Goddess movement.
It goes something like this. In the beginning, humankind worshipped the
Goddess as the animating force within nature. Human beings understood
themselves as part of the web of life and lived in harmony with each other
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and all beings. As children of the Goddess, both women and men were
valued. At some point (here the story has several variations), this initial
harmony was disrupted by patriarchy, violence, and war. Modern culture
with its emphasis on the domination of women and nature, hierarchy, greed,
consumption, warfare, and destruction of the ecosystem, is a result of this
disruption. By remembering the Goddess, human beings can learn again
to live in greater harmony with each other and all beings in the universe.
No single text or tradition is the source of this new myth. It has emerged
through a combination of intuition and historical research.

Many of those who write about Goddess history are self-taught. Op-
portunities to study the history of the Goddess in academic contexts are
limited. The academic field of religious studies encodes biblical prejudices
and finds a place for Goddess studies (if any) in ‘area studies’, which focus
on non-Western religions. There, too, androcentric biases structure study.
In the fields of classics and archaeology, feminists interested in Goddesses
meet analogous prejudices. In addition, the materialist methodology domi-
nant in archaeology is hostile to religion. Those with academic training who
write about the Goddess from a feminist perspective often find their work
dismissed as marginal, trivial, or wrong, and this discourages others from
taking up the subject. Proponents of Goddess history share an enthusiasm
for their subject and a sense of outrage at the androcentric biases that have
paraded as ‘fact’ in religious and scholarly texts. Unfortunately, all too many
of those who write about Goddess history rely uncritically upon secondary
sources. The insights and errors of Robert Graves, for example, are repeated
but not questioned or evaluated.11

In this context, the work of Lithuanian-born archaeologist Marija
Gimbutas has become a storm centre of academic and scholarly contro-
versy.12 In herworks, Gimbutas proposed that the civilisation of ‘Old Europe’
(c. 6500–3500 bce, and as late as 1450 bce in Minoan Crete) was distinctly
different from the ‘Indo-European’ civilisation introduced by the carriers of
the Indo-European languages (which were spread throughout Europe and
all the way to India and China). Gimbutas argued that Old European civili-
sation was peaceful, sedentary, agricultural, artistic, matrifocal, egalitarian,
and worshipped the Goddess. In contrast, the Indo-European civilisation
was warlike, mobile, domesticated horses, patrilineal and patriarchal, and
worshipped the sky God above all. Gimbutas studied Indo-European cultures
for some forty years, and her work on that topic is widely respected by Indo-
Europeanists.Herwork onOldEurope came later in her career and coincided
with the birth of the ‘Goddess movement’. It involved painstaking catalogu-
ing of symbolic elements found on thousands of artefacts, combined with
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analysis of meaning derived from clues found in later written sources and
in folk practice. Gimbutas’ reconstruction of the religion and culture of Old
Europe is regularly dismissed by classicists and archaeologists as ‘romantic
fantasy’. This is not surprising given that classicists generally have little
knowledge of pre-history, while current methods in archaeology preclude
the discussion of religion. In my opinion, the work of Marija Gimbutas has
yet to be fully engaged by the scholarly community.

In Rebirth, I discussed the evidence for what I call ‘the Goddess hypoth-
esis’. I reviewed the attempts to suppress the history of widespread worship
of the Goddess by authors of the Bible and by Greek authors such as Hesiod.
I showed how contemporary androcentric scholarship, such as that of histo-
rian of religion Mircea Eliade, relies upon androcentric texts and traditions,
and thus is internally structured to uphold a patriarchal myth of origins.
I argued that scholars are wedded to the idea that the Greeks were the ‘first
rational men’, to the notion that all ‘civilisations’ are hierarchical, warlike,
and male-dominant, and to the myth that the worship of ‘gods’ or ‘God’ pro-
motes and reflects rationality, while the worship of ‘goddesses’ or ‘Goddess’
reflects or promotes barbarism, irrationality, orgies, and bloody sacrifice. In
addition, most scholars believe in the ‘myth of progress’ and are horrified
by the idea that cultures of the past might be in any way ‘better’ than our
own. Until and unless androcentric thinkers become critical of their own
unnamed passions and assumptions, it is unlikely that they will accept any
evidence as proving widespread worship of the Goddess or as proving that
early societies were more peaceful and egalitarian than our own.

divinity

In the popular imagination, God is often thought to be an old white man
sitting on a throne in the sky. Rejecting anthropomorphism, traditional the-
ologies define God as transcendent. These views concur in imagining God as
somewhere ‘out there’, separate and apart from the world. Theologians of-
ten adopt the view of Plato, expressed in The Symposium, that divine power
exists totally apart from the changing world.13 Feminist theologians have
criticised ‘dualistic thinking’ which values the unchanging above the chang-
ing, spirit above matter and body, heaven above earth, the rational above
the non-rational, light above dark, male above female. Dualistic thinking rel-
egates the female and the body to an inferior realm. It encourages racism in
its depiction of rationality as ‘light’ in the ‘darkness’ of the material world.
Feminist theologians of all stripes argue that dualistic thinking must be
replaced with more holistic models.
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In contrast to the traditional God, the Goddess is seen as a power in-
herent in the earth, in nature, and in humanity. The earth is the body of
the Goddess. The Goddess as Giver, Taker, and Renewer of life is reflected
in the cycles of birth, death, and renewal or regeneration. The Goddess is
intimately involved with changing life. Unlike the transcendent God, the
embodied Goddess is not alleged to be omniscient (all-knowing) nor om-
nipotent (all-powerful), in any conventional understanding of these terms.

If asked to become more specific about the meaning of the Goddess,
some participants in the movement might refuse, saying that it is enough to
experience the power of the Goddess in meditation and ritual. Most would
probably agree that the Goddess is not ‘out there’, in heaven or some place
outside of this earth. Some would say that ‘we are Goddess’; others that
‘Goddess is nature’; still others that ‘Goddess’ is a kind of ‘person’ who cares
about the world and ‘listens’ to our prayers.

A large number of Jungian-inspired books on the ‘feminine divine’ tell
us that the symbol of the Goddess asks us to value matter and the body,
the darkness, the intuitive, unconscious, the chaotic, the unstructured, the
unformed.14 This is an important corrective to traditional Christian the-
ology, and indeed to Western philosophical traditions in general. For this
reason, these books have been inspiring to many women. On a theoretical
level, however, the Jungian framework leaves the classical dualisms intact,
ascribing the qualities of rationality, light, spirit, and consciousness to the
masculine and male divinities. Women or men who want to activate these
qualities within themselves are referred to masculine symbols. As a woman
who values her mind as well as her body and who has never once thought
of her mind as ‘masculine,’ I concur with Naomi Goldenberg’s critique of
the Jungian theoretical system.

Starhawk, author of The Spiral Dance (1979, 1989, 1999) and one of
the most important leaders of the Goddess movement, defines the three
principles of ‘earth-based spirituality’ as ‘immanence’, ‘interconnectedness’,
and ‘community’.15 ‘Immanence’ is intended to distinguish Goddess religion
from the ‘transcendent’ God and the longing to ‘transcend’ the earth that
characterises traditional Christian and some forms of traditional Jewish
spirituality. For Starhawk and for many others, the appeal of the symbol of
the Goddess is that it tells us that this earth is our true home and that it
locates the divine presence within the earth-body and our own bodies.

While I agree with Starhawk that Goddess religion is ‘earth-based’, in
Rebirth, I argued that the philosophical meaning of the word ‘immanence’
does not do full justice to the meaning of the Goddess. The word ‘immanent’
was devised as the other half of the polarity ‘transcendent–immanent’. It is
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generally understood to mean that the divinity isnature, denying that nature
is a unified living organism (as is alleged in the ‘Gaia hypothesis’) or ‘person’
who also interacts with individuals in the world and can be addressed in
prayer and ritual.

Another question often debated within the Goddess movement is
whether the Goddess is to be understood through a monotheistic or a poly-
theistic model. ‘The Goddess’ is invoked under a great plurality of names. Is
she one or many? Some argue that only a polytheistic model can do justice
to the infinite diversity of the world, which calls for an infinite diversity
of names for the Goddess. Others would agree with Marcia Falk that an
inclusive monotheism is required to account for the intuition that within
diversity there is a unity of being.16

In Rebirth, I concluded that the Goddess cannot be understood from
within the framework of the traditional dualisms. The traditional dua-
lisms structure the polarities transcendent–immanent and monotheistic–
polytheistic. These terms were created to justify a particular vision of a ra-
tional transcendent theistic or monotheistic (masculine or male) divinity
whose realm is shining and light. We cannot construct an image of the God-
dess on this model. Nor is the Goddess simply the opposite of the God of
tradition – immanent, non-rational or unconscious, dark, and plural. Rather,
the Goddess incorporates aspects of both ends of the polarities: she is ratio-
nal and other than rational; transcendent and immanent; light and dark;
one and many.

I believe that process philosophy as formulated in the works of Charles
Hartshorne provides a way out of the impasse created by traditional dualistic
thinking.17 In this system of thought, theism and pantheism, as well as
immanence and transcendence, are transformed in pan-en-theism. On the
one hand, in what is called its ‘consequent’ or ‘immanent’ aspect, the deity
is understood to be fully embodied in the world: the world is the body of the
divinity. On the other hand, in what is called its ‘absolute’ or ‘transcendent’
aspect, the divine power is ‘more’ than the sum of its parts: the divine power
is a ‘person’ who creates of its (world) body a unified living organism and
who interacts with perfect love and understanding with each and every
individual who makes up its body. Indications that Hartshorne supported
feminism without making it a central feature of his thought are scattered
throughout his works, and, at the age of ninety-nine, he apologised in print
for using masculine language in his writing about ‘God’ and ‘man’.18

In Rebirth, I defined Goddess as the power of intelligent, embodied love
that is the ground of all being, human and non-human. The world is her
body. All beings are connected in the web of life. The power of Goddess
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is a limited power: she must work in conjunction with humans and other
beings to achieve her purposes. When we love concretely, intelligently, in
our bodies, and in concern for the whole web of life, we are listening to the
persuasion offered to us by the Goddess.

nature

In traditional theologies, God stands at the top of a hierarchical system,
ruling over man and nature. Man, in the image of God, rules over nature.
Man is created to serve God, and nature is created to serve man. While some
medieval theologies imagined all beings as connected in what was called ‘the
great chain of being’, modern theologies have generally followed modern
science in assuming that ‘nature’ is ‘inanimate’ matter. Towards the end of
the twentieth century, scientists began to question their own assumptions
and a growing number of them began to argue that some or all animals
have forms of ‘consciousness’. Contemporary ecological theologians have
charged that traditional religious views contribute to the environmental
crisis.

In Goddess thealogy, neither humanity nor divinity is radically distin-
guished from nature. The earth is the body of Goddess and all beings are
understood to be interconnected in ‘the web of life’. All life forms are ani-
mate. All participate in the cycles of birth, death, renewal, and regeneration.
All life forms are different from one another as well as related. Diversity and
difference are the great principles of nature. Humanity is different from, but
not higher or better than, other beings within nature. Thus it is common in
the Goddess movement to refer to the Goddess with non-anthropomorphic
imagery: as rain, wind, mountain, cave, light, dark, lion, hawk, bee, sea, sun,
moon, pine tree, hyacinth, seed, grain, river, sea. Ecology is an important
concern in the Goddess movement.

In traditional Christian theologies, a life which ends in death is not
accepted as natural, but is considered to be ‘the wages of sin’. Salvation
promises transcendence of this earth and eternal life. Goddess thealogy, on
the other hand, views death as part of the cycle of life, to be accepted, not
denied or feared. This earth is our true home.Death is the appropriate ending
to our lives. Every individual death is followed by rebirth and regeneration.
Some find it comforting to think of their bodies decaying in the earth,
becoming food for the renewal of other life forms. Others, influenced by
non-Western traditions, imagine some form of reincarnation. In Rebirth,
I proposed a conditional life after death as long as one is remembered by
the living. When we are no longer needed or remembered, our spirits simply
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fade away. These views are in flux, as most who propose them will admit
that humans really do not and cannot know exactly what will come after life.

What is called ‘natural evil’ in traditional theologies, namely earth-
quakes, floods, drought, and so on, is accepted and understood as an aspect
of the earth’s processes of renewal and regeneration by Goddess thealogy.
Though the earth’s processes of renewal and regeneration can create human
suffering, thealogy takes a wider view, arguing that it would be selfish to
call something evil simply because it does not suit us. On the other hand,
human-created ‘natural’ disasters, such as famine and starvation resulting
from war or environmental degradation, are not accepted.

In Rebirth, I argued that life within nature includes what I called ‘irre-
trievable loss’. There is a plurality of wills and purposes within the web of
life. It is a fact of life on earth that life feeds on life. We cannot live without
killing other beings to eat. Not every creature that is born will flourish be-
fore it dies. Traditional theologies and New Age philosophies often assert
that every loss is part of a ‘higher plan’ or leads to some ‘greater good’.
Against such views, I argued that, under the conditions of finitude, some
losses really are irretrievable and we should not pretend otherwise.

humanity

In traditional Christian theologies, humanity is understood as ‘fallen’,
trapped in a web of sin caused by the ‘original sin’ of Adam and Eve. In
some theologies and in many artistic depictions, ‘sin’ is disproportionately
blamed on Eve. Following the conventions of dualistic thinking, many the-
ologians have claimed that sin stems from the inability of the mind to
control the body. And, since women represent the ‘body’ in relation to
men, it follows (according to this way of thinking) that ‘man’ was tempted
by ‘woman’: therefore, ‘woman’ introduced sin and death into the world.
The doctrine of ‘original sin’ developed in conjunction with the doctrine of
(exclusive) ‘salvation through Christ’. All have sinned, so all must be saved.
The notions of original sin and fallen humanity are not part of Jewish be-
lief. This does not mean that Jewish thinkers have not interpreted the story
of Eve to women’s disadvantage; only that they have done it differently
than Christians. Judaism does not imagine humanity as ‘fallen’; however, it
does assert that without the ‘fence’ around human impulses (including the
sexual impulse) created by the ‘law’, humanity would revert to a shameful
state. These religious views have influenced secular culture as well, in what
has been called the virgin–whore dichotomy in which women’s sexuality
continues to be viewed as disruptive and threatening.
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The greatest appeal of the image of the Goddess is that it counters
all of this. The naked female body of the Goddess is sacred. She is the
Source of Life, the power of birth, death, and renewal. In Goddess thealogy,
the female body, female sexuality, and the female power to give birth and
nurture life are considered as sacred, reflecting the creative powers of the
Goddess as giver of life. Women participants in the Goddess movement
affirm that the symbol of the Goddess has changed the way they feel about
their bodies and themselves. Critics counter that the image of the Goddess
once again relegates women to the realm of the body and nature. They
argue that connection of women with the body and nature is the source
of the problem in the first place. They propose that severing the symbolic
and verbal connections between women and nature is a preferable strategy.
Sensitive to such criticisms, adherents of the Goddess movement reply that
it is impossible to separate women from their bodies – because embodiment
is part of finite life. We cannot ignore, and therefore we must reclaim, the
female body. But isn’t this ‘essentialism’? critics respond. And what about
men? Does this leave them out of the sacred picture? The answer to these
questions is ‘no’. The symbol of the Goddess resacralises not only the female
body, but all bodies – including the male body and the bodies of all beings
within the world body.

Furthermore, the symbol of the Goddess does not limit women to the
realm of the body and nature. This misperception is a legacy of dualistic,
androcentric thinking. The Goddess is not a symbol of female sexuality or
fertility in a limited sense. The powers of the female body are understood
as a metaphor for all the creative powers in the universe. The powers of the
body and nature are not separate from the powers of the mind and spirit.
Rather, the powers of the mind and spirit arise from within the body and
nature. Powers of mind and spirit, including the ability to think and feel,
are found in other animals as well as in human beings. These powers are
neither male nor female and are found in both men and women. Humans
may be the only animals with the power to reflect on the meaning of life,
but this ability does not enable human beings to transcend finitude or the
body. The human task is not to conquer nature nor to transcend it, but to
use all of our capacities including intuition and rationality to create a home
for ourselves within the web of life.

As part of the web of life, human beings are thoroughly relational. We
are created and sustained by our relationships with others and by com-
munities. The self as an independent agent is a fiction. We learn to love
because we are loved. We learn cruelty when we are treated cruelly. Conflict
is an inherent and expected part of finite life. Avoidable ‘evil’ is the created
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through the failure of relationships to nurture life and love. Evil is not a
metaphysical principle, but the product of human failure. Such failures are
not only individual, but historical, social, and communal. ‘Evil’ has a human
cause and a human solution. We must change ourselves, our cultures, our
social relationships.

ethics

Some have viewed the Goddess movement as being primarily about
women regaining self-esteem, caricaturing it as self-indulgent, narcissistic,
apolitical. In my opinion, the ethical component of Goddess spirituality is
one of its chief appeals. In Goddess religion ethics is not based in fear, exter-
nal obligation, or duty. Ethical behaviour arises from a deep feeling of con-
nection to all beings in the web of life. Patterns of hierarchical domination,
unrestrained greed, warfare, sexism, racism, heterosexism, and ecological
destruction occur when we forget that humans are part of the web of life.
Goddess ethics is about repairing the web of life. Goddess religion offers
the hope that human beings can learn again to live in greater harmony with
each other and all beings in the web of life.

Because it is rooted in the ambiguity of finite life on this earth, Goddess
religion cannot provide us with a new Ten Commandments delivered from
‘on high’ or even with universal ethical principles. In Rebirth, I proposed
what I called nine ‘touchstones’ of the ethics of Goddess religion. They are:

nurture life;
walk in love and beauty;

trust the knowledge that comes through the body;
speak the truth about conflict, pain, and suffering;

take only what you need;
think about the consequences of your actions for seven generations;

approach the taking of life with great restraint;
practice great generosity;

repair the web.

To nurture life is to manifest the power of the Goddess as the nurturer of
life. It is to honour, respect, and support mothers and children, to recognise
all people and all beings as connected in the web of life, and to embody
the intelligent love that is the ground of all being. There are many ways to
nurture life: caring for children; tending a garden; healing the sick; creating
a hospice for the dying; helping women to gain self-esteem; speaking the
truth about violence; replanting forests; working to end war. How different
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the world would be if we made the nurturing of life the criterion of all that
we do. An ethic based in the nurturing of life has a great deal in common
with the ‘ethic of care’ described by psychologist Carol Gilligan as a female
mode of ethical thinking.19 I believe that if men were more involved with
the nurturing of life in all its aspects we would recognise the ethic of care
as a human mode of moral behaviour.

To walk in love and beauty is to appreciate the infinite diversity of all
beings in the natural world including ourselves and other human beings
and to sense that everything wants to be loved. When we walk in love and
beauty, we open our hearts to the world, to all our relations. We are stunned
by beauty and our hearts fill up and spill over with love.

To trust the knowledge that comes through the body means to take
seriously that our bodies are ourselves and that sensation and feeling are
the guardians of life. It is to experience the joy and pain that come to us
through the body, to allow what Audre Lorde called ‘the power of the erotic’
to lead us to question the denial of pleasure and satisfaction that is inherent
in the ethos of domination,20 and to ground ourselves in the earth and to
acknowledge our interdependence in the web of life. Trusting body experi-
ence also means never to give ourselves over to any authority – no wise man,
no guru, no spiritual teacher, no spiritual tradition, no politician, no wise
woman, no one. The ethos of domination has encouraged people to trust
external authorities. This has led to great suffering and harm. Not trusting
authorities does not mean that we cannot learn from others. Learning from
those who have gone before us is part of interdependent life. But nothing
should be accepted unquestioningly. Everything must be tested in our own
experience.

To speak the truth about conflict, pain, and suffering means not to ide-
alise life, not to deny the realities of our personal and social lives. For many,
childhood and other traumas were intensified because conflict was denied,
and they were not allowed to feel pain. Denial is also a social phenomenon.
Americans can continue to assert that they live in the ‘greatest society on
earth’ only if they deny the violence and ecological destruction that is oc-
curring all around them. Many in Hitler’s Germany denied the existence of
the gas chambers. Denial is only possible when we sever our minds from
our bodies. When we trust the knowledge that comes through our bodies,
we feel our own joy and suffering and the suffering and joy of others and
the earth body.

Taking only what you need and thinking about the consequences of
your actions for seven generations are touchstones that come from the
Native Americans. The first acknowledges that conflict – taking the lives of
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other beings – is inherent in human life, and thus encourages restraint. The
second affirms interconnection and asks us to consider not only our own
needs, but also the needs of all our relations for seven generations as we
take and give back to the circle of life. Seven generations is a very long time.
It is about as backward and forward as the human imagination can stretch.
We are not asked to hold ourselves to impossible models of perfection, but
to consider the consequences of our actions on a scale we can comprehend.

Approaching the taking of life with great restraint is implicit in taking
only what we need. I have made it a separate touchstone because those
who live in industrialised countries take so much more than we really need
without thinking of the lives that are lost, and because as individuals, com-
munities, and societies we so readily resort to violence and warfare to resolve
personal, ethnic, and national conflicts.

The ‘spirit of great generosity’ advocated by Dhyani Ywahoo is an impor-
tant guide as we work to transform our cultures and societies.21 Generosity
begins with ourselves. If we are to gain the power to act, we must acknowl-
edge that no one of us can take on all the burdens of the world. As we
recognise our strengths and forgive our limitations, we can begin to ap-
proach others with a generous spirit. Though great harm has been done,
very few people or groups have nothing to commend them. When we po-
larise situations, we make it difficult for our ‘adversaries’ to change, not to
mention that we begin to perceive ourselves unrealistically as ‘all good’.

The last touchstone, repair the web, reminds us that we are living in
a world where the bonds of relationship and community are broken by
violence. Stemming from the Jewish commandment to ‘repair the world’,
this touchstone calls us to transform our personal relationships, our social
and cultural institutions, and our relation to the natural world. In our time,
those who nurture life must work to establish greater harmony, justice,
and peace for all beings on earth. These nine touchstones define the ethos
of Goddess religion, providing a framework for ethical decision-making
but not a blueprint for action. There are still hard decisions to be made
by individuals, communities, and societies. The touchstones of Goddess
religion can be embodied in different lifestyles and ethical choices. Our
choices are therefore not between absolutes of good and evil, but between
relative degrees of healing and harming other people and the web of life.
Because we are finite and interdependent, ours will always be an ethics of
ambiguity.

Goddess thealogy and ethics inspire us to hope that we can create a
different world.
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6 Feminist theology as biblical hermeneutics
bridget gilf illan upton

‘In what sense feminist theology is a biblical hermeneutics will be the cen-
tral focus of the piece.’ The Editor’s notes for contributors to this volume
of essays provided this coup de grâce of a final sentence. To get the words
‘feminist’, ‘theology’, ‘biblical’, and ‘hermeneutics’ into one sentence raises
a breath-taking number of problems of definition and appropriation for
writer and reader alike. And when even apparently the most straightfor-
ward of these terms, that of ‘biblical’, opens as many questions as it closes,
where can we possibly insert the can-opener to liberate what has become, for
many women, a particularly poisonous can of worms?1 Even if we decide
that canonical norms will be satisfactory for our purposes, are we deal-
ing with the text(s) familiar to most Protestant readers, those with Old
(or Former, or First) Testament texts based on the Hebrew canon taken over
by Martin Luther and the other reformers? Or shall we base our analysis on
the longer canon favoured by the Roman Catholic tradition, which incor-
porates the writings called apocryphal, or deutero-canonical by those who
would not grant them a place in the authoritative list? And does it matter?
Do these technical issues affect the ways that feminists can read, challenge,
appropriate, hate, or be nourished by the texts that our institutions have
sanctioned in some way? Or alternatively, do we move on, refusing even a
minimalist level of authority for these patriarchally countenanced materials,
and opt for a deliberate lack of answers, in an approach which affirms Alicia
Ostriker’s call for a hermeneutics of indeterminacy, insisting on the mul-
tilayered, contradictory indeterminacy of meaning in texts, and prefers to
offer a range of readings of particular texts rather than the development of
some kind of theoretical meta-narrative.2

However, before I embark on short readings of one or two famous
texts, both from what we call the New Testament, because that is my area
of expertise, it will be appropriate for me to offer a brief survey of develop-
ments in feminist biblical studies, a tag which is in itself more monolithic
than the material can possibly support.
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developments in feminist b ibl ical studies

It is easy to believe that something called ‘feminist biblical exegesis’
is new, different, a product of the political feminist developments of the
1970s, but, inevitably, it has much earlier roots. We could look back to the
publication in 1895–8 of The Woman’s Bible by Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
who, as a nineteenth-century theorist of suffragist thought, believed, and
argued, that the chief cause of women’s oppression was ‘the perversion of
her spiritual nature’, her enslavement to a misogynist religion, and, there-
fore, that the Bible and its interpreters, as representatives and promulgators
of a patriarchal religion, needed to be investigated in order to elaborate ac-
curately what the Bible says about the subjugation of women. So, Elisabeth
Schüssler Fiorenza can write:

Cady Stanton’s project starts with the realization that throughout the
centuries the Bible has been invoked both as a weapon against and as
a defense for subjugated wo/men in their struggle for access to
citizenship, public speaking, theological education, or ordained
ministry.3

So, as Schüssler Fiorenza points out, The Woman’s Bible and its interpre-
tive traditions remain positioned within the space defined by patriarchal
argument and women’s apologetic response to it.

This point of departure for feminist exegesis, which has become quite
popular in recent years, and especially since the centenary of the publication
of The Woman’s Bible in 1995, has the benefit of convenience, and inclusion
within an academic milieu, but it is worth pointing out that much had
been achieved earlier. Marla J. Selvidge’s work, Notorious Voices, serves as
a salutary, and fascinating, reminder that no arbitrary, singular date will
serve as a springboard for all the work done in biblical interpretation which
could be seen as serving interests similar to those of the twentieth-century
critical stance known as ‘feminism’.4

It is also notable that the development of feminist biblical interpre-
tation has been neither linear nor exclusively from the various Christian
traditions. Indeed, Jewish writers have generated much of the material that
has arisen over the last decades.5 Because both traditions hold some or all of
their scriptures in common, it follows that there has been a preponderance
of energy devoted to the material conventionally referred to by Christians
as ‘The Old Testament’. Even this choice of title, though, raises a number of
questions: the sense of ‘old’ being replaced by ‘new’ has led some writers
to refer to this material as the ‘First Testament’ or the ‘Former Testament’.
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Such a designation can also be found derogatory to those for whom the
same material represents a totality of scripture, so various attempts to find
common ground in titles such as the ‘Hebrew Bible’ have been made. Even
these are problematic, however, as for many early Christian authors the
scriptural language was Greek rather than Hebrew, and canonicity itself is a
debatable issue. Whatever outcome may eventually be found to be satisfac-
tory, this elementary debate highlights one of the ongoing hermeneutical
dilemmas of reading texts which ‘belong’ in some sense to more than one
tradition, and time and energy must be spent in careful conversations across
religious and cultural boundaries in attempts to work sensitively with such
issues. This dominance has not just been a matter of mass of material; many
would consider the feminist readings that have emerged from these writ-
ings to have been more radical in some senses than those which consider
New Testament texts.6 Such a perception bears some reflection; it may well
be the case that some Christian writers find the Old Testament material
less threatening to dearly held belief structures than some of the writings
peculiar to their own tradition; on the other hand, it might just be the case
that there is more narrative material available in the Hebrew Bible, and it
is that which has proved attractive to scholars. It is also evident that a great
deal of energy has been expended on the narratives of Genesis 1–3, the
creation myths in both traditions, and reading and rereading these stories
has proved fruitful in many ways.7

Is there anything, then, that can legitimately be called ‘feminist exege-
sis’?8 Before I go any further, I think that it is worth discussing briefly
whether there really is a category that could be recognisable as feminist bib-
lical criticism. Nearly, though not quite all, feminist biblical studies take as
their point of departure a critique of patriarchy,whichhas itself beendefined
as ‘a graded hierarchy of subordination’, and assume that every stage of bib-
lical interpretation in the West has been characterised by patriarchal power
structures and patriarchal texts, from translation to reading to preaching
and praxis within conventional structures. From this it follows that women’s
voices have often been silenced, not just individually, but in areas such as
education as well as formal ecclesiastical structures. As interpreters of pa-
triarchal texts, then, we are working with material which has been awarded
a high status of canonical authority, material which represents one side of
a conversation, taking little notice of the voices of the poor, the illiterate,
the disenfranchised. Orthodoxy is, in a sense, about power, and critically to
investigate such orthodoxy is to be subversive to these power structures.

Various critics have attempted their own categorisations of approaches
to feminist criticisms; Mary Ann Tolbert notes that definitions of feminism
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are almost as various as feminist writers, and that a normative canon of
feminist tradition is neither available nor desirable; further, she argues that
creedal formulations leading to orthodox–heterodox dualisms are precisely
the kind of oppressive structures that feminism should reject.9 She does,
however, suggest two general approaches to feminism:

i. That which regards the goal of feminism to be the ascendancy of
women; this approach is usually associated with a ‘more radical evalu-
ation of the pervasiveness of androcentric structures’;

ii. That which understands feminism to be primarily a movement towards
human equality in which oppressed and oppressor might finally be
reconciled in renewed humanity. Concern is expressed for the condition
of both women and men, as oppression is seen to destroy both parties.
There is a danger that too great a present desire for reconciliation might
risk becoming a feminist apologetic that actually supports the status
quo, but the danger of the ascendancy position which consists in a
reversal of power within the existing structures rather than abolition of
the structure itself should not be overlooked. If oppression is systemic,
it is argued, only a radical change of structure will suffice. There are
thus different emphases on the spectrum from reconciliation to critical
struggle.10

Tolbert defines feminist hermeneutics as ‘a reading of the text in the light
of oppressive structures of patriarchal society’ and argues that such a read-
ing can be primarily negative or primarily positive.11 Some aim at expos-
ing androcentric bias or oppressive intention, leading to an understanding
of the texts as unalterably patriarchal and therefore without authority or
value. Others highlight the social, religious, and political power of women
which has been ignored, overlooked, or hidden by patriarchal hermeneu-
tics, though neither the approaches taken nor the conclusions reached are
monolithic.12 Here, feminist biblical hermeneutics self-consciously grounds
its analyses in the experience of women’s oppression, and moves on to a va-
riety of readings and responses, generally within a reformist position which
does not seek to render the texts in question impotent or meaningless to
the modern or postmodern reader. Even within such a reformist position,
however, Tolbert sees three relatively distinct responses to the Bible:13

i. An argument, typified in the work of Rosemary Radford Reuther, for
the discovery of a ‘prophetic liberating tradition’ of biblical faith from
Exodus to Jesus, which becomes the norm by which other biblical texts
are judged. This results in the definition of ‘central tradition of the
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Bible’; a canon within a canon, using a fairly large portion of scripture,
with a goal of reconciliation among the various groups who regard the
texts as authoritative. The spectrum that could be described as Chris-
tianity/Judaism is thus seen as a prophetic call for the liberation of the
oppressed.

ii. Scholars whose work could be described as conforming to a remnant
standpoint, select or retrieve textswhich they believe to be overlooked or
distorted by patriarchal hermeneutics, and attempt to uncover counter-
cultural impulses within the text. Perhaps the classical work in which
this model was developed and demonstrated can be found in Phyllis
Trible’s Texts of Terror.14 The texts selected can, of course have positive
as well as negative implications for their feminist readers, and the
remnant of the canon isolated in this way can be used as encouragement
as well as goad.

iii. A standpoint, which eschews the present canon, and makes canonical
decisions on criteria different from those used in the social and political
milieu of early Christianity. Such readings lead to reconstructions of
biblical history in various attempts to show that the actual situations of
Israelite and Christian religions allowed a greater role for women than
the codified texts suggest. Practitioners look for hints about women in
the canonical texts, and search non-canonical heterodox second- and
third-century texts for further, hidden clues to the function of women
in early Christian communities. So canonical writings are themselves
seen as products of androcentric hermeneutics, and a wider group of
writings is used to underpin an endeavour to hear the silenced voices
of women in the earliest Christian churches.15

Tolbert expresses her concern that, even given the insights of all these
approaches, the question still remains: if one is convinced of the patriarchal
nature of the Bible, and yet not persuaded that reconstructions of history can
replace the canon, is it still possible to stay within the Christian tradition,
or I might add, the canon, or the academic discipline?16 This question, I
believe, remains with us today and will be answered differently by different
practitioners.

Perhaps one of the interpretive bases held in common by most ap-
proaches is that which Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, among others, has
called a hermeneutic of suspicion – a suspicion of a patriarchal system of
thinking in which women are often excluded from the symbolic, public,
and social forms of communication, and by which femaleness has been
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devalued and frequently reduced to the role of victim.17 In practice, this
view acknowledges that literary historical artifacts are usually or often the
provinces of an educated male elite, who both produce the material per-
taining to a particular culture, and are responsible for the collection, trans-
mission, and often the ensuing reception of the material. This is obviously
of paramount importance in biblical studies, which is essentially a liter-
ary discipline. Further, this hermeneutic of suspicion underpins a variety
of different interpretive positions and approaches to the text in question.
Perhaps it is worth mentioning, in passing, that, on the principle that the
oppressed tend to collude with their oppressors, women, no less than men
are com/implicit in patriarchal thought worlds.

Even if these brief comments offer some preliminary framework, noth-
ing has yet been said about method. Janice Capel Anderson, for example,
points out:

There is no single model. Our choice of method – historical, literary
or social-scientific – influences our work. So do our religious ties. My
account will concentrate on Christian feminist criticism, which
focuses on the Christian tradition or sees itself as belonging to that
tradition.18

She thus raises personal, as well as political issues concerned with the nature
of interpretation, not all of which would be shared by other commentators.
Feminist analyses have been produced using all the methods current in
biblical criticism: historical critical method, literary methods, social, soci-
ological, and anthropological methods, and various combinations of the
above. Some of these methods are under as much suspicion from some
feminist critics as are the texts themselves. For example, Monika Fander, in
Searching the Scriptures, contributes a chapter on historical critical method
in a section entitled ‘Transforming the Master’s House: Building a “Room
of our Own” ’, which reflects both Virginia Woolf’s title and Audre Lorde’s
assertion, central to the self-definition of the whole work, that ‘the master’s
tools will not destroy the master’s house’.19

Fander points out that historical critical method, the bread and butter
of twentieth-century exegesis, has been criticised as ‘unfeeling, cerebral,
irreligious, even godless; of being too philological in its interests and less
theological’.20 The results have not always been as objective as they have
been claimed to be, and they can sometimes be suspected as serving mas-
culine interests, though it should be noted that even historical criticism is
hardly monolithic, and has offered insights of many kinds, some of which
are very positive towards women. In the famous, and often conservative
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area of text criticism, for example, Romans 167 presents an obvious ex-
ample. Bernadette Brooten suggested that the Junias, outstanding among
the apostles, could, and should, be read as the feminine form, Junia.21 This
suggestion has become commonplace in more recent years, although some
would still argue for an almost unknown form leading to the masculine
name. Surely, even the possibility of a woman called apostle in a Pauline
community brings to the fore the debate about the role of an apostle so dear
to Paul in much of his correspondence.

Historical critical method is not the only approach to literary texts, of
course. Feminist criticism has followed the routes of all modern criticism,
and critics have made good use of the range of methods available, from
text criticism to reader response methodology, from sociological readings
to postmodernist strategies. Studies in English literature have shown how
often patriarchal cultures have subsumed the female under a male norm –
to be human is male: to be female is to be derivative. Many feminist critics
are deeply privileged as well; many would count themselves as such, rou-
tinely coming from white, middle-class academic backgrounds in Europe or
North America. A range of responses to such privilege has led to a variety
of womanist readings, concentrating on the experiences of black women
and women of colour, often from North America. Others have developed
readings informed by different cultural and religious experiences – from
Asia, Latin America, or Africa.22 So the hypothesis of the ‘feminist reader’ is
hardly monolithic, and we would do well to remember the multiple variables
of gender, race, culture, class, and sexual orientation, all of which affect the
reading of a text.

Perhaps the dominant group of methods used by feminist critics in the
late twentieth century clustered round narrative models of various types.
Although this choice was partly a reaction to the perceived ascendancy of
the historical critical methods which many found counter-productive, it was
also a deliberate selection of a set of methods which respected the vast ma-
jority of biblical genres. These methods allow the critic to concentrate both
on a close reading of the text itself, and reflect an understanding that the
text is at the centre of a communication event, from the so-called implied
author to the implied reader or audience.23 Such readings have illuminated
a number of texts in fruitful ways, allowing a concentration on narrative
elements such as tempo, plot, and characterisation, this last particularly im-
portant when trying to draw attention to female characters in the text. Thus,
studies have been made of the women in Mark’s Gospel, for example, or the
hidden women in Judges, focussing, not just on depictions favourable to
women, but on those which show the abusive nature of some texts in their
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treatment of the women who appear there. So, narrative criticism is not ide-
ologically neutral, but allows the reader to uncover the patriarchal nature
of the texts we have in the Bible, and pose questions of quite extraordinar-
ily uncomfortable sharpness. Not all is so straightforward, though. Adele
Reinhartz recently wrote:24

I approached this task with the intention of providing a reasoned
analysis, cataloguing achievements and challenges, and outlining a
vision of the shape of the field in the twenty-first century. These
intentions came to naught, however, when I discovered, to my horror,
that my capacity for reasoned analysis had been damaged by my
lifestyle. I refer specifically to my near immersion in narrative. From
Judges and Judith and campus intrigue during the day, A. A. Milne,
E. B. White and complicated schoolyard anecdotes in the evening, to
Toni Morrison, Tony Hillerman and/or the evening news at night, my
days and my thoughts are bounded by stories . . . But what story, or
stories could I read into, or read out of, the relationship between
feminist criticism and biblical studies?

Reinhartz proceeds, by an intelligent and entertaining rereading of some
key texts, to show that reading from ‘an “investment perspective” does
not . . . render us incapable of hearing the voice of the text, of imagining the
way in which that text might have been heard by its earliest audience, or of
considering its impact on a contemporary reader who is unlike oneself’.25

Her immersion in narrative is thus, I think, vindicated by her results. Our
future as readers of these famous and difficult texts requires of us just such
acts of imagination and subversion.

by way of example , a couple of readings . . .

I now want to move on to consider two well-known New Testament
texts, the first of which has often been held to be of positive value in fem-
inist readings of the Bible, while the second has usually been experienced
as detrimental to the point of despair for women within the Christian tra-
ditions. They thus represent something of the spectrum available to the
interpreter of the Bible.

Mark 141−10(NRSV)
14:1 It was two days before the Passover and the festival of
Unleavened Bread. The chief priests and the scribes were looking for a
way to arrest Jesus by stealth and kill him; 2 for they said, ‘Not during
the festival, or there may be a riot among the people.’ 3 While he was
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at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, as he sat at the table, a
woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard,
and she broke open the jar and poured the ointment on his head.
4 But some were there who said to one another in anger, ‘Why was the
ointment wasted in this way? 5 For this ointment could have been
sold for more than three hundred denarii, and the money given to the
poor.’ And they scolded her. 6 But Jesus said, ‘Let her alone; why do
you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me. 7 For you
always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them
whenever you wish; but you will not always have me. 8 She has done
what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial.
9 Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole
world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.’ 10 Then
Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went to the chief priests in
order to betray him to them.

I have chosen to concentrate on the Markan narrative, and to present it
without the parallel texts from the other gospels, though something like this
story is common to all four. Indeed, there is a minimum storyline in each
of the canonical gospels: a woman anoints Jesus, onlookers raise objections
of some kind, and Jesus shows his approval of the woman’s action. The
contexts, though, are different, as are their places in the various narratives.
Many who hear this story hear, behind a particular rendition, echoes of all
the other available versions. So we need to remind ourselves that ‘Mark’,
the author of the Gospel, was a consummate storyteller, not the best writer
in the Greek language, perhaps, but far more than merely a vehicle for
the redactional activity of the other evangelists. And it is, at least partly,
as a tribute to Mark that I want to draw attention to his narrative.26 The
other obvious tribute I wish to pay is to Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, whose
seminal work, In Memory of Her, takes its name from this passage and was
the instigator for so much in feminist biblical studies.27

Mark 143−9, with its contextualising framework of verses 1–2 and 10,
can be read in many ways, and feminists have come to a variety of con-
clusions about the text. Here Mark uses his famous ‘intercalation’, or sand-
wiching technique, not once, but twice. In the immediate context, the heart
of the story is sandwiched between references to the plot to put Jesus to
death, first by drawing the reader’s or hearers’ attention to the plot by the
authorities to find and arrest Jesus, and then, at the end of the piece, by
referring to the activities of Judas Iscariot, known to be the villain since
the naming of the twelve in 319. Thus a context of scheming and danger
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forms brackets around the story of a woman who understands something
about Jesus, and will be remembered for it, even if her name is not. Further,
this narrative of anointing, in which this woman pours oil over the head of
the living Jesus, forms an extended bracket, an inclusion with the thwarted
anointing activity by the women who approach the tomb and find it empty
in 161−2. The whole intrigue of the passion narrative, then, is contained
between the actions of women who would anoint Jesus, and the immedi-
ate emphasis is on this woman, the one who anoints Jesus ‘beforehand for
burial’.

At a superficial level, this passage can perhaps be read as deeply em-
barrassing; a woman, escaping from the conventions of patriarchal society,
gatecrashes a formal, masculine dinner party in a social gaffe of consider-
able proportions, drawing agonising attention both to herself and to Jesus.
Such a reading would reinforce the view that women, including the woman
readers of the Gospel, are unreliable in the public arena, best left to the rela-
tive security of the home and family. On the other hand, though, Schüssler
Fiorenza used this text to argue for her view that the women disciples who
have followed Jesus from Galilee emerge in the Passion narrative as true
disciples, and that this woman, in particular, features as a faithful, if un-
named disciple, in contrast to Judas and Peter, who, for different reasons
were both unfaithful, if named.28 It is worth asking, though, if Mark does
show women as ideal disciples. Certainly the men have not done too well;
they have misunderstood the nature of Mark’s Jesus during his ministry.
Now Judas will betray Jesus, Peter will deny him, they will sleep when told
to watch and pray, and all, including the unnamed young man in the garden,
will flee, leaving Jesus alone – not exactly a model of discipleship, it could
be argued, and certainly this woman, also unnamed as are most of Mark’s
women, performs better than they do. But even the named women who
appear later in the Gospel, three times, do not seem to understand that in
this narrative, Jesus has already been recognised and anointed. And when
they reach the tomb, and find his body unexpectedly absent, they are con-
fused and bewildered, go completely to pieces and tell ‘nothing to anyone,
for they were afraid’. They, no more than their male colleagues, carry out
their discipleship role, described in Mark usually in terms of following and
serving. As Elizabeth Struthers Malbon would claim, they, like the men are
‘fallible followers’ rather than ideal disciples, and provide a role model for
the community to emulate.29 Perhaps, then, Schüssler Fiorenza is a little
utopian in her efforts to find an egalitarian community within the earliest
strand of tradition, an inclusive community of equality between the sexes,
which the evidence cannot sustain. We must, I think, be very careful when
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we attempt to reconstruct some sort of social reality from the limited and
selective texts we have at our disposal.

Other critics tend to resist this optimistic view of the place of women in
a gospel which, as Joanna Dewey argues, is, like other Christian writings, an
androcentric text, one which assumes that men are normative human beings
and that women are derivative or inferior. Mark, she argues, is a text about
men, for men and in all probability by a man, and women are mentioned
only when they are exceptional or in some way required by the plot. Yet here,
positively, we have an extraordinary story about a woman, undertaking not
the socially inferior task of anointing a man’s feet, which would normally
be the job of a slave, but of pouring ointment on his head, the symbolic
action of an old Testament prophet anointing a priest or king. So this can
be read as a highly significant story of a woman accepting and fulfilling this
role, empowering Jesus for his own role as Messiah, the anointed one.30 A
woman in a male-dominated world, anointing Jesus through her sign action,
is surely a politically dangerous act within a context of betrayal and intrigue,
a story where even a kiss will be used as a sign of duplicity and evil. This
woman, Mark’s woman, of whom Jesus says, ‘Truly I tell you, wherever the
good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told
in remembrance of her’, offers the reader a glimpse of the possible. Women
in an androcentric world, where men still own most of the resources of land,
power, politics, and the church, can engage with a Jesus and with a woman
like this, and respond by acting positively in their own right, empowered
by this nameless exemplar of long ago.

This type of reading has become quite common in recent years, as
feminists have learned strategies to read these texts in ways which can be
experienced as liberating, even from within an acknowledgedly androcen-
tric world. Not everyone, of course, reads this material so positively. Walter
Schmithals, who regards the narrative as a Markan redaction of an ear-
lier tradition, is clearly discomforted by such a shift in focus. ‘One may’,
he writes, ‘well expect such tastelessness from the evangelist’s historicising
habit, namely at the climax of the narrative to draw the attention away from
Jesus to the woman who had come only for the purpose of serving him.’31 It
seems strange that the same is not said about stories, also chosen by Mark,
in which the male disciples take the limelight. More importantly, it betrays
a reading that does not declare its own perspective, one in which the focus
can only be on the woman at the expense of Jesus. Here, surely, the spotlight
falls on both. As Luise Schottroff writes, ‘it is a product of androcentrism,
claiming to be Christology, to separate the (last) verse 9 from the narrative
in the name of literary criticism’.32
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Even this brief treatment of an extraordinarily rich narrative has been
sufficient to give some flavour of a range of readings, most of them self-
consciously feminist. It is relatively easy for women, starved of positive
role models, to experience this text as nourishing, a paradigm of prophetic
action which has few rivals in a world which more readily remembers the
symbolic action of Judas.

A second type of text is more problematic. How do we develop strate-
gies to read texts that are not just unattractive but downright damaging to
women readers and hearers? I want to go on briefly to consider a famously
and frankly uncongenial text, 1 Timothy 28−15, with its very difficult in-
junction that ‘[a woman] will be saved through child-bearing, provided she
continues in faith and love and holiness, with modesty’. There seems little
room here for discovering nourishing or liberating sentiments. Perhaps the
best option is to learn to resist these texts, reading ‘against the grain’ of
texts written and interpreted by men with the professed aim of oppressing
women.33 The immediate context of this injunction concerns behaviour in
public within the worshipping community:

1 Timothy 28−15 (NRSV)
2:8 I desire, then, that in every place the men should pray, lifting up
holy hands without anger or argument; 9 also that the women should
dress themselves modestly and decently in suitable clothing, not with
their hair braided, or with gold, pearls, or expensive clothes, 10 but
with good works, as is proper for women who profess reverence for
God. 11 Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. 12 I permit
no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep
silent. 13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve; 14 and Adam was not
deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.
15 Yet she will be saved through childbearing, provided they continue
in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.

A positive and self-conscious attempt to read this text is made by Linda
Maloney in her contribution to Searching the Scriptures:

The Pastoral letters – 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy and Titus – are
simultaneously the most revealing part of the Christian testament,
from the point of view of feminist criticism, and the most frustrating.
They are the most revealing because nowhere else do we find such
concentrated attention devoted to women’s roles in early Christian
communities: here, almost alone among Christian testament writings,
women actually take center stage from time to time. At the same time,
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these letters are both frustrating and depressing to the Christian
woman who reads them: their tone (especially as regards women and
their roles) is negative to the point of ferocity, and it is this negative
and oppressive quality that has dominated interpretation and
authoritative application of these texts in the succeeding two
millennia.34

Maloney believes that there is ‘no point in making another attempt to put
the best face on [these letters] as if their intent were benevolent and only we
as readers were at fault with our perceptions’, and so she proceeds to read
them by an act of historical imagination, not as if they represent the final
word from a patriarchal authority figure, as they have often been received,
but as if they come from someone frightened and defensive, threatened by
those he perceives to be opponents, whose half of the correspondence is
no longer extant. Perhaps this silent half of the correspondence, she conjec-
tures, consists of women who are exercising authority, women who ‘preach,
teach, prophesy, travel, preside at worship and preserve certain “Pauline”
traditions that are anathema to the author’.35 This act of imagination gains
results which are not so different from the utopian reconstructions I ar-
gued against earlier, and there is certainly room for caution. Lone Fatum
usefully points out the pitfalls of many feminist reconstructions when she
draws attention to the problems of acknowledging our texts as unrelievedly
patriarchal and then proceeding to reconstruct underneath them a perfect,
though sadly lost, universe.36

As we have seen, the material in 1 Timothy that poses most difficulty to
women is clustered in chapter 2, quoted above. Women are to dress modestly
and decently, be silent (an injunction which is repeated) and not be permit-
ted to teach, a positive counsel of perfection in an androcentric world, and
one which has been used throughout the history of interpretation to keep
women out of positions of power. These comments on ideal conduct, set over
against the requirements of the men who may, indeed must, pray, though
without anger or argument, are reinforced by a reference to a rare Jewish
tradition, one which does not appear in the mainstream work we call the Old
Testament. Here, in a text which has been seen as particularly misogynist,
it is argued that Eve alone was responsible for the fall of humanity, and it
is radically different from Paul’s position that Adam brought sin into the
world, though Eve was deceived.37 In this text, though, women can be saved
only through childbirth, a statement which becomes no less shocking with
rereading, and one which seems to put women outside the redemptive work
of Christ.38 Furthermore, even when they have had children, they can be
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saved only as a result of impeccably submissive behaviour. How dangerous
the author must have thought women were to deserve such treatment. The
woman invading the dinner party of Mark 143−9 seems positively toothless
by comparison.

In this situation then, there is much to be said for reading against
the grain of the biblical text, and learning strategies that neither deny the
presence of texts that are violently hostile to women, nor collude with the
sentencing of women to generations of destructive behaviour, authenticated
by institutional authority.

In both these readings I have attempted to show, in dialogue with some
contemporary critics, that there are ways of reading even difficult texts
that provide women with a gleam of hope. Deeper, more painful questions
remain. Some scholars have suggested that it is quite impossible for a
woman even to read a patriarchal text.39 Such arguments cannot be ignored,
and there is clearly still much to do, methodologically and exegetically.

To what extent feminist theology is a biblical hermeneutic remains,
as I believe it always will, debatable. To the extent that women continue
to be nourished by, struggle with, love and loathe the texts of the canon,
feminist theology will not, and should not, cut free from the imperative to
read and interpret these texts. Often the struggle will lead readers to what
Elaine Wainwright aptly calls the shattering of ‘the dominant narrative
encoded not only within the text but also within themselves as a result of
the malestream traditioning process over centuries’.40 Others will choose
to move on, and it is for them to decide the parameters of their vision of
feminist theology.
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7 Feminist theology as dogmatic theology
susan frank parsons

The word ‘dogmatic’ may seem an odd choice for the title of this consid-
eration of feminist theology. It could fairly be argued that feminists have
themselves not been particularly favourable towards things dogmatic, shar-
ing with the wider ethos of Western thought a modern suspicion of that
which is handed down from some other place than here, and which does
not bear thinking about but is only to be taken as read. Not only have femi-
nists participated happily in the shredding of previously reputable dogmas
with the use of critical reason, but many of their writings also reveal a hes-
itancy about being dogmatic in turn, an apology for what might appear to
be so, even a self-effacement from making what might be taken as dog-
matic claims. Nevertheless there is an important sense in which feminist
theology undertaken by Christian women has been and continues to be dog-
matic. It is to investigate the senses in which this is so that this chapter is
written.

Accordingly, there are two things to be undertaken here. The dogmas of
feminist theology manifest the central convictions out of which it springs,
and embody the urgency with which its project developed, most recently
in the late twentieth century. There is a pattern of belief that emerges here,
and, in the consideration of this, we may come to understand something
of the hopes and the struggles that informed not only its work, but that
of women today who are its progeny. Feminists have written out of a crit-
ical faithfulness to the Christian tradition, and their interpretations of its
claims both illuminate dimensions of orthodoxy that may be troublesome,
and indicate ways of revision that may take feminists out to, and beyond,
the edges of its domain. Coming to terms with our inheritance is not always
a comfortable thing, for we are apt to discover both how profoundly we are
bound to, and yet how considerably we disagree with, those who bequeath
an intellectual and spiritual life to us. So we ask here – what are the central
dogmatic convictions that inform Christian feminist theology? And we do
so in recognition of the way in which feminist theology is integral to the
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tradition to which we are also variously related, and within which our own
faithful inquiries are to be set.

For this is a question through which we may begin to discern the shape
and the prominence of the problematic of gender that has come to figure
in modern Western theology. We stand today as women and men, often be-
mused at the confusion that thinking about gender brings our way, often
perplexed at how its severest charges might ever be resolved, and often
compromised in the search for truth by our concern to be nice to each other.
To ask about the impact of gender on matters of faith both is an expression
of our modern theological inheritance, and at the same time brings us to a
kind of impasse that bears thinking about more deeply. How we may en-
gage in such an inquiry, and whether the tools forged and handed on to us
by feminist theologians will be entirely appropriate for it, are things that
press upon our sense of judgment about their dogmatic efforts. To ask after
feminist theology with generosity, with humility towards those from and
with whom we have learned, and with full integrity in the search for truth,
is our task.

This examination is, however, to bring us to ourselves in the theological
work thatwemust undertake, perhaps especially aswomen, in our own lives,
and this is the second concern of the chapter. It would be easy to proclaim
the age of feminist theology to be past, as a phenomenon that belonged
with modernity and thus is no longer at home in postmodernity. If feminist
theology is merely one amongst a number of types or styles of modern
theology, then its damage can be limited and its insights contained in an
appropriately labelled drawer. Yet the erasure of its fundamental challenges
to the theological tradition, of its prophetic witness to the presence of God in
places of human anguish, and of its readiness to exemplify that of which it
speaks, cannot be right. These things are now woven deeply into the fabric
of our thinking, so that we would misunderstand the questions that are
before us by such a dismissal.

More than this however,we, too, are placed before the reality ofwomen’s
vocation to be theologians. It happens. And its happening is not always an
occasion for rejoicing in the church or the world, and so its happening
puts women at risk, with their families and friends, with their academic
careers, with their presence in church. Our discernment of this call and our
response to its demands upon us draw women anew into the fundamental
work of dogmatic theology, now informed by feminism.What I am to make
of the faith I am given? How I am to articulate the reformation of my
life by hope? In what way is love? These are the questions in which a
theologian’s life is immersed. And it is there in the midst of such questions,
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not for its own sake, but in order that God may come to matter. The work
of the dogmatic theologian, to speak of that which is believed, has been
courageously undertaken bywomen throughout the ages, inwhose vigorous
spirit we, too, may begin once more to say how it is that God appears to us
who live in the world.

beginning with experience

By the time of Rosemary Ruether’s systematic theological book, Sexism
and God-Talk, she was able to take for granted what had already become a
recognisable conviction of feminist theology, namely that women’s experi-
ence is to be ‘a basic source of content as well as a criterion of truth’.1 The
claim that theology begins in experience is nothing new or startling, since
Ruether understands all theology to be a reflection upon and a return to hu-
man experiences of the divine, of oneself, of others, and of the world. It was
certainly not uncommon amongst Protestant and Roman Catholic theolo-
gians of the twentieth century to assert that to speak of the divine is to speak
of the human, and thus that theological anthropology and the doctrine of
revelation are entirely interdependent.2 What is unique and potentially dis-
turbing is the claim of women that it is to be their experiences from which
theology springs and to which it must continually return to test its find-
ings. To give attention to women’s experience is to ask that women speak
up for themselves and enter with full integrity into theological debates, and
it is thereby to throw open to question the unchallenged assumption that
men’s experiences speak for everyone and are thus, by default, normative
for all.

For feminist theologians to announce this new beginning is prophetic,
since the continued life of the Judæo-Christian tradition is believed to be
in peril. It has been, according to Ruether, caught up in a self-delusion that
the foundations of theology are transcendent of history, that an ‘authority
outside contemporary experience’ could or should provide the norm for
theology, and that the embodied historical experiences of those who shape
the tradition are of no significance. To alert theology to the dangers of these
assumptions and to provide an alternative starting point is ‘the critical
principle of feminist theology’, which is to say:

whatever diminishes or denies the full humanity of women must be
presumed not to reflect the divine or an authentic relation to the
divine, or to reflect the authentic nature of things, or to be the message
or work of an authentic redeemer or a community of redemption.3
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This is a strong proclamation, made on the basis of experiences of suffering,
and bearing upon itself the weight of conviction that the image of the
fullness of human being has been both revealed and made possible to us.
Thus, neither women, nor the church as a whole, are to be released from
the obligation to live out this truth in diverse and changing circumstances.

This interpretative principle is used by feminist theologians to demon-
strate themanyways that the presence of women in the theological tradition
has been hidden from view, that women have been rendered silent, their
natures devalued and their experiences underrated. Such phenomena are
explained as the result of a deep seam of prejudice that is called sexism, and
that is embedded in all kinds of institutions, known as patriarchal for their
persistent division of humanity into two parts of unequal status and power.
This radical sin of our humanity is lodged in a set of dualisms which it is
the work of feminist theologians to expose. Once seen, the structures may
be reformed by those who have been despised and rejected, in whose lives
the potential for wholeness may be exemplified, and who thereby become
a sign of hope for the restoration of justice in the world.

Beginning with experience is not, however, without its philosophical
or theological problems, as feminists only too soon discovered. For whom
does a woman speak? While there may be some broad agreement amongst
women about their experiences of exclusion or misrepresentation, this in-
terpretative principle makes claims about the significance of these in order
to shed light upon them. At some point, a feminist theologian must make
some general statements about what is true elsewhere than in the narrative
of her own life, and thus about what she herself has no way of knowing if
all knowing begins with experience.

Generalisations about women have been part of the problem of sexism,
and yet they seem also to be necessary in order to uncover the denial and
devaluing of women within the tradition, and to point the way to its over-
coming. If, on the other hand, a woman speaks only for herself, there follows
a fragmentation of humanity into entirely individual centres of experience,
each of whom can only tell what it looks like from here. Particularities
abound amongst feminist theologians, who may introduce their writings
with strings of qualifying adjectives so that one can locate their voices cor-
rectly, and not read them as speaking for anyone other than themselves.
This tension between the universal and the particular is a feature of the
kind of theological anthropology within which feminist dogmatic theology
has been formed.

To say more about this briefly is to note two things. First, for feminist
theology to begin with experience means to enter into a rigorous process
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of discernment, in which one’s experiences are tested for their authenticity.
Experiences are not of equal worth. Because human lives are caught up in
deceitfulness and pride, it is essential that one distinguish those experiences
that are distorted, from those in which one is able to recognise, and thus
become, one’s own true self. This distinction between the ‘original’ and the
‘fallen’ nature of human being, Ruether takes to be a ‘classical distinction’
in Christian theology,4 and feminist theology extends this now to include
women on the same terms. There is little of comfort here for our brothers,
fromwhose reflections this pattern of theological discernment has emerged
in the tradition, but who have mistakenly and even perversely installed
themselves alone into the middle of it.

Which brings us secondly to the question of Christ. Ruether’s convic-
tion in this early book is that something is made known about full humanity
in the person of Christ, and that something is made possible for the realisa-
tion of this full humanity by Christ’s work. Already she was aware that this
is desperately problematic for feminist theology, as she shows in posing the
question: ‘Can a male saviour save women?’5 That the man Jesus in partic-
ular can reveal something of what is authentic for all humanity generally
only makes sense for Ruether if one assumes that he exceeds himself, that
‘as redemptive person’, he is ‘not to be encapsulated “once-for-all” in the
historical Jesus’.6 Yet this is surely a claim for an ‘authority outside contem-
porary experience’. All the more important, then, for Ruether to focus her
investigation of the redemptive work of Christ on his earthly interactions
with people, which exemplify a way of breaking the bondage of sin and of
recovering the original image of the divine in which each person is made.
Christ thereby makes himself known as the form of ‘a new humanity, male
and female’. It is this form which calls all of us into redeeming encounters
with our neighbours, so that the ‘yet incompleted dimensions of human
liberation’ might be accomplished.7 This concept of the form of humanity,
now inclusive ofwomen, appears at a critical juncture in feminist dogmatics,
for it is required to become the bearer of redemption, to which our human
experiences, for all their diversity andmultiplicity, are now to be conformed.

l iberating history

A second central conviction of feminist theology becomes clear at this
point. To begin with experience as interpreted through the principle of full
authentic humanity, brings us to the discovery of the nature of sin and points
us to the kinds of practices that will release humanity from its bondage to
sin and set it on a better path of living. We are to turn reflections upon our
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experiences as women into practical actions that make a difference to other
people and to the world. In this liberating work, the Spirit is active in the
midst of the world, overthrowing structures of oppression, and empowering
the weak to carry on this movement for change. So Dorothee Sölle speaks of
that which is believed by feminist theologians in her book, Thinking About
God: An Introduction to Theology.8 Feminist theology is to find its place
between an orthodox commitment to right belief, or dogma, from which
timeless and universal principles are derived, and a liberal emphasis on
the conversion of the individual soul taken at one remove from its social
embeddedness. For feminists, the test of theological truth is firmly placed
within history, and its accompanying moral concern is to effect positive
changes in the world.

Sölle, along with many other political and liberation theologians, is dis-
turbed by the ubiquity of a destructive worldly power that expresses itself
in all systems of thought, even in theological thought which ought to be
helping us to recognise and overcome it. This power is multifaceted, but
nevertheless consistently manifest in the varied strategies of defence exer-
cised by those who have hold of it, and by the disappearance or silencing
of those who do not. Something is operative here that is greater than our-
selves, and that subsumes even our best andmost lofty work into its divisive
purposes. Theology as thinking about God has, for Sölle, fallen into its trap.
Through its claims about a transcendent deity who rules dispassionately
from above the world, it has become another victim to the illusion that this
is not a further example of human self-aggrandisement at the expense of
one’s fellows. Sheer, raw power is assumed to be the force that drives his-
tory, making winners and losers in every event, constructing sets of insiders
and outsiders with every institution, and legitimating only certain speakers
in every discourse. To hear the Gospel is to know that this is not the last
word about history, and to be turned into one in whose life the overcoming
of this power becomes possible.

For feminist theologians, it has been the exercise of worldly power that
has made women into ‘non-persons’, that is, those who are both actual
victims of exclusion and of destruction of the self, and theoretical objects
placed into inferior positions to serve the needs of a given discourse. One
task of feminist theology is to describe the various forms this social con-
struction of women has taken, and to demonstrate in various situations the
impact of powerlessness upon their lives. Their range of activities becomes
closely defined and limited, their speech trivial, their presence unremarked,
and in all of this is to be found the fear of the powerful that women might
act, or speak, or re-present themselves without warning. This task must be

119



Susan Frank Parsons

completed by a second, however, which is to attend to the subjected mem-
ories, the insights of the oppressed, the yearning for freedom amongst the
powerless, and to find there a new basis from which to challenge the status
quo and unseat its reign. Feminist theology moves forward by tapping into
this well of oppression as the pool from which movements of liberation are
to develop, and thus also as the paradoxical sign of hope in a world that is
still enthralled by the powerful.

Typically, one is expected to find among the oppressed a number of
different ways of relating to one another that may offer alternative models
of relationship and of community to a world in which social relations are
defined by power alone. There is a solidarity in suffering, which means
that women in the situation of being non-persons recognise and empathise
with one another, but there is also a range of practices – of helpfulness, of
affirmation, of tenderness, yes, but furthermore of subversion, of courage,
of outspoken witness to justice – which is to be revealed there. These ex-
isting practices among the outcast, and others that can be developed with
encouragement, are to be recovered, for they are the resource for changes
through which the Spirit will move in its overcoming the principalities and
powers of this world.

There are two dilemmas here for feminist dogmatic theology. The first
is that humanity is expected to save itself from the very thing which is
believed to be definitive of its humanity. Few doctrines of sin can be more
penetrating than that of structural sin, which may let individuals off the
hook in terms of their personal responsibilities, but certainly does little
to ameliorate the thoroughly decisive ways in which we are entangled in
webs of injustice and deceit that powerminutely weaves us into. Everything
about us is shaped by forms of power, so that we may be defined as ones
constructed by its operations. The significance of the feminist hermeneutic
of suspicion lies particularly here, as Sölle asks of each theology – who
are its subjects, who are its objects, and what are its methods? And yet we
are asked to believe that there is some reserve, some untouched place, some
act of care, which is outside these structures and in which power therefore
cannot gain a hold. Feminist theologians have announced such a finding,
and have called upon women to practise what is known there for the good
of the world.

What must be sustained throughout is the conviction that we will not
find the same power at work here, as elsewhere in the world, and it is
this presumption of innocence which both strains empirical credibility and
presents theological difficulties concerning the doctrines of sin and salva-
tion. As AngelaWest has so keenly observed, ‘the excavation of our religious
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repressions’ is a necessary element of the myth of emancipation, but, once
it has begun, it has no reason, except by an untypical and unjustified ex-
ercise of power alone, to halt its deconstructive efforts.9 Women can only
protect the space of this reserve by discipline amongst themselves, and by
warning others to keep their hands off. Not only has this sent women on
a continuous search for those amongst them who are the most oppressed,
so that this resource may be ever kept pure of the defilements of power,
armed with a kind of implicit ‘hierarchy of victimhood’, which may itself
be exploitative,10 but this demand for practice requires the most huge as-
sertion of ourselves as women, of our wisdom and experience, that the very
concepts of structural sin and the ubiquity of power deny us any grounds
for claiming in pristine form. Women are left in this conundrum, maintain-
ing their practices of healthy and nurturing relationality in order that even
God may be redeemed from power,11 and offering themselves sacrificially
to social and ecclesial institutions so that another way may be opened.

A second difficulty is here, for the sights of these practices are set on
historical transformations of existing structures which, for all the talk of
liberation, may strike us nevertheless as a confinement of the vision of
God’s Kingdom and a critical limitation placed upon the human vocation
to know, to worship, and to enjoy God forever. That the horizon of feminist
concern is firmly set at the possibilities of history, means that its liberat-
ing efforts become pragmatic ones of doing the best that one can in the
circumstances to improve things.12 The hope that what we do will be ‘good
enough’ is perhaps rightly modest, but does not express what has been
Christian hope throughout much of the tradition. To demand that we only
think historically is a strange requirement of modernity, that has torn up
thoughts of transcendence as projections of human power, and has left us
bereft precisely of the vocabulary in which to speak of that which comes
to us from beyond ourselves, which brings to us the life on which we rely,
and which thereby sets us impatiently on a way of radical conversion of
the world to God. The noble efforts of feminist theologians to proclaim an
emancipation from what has been the inheritance of history, by means of
diverse practices of freedom in our everyday lives and interactions, bear the
brunt of this account of history, by agreeing to its terms and by seeking to
rescue it simultaneously.

home-making

Yet feminist theologians have pursued this understanding of liberating
practices by building a theological framework which would underpin and
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sustain them. Such has been the undertaking of constructive feminist the-
ologians like SallieMcFague, whose book,Models of God, has become itself a
model for this kind of project. Agreeing with feminist convictions concern-
ing the form of authentic humanity, moulded by historical manifestations
of power and yet free to effect changes in history, she sets out to reconstruct
our ways of thinking theologically so that these may be more helpful and
less damaging to the good works grounded in women’s experience. At the
beginning of this book, she insists that she is offering ‘models’, metaphors,
or images, which is to her unremarkable, because she believes all theol-
ogy to be ‘mostly fiction’.13 Models of God in the Judæo-Christian tradition
merely project particular situated notions of humanity and of creation onto
the empty screen at the edge of the world, and reinforce those notions by
shaping human behaviour and social life accordingly. In the past, the model
of God as a monarch ruling over a world from which he is ultimately de-
tached, has both projected man’s own self-understanding, and imposed an
‘assymetrical dualism’ throughout the social and the natural spheres.

McFague has no hesitation in claiming that this model is wrong, since it
results in ‘thewrong kind of divine activity in relation to theworld’, not least
in that it ‘inhibits human growth and responsibility’.14 Thus we are urged
to dethrone this false idol, which is at the same time to decentre ourselves
as human beings from our place in the universe as God’s subjects, and
to recentre ourselves ‘as those responsible for both knowing the common
creation story and helping it to flourish’.15 Human responsibility, correctly
theologically conceived, is both to give the right interpretation of God and to
undergird this with appropriate revaluations of our activities in the world.
Feminist theologians have shown McFague that the rightness of dogma can
be measured according to its respect for our proper place as human beings
in the total scheme of things, for the holistic scope of its vision, and for the
care it takes for the delicacy of the web of nature in which all created life is
bound together. All of these things are the devalued and subjected insights
of women, that have been waiting to be taken up as the hidden treasures
within the tradition. What has been typically associated with women –
materiality, sexuality, bodiliness, belonging to nature – is to be understood
no longer as the measure of their unworthiness, uncleanness, or defective
nature, but is to be revalued as that which today is most indicative of the
new way of being in the universe that can work ‘for the well-being of all
creation’.16

Such a deliberate effort of feminist theology to make a home for itself
again exposes dogmatic weaknesses. One of these has to do with consis-
tency in the argument itself. The appeal of McFague’s presentation is that
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it appears to offer a return to the natural sphere, to the values that are
believed to inhere within nature itself, and to a way of living that would
be more in tune with nature’s own ways. This seems a fine thing to call
for in an age of technology which is overtaken by machinery, choked with
poisonous pollution of earth, water, and air, and regulated by the demands
of productivity. All of these things speak to ecological theologians of the
human abuse of God’s good creation, of an unchecked impulse to control
what is strange or to dissect what is beautiful, and of the centralisation of
power to the will of man alone. To recall us to the fact that humanity, too, is
created, that we, too, belong in and with nature as ourselves natural beings,
has been a significant feature of contemporary feminist efforts.

Yet the more one considers this ‘nature’ that we are being recalled to,
the more strange it appears, for it cannot avoid being itself a construction
of culture. At one level, there is a nostalgia at work as images appear before
us of lost or forgotten beauties, varieties of living species now endangered,
alternative forms of harmonious living with nature, so that we are drawn
to consider what we might be missing from the present state of things. At
another level, McFague herself concedes that it is our models of nature that
give us access to this sphere, and thus that what we are being called to
is a better interpretation, a feminised understanding, a correctly revalued
nature that will be good for us.17 Nature is thus no longer a real sphere
to which we return, but instead has become a virtual reality that we are
exhorted to believe in.

This brings us, secondly, to comment on the imperative character of
feminist dogmatic theology which is consolidated so clearly in McFague’s
writing as she gathers together the cluster of concerns that have appeared
in feminisms. Her description of the way we are to be ‘at home on the earth’
expresses a familiar conviction amongst feminists that there is a matrix of
relationality which sustains and nurtures our lives. Feminists have claimed
that this matrix, while necessary for life itself, has none the less throughout
the Western tradition of thought been resisted, both as a source of value in
itself and as the normative pattern for our lives. The binary oppositions that
have become lodged in the Western cultural symbolic are the cause of this
resistance, and their overcoming requires the rising up of the feminine sym-
bolic, so long denied or devalued. In this enactment is to be performed the
reclamation of what feminists take to be ultimate value, and for women to
be able to know this, to speak of this, and to bring this alive in their activities
in the world gives tremendous moral force to their theological efforts.

Nevertheless, there is a suspicion here – which feminists themselves
have taught, namely that every claim to ultimacy should carry a health
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warning – that here is a human will at work for the purpose of saving the
world with its knowledge and restoring those who are lost to the true path
by means of its advice. How are feminist theologians to occupy this place
with integrity, given their own critical exposure of the humanwill to power?
The dethroning of man and his God is no modest undertaking, but must
presume access to another truth. Yet, because it is an interpreted truth, it
itself requires an effort of will to concentrate on what would be the right
perspective on it and to discipline oneself (and others) to stay within its
bounds. That theological truth appears for us after modernity to be nothing
more than a performance of the will to power it seeks to overcome, means
that its primary call upon us can only be heard as moral injunctions – to
value our lives correctly and to transform the world through our actions. In
the imperative of home-making, we reach an aporia in feminist dogmatic
theology that beckons us to closer consideration.

gendering theology

Following the course of these central convictions of feminist dogmat-
ics – that there is a form of true humanity available to us, that liberation
of the oppressed is to occur in history by our efforts, that the conception
of nature held within the feminine imaginary is of ultimate value – dis-
closes to us the kind of theological thinking which has emerged throughout
the post-Enlightenment period. Feminism in its diverse forms is a child of
this period, being born out of the logic of modern humanistic thought and
thus intimately interwoven with its hopes and its dilemmas. To be encum-
bered with modernity has been an ambiguous blessing for feminists, for
implicit in their work has been a dependence upon the available categories
of thought that are most in need of overturning. Feminists have themselves
been aware of this, and their continued reflections upon these places of
difficulty in modernity are indicative of a most serious intellectual atten-
tion to our common Western inheritance, an attention that is passionate
because women live here. Women’s experiences have been shaped in the
midst of this problematic in ways that arouse righteous indignation about
injustices, stubborn attachment to what humanity must not abandon, and
fierce optimism that new ways of life are possible. Yet their efforts have not
been for themselves alone.

For the feminist commitment to gendering theology has summoned a
wider awareness of the existential and rational implications of the deep con-
figuration of gender that lies within theWestern tradition. The construction
of women and men within its terms is a phenomenon whose impact upon

124



Feminist theology as dogmatic theology

relationships, society, and academic inquiry has been unavoidable. It is thus
through their work that we are able to see what might not have been so ob-
vious to us, and through their witness that we are alerted to the question of
what is happening to us. Feminist theologians have been asking about what
is going on here, and they have done so with the critical tools bequeathed by
the Enlightenment. However, their critique intensifies rather than resolves
the dilemmas. It is no disdain of feminist theology that now stays with these
questions that have been raised, as ones that continue to trouble us, and
that claims no better answers, yet seeks to understand, even here, what it is
that faith believes.

the quest ion of humanity

One of the issues that lies at the heart of feminist theological concern
is how we are to understand our humanity – as persons made in the image
of God, and as women and men who are in some way related but different.
As this concern has taken shape, two theological affirmations have come
clearly into focus. First, the belief that there is an original form of human-
ity which has become deeply submerged, and indeed is in danger of being
entirely lost to us through ignorance and pride, has set the anthropolog-
ical context for considerations of gender. Ruether’s argument is that this
original form as God intended it is multifaceted and richly diverse, with
multiple possibilities for its particular historical shape, and that it is the
sin of dualistic thinking which puts the lid on this freedom, capturing it in
the straitjacket of binarisms that are both false and destructive.18 To be a
woman, as to be a man, is to be trapped in identities put upon us by cul-
tural and linguistic convention, which are reinforced by offering privilege
to one and subjecting the other. There is then, secondly, an affirmation that,
in Christ, a restoration to this true humanity is made possible, in his own
exceeding of the bounds of his maleness, and in his example of what we
can do in our own lives as women and men to resist the categorisations
imposed by gender. In this way lies the redemption of humanity, the work
of which falls in a special way upon women.

Yet it seems, after modernity, that the understanding of our human-
ness which lies within this theological account is both something that has
arisen specifically with Enlightenment assumptions, and thus is not an en-
during feature of Western thought, and that it both demands and defeats
attempts to resolve the question of gender implicit within it. Humanism
in its post-Enlightenment form is constructed around the figure of man,
who is assumed to be a rational being, freely self-determining, and who
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is also bound to the responsibilities of natural life. Characteristic of this
humanism is the tension between these two poles of human identity. Each
individual is delicately poised in the middle, capable, on the one hand, of
exercising a kind of god-like transcendence by means of reason, and, on the
other, of enjoying an embodied existence in the world. This conception of
the uniquely constituted human being has become such a commonplace of
modern thought, in theology and the human sciences alike, that to challenge
it shakes the foundations of our most basic intellectual commitments.

Because it is along the line of this polarity that the question of gender
has appeared in modern thought, it is perhaps not surprising that some of
its most devastating attacks have come from gender theorists, like Judith
Butler. While feminists have been busy reclaiming the devalued pole and
recentering human life around its potential, Butler has been examining the
role that gender categories play in providing us with a human identity, in
disciplining our behaviour according to their requirements, and in occu-
pying such a prominent place in our political and intellectual life that we
are constantly being returned into their frame. Butler shows, in her book
Gender Trouble, that gender categories operate by positing an original form,
or nature, according to which the specific identity of each individual woman
orman can be known,measured, and valued. Feminists have wanted both to
acknowledge this construction of identity by gender, and at the same time
to reclaim or revalue the identity of women. Yet, if gender is an effect of
our thought about what is human, rather than its prior determinant, are we
not thrown back rather fundamentally onto the question of whether there
is an original form of humanity at all?19 To claim that there is, is to measure
each individual according to conformity with an authorised version, and
will always be to miss those who fall outside its terms, however broadly
these might be conceived. Yet this remains a modern anxiety for the correct
definition of human being and for knowing who counts as human, and
within it the problem of gender appears and intensifies.

So, too, the notion of a fallen humanity has played a crucial part in
the formation of humanist notions of political and moral responsibility,
and has thus necessarily accompanied the new freedoms promoted by
Enlightenment thought. Butler again is astute here in noticing how feminist
debates have reinforced this belief in a distorted or deformed humanity, and
have extended its terms to include gender. Gender dualism is viewed as a
further obstacle to this highly prized freedom, which women have been
the first to notice, while simultaneously it is the necessary lens through
which our vision of this freedom is projected. Butler’s reflections on the
nature of subjection have pointed to the deep ambiguity of this situation,
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in which we are always compromised by whatever we fight against.20 The
investment of subjects in the means of their subjection is necessary, she
argues, both so that they may identify themselves and know who they are,
and so that they can conceive of another way of life without this condition.
Such dependency highlights the ambivalence within the word ‘subject’, that
offers freedom to those who are prepared to see and do things its way. So
feminists cannot avoid collusion in the gender categories that afford them
access to what they consider to be authentic human being, an ambiguity
that is evident throughout their analysis of responsibility. This is a dilemma
already known to Christian dogmatics since St Paul, who asked how free-
dom from the law could be possible without repetition of its terms.21 That
feminist dogmatic theology brings us before this same question is poignant
evidence of the question of humanity that it harbours.

What emerges from this reading of our situation is this. It could be
that the question for dogmatic theology is not that of what a human being
is, but, rather, of what it is to be human. To turn into the question of our
humanity in this way is to find that we enter the theological task at some
risk to ourselves and our inheritance, yet unavoidably thinking with faith
at the troubled places of contemporary discourse.

the quest ion of god

This is also where we may find the question of God after modernity.
Feminist dogmatic theology has agreed with the distinctly modern declara-
tion that the realm of human affairs, historically conceived, is the beginning
and end-point of our reflection and action. Accordingly, God is only to be
found active and approachable here. Feminist theologians have called it the
besetting arrogance of theology to posit the existence of some other realm
than this one, and then to give man privileged access to the knowledge of
it. The deficiencies of woman in knowing the truth and acting upon it have
thus been construed as a distance from this higher place. As we have seen
in Sölle’s work, the feminist diagnosis of injustice requires the collapse of
this distinction, so that the inclusive message of the Gospel can be enacted
amongst those deemed non-persons. Women, along with all the outcast,
are believed to carry in themselves, in their experiences of rejection and
marginality, a different kind of knowledge which, as Mary Grey describes
it, is Sophia rather than Logos.22 This non-divisive wisdom is evidence of
the intimacy of the divine with the world, and it is a hidden treasure that
dwells particularly with the oppressed. Its depths are to be plumbed for the
motivation it generates to change the existing state of affairs, and for the
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new practices it teaches us that will heal the rifts of history. The special
work of women in redeeming history is thus to dive deep within for this
alternative resource, and to come up with the practical means of patiently
overcoming evil with good.

This conviction, too, bears the signs of strain in post-Enlightenment
thought. On the one hand is what appears to be the most confident ex-
pression of human capabilities to change the world through decisive action
which, with careful deliberation about means and ends, will make a better
dwelling for humanity. Some feminists have been more modest in their
claims for effectiveness, and have presumed a woman’s willingness to work
with rather messy situations that have no very clear-cut or definitive out-
comes. Yet there is a presumption that what happens here is up to us, and
that the active agency of women, so long suppressed, is now to come to
the fore with renewed zeal. On the other hand is the context of history,
believed to provide the narrative into which human action is threaded, and
the plot of this history makes sobering reading. Feminist analysis suggests
that, on the whole, history has not been favourable to the oppressed, and
thus that humanity has rather persistently acted against the interests of its
own, while feminist theologians seek to encourage belief in the power of
the divine acting amongst the subjected to introduce another story of rescue
and restoration.

This account of things runs aground in postmodernity for two reasons
that can be mentioned here. Firstly, the world of human affairs has become
entirely caught up in the dealings of late capitalism, which seems to be an
entirely successful and globally operating system of economicmanagement.
At work in its relentless operation is the notion that every thing can be put to
some use and thus made to serve a human purpose, so that now every thing
in the world can become a commodity that is assigned a value. The process
of commodification is no longer associated with manufactured things, with
the world of production out of which much of the political rhetoric that
inspired liberation thoughtwas formed. Rather it is the case that this process
no longer requires actual ‘things’ at all, for whatever we choose can be
commodified – our time, the wall of a building, the countryside, religious
experience, a conversation, a memory – all of these can be given a value,
bought and sold. Indeed this game is so far advanced that values themselves
are now marketable, so that enterprising businesses are not only searching
for the ‘style’ thatwill sell things this year, but have also discovered that there
is money to be made out of ‘alternative’ style – the very source of energy
out of which protest and subversion was to come.23 Now the language of
empowerment has become a cliché for everything from shoes to electricity,
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and the nostalgia for lost opportunities to make a better world is exploited
as a style, that has no more credit than a change of clothes. Such is evidence,
not of a loss of faith in utopian politics, but of the very out-workings of its
logic. Getting our hands on things has come to this.

Furthermore, the distinction upon which the theological turn into the
world was constructed has so successfully disintegrated that its convictions
can no longer be meaningfully articulated in its terms. The hinge on which
the case turned for Sölle was the existence of non-persons who could be
identified by their exclusion from, and by an elite that worked securely on,
the inside. The conviction that there are insiders and outsiders is continually
at work in the arguments for inclusion that feminists have used throughout
a range of institutions and discourses, sustained by the confidence that
the excluded have a secret sheltered in their own interior. Few feminists
have drawn out more thoroughly the full extent of this conviction than Luce
Irigaray. Her praise of the bodily interiority of women wherein the ‘sensible
transcendent’ is to be found, her descriptions of women’s organs, fluids,
breathing, and internal spaces as unique sources of a feminine symbolic,
are attempts to speak of a genuine Other in a space dominated by the
masculine logic of the Same. This ‘within’ is the meeting place of the divine
for women, perhaps nowhere more alluringly presented than in Irigaray’s
essay, ‘LaMystérique’.24 Yet one hardly dare articulate the suspicion that this
might be a parody of women’s spirituality, after all that, a witty rhetorical
excess, and the doubt about this already speaks volumes to us of the absence
of God just when we most seek reassurance of divine presence. Such doubt
is itself reflective of the postmodern situation in which we know that the
distinction between inside and outside space has already been dissolved,
and that every attempt to reinstate it comes signed with its own logo ready
for consumption.

We are so profoundly before the question of God today, yet so utterly
shaped by the fact that each attempt to gain access to the divine and hand
it on to others is already at a loss for words. So the question for dogmatic
theology is perhaps less one of how I come to know God, than it is of how
God knows me, and to follow the path of this question is to be led into the
divine economy by another way.

the quest ion of redemption

Running through our consideration of feminist dogmatic theology has
been the question of redemption. The search for and proclamation of the
means of redemption has characterised the songs and preaching, political
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action, and intellectual efforts of Christian women, now so meticulously
documented in Ruether’s recent book Women and Redemption.25 The key
dogmatic convictions in terms ofwhich redemption is conceived by feminist
theologians have been explored in this chapter, culminating as they do in the
work of revisioning that is to be undertaken onbehalf of an anguishedworld.
McFague’s description of the alternative models in which God, humanity,
and the world are to be reconceived draws together many of the threads
of feminist orthodoxy, and presses upon us the urgent need of a world
waiting for this help. One feature of the postmodern world that renders this
understanding of redemption inadequate is that its efforts are already co-
opted by the market economy. We can purchase ‘the natural’ at the corner
shop, tested for cruelty to animals and legitimated as a non-exploitative
product, so that this fine holistic vision appears now only as a repetition,
and not a redemption, of the very Disneyfied world out of which it comes.

Yet it is not the vision alone that is problematic, and to offer another
would be a mistake. Rather we must stay with this dilemma until the nub
of the issue becomes clear. The emphasis in feminist dogmatic theology
has been predominately on method, on the critique of the methods of tra-
ditional male theology, and on the development of an alternative method
for speaking about God and the work of redemption. It was Mary Daly who
warned feminists of the dangers of ‘methodolatry’, by which she meant the
workings of a rigid system of male-stream thought in which the questions
of women were not legitimate and their experiences insignificant.26 For
women to claim a method of their own seemed the obvious thing to do,
and therefore much feminist attention has been given to determining the
methodology that is appropriate for women’s experience, the sources upon
which it can most helpfully draw, and the norms by which its framework
is to be constructed and its work carried out. Yet to approach things in this
way is to assume that theology is a project by which something is to be
worked out and then accomplished in the world. It is to assume theology to
be fundamentally a technique. It is thus not the vision that results from this
method which is to be assessed favourably or not. Rather we need to ask a
deeper question about whether theology as a method can only ever arrive
at some vision or other, some reproduction of what redemption could or
should be.

To ask about this is to wonder what has happened in theology to the
matter of truth. For Daly’s warning might have been prescient in another
sense, namely that the concentration upon methods of approaching, know-
ing, and utilising truth, whether patriarchal or feminist, may miss the point
entirely of what is a theologian’s responsibility. For is it not the theologian’s
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burden to be the place wherein truth comes to dwell, and thus to be always
vulnerable to the havoc caused by its arrival, and yet to be always and aston-
ishingly made ready to bear it? And thus is not the theologian’s attention to
be given, not so much to discernment of the correct mode of access to this
mystery, which will only reveal more of who she is and what her concerns
are, as to the reception of what comes to be known in faith? The distance
from truthwhich is presumed to be successfully traversed bymethodmeans
that already the truth of redemption is one that I must bring to myself, that
I may cause to happen in my life by using the correct means. Yet the truth
of redemption is one that comes to me. It comes to matter in the fabric
of my life, so that I can never avoid the question of how it is that my life
is informed by its truth and how it is that my dealings with others are to
be redemptive for them. This is to understand that redemption cannot be
something fabricated for the sake of the world, but is the possibility for
human beings, women and men, to be themselves the birthplace of the di-
vine. To attend to this phenomenon is to recall feminist theology to its most
demanding dogmatic task – to articulate the coming of God in the world
today.
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The themes of feminist theology





8 Trinity and feminism
janet martin soskice

May the deep of uncreated Wisdom call to the deep of the wonderful
Omnipotence, to praise and exalt such breath-taking Goodness, which
guided the overflowing abundance of your mercy down from on high
to the valley of my wretchedness!1

Gertrude of Helfta opens her book of God’s loving-kindness by addressing
her God – Wisdom, Omnipotence, Goodness. In addressing the triune God,
Gertrude places her book in a well-established Christian tradition. But this
is more than a formulaic opening – reflection upon the doctrine of the
Trinity has inspired some of the richest writings on love, gift, and grace,
a significant part of it written by women, to be found in Christian liter-
ature. The doctrine of the Trinity, while by consent a difficult topic on
which to preach, informs Christian liturgy and provides the basic frame
for the ancient creeds – ‘I believe in God, the Father, the Son, and Holy
Spirit.’ It has a central place in the Christian doctrine of God classically
conceived. The Christian doctrine of God holds in tension two convictions
seemingly at odds – that God is One, and that there is diversity in the
Godhead. Amotive for its formulationwas the Christian insistence that their
faith was monotheistic, even while praying to one God and to Jesus as the
Lord.

Although the conviction that Jesus is the Christ marks Christianity out,
ideas of diversity within unity were not alien to the Jewish matrix within
which Christianity arose. The unity of God was, of course, a fundamental
Jewish teaching, but the Rabbis had no difficulty with the idea that God was
present to Israel at different times and in different ways. There was a Jewish
tradition of different names for the one God which corresponded to these
‘presencings’. What was objectionable to the Rabbis was any suggestion
(as found in some Jewish gnostic sects and, so it seemed to its critics, in
the newmovement of Christians) that different names designated different
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deities. The New Testament language of ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ was problematic,
not, of course, for reasons of gender inclusivity but because it suggested
polytheism.

The doctrine of the Trinity thus arose from the practical and pastoral
concerns of the early church. It was reasonable for Christians as well as their
critics to ask – ‘If there is only one God towhomwe can pray, thenwho is this
Jesus and how can we pray to him?’ The Christian scriptures already posed
the problem. In identifying Jesus with the Lord who ‘Let light shine out of
darkness’ (2 Corinthians 45−6), Paul applied divine titles to Jesus which the
devout Jew of his day would have appropriately applied only to the Godwho
created heaven on earth.2 In virtue of its reliance on Greek philosophical
categories and its relatively late formulation (the third and fourth centuries),
the doctrine of the Trinity has periodically been accused of being no more
than a Hellenistic interloper, an unwarranted philosophical intrusion on the
pure form of the Gospels. But we should not confuse the means with the
motives for its formulation. The means, the tools at hand, were those of
Greek philosophy but the motives were pastoral and apologetic.

The doctrine of the Trinity adds nothing extra to the basic Christian
confession. The early creeds are threefold, confessing belief in God, Father,
Son, andHoly Spirit. There is no coda to say – ‘And, by the way, I also believe
in the Trinity.’ In confessing belief in ‘One God, Father, Son, andHoly Spirit’,
the believer confesses the Trinity, or better, confesses a Trinitarian faith. The
doctrine is best seen not as an additional conviction, but rather as providing
the frame inwhich central convictions rest. It is a grammar of Christian faith
whose functionwas to safeguardwhat the early church took to be the central
Christian witness.

the trinity in modern feminist l iterature

Despite the fact that the early days of feminist theology coincided with
a recovery of theological interest in the doctrine of the Trinity, feminist
theology in its early days paid little specific attention to the doctrine of
the Trinity.3 It was natural that biblical studies should be the hub of early
feminist interest. The pressing questions, for instance those of ordination of
womenor inclusive language, arose frompastoral theology, ecclesiology, and
liturgy. Amongst the customary loci of doctrinal theology, Christology was
the area of most debate – not least because of its relevance to the practical
problems just mentioned – followed by divine Fatherhood. Both topics are
related to, but not quite the same as, the doctrine of the Trinity. In pastoral
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circumstances, Trinitarian formulae, especially the baptismal formula ‘In
the Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit’, were points of pain
but often addressed by means of ad hoc strategies – that is, simply finding
different threefold ascriptions and hoping the problem would be put to
rest. Substituting ascriptions did little, however, to address the underlying
theological issues.

What might these issues be? Feminist theology has reached the stage of
maturity to openly admit that a number of different theological positions
roost under its rubric. Usually, not always usefully, these are plotted on a line
between radical, post-Christian stances and moderate reformist ones. Some
of the early exponents of feminist theology, even apart from feminist inter-
ests, had their intellectual formation in church traditions where the doctrine
of the Trinity had had for some time little prominence. Some nineteenth-
and twentieth-century theology, for instance, under the impact of histor-
ical criticism and with a post-Kantian distrust of metaphysics, favoured
views of Jesus as a pre-eminent teacher, guru, or liberating leader, but not
as one divine. Without a reasonably high Christology, the doctrine of the
Trinity as classically formulated is redundant – a solution to a problem
which no longer exists. If one no longer wishes or can say that God be-
came incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth, and no longer addresses prayers to
Jesus as the Christ, then the Trinity becomes superfluous and even appears
as androcentrism at its worst, reinscribing in prayer a divinisation of the
male sex. The doctrine of the Trinity is, in this sense, not everybody’s prob-
lem. Mary Daly’s Beyond God the Father is an example of a feminist classic
which feels no need to address the doctrine of the Trinity in its own terms,
having cast off its primary components long before. In this book, Daly lam-
poons the Trinity but does not tackle the doctrine in its own right. And,
from her point of view, why should she? Her concerns are, as the book’s
title indicates, more primordial – dealing with the prior notions of divine
Fatherhood and the special status of Jesus. This is not so much an attack
on the doctrine of the Trinity as a denial of the foundational elements
and problematic for which it is the proposed solution.4 It seems that for
many modern Christians, and not just feminist, the fundamental build-
ing blocks of the doctrine of the Trinity are no longer in place. It is easy
then, to be entirely rid of the doctrine of the Trinity. There are more in-
teresting problems for those feminist thinkers who wish to retain a high
Christology. To summarise – if you do not wish to say ‘Jesus is God incar-
nate’, you do not need the Trinity; if you do wish to say this you can scarcely
avoid it.
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always contested

The doctrine of the Trinity has always been contested. Its formulation
was late, its overt biblical basis slight and reliance on metaphysics substan-
tial. In the last three-hundred years of Western Christianity a number of
theologians have thought that the doctrine of the Trinity has outworn its
usefulness and might now be scrapped. Even Calvin, despairing over the
unbiblical philosophical terms in the doctrine’s classical formulations, said
he wished he could be rid of the lot except that they were so useful in
ferreting out heretics.

‘Ferreting out the heretics’ is stronger language than most now would
wish to use, but it cannot be doubted that feminist theology in its reformist
branch is often claiming to do precisely that – challenging idolatrous
pictures of God. This is an explicit objective for Elizabeth Johnson in She
Who Is, a book which, by calling our attention to the limitations of all
our speaking of God and by developing the Sophia–Wisdom symbolism for
Christ, seeks to add a new, and less masculinist, perspective to the classical
doctrine. Might the doctrine of the Trinity then, in our own time and with
our own theological questions, serve the same useful regulative role it has
done in the past?

Perhaps the most persistent criticism from feminist theologians is that
the doctrine of the Trinity is used to reinforce hierarchy and underwrite the
maleness of God. Paradoxically, the original motives for the doctrine were
precisely to subvert hierarchical understandings of the Godhead, not rein-
force them. A powerful male eminence is not the picture of God favoured
by feminist theologians and nor is it consistent with the doctrine of the
Trinity. Yet it is not difficult to see why theologians, and not only feminist
theologians, have felt that the doctrine underscores hierarchy. Trinitarian
formulae developed for one particular purpose so often suggest their oppo-
site. Talk of the One God’s ‘triunity’ readily appears to be tritheism. Walter
Kasper writes with great caution and accuracy of the absolute unity of God
despite the distinction of persons, and the absolute equality of the persons
despite the dependence of the second person on the first and the third on
the first and the second, and so on, but this ‘despite’ language sounds a little
like Orwell’s Animal Farm: ‘All animals are equal but some animals are more
equal than others.’5 Trinitarian language may be introduced, historically, as
a corrective to the tendency of idolatry, but how successful has it been?
Tritheism may have been despatched early on, but more subtle forms of
subordinationism, monarchianism, and deism, all in their way idolatrous,
have enjoyed good careers. Feminist criticisms of classical formulations of
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the doctrine vary from simple rejection of what sounds like a three-men
club, to more nuanced critiques of the way in which, despite best efforts,
the Father always seems accorded status superior to the other two persons,
with the Holy Spirit as a distinct third. The Trinity appears still hierarchical,
still male – maleness, indeed, seems enshrined in God’s eternity.6

the case for continuity

Despite these criticisms it can still be argued that it is the doctrine of
the Trinity which saves the Christian doctrine of God from stifling andro-
centrism. Custodians of the tradition would be quite wrong to dismiss the
feminist criticisms as simply failing to understand the doctrine. It would
be more accurate to see these as a clarion call for its renewal.

First and foremost the doctrine preserves the otherness of God – that
is, it frees us from the gross anthropocentrism which is ever a threat in
religion. The triune God is not male. (I shall return shortly to the language
of fatherhood and sonship.) Even though God became incarnate in the
man, Jesus Christ. God is not a creature at all, far less a male creature.
The baptismal formula contains its own self-subversion – we are baptised
‘in the Name’ (singular) of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and not ‘in the
names’ (plural) of two men and a mysterious third. ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ in the
Trinitarian rubrics are not biological offices, and nor are they positions in a
hierarchy.

Secondly, the doctrine defeats the covert monarchianism which has
been a main target for feminist theology. The ‘god’ whom feminist theology
loves to have is the lonely, spectral father–god, aloof, above, and indifferent.
But this is the god of deism and not the God of scripture or the Trinity. The
God of scripture is a God who creates freely from abundant love and who is
present to this creation. Christian beliefs about Jesus develop this story of
love, concern, and intimacy, and the Christian doctrine of the Trinity con-
cerns the way that God is ‘with us’.7 As Elizabeth Johnson points out, ‘the
Trinity is not a blueprint of the inner workings of the godhead, not an offer-
ing of esoteric information about God. In no sense is it a literal description
of God’s “being in se”’.8 Rather it brings out the Christian conviction that
God, the eternal creator is fully present to our human history – even to the
point of taking human flesh and dying on the cross – and fully present to
us now in the Spirit.

Thirdly, the doctrine endorses the fundamental goodness and beauty of
the human being, first fruits of the created order, destined to share in the life
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of God through the Incarnation of the Word. That Jesus was truly and fully
human cannot be denied, not just as an empirical claim but as a conviction
of Christian orthodoxy. Jesus was not, as some gnostics thought, one who
merely appeared to be fleshly, merely appeared to be born of a woman,
merely appeared to die. The paradoxical Christian insistence has been on
one who is true man and true God. From a current feminist’s perspective
it may be unfortunate that God should become incarnate as a male, but it
is a glory of this teaching that God became fully and truly a sexed human
being. Indeed, given Christianity’s persistent tendency to debase the body,
this endorsement of physicality should be prized. The soteriological stress
has always been on the fact that Christ’s was a human body rather than
some androgynous and spiritualised shell. Human bodies must be either
male or female, but Christ is the Saviour not because he is male but because
he is human. To this must be added that the second person of the Trinity
is also the Word of God, eternally one with the Father, through whom all
things were made (John 1).

Fourthly, the doctrine is a challenge, in modern as in ancient times,
to philosophies of the One. Those postmodernists who see the history of
Western metaphysics as totally subsumed by philosophies of the One must
be forgetting the many Christian centuries informed by the doctrine of the
Trinity. Indeed, a lot of the delicate philosophical and theological reflection
to be found in historical Trinitarian texts bears resemblance in our time to
nothing somuch as attempts to accommodate the ‘Other’ without regressing
into ‘the-other-of-the-same’ – that is, an ‘other’ whose otherness is only
functional to the Ego as ‘not me’. The doctrine of the Trinity moves us
beyond a binarism in which one can only have the one and the other, the
higher and the lower, the male and the female. This is the economy of the
Other defined by de Beauvoir: ‘it is not the Other, who, in defining himself
as the Other, establishes the One. The Other is posed as such by the One in
defining himself as the One’,9 and developedmore recently by Luce Irigaray.
The Cappadocians formulated their Trinitarian theology over and against a
similar metaphysics of the One in which there can be no genuine otherness,
but only the ‘Other of the Same’.10

In biblical terms, the doctrine of the Trinity defeats a picture of the
Godhead as self-enclosed admiration between Father and Son. Three, as
philosophers have noted down the ages, is the first in the cardinal series
where one gets genuine difference. There is difference in the Trinity, but
no hierarchy. Instead the persons only are as they are in relation. Catherine
LaCugna makes this point, elaborating upon Aquinas: if God’s ‘To Be’ is ‘To-
Be-Related’, then the Son cannot be what the Son is except in relation to the
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Father and the Spirit, nor the Father except by relation to the Son and the
Spirit, nor the Spirit what Spirit is except in relation to Father and Son.
The divine life is a perichoretic outpouring of love.11 Trinitarian theology
presents us with a God who shatters cardinality, a God is three and One,
who cannot be dissected, reified, or circumscribed.

meeting the challenges

If the doctrine of the Trinity has suffered from a distorted male weight-
ing, then the challenge to contemporary theology – and not just to feminist
theology – is to return the balance. There is a precedent in the locus classicus
of Western Trinitarian theology, Augustine’s de Trinitate. In his account of
the imago dei, Augustine departs from the then accepted focus of the Son as
true image of God and the human being as created according to this (male)
image. Augustine argues instead that human beings are in the image, not of
the Son, but of the triune God. He had a number of reasons for doing this,
one of which was to avoid subordinationist implications of the idea that the
Son is only an image. Another seems to be that too specific a focus on an
‘image’ which is male might be taken to imply that women were not fully in
the image of God. In his expansion upon 1 Corinthians 117 (‘A man should
certainly not cover his head, since he is the image of God and reflects God’s
glory; but woman is the reflection of man’s glory.’), Augustine is specifically
critical of any suggestion that Paul’s meaning is that women are somehow
not fully in the image of God.12 We are renewed in the spirit of our mind,
says Augustine, ‘And it is according to this renewal, also, that we are made
sons of God by the baptism of Christ; and putting on the newman, certainly
put on Christ through faith. Who is there, then, who will hold women to be
alien from this fellowship, whereas they are fellow-heirs of grace with us?’13

Augustine, conscious of the masculine freighting of the Pauline language,
takes steps against any distortion which might creep in as a result of it.

naming the triune god – father and son

How then do we now name this triune God? The Trinitarian confession
seems to take the language of fatherhood and sonship right into the eternal
life of God.

One strategy, arising from the debates concerning inclusive language,
was to desexualise the language of the Trinity altogether and speak, for
instance, of Creator, Sustainer, and Redeemer. There is ample precedent,
especially in the medieval literature, for diverse Trinitarian invocation. It
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is important, however, with any formulation to avoid the suggestion that
it is only the First Person who creates, only the Second who redeems, and
the Third who sustains. This is to buy into neutrality at the risk of collapse
into tritheism. Creation is properly the action of all three persons, as are re-
deeming and sustaining – all acts ad extra. All divine activity is, in Christian
terms, the activity of the triune God. That being said, there is no reason why
such threefold invocations should not have their place in worship where
the theological balance is kept.

Although, as Elizabeth Johnson points out, ‘it is not necessary to restrict
speech about God to the exact names that Scripture uses’,14 the masculine
terminology of the New Testament will be with us as long as the New
Testament is with us. In sharp contrast to the Old Testament where the
ascription of ‘father’ is altogether rare, ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ titles are central
to the New Testament writings.15 Yet to this must be added the fact that
Christians have never felt constrained to call the first person only ‘Father’
or to call Jesus only ‘the Son’. Furthermore, the patriarchal ordering implied
by the kinship titles was subverted early on by Christian insistence that the
Son is one with the Father, equal to the Father, co-eternal with the Father
and Spirit. Arians, if we can still use the term, insisted that the Father–Son
titles must imply subordination. Their view was rejected.

It is important to see that the ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ language is not kept in
place by the doctrine of the Trinity, but the other way round. The Trinity
is precisely the reflective means by which unacceptable inferences from
the primary language of the New Testament have been kept in place –
for instance the unacceptable inference from the fact that there are three
names – Father, Son, and Spirit – to the idea that there are three Gods,
or the unacceptable inference from a Father who is ungenerate and a Son
begotten, to the idea that the Father must be superior to the Son. It was
of the essence of the earliest defences of the doctrine that the Godhead be
understood as life, love, and complete mutuality – the Son is not less than
the Father, nor can the Father be Father without Son and Spirit. The Trinity
qualifies all our presumptive knowledge of God. For Gregory of Nyssa even
the threefold naming, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, does not describe the
divine essence, something we could never do.

feminis ing the sp ir it

Another strategy for balancing the male weighting of the biblical Trini-
tarian titles has been to emphasise symbolically female characteristics of
the Spirit. We can readily uncover a tradition of regarding the Spirit as
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the maternal aspect of God – brooding, nurturing, bringing new members
of the church to life in baptism. There is, too, the early Syriac tradition of
styling the Spirit as feminine, following the female gender of the noun in the
Semitic languages (ruha’ in Syriac, ruah in Hebrew). Again some attempts
in this direction have failed to convince feminist and other theologians of
their enduring merit for women or, for that matter, for the Trinity. Consider
the implications of these remarks of Yves Congar:

The part played in our upbringing by the Holy Spirit is that of a
mother – a mother who enables us to know our Father, God, and our
brother, Jesus . . .He (the Spirit) teaches us how to practise the virtues
and how to use the gifts of a son of God by grace. All this is part of a
mother’s function.16

Along with deifying one particular and particularly Western version of ‘a
mother’s function’ (for why is it not a mother’s function to raise crops to
feed her family?), the Spirit by implication is here handmaid to the other
two (male) persons who are the ones really to be known and loved. Even
less satisfactory, as Elizabeth Johnson notes, is the effort by the process the-
ologian, John Cobb, to align the Logos, as the masculine aspect of God, with
order, novelty, demand, agency, and transformation, while the feminine
aspect of God, the Kingdom or Spirit, is linked with receptivity, empathy,
suffering, and preservation.17

Feminists are surely right to rejectwhat SarahCoakley has called ‘mawk-
ish and sentimentalised versions of the feminine’ as both providing warrant
for a particular stereotype of the feminine and at the same time feeding
the unorthodox suggestion that there is sexual difference in the Trinity.
Furthermore, this kind of feminising rhetoric does nothing to counteract the
genuine neglect of the Spirit inmodern theology, inwhich the Spirit appears
a sort of ‘edifying appendage’ to the two real persons, those who have faces,
the Father and the Son.18 We must avoid, as Coakley says, subordinating
‘the Spirit to a Father who, as “cause”, and “source” of the other two persons,
remains as a “masculine” stereotype with the theological upper hand’.19

None the less, proceedingwith proper Trinitarian caution, the prospects
are exciting. First, one must avoid tritheism. Susan Ashbrook Harvey points
out that Syriac Christians did not posit a female deity alongside or in dis-
tinction to a male. Such concrete identities were available in the pagan
deities of the Syrian Orient, ‘where a triad of mother, father, and son was a
common configuration of divinity’.20 While the Spirit was styled as femi-
nine, and occasionally identified with the Wisdom figure, the feminisation
was drawn across to all three persons of the Trinity. The Odes of Solomon,
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probably from the second Christian century have a maternal Spirit but also
a maternal Father:

A cup of milk was offered to me
And I drank it with the sweetness of the Lord’s kindness.
The Son is the cup,
And He who was milked is the Father,
And she who milked Him is the Holy Spirit,

Harvey highlights the wealth of bodily and gendered metaphors but also
the way in which they are layered in paradoxical and conflicting sequences:

Roles are reversed, fused, inverted: no one is simply who they seem to
be. More accurately, everyone is more than they seem to be – Mary is
more than a woman in what she does; the Father and the Spirit are
more than one gender can convey in the effort to glimpse their works.
Gender is thus shown to be important, even crucial, to identity – but
not one specific gender.21

In this rhetorical excess, God is not lacking gender, but more than gender –
that to which our human experience of gender and physicality feebly but
none the less really points.

rhetorical excess – jul ian of norwich

All three persons of theTrinity canbe styled in the imagery of the human
masculine and the human feminine. But better still is the play of gendered
imagery which keeps in place the symbols of desire, fecundity, and parental
love while destabilising any over-literalistic reading. This seems to be the
strategy of the Old Testament itself, where images of God as bridegroom
and father jostle up against one another in a way that would make an
overly literalistic reading noxious. A striking medieval instance is Julian of
Norwich’s Revelations of Divine Love. So much has been made of Julian’s
dramatic styling of Christ as mother that we almost fail to notice the work’s
splendour as a piece of Trinitarian theology.

Julian makes it clear at the outset that it is the triune God whom she
wishes to speak of throughout. Describing her first revelation of Christ
crowned with thorns she says:

At the same moment the Trinity filled me full of heartfelt joy, and I
knew that all eternity was like this for those who attain heaven. For
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the Trinity is God, and God the Trinity; the Trinity is our Maker and
keeper, our eternal lover, joy and bliss – all through our Lord Jesus
Christ. This was shown me in this first revelation, and, indeed, in
them all; for where Jesus is spoken of, the blessed Trinity is always to
be understood as I see it.22

While it has been suggested that she clarifies to avoid accusations of heresy,
her Trinitarianism seems genuine. She confidently sports with threefold
titles throughout the work. In placing great emphasis on Christ as our
Mother, she is at once provocative and altogether orthodox: Jesus was
indubitably male yet, if he is to be the perfection of our humanity he must
also be the perfection of female humanity. She is willing to style all three
persons as Mother. ‘God is as really our Mother as he is our Father. He
showed this throughout, and particularly when he said that sweet word, “It
is I’’.’23 Jesus is our mother because he made us, but all making, redeeming,
and sustaining is the work of the triune God:

I came to realise that there were three ways to see God’s motherhood:
the first is based on the fact that our nature is made; the second is
found in the assumption of that nature – there begins the motherhood
of grace; the third is the motherhood of work which flows out over all
by the same grace – the length and breadth and height and depth of it
is everlasting. And so is his love.24

Julian follows the route not of displacement but excess, complementing the
gendered scriptural terms of divine Fatherhood and Sonship with maternal
and functional imagery (God is our Maker, Keeper, and Lover). Yet, just as
God can be our Mother as well as Father, Christ is our Maker as well as
Lover, our Keeper as well as Maker, the threefold terms revolve in a text
which, if effusive, is never careless.

In an Augustinian moment she styles the human soul as triune:

Truth sees God: wisdom gazes on God. And these two produce a third,
a holy, wondering delight in God, which is love. Where there is indeed
truth and wisdom, there too is love, springing from them both. And all
of God’s making: for he is eternal sovereign truth, eternal sovereign
wisdom, eternal sovereign love, uncreated. Man’s soul is God’s
creation, and possesses similar properties (only they are created) and
it always does what it was created for: it sees God, it gazes on God, and
it loves God. And God rejoices in his creature; and his creature in God,
eternally marvelling.25
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This is Julian’s vision of deification – the human being caught up in the life
of the triune God.

god as love

Despite the abundance of affective and erotic language of lover and
beloved in the Old and New Testaments, the primordial model of love in
Christianity is not the love between two but the love of the Trinity. To call
this the love of the three would be misleading, for the Triunity of God is
not a threeness of cardinal numbers, just as the Oneness of God is not a
cardinal oneness. This threeness serves not to replace gendered imagery of
love, but to exceed it, calling the believer beyond binarism and the fragile
limits of our speech. Inmy opinion, this baffling of gender literalism, as well
as having the stamp of antiquity (not just in Julian but in the Cappadocians,
Bernard of Clairvaux, and others), is the single most productive strategy for
moving beyond overly masculinised conceptions – it allows us to keep the
language of scripture and reminds us to attend always to our grammar in
divinis.

Recent work on the Trinity attends to its place in the Christian lan-
guage of love. Sarah Coakley suggest that it should puzzle us more that
the doctrine of God as three should so frequently find erotic thematisa-
tion. The connection between sexuality and spirituality, embarrassing to
so many modern theologians, is overt in earlier writers. Coakley points
in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa to the same inversion of sexual stereo-
types noted by Susan Ashbrook Harvey and to the possibility, following
this lead, of an expansion of the self which subverts narrow, modernist ra-
tionality. Drawing this together with French feminism, she suggests that
this mirroring forth of the Trinitarian image in sexual love would involve
at least,

a fundamental respect each for the other, an equality of exchange, and
the mutual ecstasis, of attending on the others desire as distinct,
as other. This is the opposite of abuse, the opposite of distanced sexual
control; it is, as the French feminist Luce Irigaray has written, with
uncanny insight, itself intrinsically trinitarian; sexual love at its best is
not egological, nor even a duality in closeness, but a shared
transcendence of two selves toward the other, within a ‘shared space, a
shared breath: In this relation’, she writes, ‘we are at least three . . .
you, me, and our creation of that ecstasy of ourself in us (de nous en
nous) prior to any child’.26
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The love of the Trinity is a template for the fundamentally ethical lovewhich
calls us beyond any narcissicism à deux to a love creative and open to others.

future perfect?

If achieving a gracious balance is not a night’s work, nor should we
imagine its goal for the doctrine of the Trinity should be a final, fixed
formulation invincible to all criticism. On the contrary, if the doctrine serves
as regulative in Christian thought then it will inevitably face new challenges
in new circumstances as they come along. In the early church, the challenge
was that of polytheism and subordinationism; in the eighteenth century it
was that of a deism which left Jesus just a man. In Trinitarian thinking the
object is not to find the definitive but to avoid the defective.

Whatever the doctrine’s future, Christian teaching in the past has been
more androcentric rather than less when the doctrine of the Trinity was
abandoned or neglected. If one keeps the New Testament in place and aban-
dons the doctrine of the Trinity for whatever reason (and we have seen that
in the past there were many), one is left with the masculine titles unquali-
fied. As recently as the nineteenth century, theologians, avoiding what they
felt to be Greek mystification and metaphysics, easily slipped into the cloy-
ing piety of ‘fathers’ and ‘sons’ with Jesus the ideal ‘son’ of the ideal ‘father’.
The Trinitarian theology of the early church is not without difficulty for
modern sensibilities, but overly literalistic and proscriptive readings of the
masculine titles were kept in place by the recognition that these named the
mystery of relations in the triune God.

Without the doctrine of the Trinity in place, one is lead inevitably to
such questions as ‘how could a father let his son die on the cross?’ The
Cross is a painful mystery, but the doctrine of the Trinity reminds us that
the death is the death of God for us, and not of some subordinate deity or
hapless human being drafted into the divine project with cruel intent. As
eighteenth-century defenders of the doctrine like Daniel Waterland noted,
without the Trinity Christianity quickly descends into cruel barbarism –
Why couldn’t God accept the sacrifice of a bull or a goat? Why would only
a man do? Within a Trinitarian framework it is God Godself who makes
sacrifice for us, and not some lesser emissary.27

Gertrude, with whom we began, wrote of the depths of ‘uncreated
Wisdom’. For those for whom the Trinity is important, spiritually and not
just as a theological fail-safe, the doctrine has riches yet in store. It unites us
to women writers of the Christian past, especially in its language of praise
and wonder. It makes us aware how short our speaking must fall of its
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divine target. It reminds us that theological language is, by virtue of the
mysteries with which it deals, complex and on many occasions deliberately
self-subverting. Directions in which we can expect growth in Trinitarian
reflection are many, including at least: the theology of the body and em-
bodiment; the recovery in the West of Eastern traditions of divinisation;
the theology of creation and wholeness, of Wisdom and Word; the ethics
of otherness and relationship; and the theology of love.
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the context

African Christian theology is decidedly contextual, and this contribu-
tion on Jesus by an African woman will stay in that mode and reflect the
faith of African Christian women in the African context. Jesus Christ yes-
terday, today, and tomorrow requires that each generation declares its faith
in relation to its today. It is, therefore, natural that the Christologies African
women were fed should reflect the faith of those who brought Christian-
ity to Africa and the African men who did most of the interpretation and
transmission. Having heard all this, African women today can announce in
their own words the one in whom they have believed.

The intention of this chapter is to survey the language of African Chris-
tian women about Jesus and, through that, to build up a profile of the
Jesus in their Christianity. We begin with a note on sources, as the expected
‘library study’ of this subject will yield very little that is of the provenance
of women. We then sample the oral Christology which is our key source, as
most of what is written by African women began as oral contributions to
study groups and conferences. The third section is this writer’s assessment
of what is being said about Jesus and why.

In the past thirty years or so, several Christological models have ap-
peared in books written by men theologians of Africa.1 They share the
emphases of the Western churches but several go beyond these. They are
grounded in the classical Christian approach that identifies ‘Saviour myths’
with biblical narratives and attempt the question: ‘who is the Saviour?’ The
classical divine–human motif is stated as a matter of faith and not debated,
as the early church was wont to do. African theologians transmit as an arti-
cle of faith the divine–human person whose sacrifice on the cross is salvific.
As a human being, the Saviour is a pastor and an example for human life.
As a human being, his role is like that of the royalty in traditional African
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communities, a representative and leader, but it is as divine that the Saviour
is victorious over death.

The divinity of the Christ is experienced through the Bible as of the
one in control of the universe and history. The Christ controls evil and is a
wonder-worker. In times of crises, the Christ is expected to intervene directly
on the side of the good, for God is the giver of Good. In the Gospels, the Christ
is seen as a healer, an exorcist, and a companion. All these notions feature
in African Christologies and influence what women, too, say about Jesus.

In dealing with Christologies in Africa, one finds two major trends, the
inculturationalist and the liberationist. The first type are those who con-
sciously appropriate Africa’s traditional experience of God. We note that
the Greek Bible imagery that forms the foundations of traditional Christolo-
gies has appropriated beliefs and language from Jewish religion, as well as
Græco-Roman paradigms. To talk intelligently about new experience, one
cannot but build upon what is known. African religion and culture furnish
the language of Christologies that describe Jesus as an ancestor, a king or
elder brother. These carry notions of mediatorship and authority. It is as an
ancestor that Jesus stands between humanity and God as the spokesperson,
as the Okyeame; Jesus is interpreter and advocate. We name ourselves
Christians after his being the Christ, just as we name our children after
our worthy forebears.

We say Christ is king and we see the lives of royal leaders who were
compassionate and brave community builders. We see the royal leaders of
the Akan, who bear the titleOsagyefo, the one who saves the battle, the victo-
rious warrior, and we see Jesus asNana, both ancestor and royalty. In several
African traditional cultures, the rulers are regarded as hedged by divinity,
and so one is able to talk about the Christ being both divine and human
without raising the philosophical debates of early Christianity. So praying
to and through Jesus follows naturally and is practised as the spirituality of
the religion that enables Christians to face the daily realities of life.

Women have employed cultural paradigms to describe their belief in
Jesus, but those that are most favoured are the cultural ones that are also
liberative. They employ myths of wonder-workers who save their communi-
ties from hunger and from the onslaught of their enemies, both physical and
spiritual. The women’s Christology in large measure therefore falls within
the category of the liberationist types. Jesus is the brother or kin who frees
women from the domination of inhuman husbands. They relate more easily
to the Christ who knew hunger, thirst, and homelessness, and see Jesus as
oppressed by the culture of his own people. Jesus the liberator is a paradigm
for the critique of culture that most African women theologians do.
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The faith in and the language about Jesus that is reviewed here has
become written theology within the last two decades or so; none the less
they are of African hue and have their roots in African Christianity in
particular. The language about Jesus is heard in songs with lyrics created by
both women and men, and sung lustily in churches and in TV drama. There
are several women’s singing groups who have recorded cassettes sold in our
streets, and songs are sung by people at work, at play, or while travelling.
The name of Jesus is therefore on the lips, in the ears, and before the eyes
of all, including those of other faiths.

Ghana, the country of my birth, today wears many placards bearing
slogans, which contain the name of Jesus. When you greet anyone in the
streets and ask ‘How do you do?’ they will profess their faith by telling you
‘Yesu adom’ – by the grace of Jesus. This version replaces the traditional
‘by the grace of God’, which has become insufficient, as God was in Ghana
before Christianity came and our Muslim sisters and brothers punctuate all
hopes and plans and inquiries after their state of being with ‘Insha Allah’ –
by the will of Allah (God). Specifying the name of Jesus, therefore, properly
claimsChristian particularity.Who Jesus is to GhanaianChristians iswritten
largely in their songs, prayers, and sayings. The first full text of individual
spirituality anchored in Jesus and coming from an African woman with no
formal schooling is a publication with the English title Jesus of the Deep
Forest.2

the texts

Jesus of the Deep Forest signifies the place of Jesus in the life of people
both rural and urban. It is the prayers they pray to Jesus and the praises they
give to him. One could almost say that, of the women ‘writing theologians’
of Africa, Afua Kuma is the first, and she paved the way by pointing to the
central theme of Christology. She became our first source, and will represent
the women who weave lyrics about Jesus and pour their hearts out in prayer
and praise at all times and in all places, the women whose theology gets
‘reduced’ into writing by those who can write.

Our second source is the writings of the women who belong to the
Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (eatwot) or to the
Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians (the Circle). In the 1980s,
eatwot called attention to the Christologies of the Third World and gener-
ated a lot of studies on the subject of Jesus. It is in this context that African
women members of the association contributed to the publication, With
Passion and Compassion: Third World Women Doing Theology.3 The Circle,
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with its initial focus on religion and culture, had ecclesiology as its main
theological schema, but naturally the subject of Jesus looms large in itsmem-
bers’ reflection. The first publication of the Circle, Talitha Qumi!, features
two Bible studies (Luke 840−6, and 142) and one article on that subject which
can aid us in our study. The series of Circle Books and reflections published
in the Newsletter Amka also provide relevant references.4

Our third source will be the writings of individual African women
in other anthologies. An example of this is Anne Nasimiyu’s ‘Christology
and an African Woman’s Experience’ in Robert Schreiter’s Faces of Jesus
In Africa.5 Individually authored books on the subject by women are rare,
but there is a chapter on Jesus in this writer’s Hearing and Knowing. Teresa
Okure’s opus on mission can, of course, be read from the perspective of
Christology and so can Christina Landman’s, The Piety of South African
Women.6

oral christology

In Jesus of the Deep Forest by Afua Kuma, our example of oral Christol-
ogy, one encounters a lot of astonishing reversals of so-called natural laws
and unexpected outcomes of simple actions. Jesus is the one who catches
birds from the depths of the ocean and fish from the heights of the trees.
These reversals are then reflected in a magnificent type of deeds in the lives
of people. Jesus, the Great Provider under all circumstances, brings wealth
to widows and orphans and is the friend of the aged. Jesus frees children
from the fear of kakae (the monster) and breaks the will of the murderer.
It is Jesus who has accepted the poor and given them glory. Jesus clears the
forest of all evil spirits making it safe for hunters. Imagery that is in keeping
with the stilling of the storm abounds in oral Christology.

The motif of Saviour and liberator is very strong in this and other
reflections on Jesus bywomen. For AfuaKuma, the Exodus becomes another
motif. Jesus is Yahweh of the Exodus, who defeated Pharaoh and his troops
and becomes the sun ahead of Israel and lightning behind them. He is given
the Akan title ‘Osagyefo, the one who saves the battle’ and so we can depend
on him towin life’s battles. Other biblical images, like good shepherd, healer,
and the compassionate one, are seen together with cultural ones such as ‘the
mighty edifice that accommodates all corners’, while provision of hospitality
common to both serves the very antidote to death. Whatever the situation,
Jesus has the last word. There are no life challenges for which the power of
Jesus is found unequal to the task of achieving victory. The following excerpt
from Jesus of the Deep Forest illustrates the ethos of this publication:
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All-powerful Jesus who engages in marvelous deeds, he is the one
called Hero Okatakyi! Of all earthly dominions he is master; the
Python not overcome with mere sticks, the Big Boat which cannot be
sunk.

Jesus, Saviour of the poor, who brightens up our faces! Damfo-Adu:
the clever one. We rely on you as the tongue relies on the mouth.

The great Rock we hide behind: the great forest canopy that gives cool
shade: the Big Tree that lifts its vines to peep at the heavens, the
magnificent Tree whose dripping leaves encourage the luxuriant
growth.7

Several images in Afua Kuma come from Gospel-events involving Jesus
and women. ‘Women recognize his uniqueness and put their cloths on the
ground for him. A woman anoints him as Messiah, friend and Saviour.’8

Reflecting on Jesus is not simply an intellectual task or one of personal
spirituality. Afua Kuma, like many African women theologians, speaks as an
evangelist. ‘Follow Jesus’, says she, and not only will you witness miracles,
but for you will come grace, blessings, eternal life, and peace. The cross of
Jesus, she says, is like a net with which Jesus gathers in people; it is the
bridge from this life to eternal life. The word of Jesus is the highway along
which we should walk. She therefore prays to Jesus: ‘Use us to do your
will for you have cleansed us with your blood.’9 This saving blood motif is
featuring more and more frequently in song and in prayers in this period
of deliverance seeking. The royal blood of Jesus, precious and potent, has
given us health and happiness for it has overcome and kept at bay the power
of demons. This living faith is proclaimed daily in the churches, on store
fronts, on vehicles, and even in the designs of clothes people wear.

written christology

‘There is a concrete history that is lived which is prior to the history that
is recounted. That lived history in all its concreteness is the ultimate ground
of all the history that is written.’10 Christologies, therefore, are the results of
questions asked by succeeding generations of theologians, the interpreters
of the history of Jesus. The vocabulary of African women’s theology is
focussed on Jesus, rarely Christ or Christ Jesus. Few questions are asked
beyond that of human response to that history. The oral affirmations ask
hardly any questions, but Edet insists that some women do ask questions of
this Jesus-Story. As a Nigerian woman she could ask: ‘Who is the Christ to
the Nigerian Woman? What type of Christ does she know? How does she

155



Mercy Amba Oduyoye

relate to this Christ?’11 The spirituality of the majority of African women
moves us to conclude that it is the personality of the one about whom the
Gospels speak that draws prayer and praise from them. The songs about
Jesus proclaim royalty, king of kings. Jesus is the first and the best of all that
is counted good in humanity, and best and first of all good professionals who
keep human beings and human communities in a state of health and general
well-being. Predominant is Jesus thewonder-worker. Essentially,whatwe get
from African women is an affirmation of faith such as is stated by Rosemary
Edet: ‘Jesus is the Son of God, son of Mary, sent by the Father to our planet
to redeem mankind from sin and death and to restore them to grace.’12

Snippets from the contributors to this volume follow the same train
of reflections as in ‘Christ and the Nigerian Woman’ in Edet and Umeagu-
dosu.13 In the same publication, Kwazu writes, ‘Jesus was born on earth to
reform man who has completely deviated from God’s call to being good.’14

Akon E. Udo affirms, ‘God has sent Jesus Christ to the world to break the
barriers of culture and sexism, that is why the names of women appear in
the genealogy of Jesus Christ.’15 This inclusiveness of the mission of God is
then illustrated by Jesus’ example of giving women the mandate to ‘Go and
Tell’ of the resurrection (Mark 167).

In response to this inclusive mission, African women are heard loud
and clear singing the redemptive love of Jesus the liberator. Jesus accom-
plishes God’s mission by setting women free from sexism, oppression, and
marginalisation through his death and resurrection, and both women and
men are made members of God’s household and of the same royal priest-
hood as men.16 In Talitha Qumi!, we read: ‘The ultimate mission of Jesus
was to bring healing, life and dignity to the suffering. Jesus came to give
voice to the voiceless.’17

Teresa M. Hinga’s contribution in The Will to Arise: Jesus Christ and the
Liberation of Women offers a section on ‘Christology and African Women:
The Ambivalence of the Encounter’. Here she discusses two faces of Christ
that are prevalent in African Christologies – the Colonial Christ who is a
warrior-king, whose followers sang ‘Soldiers of Christ arise’, battling against
other religions and cultures and indeed races, and the Imperial Christ, the
conquering Christ of the missionaries who did battle for Africa, on behalf
of the missionaries. Africans embraced this version of Christianity as a
‘means of social and economic mobility’ – hence the reports we have of
mass conversions in some parts of Africa. Hinga states that African women
were among those who perceived the emancipating impulses of Christianity
and turned to it. Women were among those who took refuge at the mission
stations. The early missionary period in Africa presented a Christ who had
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two faces, the conqueror who inspires the subjugation of people and their
cultures while promoting the liberation of individuals from the oppression
generated by their environment. Jesus of missionary praxis in Africa was
an ambiguous Christ. Thus it is that he has acquired many faces on the
continent.

The Christ of missionary teaching, mainly biblical, adds complexity to
this scenario. Hinga presents three of these dimensions. Personal Saviour
and personal friend – accepting people as they are and meeting their needs
at a very personal level – Jesus ‘friend of the lonely’ and ‘healer of those
who are sick, whether spiritually or physically’.18 The title ‘friend’ is ‘one
of the most popular among women, precisely because they need such a
personal friend the most’. Thus the heightened image of Jesus as the Christ
who helps them to bear their griefs, loneliness, and suffering is a welcome
one indeed.19 Women’s oral Christologies reflect this history and have been
translated into the written ones.

Hinga observes that, in the African women’s theology, the ‘Image of
Christ is a blend of Christology with pneumatology. Jesus is seen as the
embodiment of the spirit, the power of God, and the dispenser of the same
to all who followhim.’20 This ‘pneumatic Christology’ is very popular among
women. For here Christ is the voice of the voiceless and the power of the
powerless on the models sculptured by Afua Kuma. African women do
need such a Christ for they are often expected to be mute and to accept
oppression. The Spirit empowers them to enjoy a lively spiritual life that
cannot be controlled by the official powers of the church. In this way they
are able to defy unjust authority and repressive structures and to stand
against cultural demands that go against the spirit of Jesus.

The Christ, the iconoclastic prophet – critic of the status quo that ‘en-
genders social injustices and marginalisation of some in society’ illustrates
‘some of the defining characteristics of the Christ whom women confess’:

For Christ to become meaningful in the context of women’s search for
emancipation, he would need to be a concrete and personal figure
who engenders hope in the oppressed by taking their [women’s] side,
to give them confidence and courage to persevere.21

Jesus has to be the Christ on the side of the powerless to empower them, the
one who is concerned with the lot of victims of social injustice and with the
dismantling of unjust social structures. However, the concern most heard
these days is deliverance from ‘Satanic Bondage’, and from demons who
seem to have become very active in the Africa of the last decades of the
twentieth century. The need for deliverance has revived traditional religious
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methods. Most especially the importance of blood in African religions is re-
flected in the central place given to the blood of Jesus in women’s theological
imagery and, indeed, in much of ‘deliverance spirituality’ of contemporary
African Christianity. Just one example should suffice.

Grace Duah, a ‘deliverance Minister’ in her book, Deliverance: Fact or
Fantasy?, includes puberty rites for girls in her windows for demon pos-
session, to demonstrate how easily people can come under the influence of
demons and so need deliverance. She writes in her introduction:

Jesus came not only to give us the highest form of deliverance
i.e. Salvation – Deliverance from a Kingdom of sin and darkness into a
Kingdom of Righteousness and light – but also to give us deliverance
from demonic obsession, demonic oppression, and demonic
possession, as well as all forms of fleshly enslavement.22

Rosemary Edet, a foundation member of the Circle, reflects this in her
contribution to the Circle’s inaugural conference. Looking at the life of
Jesus, she points out that ‘Christ has triumphed over illness, blood taboos,
women’s rituals and the conventions of society’.23 She is, of course, referring
to those that are inimical to women’s well-being. These are the ones that
Grace Duah is referring to as providing opportunity for demons to possess
women.

Jesus has become for us a liberator by countering misogynist culture.
After all, says Edet, Jesus’ humanity is the humanity of a woman; no human
father has contributed. The touch of the ‘bleedingwoman’ has become a very
important imagery not only for healing, but also for total liberation from all
that oppresses women culturally and makes Jesus Saviour par excellence,
as we saw in the oral Christology. Therefore Obaga, commenting on the
salvific role of the Christ, puts her emphasis on the breaking down of walls
of hostilities created by religion and culture. She writes: ‘The breaking of
the wall therefore meant the abolishing of all external customs and taboos of
Judaism which created and perpetuated a state of enmity between Jews and
Gentiles.’24 In her discussion of Ephesians 215, she calls attention to contem-
porary gender issues that are a source of subjugation for women in Africa.

In Afua Kuma, as in most of the writings under review, salvation comes
to women and men alike. Even so, she does have feminist consciousness.
In Edet, this consciousness is overt in the very title that her paper displays,
but even here the starting point is the universal appeal. She notes that Jesus
is ‘sensitive to the oppression of the weak and the helpless, took them on
in his incarnation’, as a carpenter’s son from a nondescript town.25 This is
heightened by his interpretation of Messiahship, which he portrayed ‘not as
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king but as a servant by contradicting in his life and person, the messianic
expectation of Israel’. Jessica Nakawombe is even more overt in this regard.
She states bluntly that:

Jesus was born of Mary, a good and godly woman. She was the
obedient vessel through which Christ was conceived of the Holy
Spirit. She was given a unique part to play in the outworking of God’s
plan for the salvation of humankind, for the Incarnation and the
virgin birth have had a tremendous significance for Christology.26

The women cling to the full humanity of the Christ in order to honour
their own humanity and to insist on the link between the human and the
divine in all persons as it was in Jesus. The church’s imagery of Jesus, which
marginalises women, is therefore non-biblical, and contemporary women
theologians of other continents have traced the history of this state of affairs.
For Edet, this process was most evident in the Constantinian era, with its
return to the royal ideology of the Davidic Messiah that made the Christ the
‘pantokrator’, reinforcing the distance between Christ and the feminine.27

The Jesus of African women’s Christology is the Jesus of the Bible and of
whatever scholarship aids the identification of this Jesus and the context in
which he lived his earthly life.

Another historical development lifted up by Edet is the Aristotelian
desecration of womanhood. This desacralisation of the feminine has suc-
ceeded in making the totality of the imago deimale, says Edet. Consequently
women have had to lead the Christian community towards a ‘return to the
Christ of the gospels, his Person and his words and deeds’.28 It is in this
tradition that African women’s Christology stands:

Africans in general have a holistic view of life which demands a Christ
who affects the whole of life for there is nothing that is not the realm
of God if it is true that God made everything and keeps them in being.
God as father is beneficent but there are good and evil forces
operating in the world. These affect humanity. In short, a Nigerian
woman is a victim of evil forces like witches, hunger, infant mortality
as well as the triple oppression of culture, religion and socio-economy.
How does Christ function within this situation? If Jesus did take on
himself our weakness and injustice at his incarnation, then he is a
suffering Christ, a liberating Christ and a friend.29

Continuing the Christological texts of African women, we call attention
now to Passion and Compassion. In this publication, Térèsa Souga from
Cameroun, writing on ‘The Christ event’, introduces her reflections with
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what she titles, ‘My Act of Faith’. She has as her opening sentence, ‘Jesus
Christ means everything to me . . . Christ is the true Human, the one who
makes it possible for all persons to reach fulfilment and to overcome the
historic alienation weighing them down.’30 Similarly, Afua Kuma would
recite the traditional praise of enablers saying: Jesus is the big tree that
makes it possible for the climbing plant to reach the sun. Souga’s theology
is deeply informed by Philippians 29−11, an affirmation of faith that enables
her to link the suffering and resurrection of Jesus with women.31 This,
she says, is the source and motivation of African women’s spirituality. She
writes: ‘The realism of the cross every day tells me, as a woman of the Third
World, that the laws of history canbe overcomebymeans of crucified love.’32

Jesus bears a message of liberation for every human being and especially
for those social categories that are most disadvantaged.

Jesus ‘delivers women from every infirmity and suffering’.33 Souga has
in view Africa’s threefold captivity – cultural, spiritual, socioeconomic –
when she writes, ‘there can be no understanding of Jesus Christ outside of
the situation in which we seek to understand ourselves’.34 ‘It is by way of
these situations that Jesus bears on his person the condition of the weak,
and hence that of women’ (Luke 26−7,22−4; John 246).’35 In the light of Christ,
if Jesus is the God who has become weakness in our context, in his identity
as God–Man, Jesus takes on the condition of the African woman. Souga
surmises that the correlation between women’s experience and liberation
in Jesus Christ ‘leads us to discover that Jesus reveals God in the various
kinds of bonds connecting him to women throughout the Gospels’. Paul
emphasises the realism of the incarnation with a legacy of faith saying,
‘when the times were fulfilled, the son of God was born of a woman’.36 Afua
Kuma would have said Jesus is the royal one who chooses to live as the
common poor so that the common poor might appropriate the dignity of
being human:

Looking at Africa, I wondered how I could write on a subject that
suggests or points towards hope and renewed life in a continent that
for decades has witnessed unending violence, suffering and death.
A critical reflection on the resurrected Christ, the one Paul knew and
wrote about in the epistles, however, reminded me of the crucified
and suffering Christ who faced violence and death. The awareness
gave me the courage to write about the labour pains experienced by all
creation in Africa as a Christian woman.37

The image of Jesus as the suffering servant is very prominent in the writings
of African women theologians. Most, like Edet and Njoroge, describe Jesus

160



Jesus Christ

as identifying with the suffering of humanity, especially that of women. In
this vein, Edet describes Jesus as ‘the revelation of God’s self-giving suffering
and enduring love to humanity’.38

This suffering love moves into healing the hurts of humanity and so
Christ the healer is very popular with church women. Ada Nyaga brings out
the results of this love among human beings when she writes:

Similarly, Jesus calls us to revise our ways of thinking and asks us to
reconsider what it means to be a woman in our new understanding.
Just as Jesus forced the ruler of a synagogue to reconsider what it
means to work on the Sabbath, when he showed his compassion for a
crippled woman by healing her (Luke 1310−17), there is an obvious
need today to awaken women and free them from socio-cultural and
theological restrictions based on a false understanding of the Bible.39

Suffering love operating in the incarnation wipes off the dirt that hides
the glory of our true humanity, that which we believe is of the imago dei.
Healing here includes liberatingwomen fromall evil and life-denying forces,
enabling the fullness of all we know of perfect womanhood to be revealed.
Jesus is the friendwho enableswomen to overcome the difficulties of life and
restore to them the dignity of being in the image of God, having annulled
the stigma of blood taboos used as a separation of women’s humanity.
Akon E. Udo affirms that Jesus Christ has broken the barriers of distinction
between men and women and used his precious blood to seal the broken
relationships and to make men and women one in himself.40 Amoah and
Oduyoye state in Passion and Compassion that:

the Christ for us is the Jesus of Nazareth who agreed to be God’s
‘Sacrificial Lamb’, thus teaching that true and living sacrifice is that
which is freely and consciously made; and who pointed to the
example of the widow who gave all she had in response to God’s love.
Christ is the Jesus of Nazareth who approved of the costly sacrifice of
the woman with the expensive oil, who anointed him (king, prophet,
priest) in preparation for his burial, thereby also approving all that is
noble, lovely, loving and motivated by love and gratitude.41

Louise Tappa of Cameroon in Passion and Compassion, states that ‘[t]he
task of Christology is to work out the full meaning of the reality of the Christ-
event for humankind’. The doctrinal Christology, which reduces the Christ
to a positive but sublime abstraction, can be and is ignored ‘when the time
comes to translate it into the life of our communities’. She continues: ‘[t]hat
is why even to the present it has been possible to interpret the doctrines of
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the incarnation (liberation) and of expiation (reconciliation) in terms that
leave intact the social structures and models of our communities, including
the church’.42 Like Afua Kuma, Tappa proposes another procedure, which
she says is much simpler, but no less Christological. It is to put more em-
phasis on the praxis of Jesus himself, even though she occasionally refers
also to Jesus’ teaching.

summary and reflect ions

These works and words of Jesus culled from the reflections of African
women on Jesus, constitute the Christologies that they are developing and
which embolden them to work and to speak for Jesus towards the liberation
of the world in fulfilment of the missio dei. ‘The Christ of history is the one
who defined his mission as a mission of liberation’ (Luke 418−19). The Christ
of dogma therefore plays only a marginal role in the women’s affirmations
about Jesus, who defined liberation by his quotation from Isaiah 61, and
whose actions revealed that ‘[t]he truly spiritual is that which embraces all
the material and physical life of the human being and our communities’
(Mark 521−34).43

In the same publication, Amoah and Oduyoye, writing on ‘The Christ
for African Women’, point out that Jesus, the Messiah, is God-sent and the
anointed of God. The messianic imagery is very powerful in Ghana and is
reflected in Afua Kuma’s praises that make references to what priests are
teaching when they speak of deliverance. The influence of male theologians
is evident in how large the cross looms in the theology of women like Afua
Kuma. The cross, she says, ‘has become the fishing net of Jesus. It is also the
bridge from which Christians can jump into the pool of saving blood that
leads to everlasting life.’44 The emphasis of women, however, is not that we
emulate the suffering, but that it becomes the source of our liberation. We
do not only admire Jesus, but we are caught in the net of liberation which
we believe will bring us into fullness of life:

The Christ whom African women worship, honour and depend on is
the victorious Christ, knowing that evil is a reality. Death and
life-denying forces are the experience of women, and so Christ, who
countered these forces and who gave back her child to the widow of
Nain, is the African woman’s Christ.45

Ghana must have great hunger in its history, as is evidenced in folk tales and
legend. The more recent 1983 drought revives this reality, and so a Saviour
is certainly the one who can keep us whole, integrating body and soul and
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enabling us to enhance the quality of our lives. Jesus of Nazareth was all
of this; his earthly life and today his name and spirit keep the liberative
ministry alive. With Jesus we do not need guns and bullets to make the
enemy disappear, since, as Afua Kuma encourages us, we only need to ‘tell
Jesus’. ‘I’m going to tell Jesus about it, today my husband is a lawyer. How
eloquent he is!’46

Deliverance from death into life is often discussed by African women in
the context of aspects of cultural practice that they experience as negative
in their quest for fullness of life:

This Christ is the liberator from the burden of disease and the
ostracism of a society riddled with blood-taboos and theories of
inauspiciousness arising out of women’s blood. Christ liberated
women by being born of Mary, demanding that the woman bent
double with gynecological disorders should stand up straight. The
practice of making women become silent ‘beasts’ of societies’ burdens,
bent double under racism, poverty, and lack of appreciation of what
fullness of womanhood should be, has been annulled and countered
by Christ. Christ transcends and transforms culture and has liberated
us to do the same.47

African women’s experiences lead them into Christological language that
does not come to African men. Hence Tappa can say: ‘I am convinced that
Jesus died so that the patriarchal Godmight die and that Jesus rose so that the
true God revealed in Jesus might rise in our lives, and in our communities.’48

Souga and others have reiterated that it is by self-emptying that we
become filled with the spirit of Jesus. What African women reject is the
combination of cross and sacrifice laid on them by people who have no
intention of walking those paths themselves. They would argue that the
calls to take up the cross and that to self-emptying are directed to all who
would be called Christians; it is not sensitive to gender, race, or class. Amoah
and Oduyoye, commenting on Kuma, highlight the same point.49

The vividness of this drama of jumping from bridges into pools of
blood, even when blood has been the main source of their marginalisation,
signifies the intensity of African women’s spirituality of relating their lives
to what the life of Jesus means to them. For them, Christology is not words
or reasoning about Jesus, but an actuality in their lives. This is a life of
faith, not of theological debates. It is a spirituality to overcome evil and
oppression and to lift up constant thanks to God.

It is difficult to say whether the language of intimate relationships with
Jesus, as used by African women, is to be read as eroticism or mysticism.
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What is clear, however, is that their spirituality is the result of this type
of Christology. They find an affirmation of their personhood and worth
in the person of Jesus, born of a woman without the participation of a
man. The significance for them is that ‘womanness’ contains the fullness of
‘humanness’. By this they counter earlier assertions that a woman by herself
is not fully human. This eroticism–mysticism enables them to understand
suffering as related to crucified love with an anticipation of transformation
and shalom.

Hinga has suggested that it is the lack of male companionship that
drives women into the near-erotic language of Jesus as husband. Afua Kuma
relies on Jesus, her husband, who is a lawyer who liberates her from the
hands of oppressive legal procedureswith his eloquence. The only time Jesus
appeared in the diary of Dutch-Afrikaans woman, Alie Badenhorst (1866–
1908), was when even God ‘The Strong One, the Powerful Father in heaven’
had seemed impotent to deliver her. When she thought her last hour had
come, ‘[s]he left a message for her husband with her son, that she was going
to Jesus and that she would wait for him there’.50 Thus for her – as for many
African women, products of the same European missionary theology – Jesus
is the last sure haven. While life lasts, however, African women theologians
would suggest that Christology should be about reclaiming and reasserting
the role of ‘Jesus Christ as Liberator and a saviour of women from all the
oppressive contexts discussed, and empowerer of women in their contexts
of powerlessness, and as their friend and ally in contexts of alienation and
pain that women may be confronted with’.51

The Christology is reflected in the spirituality. African women produce
very intimate, almost erotic language, about Jesus, a genre more akin to
mysticism than theology. They sing lustily about ‘Darling Jesus’; they sing:

I am married to Jesus, Satan leave me alone.
My husband is coming
To take me away
Into everlasting love.52

Afua Kuma is not afraid of court cases, for her ‘husband’ Jesus is a most
eloquent lawyer. Christina Landman, who has documented The Piety of
South African Women from diaries, has several examples of this language
frombothAfrican andAfrikanerwomenof SouthAfrica under the influence
of European Calvinism. In the context of ‘racial persecution (black women)
and suburban boredom’ for white women, pious women escaped ‘into the
arms of Jesus’, who suffered for them and continues to suffer with them.
Landman comments: ‘where there is suffering, a woman is in control’,53
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and oh, how Africa suffers. It is African women’s experience that, where
there is suffering, the powers that be, usually men, would allow women
to take control. Women derive power from caring and being caregivers, a
role which puts them on the side of the Christ. The hallowing of suffering
however is rejected in the theology of several African women who see this
as a source of patriarchal domestication. The cross and suffering of Jesus
are not to be perpetuated but rather decried and prevented.

The victorious Christ of Afua Kuma is clearly the Jesus of the writing
theologians. Jesus turns death into life and overcomes the life-denying forces
that dog our way. He conquers death and restores life to all who believe in
him. Having triumphed over death, he has become our liberator by coun-
tering women-denying culture. After all – is his own humanity not that of
a woman?54

My reading of African women’s theology is that they have had no prob-
lem of particularising the ‘Christ of God’ in the man of Nazareth. They know
of saviours in their own histories; some are men, others are women. Their
stance is that the maleness of Jesus is unjustly capitalised on by those who
want to exclude women, but that does not detract from the fact that in Jesus’
own practice, inclusion is the norm. What Edet says about the humanity
of Jesus was that it is the humanity of woman, and African women should
and do claim Jesus as their liberator. They claim the soundly constructed
so-called feminine traits they find in Jesus – his care and compassion for
the weak and excluded. The anti-hunger ministry, healing, and the place
of children in his words and works – all go together to create a bonding
around women’s lives that African women feel with Jesus. He is one of us,
knows our world, and can therefore accompany us in our daily joys and
struggles.

What alienates some African women is the interpretation of revela-
tion that suggests that before Jesus Africans had not encountered God and
that without Jesus all are doomed. The Christian exclusiveness is in large
measure not biblical and is therefore not allowed to become an obstacle in
the multireligious communities of Africa. African women theologians have
often reinterpreted the exclusiveness of John as a directive to walk in the
path of Jesus. Elizabeth Amoah would say, ‘Jesus is the only way’ is a call to
the recognition that to make salvation a reality for all, we all should walk
in the way of Jesus and live the truth of the implication of a kenotic life.55

There has been no need to insist on the Christ as the wisdom of God.
The biblical references to Sophia as eternally with God, has not played a
significant role in this theology. What is clear is that the Wisdom language
would be associated with fairness in dealings among humans and fidelity
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to the will of God that Jesus exemplified. Thus Christology is reflected in
the spirituality.

African Christian women attribute the positive outcome of their en-
deavours to God or Jesus and to the guidance and protection of the Holy
Spirit. They learn from biblical narrators and from stories of liberation that
others have attributed to their faith in Jesus. They cling to their own faith in
the liberating powers of Jesus and expect them to work in their own lives.
Living under conditions of such hardship, African women and men have
learnt to identify the good, attribute it to God in Christ, and live a life of
prayer in the anticipation that the liberative potential of the person of Jesus
will become a reality in their lives.

The victory of Jesus is not over other nations and cultures. It is over death
and life-denying forces. The Jesus ‘who countered these forces and gave
back her child to the widow of Nain, is the African woman’s Christ’. Jesus of
Nazareth, by the counter-cultural relations he established with women, has
become for us the Christ, the anointed one who liberates, the companion,
friend, teacher, and true ‘Child of Woman’. ‘Child of Woman’ truly, because
in Christ the fullness of all that we know of perfect womanhood is revealed.
The Christ for us is the Jesus of Nazareth who agreed to be God’s sacrificial
lamb, thus teaching that true and living sacrifice is that which is freely
and consciously made. Jesus of Nazareth, designated ‘the Christ’, is the one
who has broken down the barriers we have erected between God and us
as well as among us. The Christ is the Reconciler calling us back to our
true selves, to one another and to God, thereby saving us from isolation
and alienation which is the lack of community that is the real experience of
death.56

‘The Christ of the women of Africa upholds not only motherhood, but
all who like Jesus of Nazareth perform “mothering roles” of bringing out
the best in all around them.’ The present profit-centred economies of our
world deny responsibly to bring life to the dying and to empower those chal-
lenged by the multitude of impairments that many have to live with. Justine
Kahungu Mbwiti, in a study of Jesus and a Samaritan woman (John 41−42),
draws out several of the images of Jesus that empower African women. As
rural women, they see the scandal of the incarnation, the appearance of
God in the hinterlands of the Roman Empire as God coming to their rural
and slum situations. They relate to Jesus who deliberately shakes what was
customary as a sign of renewal that opens for them the space to put critical
questions to what was traditional. They referred to the scandalous action
in the temple (John 213−16), and the many violations of the Sabbath (John
51−18), as affirmation that life is to be lived consciously and conscientiously.
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Jesus becomes therefore not just the one by whom God saves; He is Himself
the Saviour.57

We may conclude with another survey treatment of Christology in
African women’s theology, in Mabel Morny’s contribution to Talitha Qumi!,
‘Christ Restores to Life’. She states: ‘When I think of liberation, a vision
comes into my mind. A vision of a fuller and less injured life in a world
where people can say “I” with happiness; a vision is a means of restoring
life.’58 Morny tries to develop an understanding of Christ as the liberator of
all people; she writes as an African woman within the context of situations
in Africa – cultural, social, religious, economic, and political. She writes in
a context where women resort to Jesus as the liberator from bondage, all
that makes them less than what God intended them to be. Christology be-
comes a study of the Jesus who responds to African women’s experiences
of fear, uncertainty, sickness, illiteracy, hunger, aggression by spouse, and
distortion of the image of their humanity.

African women theologians think in inclusive terms, hence the empha-
sis on Jesus for all and particular contexts, peoples, and all situations. At the
same time, they wish to maintain the relations the individual could estab-
lish with the Christ, as each is unique, and each a child of God. My reading
of African women’s Christology, as it appears in the writings of the Circle
of Concerned African Women Theologians, may therefore be summed up
in the words of the workshop on ‘Jesus Christ and the liberation of women’:

Jesus Christ is liberator and a saviour of women from all the
oppressive contexts discussed and empowerer of women in their
contexts of powerlessness, and their friend and ally in the context of
alienation and pain that women may be confronted with.59
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10 The Holy Spirit and spirituality
nicola slee

introduction

The Holy Spirit, it is often noted, has been much neglected in Western
theology and, when given serious theological consideration, usually sub-
ordinated to the Father and the Son, a kind of Cinderella of the Trinity.
Alwyn Marriage comments: ‘There is little doubt that our doctrine of the
Holy Spirit is one of the least developed areas in mainstream Christianity.’1

Elizabeth Johnson notes the variety of metaphors employed by contempo-
rary theologians to express this neglect of the Spirit: the Spirit is imaged
as ‘faceless’ (Walter Kasper), ‘shadowy’ (JohnMacquarrie), ‘ghostly’ (Georgia
Harkness), or ‘anonymous’, the ‘poor relation’ in the Trinity (Norman
Pittenger), the ‘unknown’ or ‘half-known’ God (Yves Congar); in Johnson’s
own phrase, the Spirit is the ‘forgotten God’.2

Multiple reasonsmaybe adduced for thisWesternneglect of pneumatol-
ogy: the comparative paucity of scriptural reflection on the Spirit, coupled
with the mysterious nature of the scriptural images and narratives which
do exist; the pattern of classical theology which proceeded from consider-
ation of the Father to the Son and only ‘in third place’ to the Spirit so that
treatment of the Spirit often received short shrift; the privatisation of the
Spirit’s activity to the sanctification of the individual in post-Reformation
Protestantism, mirrored by the displacement of the Spirit’s functions onto
the pope, the Blessed Sacrament, or the Virgin Mary in post-Tridentine
Catholicism; and, most significant for our reflections, the association of the
Spirit in the Bible with female imagery and experience so that the Spirit
became marginalised and repressed just as women themselves did.

For, in contrast to the dominant biblical metaphors and models for God
and Christ, which are largely masculine, the central biblical metaphors for
the Spirit – ruah, shekinah, and hokmah or sophia – are either female or gen-
der non-specific, offering support for the notion of a feminine Spirit which,
though largely repressed in Christian tradition, has nevertheless persisted,
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and re-emerged in our own time in a renewed debate about the appropriate-
ness of naming the Spirit in explicitly female terms. Whatever the merits
or dangers of such female naming of the Spirit, the point here is that the
neglect of the Spirit seems to bear some direct relation to the repression and
marginalisation of women themselves in Christian tradition. The hidden-
ness, anonymity, and invisibility of women is mirrored and reflected in the
facelessness and namelessness of the Spirit in Christian worship, theology,
and life.

At first sight, this neglect of the Spirit appears to be repeated in feminist
theology itself. In comparison with the large body of feminist scholarship
on models of God and on Christology, there is comparatively little sustained
theological reflection on the Spirit. However, the lack of works explicitly
devoted to the Spirit should not be taken as a measure of the liveliness
of feminist pneumatology, but rather as an indication that we must look
elsewhere for the signs of such flourishing. Whilst systematic treatises on
the Spirit are rare, much creative thinking about the person and work of the
Spirit is to be found within the wider feminist reappraisal of God-language,
and within the rapidly expanding field of feminist spirituality. Reflecting
the wider experiential bias within feminist theology, such work is rooted
first and foremost inwomen’s concrete, historical experience, and only gives
rise secondarily to abstract theological reflection.

Mirroring this priority of experience over abstraction, historical spiritu-
ality over abstract speculation about the Holy Spirit, I intend in this chapter
first to consider ways in which feminists are engaged in reappropriating
women’s spirituality, both from the past and in the present, before going
on to consider how the person and work of the Spirit per se is understood
in the work of some feminist theologians.

recovering women’ s sp ir ituality

Women have, of course, always practised faith, prayed, and lived lives of
holiness (often more devoutly than men!); and all the major world religions
honour at least a handful of women saints. In Christianity, women such as
Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila, and Catherine of Siena have long been
revered, with their own feast days and traditions of devotion. Nevertheless,
women’s experiences of faith have gone largely unrecorded down the ages
and women’s spirituality has been a mostly ‘hidden tradition’.3 This is for a
variety of reasons: partly because, until modern times, women’s spirituality
was exercised mostly in the home (whether family or religious community)
and thus took expression in the care and nurture of others and in what
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Johnson describes as ‘the renewal of the fabric of life, the replenishment
of physical and spiritual sustenance’;4 partly because, when women did ex-
press their faith in more tangible form, it tended to be through small-scale
and occasional means such as journals, letters, hymns, poems, or crafts
which have not been accorded public recognition; and partly because of
more overt male suppression. Women form the largest of the ‘groups that
did not fit’, in Philip Sheldrake’s term, into the dominant forms of insti-
tutional spirituality which were dictated by a male, clerical and celibate
elite, and controlled by the priorities of orthodoxy, conformity to the cen-
tre, and the repression of pluralism.5 As a result, women’s spirituality was
often forced into marginal, compensatory, or dissenting forms existing in
uneasy tension with ‘mainstream’, clerically sanctioned patterns. Where
women such as Teresa of Avila or Julian of Norwich were accorded some
recognition, ‘their lives were recorded selectively for institutional purposes
in such a way as not to disturb time-honoured patterns of attitude and
behaviour’.6

Though marginalised, sanitised, and repressed, however, the writings
and exploits of women of faith have not been entirely lost, and much his-
torical scholarship over the past two or three decades has been dedicated to
rediscovering these forgotten female spiritual traditions. Research by Elaine
Pagels and others, for example,7 suggests that, in the early Christian move-
ment, gnostic sects provided a significant locus for women’s spirituality.
Though notoriously difficult to define and delineate, it seems clear that the
gnostic communities offered an arena, over and against the increasingly
patriarchal structures of the church, where some degree of gender equality
was practised. Emphasising an internal locus of religious authority in spiri-
tual gnosis, rather than in obedience to canon, creed, or bishop, the gnostic
communities offered women freedom to exercise leadership and employed
feminine images for God in their stories and rites (although, given the ex-
treme dualism and body-denying emphasis of these groups, such imagery
is not necessarily entirely positive).

Within the orthodox Christian movement itself, martyrdom, monas-
ticism, and mysticism offered women alternatives to the dominant cul-
tural norms of marriage, motherhood, and domesticity. Early post-canonical
records preserve the heroic faith of such martyrs as Perpetua and Blandina,
while others, such as Thecla, though thrown to the wild beasts, were mirac-
ulously saved.8 The free commitment of virgins and widows, and the cre-
ation of a distinct lifestyle within the Christian community, has roots in
the canonical period, and was certainly well established by the late third
century.9 Although religious life, as it developed, came to be much more

173



Nicola Slee

highly circumscribed for women than for men, as is evident in the far
stricter rules of enclosure which applied to women, it nevertheless provided
women with a means of education, interior freedom, and spiritual devel-
opment hardly imaginable within the context of ceaseless childbearing and
domestic duty which was the lot of the vast majority.

The latemedieval period sawaparticularly fecund flowering ofwomen’s
spirituality within and on the edges of the religious orders, and the devel-
opment of new forms of religious life for women, each with their own dis-
tinctive patterns of prayer and mysticism. Caroline Walker Bynum’s work
has done much to stimulate awareness of, and deepen interest in, women’s
spirituality of this era, as well as to demonstrate the inbuilt biases of ear-
lier accounts of medieval mysticism which focussed on male interests and
experience, rendering invisible the concerns of women’s lives.10 Bynum de-
scribes the range of forms which women’s religious life took during this
period, from the formation of peripatetic bands which followed wandering
preachers to the founding of many new religious orders or the reform of
existing orders, and the development of new forms of religious association
such as the Beguines and the tertiaries. The Beguine movement – a lay reli-
gious movement of women living both singly and in community who took
temporary vows of chastity and obedience but maintained their own prop-
erty and income – has attracted particular interest.11 Whilst these various
forms of religious life were distinctive, Bynum argues that there are dis-
cernible differences between male and female religious experience of this
period which generally hold true across the varieties of religious life:

Mysticism was more central in female religiosity and in female claims
to sanctity than in men’s, and paramystical phenomena . . . were far
more common in women’s mysticism. Women’s reputations for
holiness were more often based on supernatural, charismatic
authority, especially visions and supernatural signs. Women’s
devotion was more marked by penitential asceticism, particularly
self-inflicted suffering, extreme fasting and illness borne with
patience. Women’s writing was, in general, more affective . . . erotic,
nuptial themes, which were first articulated by men, were most fully
elaborated in women’s poetry. And certain devotional emphases,
particularly devotion to Christ’s suffering humanity and to the
Eucharist (although not, as is often said, to the Virgin) were
characteristic of women’s practices and women’s words.12

It is not difficult to see how these emphases represent a kind of compen-
satory channelling of women’s spirituality into permissible forms. Denied
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liturgical office, authority had to come from supernatural sources rather
than institutional ones; denied the possibility of consecrating the sacra-
ments, women could nevertheless channel their adoration of the Eucharist
into intense mystical devotion; denied overt expression, women’s sexuality
found shape in erotic devotion to Christ; denied official religious power,
women could assume control over their bodies and food and thus tacitly
transcend patriarchal rule.

Nevertheless, the expression of women’s spirituality walked a tightrope
between acceptability to the institution and its male leadership, on the one
hand, and suspicion, repression, and control on the part of the hierarchy on
the other. The history of the Beguine movement provides an illustration of
this tension, as do the records of other movements in which women exer-
cised some degree of freedom, such as the Quakers in seventeenth-century
England and the Shakers in eighteenth-century America. Despite popular
acclaim, the Beguineswere viewedwith suspicion from the beginning. Their
lay composition, loose association, and freedom from direct male control
made them an obvious target for clerical repression. Persecution of the
Beguineswas sporadic during the thirteenth-century and culminated in their
condemnation by the Council of Vienna in 1312, which led to widespread
persecution, the confiscation of their property, and their absorption into re-
ligious orders. Where the institution could not absorb women’s spirituality
into its own stringently controlled channels, it exorcised it as deviant and
heretical, or repressed it in the hope of destroying it altogether.

The recovery of women’s lost traditions can lead to mixed reactions
from present-day women – and men – of faith. On the one hand, the dis-
covery of the wealth and depth of women’s spiritual traditions may evoke
joy and a sense of empowerment in contemporary believers. On the other
hand, the reality of the suppression and marginalisation of women’s tra-
ditions can generate anger and pain and increase a contemporary sense of
alienation. The more scholarship restores to wider consciousness an aware-
ness of women’s hidden spiritual traditions, the more widely recognised it
is that these recovered traditions themselves merely represent the tip of an
iceberg of submerged histories, most of which, we must assume, are lost
for ever, never to be reclaimed from the depths of patriarchal memory. The
legacy of this work of recovery is thus a complex one.

creating feminist sp ir ituality

Alongside the resurgence of interest in women’s past spiritual tradi-
tions, the last two or three decades have been marked by an extraordinary
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flourishing of contemporary feminist spirituality movements worldwide.
Existing within the mainstream churches, at their edges and, in some cases,
in radical opposition to orthodox Christianity, these movements display a
confusing yet lively diversity, witnessing in their various ways to the free-
dom of the Spirit which blows where it will.

Feminist spirituality, in contrast to women’s spirituality more generally,
arises from the consciousness of women’s oppression and is a quest to
overcome women’s marginalisation in religion as in every other sphere of
life. As Anne Carr suggests:

A feminist spirituality would be distinguished from any other as a
spiritual orientation which has integrated into itself the central
elements of feminist consciousness. It is the spirituality of those who
have experienced feminist consciousness raising . . . A specifically
feminist spirituality . . . would be that mode of relating to God, and
everyone and everything in relation to God, exhibited by those who
are deeply aware of the historical and cultural restriction of women to
a narrowly defined ‘place’ within the wider human (male) ‘world’.
Such awareness would mean that we are self-consciously critical of the
cultural and religious ideologies which deny women full opportunities
for self-actualisation and self-transcendence.13

Feminist spirituality, in this sense, is a very broad-ranging movement, and
takes expression in all of the major world religions, including Christianity,
as well as in movements such as paganism and Wicca. There are also many
women with no formal allegiance to any religious group who express their
spiritual commitments in other ways, perhaps through work for justice,
therapy, ecofeminism, or the arts. There is thus no one feminist spirituality,
but many different traditions, movements, and forms.

Whilst the range and fluidity of these movements defies easy categori-
sation, it may be helpful to give an indication of some of the different
groupings, at the same time as recognising that, in practice, these group-
ings often overlap or merge with each other at the edges. Perhaps to speak
of a spectrum is a more accurate image. At one end of the spectrum, one
can identify a broad range of groups and movements within mainstream
Christianity which are committed to celebrating past women’s spiritual tra-
ditions, employing female imagery and symbolism in contemporary wor-
ship and prayer, and reshaping the understanding of what it means to
follow Christ in the world in the light of women’s experiences. Writers
such as Elaine Storkey and Margaret Hebblethwaite in England, Kathleen
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Fischer and Anne Carr in the United States, Elizabeth Moltmann-Wendel
and Catharina Halkes in Germany and the Netherlands, and Mercy Amba
Oduyoye and Musimbi Kanyoro in Africa represent such a movement,14 as
does the great outpouring of creative feminist liturgy by groups as well as
individuals in many parts of the world.15

Moving along the spectrum, there are a whole range of groups which
exist rather more on the margins of institutional church life, often in some-
what uneasy tension with the institution and its sanctioned traditions.
These groups seek to forge some sort of creative dialogue between or-
thodox Christian tradition, on the one hand, and other faith traditions
or secular movements on the other, in the process developing a distinc-
tive feminist identity which owes much to Christian roots but also draws
on other heritages. Here one might include indigenous feminist Christian
movements such as those being developed by African, Afro-Caribbean,
Indian, Japanese, Chinese, and Latin American women.16 A vivid exam-
ple of this movement was witnessed at the World Council of Churches
Assembly in Canberra in 1991 when the South Korean theologian Chung
Hyun Kyung gave a presentation on the Holy Spirit in which she invoked
the Spirit in a multiplicity of images drawn frommany traditions.17 Calling
upon ‘the presence of all our ancestors’ spirits’, she named them ‘icons of
the Holy Spirit’ because of whom ‘we can feel, touch and taste the con-
crete bodily historical presence of the Holy Spirit in our midst’.18 This
claim is echoed by thousands of other Christians living in lands where
colonial missionary activity ruthlessly suppressed their forebears’ spiri-
tual traditions. Now they are reclaiming them and finding ways to in-
tegrate indigenous and Christian spiritual sources, in a new naming of
the Spirit. Part of this movement of reclamation entails the retrieval of re-
pressed female religious imagery from indigenous traditions. Thus Aruna
Gnanadason, an Indian theologian, seeks to reintegrate the worship of
Shakti, the Hindu Mother goddess, with the emerging Asian women’s spir-
ituality in the church,19 whilst Hyung Kyung draws on the image of Kwan
Yin, the Buddhist goddess of compassion and wisdom, to speak of the Holy
Spirit.20

Paralleling indigenous Christian feminist movements in Asia and else-
where, the women–church movement has been particularly significant in
North America, Canada, and Europe. Originating in the 1980s in the United
States, women–church has now spread to become a ‘global movement of
women seeking authentic ecclesial communities of justice’,21 although not
all such movements would describe themselves by its name. Existing on
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the margins of institutional church life, ‘Womenchurch is neither a new
Church nor an exodus from the established churches’, according to Mary
Grey. Rather, ‘it is both an attempt to make it clear, after years of being
marginalised from church structures, that women are church, and to recover
authentic inclusive, justice-based communities, responding to the reality
that within the present structures, many women and men receive no nur-
ture in faith’.22

As well as women–church and indigenous feminist Christian move-
ments, one might also include in this second broad category of dialogic
movements a whole range of groups which, amongst other concerns, are
actively engaged in envisioning new forms of relation between men and
women and new, more gender-inclusive patterns of spirituality. For exam-
ple,MatthewFox’s Creation-centred spiritualitymovement23 represents one
attempt, amongst many, to re-appropriate female spiritual traditions from
the past as well as to take seriously women’s experiences in the present
in the forging of a new spirituality. Again, some of the men’s movements
which are springing up in the United States and elsewhere are attempting
to take seriously the feminist critique of religion and to learn from feminists
in the forging of a masculine spirituality which does not simply reinforce
patriarchal models of maleness.24

Beyond such movements which seek to maintain dialogue between
Christian faith and other religious or secular traditions, a third broad cat-
egory of feminist spiritual movements is dedicated to the celebration of
female spiritual power in opposition to, or in protest against, the repression
of the female in institutional, patriarchal religion. These would be located
at the opposite end of our spectrum. Goddess, Wicca, and witchcraft move-
ments may all be seen as examples of this third grouping which is more
antithetical to Christianity, although, even here, there is some overlapping of
purpose, for example amongst Christian feminists who draw upon goddess
movements in their renaming of the divine. The Wicca or witchcraft move-
ment, which stands in sharp opposition to Satanism and so-called ‘black’
witchcraft, sees itself as continuing the tradition of historical wise women
down the ages who, in all societies, were healers and repositories of natural
and spiritual wisdom. The movement is concerned with the performance of
sacred rites to help shape or turn energy and events to promote beneficially
the affairs of individuals or society.25 Emphasis is placed upon the Goddess
or female spiritual principle, upon the sacredness of matter and upon the
development of intuitive wisdom. Whilst Wicca is practised by both men
and women, there is a distinctive feminist Wicca movement represented by
writers such as Budapest and Starhawk..26
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The interest in the goddess in contemporary feminist spirituality takes
a number of different forms and has different meanings. Carol Christ distin-
guishes between three such meanings: first, there is the goddess as divine
female existing in different culturalmanifestationswho is invoked in prayer
and ritual; second, there is the goddess as symbol of ‘life, death and rebirth
energy in nature and culture’; third, there is the goddess as affirmation of
‘the legitimacy and beauty of female power’.27 The second and third of these
understandings see the goddess as symbol rather than metaphysical reality.
Some warn of the dangers of the goddess movement in encouraging a senti-
mentalised and essentialist notion of female spirituality, and critique some
of its adherents’ more dubious historical claims.28 Nevertheless, the repre-
sentation of divinity in embodied female form which goddess traditions
preserve seems to offer many women a means of self-discovery and affir-
mation, as well as connection to the divine, which other forms of spiritual
tradition cannot. As Carol Christ testifies:

For me and for many others, finding the Goddess has felt like coming
home to a vision of life that we had always known deeply within
ourselves: that we are part of nature and that our destiny is to
participate fully in the cycles of birth, death, and renewal that
characterize life on this earth. We find in the Goddess a compelling
image of female power, a vision of the deep connection of all beings in
the web of life, and a call to create peace on earth.29

The imaging of divinity in female form offers both a critique of patriarchal
appropriation of divinity and a clear symbol of the goodness, beauty and
sacredness of the female.

characterist ics of feminist sp ir itualit ies

Whilst it may be foolhardy to attempt to generalise about this enor-
mously diverse movement of feminist spiritualities, there do appear to be
certain trends or emphases which, if not universal, are nevertheless per-
vasive enough to invite comment. I shall draw attention here to five such
trends which, I suggest, can offer new ways of conceptualising the work of
the Holy Spirit in the world.

First, there is a strong emphasis on desire, eros, and passion in much
contemporary feminist spirituality which may be seen as a reconceptuali-
sation of the Spirit’s work of inspiring, energising, and enlivening faith in
ways which take seriously the human body, emotions, and drives. Matthew
Fox suggests that ‘a feminist spirituality as distinct from a patriarchal one
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will value the erotic and teach us disciplines of erotic celebrating, creating
and justice-making’.30 Writers such as Audre Lorde, Carter Heyward, and
Mary Hunt have been influential in reclaiming the erotic from the context
of sexuality narrowly perceived to a wider social and spiritual setting.31

Lorde speaks of the erotic as ‘an assertion of the life force of women’,32

whilst Heyward conceptualises it as the power of love which drives towards
connection and right relation in both interpersonal and transpersonal re-
lations, and which is rooted in the fundamental reality of God who is the
power of connection.33 Such a reclamation of the language of passion and
desire leads to a revaluing of the human body and emotions, and a sense of
connection between the personal and the political which has always been
the hallmark of feminism.

Secondly, there is an emphasis on relationality, connectedness, and com-
munity in feminist spiritualities which invites new ways of grasping the
work of the Holy Spirit in forging bonds and creating koinonia. This em-
phasis on relationality is very closely connected to the understanding of eros
outlined above, and is particularly evident in the work of Carter Heyward
and Mary Grey,34 but it is also shared by others. For example, Katherine
Zappone suggests: ‘in its broadest sense, spirituality centres on our aware-
ness and experience of relationality. It is the relational component of lived
experience.’35 She goes on to delineate spirituality in terms of right relation
to self, to other, to the earth, and to the sacred. Charlene Spretnak speaks
of spirituality as a dynamic impulse towards connectedness in human rela-
tionships, social structures, and the wider cosmos: ‘Spirituality enables us
to feel a deep connection between one another. It heals and avoids the frag-
mented sense that often plagues political movements, in both personal and
collective terms.Our bonding is profound.’36 CarterHeyward andMaryGrey
root such an understanding of spirituality in a philosophical and theological
analysis of reality which sees connectedness and relationality at the heart of
existence, as well as of the essence of divinity. Thus Heyward speaks of God
who is intimately related to the world, who is source of all relational power
and active justice-seeking, and who calls for the voluntary participation of
human beings in making right relation on the earth here and now:

Without our touching there is no God.
Without our relation there is no God.
Without our crying, our raging, our yearning, there is no God.
For in the beginning is the relation, and in the relation is the power
that creates the world through us, and with us, and by us, you and I,
you and we, and none of us alone.37
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This emphasis on connectedness and relationality in thework of white femi-
nist theologians has been critiqued by some as a denial of difference and the
imposition of false connection between those who are divided by injustice
and oppression.38 On the other hand, many so-called ‘ThirdWorld’ feminist
theologians echo the emphasis on connection via a stress on the work of the
Spirit in building community, not only within the church but within wider
society. Elizabeth Dominguez from the Philippines writes of the image of
God in terms of ‘the community in relationship’, marked by interdepen-
dence, harmony, and mutual growth,39 whilst Aruna Gnanadason suggests
that this affirmation of community is, in fact, ‘the most important charac-
teristic of Asian women’s spirituality’.40 She describes it as ‘the search for a
community of people where all will find space for creativity and fulfilment,
a community that will live in real peace with justice, a community that will
be ever alert to its responsibility to give birth to new life by challenging
forces of death’.41

The search for right relation in communities as well as interpersonal
relations is closely connected to the strong note of judgment and justice
in feminist spiritualities, which takes different forms in different cultural
contexts and points to the work of the Holy Spirit in convicting of sin and
impelling towards righteousness. There is a strong commitment to justice
and the redemption of political and structural relationships, so that spiritu-
ality is not confined to the interpersonal sphere but extends to the larger
web of social structures which undergird and shape personal relationships.
This commitment to justice finds expression in an emphasis on liberation
and empowerment in the spiritualities of southern hemisphere feminists
which, in common with the bias of liberation theologies in general, insists
that liberation is not merely an internal affair but requires living out within
the conditions of this world. There is an insistence on wholeness and full-
ness of life as the goal of spirituality, a renewed appreciation of the work of
the Spirit in bringing forth and nurturing life.42

Alongside the stress on human liberation and empowerment, feminist
spiritualities also demonstrate a passionate commitment to the liberation of
the earth. The stress on relationality noted above includes a strong sense of
connectedness to the earth and tomatter, and is thus explicitly incarnational
and sacramental. Feminist analysis demonstrates how both the demise of
nature and the oppression of women have gone hand in hand, reinforcing
and supporting each other within the dualistic framework of patriarchy.43

Conversely, the liberation of women logically entails the liberation of the
earth, and the spiritual praxis of feminists includes a strong commitment
to recreating a renewed relation to the earth, reflected in understandings
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of the universe as the ‘body of God’, and a stress on the immanence of the
divine presence within the world rather than beyond it, as well as in the
broad movement of ecofeminist theology and spirituality.44

Closely connected to the justice and life orientation of feminist spir-
ituality, there is also a stress on holism, integration, and inclusivity which
highlights the immanent presence of the Spirit at work in the whole created
order and in all human efforts towards justice and truth, wherever they are
to be found. There is a rejection of dualism which separates super-nature
and nature, spirit and matter, humanity and nature, mind and body, spiri-
tuality and sexuality; and an affirmation of the essential interdependence
of all things. Thus, Carr suggests that ‘spirituality is holistic, encompassing
our relationships to all of creation – to others, to society and nature, to work
and recreation – in a fundamentally religious orientation’.45 The strong life-
orientation of feminist spiritualities leads to a willingness to affirm as good
all that makes for life, whatever its source or provenance, and an openness
to recognise the work of the Spirit in all justice and peacemovements and in
all people of goodwill. Thus there tends to be an inclusivity and catholicity
in much feminist spirituality, demonstrated in what we described above in
terms of a dialogic approach to other traditions and sources of wisdom.

renewing theology of the sp ir it

Out of this flowering of lived spiritualities, new understandings of the
person and work of the Spirit are being forged by feminist theologians,
and I have already attempted to indicate what some of these might be in
the emphases elaborated above. As well as these emphases characteristic of
feminist spiritualities, there is also more explicit and systematic work by
feminist theologians to reframe a theology of the Spirit in terms commen-
surate with women’s lived spirituality.

Some feminists havewelcomed and embraced an approach sharedwith a
number of contemporary male theologians of speaking of the Spirit as the
feminine dimension in God and naming the Spirit in feminine imagery and
terms. This approach has ancient roots in early Semitic and Syrian tradi-
tions, which took the cue from scriptural female Spirit imagery to speak of
the Spirit as the mother who brings to birth Christ in the incarnation, new
members of the body of Christ in the waters of baptism, and the body of
Christ through the epiclesis of the Eucharist. Recent examples of this app-
roach are to be found inCongar’s naming of the Spirit as the feminine person
in God, Boff’s alignment of the Spirit withMary as thematernal face of God,
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Gelpi’s reappropriation of the feminine archetype in his theology of ‘Holy
Breath’, and Marriage’s notion of the Spirit as ‘the mother who lets us go’.46

Whilst appreciating the efforts of these theologians to retrieve an an-
cient tradition, Elizabeth Johnson agrees with Sarah Coakley47 that the
result is unsatisfactory, for a number of reasons. The approach is essentially
compensatory rather than radically creative. The overarching framework of
such theologies ‘remains androcentric, with the male principle still domi-
nant and sovereign’, the third female person or principle subordinate to the
male.48 In addition, the female naming of the Spirit relies on essentialising
stereotypes of the feminine which is variously identified with mothering,
affectivity, darkness, or virginity. The result, as Coakley puts it, ‘is often an
idealised, mawkish, or sentimentalised version of the “feminine”, one that
is still covertly negative’.49 Furthermore, Johnson suggests, the language of
‘dimensions’ within the Godhead ‘ontologises sex in God, making sexuality
a dimension of divine being, rather than respecting the symbolic nature of
religious language’.50

A more radical approach, represented by theologians such as Johnson
and McFague, requires a wholesale re-evaluation of all God-language, not
simply the feminisation of the Spirit. Thus, these theologians attempt to
restate a theology of the Spirit within a wider framework of a reworking of
Trinitarian theology per se. Such an approach is to be distinguished from
the naming of feminine traits or dimensions in God; rather, it proposes
‘speech about God in which the fullness of female humanity as well as of
male humanity and cosmic realitymay serve as divine symbol, in equivalent
ways’.51 Johnson’s impressive study of God-language is a creative example
of this approach, in which she attempts a systematic Trinitarian theology
rooted inwomen’s experience of the Spirit. In contrast to classical theologies
which began either with the unity of divine nature or the ‘first person’ of the
Trinity, Johnson takes her starting point from the Spirit, ‘God’s livingness
subtly and powerfully abroad in the world’.52 Beginning with interpreted
experience of the Spirit, Johnson draws on scriptural traditions of Spirit–
Shekinah, Wisdom–Sophia, and Mother imagery to develop a Trinitarian
theology of Spirit–Sophia, ‘divinity drawing near and passing by’; Jesus–
Sophia, ‘wisdom made flesh’, and Mother–Sophia, ‘unoriginate origin’.
Together, these namings of the Sophia God point us towards the triune
God, mystery of relation who may be spoken of as ‘she who is’:

the one whose very nature is sheer aliveness, is the profoundly
relational source of the being of the whole universe, still under
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historical threat. She is the freely overflowing wellspring of the energy
of all creatures who flourish, and of the energy of all those who resist
the absence of her flourishing, both made possible by participating in
her dynamic act. In the power of her being she causes to be. In the
strength of her love she gives her name as the faithful promise always
to be there amidst oppression to resist and bring forth.53

McFague’s development of new Models of God54 shares in common with
Johnson a radical critique of patriarchal religious imagery and an attempt
to rework the whole Trinitarian schema. The root model McFague offers
is the agential–organic one of the world as the body of God, in opposi-
tion to the monarchical model of God as transcendent King ruling over his
world. ‘Spirit’ within the terms of this analogy, is to be understood both
as breath and life which animates the world (body), and as Holy Spirit
which renews and directs life towards ever more inclusive love. ‘Spirit’ in
McFague’s theology thus becomes the major metaphor for understanding
the agency of God within the world. McFague prefers it to other agential
terms such as ‘self’, ‘mind’, or ‘will’ because of its capacity to undercut
anthropocentrism and promote cosmocentricism (only a human being has
mind or self, whereas spirit has a much broader range); and because it calls
attention to relationship at the deepest level as the connection between God
and world – ‘it underscores the connection between God and the world as
not primarily the Mind that orders, controls and directs the universe, but as
the Breath that is the source of its life and vitality’.55 In contrast to Johnson,
McFague prefers to maintain gender neutrality in her speech about the
Spirit:

It may be best that, for once in Christian reflection, we let God be ‘it’.
‘It’ (the divine spirit) roams where it will, not focussed on the
like-minded (the fathers and the sons – or even the mothers and the
daughters), but permeating, suffusing, and energising the innermost
being of each and every entity in creation in ways unknown and
unknowable in our human, personal categories.56

Accordingly, of McFague’s three proposed models of God, only one, Mother,
is specifically female, whilst the other two – Lover and Friend – may
be male or female. McFague develops these models in creative and chal-
lenging ways, not as analogues of the personal relationship between God
and the individual, but as models of the relation between God and the
world. To name God as Mother, for example, suggests new ways of
envisaging the relation between the universe and God as intimately

184



The Holy Spirit and spirituality

interconnected, rather than distinct and separate; it suggests a co-
dependency and mutuality between God and the world, for to the Mother,
the world is offspring, beloved, and companion; and it points to an ethic of
justice rooted in the agapic love of the Mother God who affirms the exis-
tence of the world which is her body and desires all to share in the fullness
of life.57

Such brief summaries of complex and sophisticated theologies can-
not do them justice, but may be enough to hint at the creative ways in
which Johnson and McFague, and others like them, are reimaging the na-
ture and work of the Spirit in ways which are renewing for all theology and
faith.

conclusion

Feminist spiritualities and theologies of the Spirit can both be under-
stood as part of a wider movement within contemporary culture to cri-
tique, enliven, and transform institutional forms of faith, and, at the same
time, as one of the most significant contributions to that wider movement.
Within the maelstrom of this movement, feminist spiritualities partake of
both the strengths and weaknesses of other forms of contemporary spir-
ituality: pluriform and dynamic, eclectic and fluid in form, they can be
utopian and romantic, strong on experience but weak on doctrine, mir-
roring rather than critiquing the fragmented society of which they are
a part. Not all of these movements are to be applauded; the New Testa-
ment injunction to ‘test the spirits’ is as relevant today as it was then.58

Yet, at their best, feminist spiritualities are robust and prophetic, charged
with energy and commitment, offering both to individuals and to institu-
tions the vision and the means of a transforming and empowering grace.
Even as they themselves change, shift, and merge, partaking of the wider
movement of spirituality in our time, they may be seen as a sign of the
creative, energising, life-giving work of the Spirit: fragile and unstable,
capable of corruption and distortion, yet alluring, compelling, and chal-
lenging, refusing easy categorisation and inviting participation and re-
sponse.
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Reflection on the relationship between humans and the natural world is
an issue of acute concern for most feminists, not just feminist theologians.
Interpretations of this relationship range from more conservative conserva-
tion approaches to more politically radical ecology frameworks. Emerging
from within this debate we can identify forms of spirituality that are cen-
tred on the earth, often loosely based round the notion of ecology. While not
necessarily articulated as a systematic theology in the traditional sense of
the word, those feminist theologians who write about the world as creation
do so in the context of this ecofeminist framework. I therefore intend to
begin this chapter with a brief review of ecofeminism in general, before
moving to a discussion of particular theological interpretations.

the rise of ecofeminism

Ecofeminism is sometimes known as the ‘third wave’ of feminism,
following the liberal-based emancipation movements of the nineteenth
century and the more culturally conscious movement of the 1970s. Ecofem-
inism understood in this way is often associated with the politics of radical
ecology. In this case there is a close parallel drawn between the structural
oppression of both women and nature through the project of modernity. It
was in 1974 that the French writer Françoise d’Eubonne called on women to
lead a practical ecological revolution through ecofeminisme. Ecofeminism
in this sense becomes the means sought for the liberation of both women
and nature.

Carolyn Merchant has argued that the definition of ecofeminism needs
to be drawn much wider than this, including in its remit a whole range
of political perspectives from the first wave of liberal feminism, through
to radical political positions.1 Women’s involvement in practical campaigns
finds a means of articulation in ecofeminism. Like other forms of feminism,
ecofeminism is shaped by praxis, in other words it draws on the practical
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experience of women while being informed by more theoretical analyses.
While liberal ecofeminists sought to challenge governments to change laws
so that they were more environmentally friendly, those known as ‘cultural’
ecofeminists explored the relationship between women and nature within
an overall critique of patriarchy. ‘Social’ ecofeminists examined the social
structures underlying oppression through a critique of capitalism, explor-
ing issues of social justice. Clearly, the boundaries between these different
groupings are often more blurred than this categorisation implies. However,
given this broader definition, ambiguities in ecofeminism start to emerge,
especially those associated with the analysis of the cultural links between
women and nature.

It is possible to understand all aspects of human experience as bear-
ing the marks of an association between women and nature. For example,
emotional ties in relationships are thought to be more characteristic of the
psychology of women compared with men, and such ties are deemed to be
closer to ‘nature’, compared with the detached reasoning of the intellect.
Secondly, the social roles historically assigned to women are the practical,
domestic chores, considered to be more rooted in contact with the ‘earth’,
compared with the roles assigned to men. Finally, the biological basis of
women’s physiology, including menstruation, childbirth, and so on, roots
the experience of women in the natural cycles of the earth. There are var-
ious ways to respond to this association of women and nature. One might
be to call for direct political action in order to liberate both women and the
environment; the cry of the oppressed becomes a joint chorus of women
and nature. Another response, which I will return to again below, is to cele-
brate the association between women and nature as a means of reclaiming
women’s power. In this case, the power of women may be recast by looking
back to the time when the power of women could be expressed in the form
of worship of a goddess. However, quite apart from the theological prob-
lems of this position, the very attempt to seek out the link between nature
and women smacks to many of essentialism. This is the assumption that
men and women have an essential human nature that transcends culture
and socialisation. Those cultural feminists who seek to express their views
in practical ways through an ethic of caring, play on the traditional role of
women. Not only is the question of how men might enter the dialogue left
unanswered, the structures of oppression seem to be left intact.

Merchant’s response to this dilemma is to argue the case for a social-
ist ecofeminism, one that explores the means of production advocated by
capitalist economies and asks what is at stake for women and nature.2 Fur-
thermore, she suggests that particular forms of production have particular
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consequences on biological reproduction, for example the effects on the un-
born of chemical or nuclear pollutants, or interventionist medical technolo-
gies. While her analysis comes from a different starting point compared
with traditional cultural feminism, her solution seems to be based more
on ideology, rather than politics. She suggests that new forms of socialist
ecology could bring human production and reproduction into balance with
nature’s production and reproduction, leading to a sustainable global envi-
ronment. This seems to be worked out through an ethic of partnership, with
a new consciousness of nature as subject.3 Yet it is unclear how this idea
of partnership would work out in practice. While she appears to admit that
state socialism created its own environmental problems, it is not entirely
clear what kind of political structure she is seeking to instate.

Consideration of nature as partner brings ecofeminism into dialogue
with deep ecology. Many ecofeminists welcome deep ecology, understood
as a radical critique of a ‘shallow’ environmentalism that seeks merely
to reform present structures. Both ecofeminism and deep ecology reject
a philosophy based on dualism, understood as encompassing not just the
human–nature divide, but also the following pairs: mind–body; reason–
nature; reason–emotion; masculine–feminine. Those who advocate deep
ecology as a philosophy, including writers such as Warwick Fox and Arne
Naess, have developed a particular deep ecology platform. It is this form
of deep ecology that ecofeminists, such as Ariel Salleh, have had reason
to rebut, believing that the deep ecology has failed to consider adequately
the particular experiences of oppression of women.4 Deep ecology is also
associated with forms of spirituality known as creation spirituality, which
I will return to again below.

the allure of the goddess

One of the landmark contributions in the development of an earth-based
spirituality is the book by Susan Griffin, Women and Nature: the Roaring
inside Her.5 This book is no standard text in theology, but a poetic interpre-
tation of the intense closeness between humanity and nature. Griffin traces
the interrelated dualism between soul–flesh; mind–feelings; culture–nature
to the terror of patriarchal man faced with mortality. Men choose to oppress
women when faced with this terrifying reality. For Griffin, the solution is
identification with the earth. Further, the joint voice of women and nature is
an impassioned, embodied voice, unashamed in its rejection of the so-called
objectivity of patriarchal modes of thought. Even though she does not use
the language of spirituality, she seems to hint at this by association.
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Carol Christ is more insistent that the crisis that threatens the earth
is spiritual as well as economic and social.6 Both Griffin and Christ believe
that reconstruction of an adequate relationship with the natural world must
follow deconstruction of existing patterns of thinking. For Christ, ideas, such
as the Goddess, Earth, and Life, are all symbolic of the whole of which we
are part, so that ‘the divinity that shapes our ends is life, death, and change,
understood both literally and as metaphor for our daily lives’.7 Yet there
seems to be little notion of any salvific role of the divine, since for her there
is no ultimate justice or injustice, the promise of life remains what it is now.
Hence, the only essential religious insight is that we are just part of the
whole process of life and death.

The practical response is ‘to rejoice and to weep, to sing and to dance,
to tell stories and to create rituals in praise of an existence far more compli-
cated, more intricate, more enduring than we are’.8 While such a practice
makes us aware of our limitations, it is less certain that such a view will
automatically lead to a deeper sense of the inherent value of other beings.
Furthermore, her view of the divine that seems to accept all that is seems
to offer little hope; when faced with such a divinity, the response could be
resignation rather than transformation. Her writing is contradictory in that
she envisages the divine as a Spirit who cares, even while denying she has
a consciousness. Like much process thought, it is the energy of eros, or the
‘passion to connect’ that moves the processes of life.9 We might ask our-
selves, what does caring mean without self-awareness? What does caring
mean while there is a tolerance of injustice?

Charlene Spretnak is a post-Christian writer who tries to re-claim the
idea of the goddess in order to emphasise the notion of divine immanence.10

She believes that the idea of the goddess is superior to that of a male deity
as she can contain the idea of both male and female in the concept of the
divine womb. Like Carol Christ, she views the goddess as intricately linked
with the processes of life, ‘the cosmic dance, the eternally vibrating flux
of matter/energy’.11 Women are pre-disposed to discern ‘connectedness’
in all things, with a specific spirituality to evoke healing, creative energy.
In her book, States of Grace, she argues that it is only through an earth-
centred spirituality that we can recover a sense of meaning, following the
radical deconstruction of postmodernity.12 All the Wisdom traditions of all
religions evoke particular spiritual practice. Drawing on the creation spiri-
tuality of Thomas Berry, she welcomes the sense of creativity at the heart
of the cosmic processes.13 She takes up Berry’s ideas of differentiation, that
is the diversity of existence, subjectivity, that includes a sense of inner
being, and communion, that expresses inherent relatedness between all that
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exists. This new creation story is the answer to the relativist impasse that
we find following deconstruction of modernity. She advocates Buddhist
meditation as a way of entering into a deeper union with the cosmos.
Native American animist spirituality becomes the model for ethical eco-
logical practice.

A way of joining all these strands together comes through the image of
Gaia, the goddess of the earth. Goddess spirituality welcomes the body, with
its embeddedness in nature. Spretnak rejects the idea that transcendence
is the ‘sky God’ of patriarchy; rather transcendence is the ‘sacred whole’ or
the ‘infinite complexity of the universe’.14 The answer to the loneliness of
fragmentation characteristic of modernity, is to discover one’s inner con-
nectedness with all that exists, embracing both life and death, celebrating
the erotic and sensual. While she seems to recognise that there are some
difficulties in close identification between the earth and femaleness as such,
she insists that the most important idea to retain is an understanding of the
planet as a body, an organism.15 Yet this admission seems to contradict her
call for a reinstatement of goddess spirituality.

We might ask ourselves how far the reinstatement of goddess spiritual-
ity might really be advantageous for women. The historical record does not
bear the rosy image expected of matriarchal societies. For example, the idea
that matriarchal goddesses embraced both male and female principles, as
Christ seems to suggest, more likely comes from a desire to see history in this
way through an ideologising of the female.16 Anthropological studies have
shown that not all Buddhism embraces a feminine goddess; for example
in Burma, where historically women have a high status, there is no god-
dess at all. Chinese Buddhism, on the other hand, does have a female deity,
but China is still a strongly patriarchal society.17 Janet Biehl is thoroughly
unimpressed with any notion that goddess worship will improve the lot of
women. Yet Starhawk speaks for this form of ecofeminism when she claims
that: ‘In ritual we can feel our interconnections with all levels of being, and
mobilise our emotional energy and passion towards transformation and
empowerment.’18 But how far can spiritual practice serve as a way of moti-
vating political action? From a theological perspective, there are problems
coalescing such variegated forms of spirituality into one morass of cosmic
ecodivinity. Such an image of the divine as goddess can seem an alienat-
ing, rather than liberating way of perceiving the divine. The close intimacy
between women and the earth in the portrayal of the goddess seems to
reinforce identification of women and the earth that is the hallmark of the
very patriarchy called into question.
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the appeal of organic ism

An approach that perhaps has rather wider appeal is the notion of the
organic, as opposed to the mechanistic way of viewing the earth. While
romantic beliefs in the idea of the earth as an organism have ancient roots
in the philosophy of the Stoics, many contemporary ecofeminist writers are
making a concerted effort to draw on this model as a basis for their phi-
losophy. Carolyn Merchant, in particular, in her book The Death of Nature,
suggests that it was only with the rise of modern experimental science that
nature was considered inert.19 Up until this time, the belief that the earth
was alive prevailed, along with a strong sense of the supernatural at work
in the created world. She is particularly critical of Francis Bacon, who she
believes portrayed nature as a female to be tortured by men of science, his
language hinting of the torment of witches. Such language, she suggests,
paved the way for the acceptance of the exploitation of nature.20 However,
she does not reject the association of the female with the earth. Rather, she
insists that the twin ideas of the earth as mother and as organism served to
constrain the activity of humans.21 This idea seems inconsistent with her no-
tion that the image of the earth as female encouraged exploitation. There are
further historical issues worth noting. Merchant draws on the seventeenth-
century writer Leibniz for her understanding of cosmic vitalism. However,
Merchant incorporates a notion of mutual intersubjectivity that is com-
pletely lacking from Liebniz’s position.22 To swing from metaphors of nature
as dead or alive seems too crude, and to adopt either wholeheartedly seems
näıve.

gaia and god

Rosemary Radford Ruether has made a substantial contribution to the
theological interpretation of ecofeminism, particularly in her book,Gaia and
God.23 Building on her earlier pioneering work,NewWoman: New Earth and
Sexism and God-Talk, Ruether is anxious to expose what she considers to be
the parallels in subjugation of both women and nature.24 She is also aware
that cultural–symbolic ecofeminism is not adequate on its own. Rather,
she recognises that there is a need to take account of the economic and
social structures that serve to stabilise patterns of oppression.25 She rejects
aspects of the Goddess thealogy which promote religious practices without
taking responsibility for actual social contexts of oppression. Nonetheless,
like Spretnak, she takes up the new creation story of modern cosmology
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and weaves it into a new way of thinking about the earth as an interacting
organism. Yet, for Ruether, the stark realities of the ecological crisis and the
domination of women are never far from her mind, and she interlaces her
more theoretical arguments with evocative images and stories.

Her writing is sensitive to the particular theological categories that have
become dominant in Western culture, locating a form of dualism in the
themes of creation and redemption. In Gaia and God, she tries to keep
different aspects of the Christian story intact, even while reinterpreting
the concepts in a radical way. The idea of God becomes transformed in a
revised understanding of covenant, so that the ancient Jubilee laws provided
a corrective to exploitative practices, either between humans or against the
earth. The special task of humans becomes that of caretakers of the whole
community of creation.26 None the less, humans are ultimately accountable
to God for their actions.

The idea of Gaia seems to be related to a recovery of the sacramental
tradition, in particular a reworking of the early cosmological images of the
presence of the divine. Drawing on Matthew Fox, Teilhard de Chardin, and
process theology, Ruether finds resonance with the idea of Gaia, understood
as the feminine voice in the heart of matter itself. She admits that a simplistic
return to the Goddess is not really adequate; what we need is a ‘coincidence
of opposites’ in the manner that we find in subatomic physics.27

However, another strand in Ruether’s thinking seems to reinforce the
idea of divine immanence, so that any notion of transcendence understood
as immortality disappears completely from view. In particular, she insists
that mortality itself is not sin, but needs to be embraced as part of life. This
strand has continued in her more recent writing, where humanity needs to
see itself as part of an organic community, one that accepts that following
death it will rise up again in new forms.28 Similarly, she suggests that our
bodily matter ‘lives on in plants, animals and soil, even as our own living
bodies are composed of substances that once were part of rocks, plants
and animals, stretching back to prehistoric ferns and reptiles, before that
to ancient biota that floated on the first seas of the earth, and before that
to the stardust of exploding galaxies’.29 Acceptance of our material, earthly
nature and its ability to be taken up into the processes of the cosmos is all
that we can hope for in the future. While she admits that this ‘spirituality
of recyling’ also ‘demands a deep conversion of consciousness’, it is less
certain how far this can be thought of as a Christian interpretation of future
redemption. It is as if the death of Christ on the cross is acceptance of
mortality, so we surrender to the ‘Great Matrix of Being’ that is renewing
life through regrowth following death.
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Rather than a ‘coincidence of opposites’, such a view seems to be a
restatement of process theology in the form of a new spiritualised natural-
ism. I am less convinced that such a view will lead to the kind of ecological
sensitivity that Ruether is keen to promote. While it is more sophisticated
than crude forms of Goddess thealogy, redemption seems to collapse into
creation in a way that seems unable to live with the tension between God
and Gaia. While the strong dualism that Ruether is keen to rebut is not an
option, the collapse of distinctions that her cyclical view seems to imply
could lead to resignation, rather than hope.

Anne Primavesi is also drawn to the image of Gaia, though for her it is
the reworking of the story of Genesis in both ecological and feminist terms
that is a distinctive aspect of her work.30 Her attempt to recast the story of
Genesis according to the story of process theology and Gaia theory seems,
at times, to be somewhat forced. It is by no means clear that the science of
ecology in itself supports the model she is trying to suggest.

the earth as god ’ s body

An understanding of the organic relationship between the earth and
female divinity spills into much ecofeminist theology. However, the idea
that the earth is God’s body as a way of reimaging the relationship between
God and creation is spelt out formally in Grace Jantzen’s God’s World: God’s
Body and then in Sallie McFague’s The Body of God.31 Jantzen suggests that,
if human beings are analogous to God, then just as humans can no longer
be thought of as split into body and soul, so God must relate to the world
as embodiment. At this stage of her thinking she avoided the notion of
God as female; rather God is embodied, just as humans are embodied. She
suggests that the logic of the idea of transcendence, once understood as
difference from the world, leads to a lack of any knowledge about God from
the material world. Instead, a reimaging of the idea of the transcendence of
persons gives us some clues as to what God’s transcendence might be like.

She rejects the idea that God is somehow ‘pregnant’ with the world,
as this implies for her too great a distinction between God and creation.
She rejects, in addition, the classic notion of creation out of nothing, pos-
ing instead the idea that creation means forming a cosmos out of chaos.
Furthermore, rather than thinking of matter as somehow outside God, all
of creation becomes the expression of who God is, so that: ‘It is God’s self-
formation, and owes its being what it is directly to God’s formative will.’32

Here the analogy with human persons breaks down, since our bodies are, to
a great extent, given. She suggests that God’s embodiment is more complete
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than that of humans as the world is completely expressive of the will of God.
She insists that it is the universe, rather than the earth as such, that is the
body of God.

Against the charge that this might imply that God is evil, she considers
that the theodicy question is just as much a problem for traditional models
of creation, where God is responsible for all that is. Once we see the world
as the body of God, then God shares in the evil of the world in a spectacular
way. Rather than destroying our autonomy, she suggests that the God of love
must limit his power over us and thus give humanity the gift of freedom.
God as embodiment is costly to God in that God’s power is self-limited by
the desire to love. Yet, on the other hand, all creatures owe their existence
to God, who is the very ground of Being itself, and this is what is meant by
the sovereignty of God.

Jantzen’s later writing is more explicit about naming the divine as
feminine.33 She has retained her strong rejection of the Platonic dualism
that she believes has influenced our understanding of the relationship be-
tween God and the world. Furthermore, the consequences of such dualism
are a negative attitude towards the body, as epitomised by a rejection of
sexuality. Once this became projected into a dualism of male and female, it
provided a rationalisation and justification for the misogynism characteris-
tic of Western culture. She suggests that underlying the strong dualism lies
a desire not to lose control, so dualism serves to justify controlling attitudes
towards the other, be it sexuality, feelings, women, other races, or the earth.
The solution is to heal the fear that is at the root of the negative attitudes.
Underlying this fear is a rejection of the body. She suggests that the way
out of this impasse is to tap into the Spirit of God understood as one who
brings liberation and healing.

It seems to me that Jantzen is correct to identify fear as a key factor in
motivating oppression, especially in the human community. I have more
reservations about whether fear encourages a rapacious attitude to the earth,
though the habit of control no doubt spills over into all our attitudes. Yet, if
we examine more closely her understanding of Spirit in creation, it seems
that this is not Spirit in the traditional sense of Trinity, but rather the Spirit
is God, understood as immanent in the world.

In Becoming Divine, her most radical book so far, Jantzen suggests that
pantheism is the most fruitful way of considering who God is.34 Moreover,
the fear of pantheism is the fear of a loss of identity, defined as the mainte-
nance of boundaries. She believes that once we see God as in the world in a
pantheistic way, then, ‘Instead of the mastery over the earth which is rapidly
bringing about its destruction there would be reverence and sensitivity;
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instead of seeing domination as godlike we would recognise it as utterly
contradictory to divinity’.35 However, there is no reason to believe that this
change in attitude would follow. She suggests, quite rightly, that it is not
enough to simply valorise categories such as women, earth, bodiliness at the
expense of men, intellect, and spirit. Yet her pantheistic approach inevitably
tries to collapse one into the other, just as dualism forces their separation.

Even, as she claims, the divine cannot be reduced to the earth, it seems
that her idea of transcendence is located primarily in the notion of becom-
ing. Following the French feminist philosopher Irigaray, she suggests that
transcendence is ‘the projected horizon for our embodied becoming’.36 Re-
jecting panentheism as too close to dualism leaves her vulnerable to the
charge of reinstating the idea of the Goddess. For the transcendental mode
of God is the female divine. If anyone rejects this view, this simply comes
from the elemental fear of being swallowed up in the maternal womb, a fear
of loss of boundaries. Yet it is hard to understand what this transcendence
means other than a notion of the person being more than the body.

Again, the ‘pantheist symbolic in which that which is divine precisely
is this world and its ceaselessly shifting bodies and signifiers, then it is this
which must be celebrated as of ultimate value . . . a pantheist symbolic sup-
ports a symbolic of natality, a flourishing of the earth and those who dwell
upon it’.37 All worship, it seems, must be directed earthwards in celebration
of the interconnectedness of life.

Such notions of flourishing echo the ecological feminism advocated
by Chris Cuomo.38 However, in her case she rejects a focus on the objects
of oppressive action, in particular women and nature, that she believes is
characteristic of many spiritual writers. Instead, she suggests that there
needs to be a wider focus on oppressive systems in general, so that other
forms of oppression such as race, class, and so on come more clearly into
view. Jantzen’s theology, in proposing a model that is anti-dualistic, seems
to go further than just focus on the objects of oppression. However, by
identifying the divine as feminine, Jantzen seems to be undermining her
own broader approach by reintroducing the idea of the Goddess. Admittedly,
for her the divinity is no longer confined simply to this earth, and includes
the whole universe in a way that excludes simple correlation of the earth
with mother deity in the way implied by the idea of Gaia. While Cuomo
attempts to keep her distance from ecofeminists, it seems that positive
notions, such as flourishing, are becoming common currency in both the
religious and secular forms of ecofeminism.

Sallie McFague’s The Body of God takes up and develops the ideas put
forward in Grace Jantzen’s earlier work. Like Jantzen, she argues strongly for
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an embodied model of God, and, like Merchant, she argues that experimental
science has left us the legacy of the machine metaphor for the earth. In
particular, she suggests that our way of knowing the earth is faulty. Instead
of looking with the arrogant eye that desires to manipulate and control
nature, she suggests we need to pay attention to, to become in tune with,
the natural world and consider its particular subjects. More recently she has
taken this theme further and argued for a particular earth-based spirituality
that is fully in touch with the vibrant subjectivity of all creation.39 She
finds common ground with deep ecology and the common creation story
of Thomas Berry. Sin becomes a refusal to accept our place in the earth.
This echoes to some extent Ruether’s suggestion that redemption consists
in accepting our own mortality.

McFague is, perhaps, more cautious than Jantzen in suggesting that the
entire planet reflects the glory and being of God, but it is God’s back and
not God’s face that we see in this world. She is also insistent that this is a
metaphor or model, so that we are ‘invited to see the creator in the creation,
the source of all existence in and through what is bodied forth from that
source’.40 She spells out another metaphor, namely God as agent in the Spirit
of the body, though her overriding concern is to emphasise the idea of the
world as the body of God. Like Jantzen, she believes that transcendence
emerges from the immanence of God in the body of the world. This model
of God is compatible with contemporary science, even while seeming to
reject the foundations of that science in subject–object dualism. She argues
that the use of the term ‘spirit as agent’ stresses the relationship of God
to the world as one of deep connection, rather than the idea of mind over
body.

However, it seems to me that this attempt to control the metaphor of
the body in a certain way fails to really take account of the ambiguity of the
image itself. If God is to the world as self is to the body, then it is just as
possible to view the Spirit and mind acting in concert on the body, as to see
the body somehow coerced from within. Indeed the relationship between
the body, religious practice, and the self-image of women is one that remains
deeply ambiguous. As Mary Douglas suggests, the image that we have of our
own bodies is reflected in social structures and thence into our perceptions
of the divine. Once we see the body as a locus of control, this is mirrored
in ritual.41 Further, particular social conditions are the prototype of our
attitudes to the body and this is echoed in our image of the divine.

In both Jantzen’s and McFague’s model, God’s body is imaged as the
vehicle of life, vulnerable to external influences, rather than as a communica-
tion network, where the head serves to control the function of other parts of
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the body. Once we reject the Cartesian understanding of the body as having
a mind and soul, then it appears that all that is left is the physical body.
Sarah Coakley argues that the sweeping supposition that Christianity is in-
evitably violent and oppressive against all bodiliness needs to be corrected.42

The very notion of what it means to have a body is fraught with difficul-
ties. The identification of women with a despised and rejected body is only
one issue. Others include, for example, the anxiety caused by medical in-
tervention, the sense of identity confusion with exchange of body parts,
the pressures of consumerism on women’s self-image of the body, the re-
placement of bodies by the virtual worlds of cyberspace. There are further
contradictions in the human experience of the body. On the one hand, the
body is affirmed sexually, but on the other punished in exercise and diet; the
claim is made that there is nothing but the body, but self-discipline is still
encouraged; the body is both ‘flaunted’, but disappears in ‘cyberspace’.43

All this suggests that behind the image of the body there lurks a powerful
dualism that cannot be completely suppressed. I am suggesting that the
image of the world as God’s body could lead to confusion and ambiguity,
rather than to the affirmation of interconnectedness and wholeness.

Quite apart from its effectiveness as a metaphor, there are further theo-
logical difficulties with identifying the world with God in the way McFague
and Jantzen suggest. For, while this seems to affirm the incarnation, we
might ask ourselves what is the distinctive nature of Christ compared with
any other human being who shares in the body of God? For McFague, it
is simply that: ‘The story of Jesus suggests that the shape of God’s body
includes all, especially the needy and outcast.’44 Once sin becomes a refusal
to accept our place in the world in the way she suggests, it is hard to imagine
how Christ’s identification with the outcast will really make any practical
difference. Her cosmic Christology sits rather uneasily with her idea of the
world as God’s body, though she attempts to integrate these through a rein-
terpretation of the Trinity as the invisible face, the visible body, and the
mediating spirit.45 Like other organic models of God, it is hard to appreciate
the radical nature of sin and human suffering, in spite of her attempts to do
so through a reinterpretation of Christology. Following the process model of
theology, she affirms that God suffers with the world, but that through this
suffering love comes the possibility of healing and liberation. She seems to
suggest that suffering is an inevitable part of the process, even if the love
of God is still present to heal. The loss of all sense of God as other makes it
hard to appreciate just how we might experience the love of God, apart from
that through human persons. Ruth Page’s image of God as one who suffers
in and with the web of creation is similar in many respects, though she
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introduces the notion of pan-syn-theism, that is God with us, rather than in
us.46 The advantage of her model is that it helps to preserve the distinction
between God and the world, without loss of a sense of intimacy.

seeking wisdom in ecotheology

Another possible metaphor for an ecotheology that builds on an image
of God found in the Jewish tradition is that of Wisdom. Elizabeth Johnson,
in her important work, She Who Is, attempts to redefine all persons of the
Trinity in terms of the divine Sophia.47 Anne Clifford has suggested that
the biblical Wisdom literature has much to offer an ecological theology.48

I have also argued for a recovery of aspects of the Wisdom literature in
developing an ecotheology.49 There has been a recent surge of scholarly
interest in Wisdom literature. As the themes of much of this tradition are on
the creative activity of God, it seems an appropriate place to start reflection
on what it means for God to relate to the world. While the Hebrew writers
knew nothing of contemporary science, certain aspects of how God relates
to the world through wisdom are worth contemporary development.

The first aspect worth noting is that the activity of wisdom is associ-
ated with ethical action and practice. It is in the framework of righteousness
before God that wisdom is given as a gift to those who seek her out. This
leads to a judgment of wisdom on all acts of unrighteousness, including the
oppression of the weak and defenceless. Such oppression would include
that against women, but would be wider than this to include racism, clas-
sism, and all other systems of domination. While oppression of the earth
is not specifically mentioned, the close relationship between God’s blessing
and the fertility and flourishing of the earth implies human responsibility
towards all the creatures of the planet. Furthermore, by situating the divine
covenant as the context for divine creative activity, the responsibility of hu-
mans towards one another as well as towards the planet is emphasised. It
seems to me that this is a more effective way of harbouring the desire of those
who seek God, in that it becomes clearer that ethical practice needs to go
hand in hand with particular beliefs. As rooted in practice, the Wisdom liter-
ature encourages specific human action and transformation in the present,
rather than passive resignation that seems to emerge from models of God
as a suffering body.

Another aspect of this model is the idea of Wisdom as the feminine
divine. Some feminist theologians have used the belief in the goddess
of Wisdom, for example the Egyptian Goddess Isis, in order to develop
a thealogy. However, the early Hebrew writers were well aware of this
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understanding of the divine and sought to show how Wisdom could be-
come part of a monotheistic framework. The personification of Wisdom as
feminine does not so much imply a goddess, as a feminine face of God. Like
Johnson, I suggest that all aspects of the Trinity need to be explored in the
light of Wisdom. The gospel of John tries to do just this with his reinterpreta-
tion of Sophia through his parallel use of the divine Logos. This idea is taken
up in the cosmological Christic hymns of Colossians and Ephesians. Hence,
this offers a way of incorporating a cosmic Christology into the model of
how God relates to the world, without losing a sense of Wisdom as partner
to God in the initial creative process.

It seems to me that, while Wisdom needs to be reinterpreted in order
to be appropriate to our modern understanding of cosmology, it lends itself
to a holistic understanding of God, without collapsing all distinctions. God
as transcendent Wisdom is no longer to be feared, since Wisdom invites,
listens, and implores, rather than dominates. Yet Wisdom is not anti-rational
either; both reason and emotion are woven into the image in a way that is
neither romantic nor harshly objective. In addition, Wisdom invites us to
keep searching. The image of God is never sealed or precluded, but one that
unfolds with time while not rejecting our particular history. Even though
Wisdom does recognise the distance between God and creation, I suggest
that such distance is necessary in order for creation to have genuine hope.
Such hope is one that is not content with the cycle of everlasting return, but
looks to our future in God, the promise of life not just for humanity, but for
the whole cosmos.
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12 Redeeming ethics
susan frank parsons

In her Dialogue with God, St Catherine of Siena opens a window onto the
encounter of a human soul with the divine.1 By all accounts a woman of
considerable independence of mind and forthright courage, involved both
in caring for poor and sick people in Siena and in personal interventions
in the complex political and ecclesiastical crises that marked fourteenth-
century Italy, she was also from an early age deeply informed by prayer. It
is not surprising, then, that this sustained prayer handed down to us, among
the first texts ofWestern Europe to be written and printed in the vernacular,
should indicate an inseparable relation of action with thought, of work with
contemplation. Our interest here, however, is not in the details of her life,
for in any case these are often difficult to disentangle from fervent accounts
of good works embellished with pious stories. Reading the lives and texts
of saints is a hermeneutic exercise of considerable sophistication in itself.
Rather our attention is drawn to a pattern of reflection that unfolds in the
Dialogue, a pattern that is at once so familiar and so strange to contemporary
hearing that one might easily miss what it has to say to us. Yet in this
pattern something about the distinctiveness of ethics and something about
the nature of redemption is disclosed, and together these things may shed
light on the desires and the projects of contemporary feminist ethics. So it is
my intention here, not to try to figure out the life of St Catherine, but rather
to let her figure us out, and so to let her prayer inform what the ethical life
of woman might yet become.

The Dialogue is shaped around petitions and responses, which in them-
selves constitute a theological treatise of some considerable stature in the
Christian tradition. Her questions are demanding ones in so many senses –
because they are anything but trivial, because she seems to be bringing
the whole of her life to bear upon them, and because she asks them with
expectation, with insistence, that insight be given. So this is a prayer, like
St Anselm’s in the Proslogion, in which faith seeks understanding, and
understanding is turned into life.2 In its opening lines, the pattern of
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Catherine’s reflection is laid out:

A soul rises up, restless with tremendous desire for God’s honour and
the salvation of souls. She has for some time exercised herself in
virtue and has become accustomed to dwelling in the cell of
self-knowledge in order to know better God’s goodness toward her,
since upon knowledge follows love. And loving, she seeks to pursue
truth and clothe herself in it.3

It is this rising up of a soul to know truth and this willing to be clothed with
its love that suggest the intrinsic connection of ethics with redemption, a
way indeed of redeeming ethics, with which this chapter is concerned.

For this prayer shows us that in ethics there is both a reaching out for,
a stretching oneself towards, that which is most there to be known, which
Catherine believes to be God’s goodness, and there is a desire to be turned
into this goodness herself, so that shewill herselfmanifest its love, its ‘gentle
truth’, la dolce Verità, as she calls it. This reaching out for and turning into
goodness is a pattern of ethical thinking that was most carefully described
long before Catherine’s day, in the Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle.4 His
word for this way of knowing, phronesis, has unfortunately become so em-
bedded in the more cautious word which is its Latin equivalent, prudentia,
that we hardly have a way of saying it, let alone of following its path, in
English. ‘Prudence’ just doesn’t quite get it. But Catherine did, for her prayer
indicates that she well knows the search for the utmost and the conforming
of one’s life to it, which is what ethics is fundamentally to be.

Furthermore this is a quest that has to dowith salvation. It is assumed in
this prayer that self-understanding and concern for others are inseparable,
that the deepening of insight into one’s own existence and experience is also
a growing in the knowledge and love of others. For how could she know the
goodness of God to her own life unless she was also claiming this for others.
So there is no hesitation in Catherine’s assumption that her experiences are
common. There is nothing extraordinary about her life or character that
she sets up before God, and certainly no reason for her to insist upon her
own uniqueness. Rather it seems to be that, in her ‘cell of self-knowledge’,
she has most acutely and tenderly heard the cry for redemption uttered by
a despairing world, at a loss to know what to do about the mess it is in.
That this cry has come to live with her is the burden of her prayer. Yet it
is also clear that she rises up to know what is for her, so that whatever she
receives by way of truth about the redemptive work of God in Christ is to
become true in her own life. What she learns is that she, too, is to become
a redeeming one, in whom redemption is to be performed. And this means
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that she will constantly undergo its transformative impact upon her soul,
and that everything she does is to become living evidence of the love that
is in Christ.

The title of this chapter suggests that this theme of redeeming ethics
is what figures in feminist theology, that the prolific writings of women in
the field of ethical inquiry and their considerable involvement in the major
crises and issues of the day are also informed, as was St Catherine, by a
readiness to undertake the search for truth and by a desire to see salvation.
Yet the title is also ambiguous, for it hints at the possibility that feminist
ethics needs itself to turn again into its own best possibilities as a redeeming
ethics, to listen anew to what it is that gives it life. And this is a task which
requires of us not the repetition of well-worn phrases and slogans, nor more
vehement exclamations of what we already think we know. These things
cannot bring life in a world, whose dreams are daily being shrivelled by
the availability of everything now, and whose deeds are made to appear
always under the guise of power. The challenge before feminist ethics is
to be redeeming, and this will require of us no less than it required of
Catherine – the reaching out to know the utmost that is God’s goodness,
and the willingness to let love come to matter in us. To see the way that this
might be possible for us today is our task here.

persons and rights

To speak of persons and of the rights of persons has been a central
theme of feminist ethical discourse from its earliest days. Arising amidst
enthusiasm for the liberation of man from regimes of inherited rule and
established privilege, the rhetoric of early feminist ethical speeches also
enjoys the optimism of the age. Women, it was argued, were to be included
in this general effort to extend liberty, equality, and fraternity throughout the
whole of society, and so the political efforts of feminists were directed to this
realisation.5 This kind of political change began to seem possible with the
emergence of a new understanding of the human person, an understanding
that feminists ever since have both shared and fought against in almost
equal measure. To share in this concept of a person was to provide a most
significant vocabulary for the movement of women’s liberation, focussed as
itwas on bringingwomenout into society as full participants and recognised
agents. To struggle with this concept was to give many women a place
from which resistance to its damaging implications for their lives and for
the wider good has been formulated. Its general outlines may be set out
briefly.
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It is especially in the thought of Descartes that we find the modern
understanding of the human person appearing in a convincing and system-
atic way. In his Meditations on First Philosophy, he sought to establish the
grounds of faith in the midst of an upheaval in Western thought that be-
gan in mathematics and the natural sciences. In an unsettled philosophical
climate that made radical doubt possible, Descartes’ intellectual task was to
secure the soul in its knowledge of truth. The foundation onwhich this came
to be built was to be seen in ‘the natural light of reason’, by which he could
clearly see the certainty of his own existence as ‘a thinking thing’, and that
of God, as the source and final proof of the natural light itself.6 The impor-
tance of Descartes’ argument can hardly be underestimated, for on its basis
an understanding of the human person as a centre of reason, comprised
of a thinking substance within a corporeal substance, and protected in its
individual journey to truth by God, could be developed. Following this con-
cept would come philosophical assertions of human freedom to think, and
of the full dignity of the person in this rational activity, as well as political
arguments for the basic rights according to which this freedom must be de-
fended, and thus for the social changes required to secure each individual a
place of recognition as an independent self. Among these changes would be
the claims to ownership of private property and to legitimate participation
in the processes of decision-making – ideas that would inspire revolutions
in many parts of Europe and North America.

The ethical arguments of feminists first appeared within this complex
of ideas, and so a cluster of interrelated projects became important. It mat-
tered first of all to establish that women are thinking things just as men
are, and so to claim that in the relevant respects the mind is not sexed,
and then to posit an equality of women with men on the grounds of the
human dignity they hold in common. To underpin these assertions was
the reasonable belief that in God’s goodness rested the ultimate and in-
discriminate assurance of human worth, in which the natural rights of
women were firmly rooted alongside those of their brothers.7 The politics
of liberating women was to follow, so that throughout the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries women pressed for the basic rights that had been newly
founded by men – to freedom of speech, to ownership of property, to rep-
resentation in government, to public gatherings, to freedom to vote and –
once these began to be secured – to equal participation, to employment
and pay, to public education, to equal opportunities throughout all social
institutions, to freedom from sexual discrimination and harassment, to deci-
sions about one’s own body. All of these things have figured in the feminist
ethics inspired by the modern concept of the human person, and, with their

209



Susan Frank Parsons

realisation, many women have come to be educated, employed, franchised,
represented, dignified, property-holding citizens – full persons in their own
right.

The persuasiveness of these ideas has been the result of an intellectual
struggle to define the distinctiveness of the human person in its most es-
sential elements, according to the light of the new way of reasoning that
emerged with modernity. For women to enter into this effort has required
of them this same rigour, to discover the central core that ensures one’s
humanity, and to strip away the peripheral aspects of appearance or inheri-
tance, status or location, that are not crucial to what a person fundamentally
is. The involvement of women in anti-slavery movements in the nineteenth
century was one of the first feminist applications of this way of thinking, for
they were vociferous opponents of any institution that deprived persons of
their personhood on the basis of physical characteristics or lower status. The
inhumanity of persons to one another was a denial of the very things that
were deemed to be utmost evidence of divine goodness. The commitment of
women to this basic insight and their tireless work to ensure its realisation
in society have been markers of a most serious ethical engagement with
matters of justice and the common good. For the vision that sustains them
here is of a Kingdom of equal partners to be established here on earth, as the
injustices caused by mistaken ideas, misplaced values, and misjudged qual-
ities are swept away, and with this cleansing will be a better world for all.
That this vision was to begin to be realised in the church, as the redeemed
community, gave urgency to the insistence there too that it ‘ought especially
to represent this equality of men and women in its institutional life’. So the
church would become ‘the paradigm of what all social institutions should
become’, and thus itself ‘the bearer of redeemed humanity’.8

Yet women have found themselves along the fault-lines of this under-
standing of human identity, and, just as they have enthusiastically taken
hold of the opportunities it opened up for their lives, they have also lived
uncomfortably with many of its assumptions and implications. One of the
most successful paradigms in the social sciences in recent decades has been
that developed from Carol Gilligan’s study of women’s way of reasoning
through moral dilemmas, for this touched a still raw nerve in our con-
sciousness of what it is to be human. In a Different Voice suggests that
indeed women and men do not think in the same way about things, and
that our failure to understand this about one another has led to confusion
in the process of mutual decision-making, and to impossible expectations
put upon women to conform to an ideal that is not theirs.9 This finding
corroborated what a number of feminist scholars had already begun to
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suspect, that the foundations of the modern concept of person were du-
alistic to the core, in precisely the way that feminists had expected to be
overcoming. So there was a real question about whether this tool of reason,
detached as it was from embodiment and place, could ever bring about jus-
tice, for, after all, whose justice and which rationality are we talking about
here?10

To find a different starting point and to develop an alternative concept
of personhood has been the aim of the more recent emphasis on women’s
experience, by which the embodied and embedded nature of persons could
be recognised. Feminists have questioned the ‘man of reason’ for his sus-
picion of sensuality and his effort to secure himself outside of the natural
and social world, and so for his implicit devaluation of things defined as
‘feminine’.11 Many women consider that the rule of mind over body disal-
lows the body’s own knowledge to be received, but there are deep divisions
between them over what this might mean. The debate over the right to an
abortion, and over the nature of pornography, are two serious ethical issues
in which what it means to be an embodied person plays a decisive role. So,
too, women have questioned the detachment of persons from social location
and structure which results in a widespread ethos of private individualism.
To believe that I carry my rights around with me, and that my personhood
in its most basic sense is unshaped by relations with others, are ideas that
actually serve to reinforce existing structures rather than to change them.
So feminists have entered the debate about what sort of society we should
live in with renewed vigour.

And these questions are also questions about the relation of human per-
sons to God, for Descartes’ was an anxious search for certainty that many
women claim does not characterise their own experience of intimacy with
the divine. To return women to their own spiritual wisdom about these
things has thus been an important task of feminist theological education
and writing.12 Throughout modern discussions of persons and rights, femi-
nists have found themselves both within and without the prevailing model.
Their expressed desire has been to find a way for a redeeming ethics that
would reveal the image of God shining in the face of each person, and
to develop projects that would identify and strengthen the kinds of deal-
ings with one another that affirm this basic human distinction. Whether
in our changing climate of postmodernity this way of thinking has become
entirely exhausted, such that a redeeming ethics may no longer be formu-
lated or lived in its terms, is the question that lies before feminist ethics
today, and in heeding it we are taken anew into our own most original
vocation.
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caretaking relationships

A second central theme of feminist ethics has been the significance of
relationship, for within ties of biological kinship and communal association
the human person is born, nurtured, and fulfilled. To attend to relationships
is thus to do what is believed most necessary for a person to be at all, and so
it is with this attentiveness that feminists have sought to undergird the de-
tached intellect by reminding it of home. The concern for relationships has
been called ‘care’ amongst feminists, in the sense not so much of a worried
feeling or a fretting about something, as a positive determination to look
after the necessities and to see to it that they are carried out for the benefit
of human flourishing. Such has come to be known as an ethics of care, and
it has been particularly claimed by feminists to be their own contribution
to modern ethical reasoning. As with the discourse concerning persons and
rights, so here, too, there is ambivalence in feminist writings concerning this
careful ethic. On the one hand, it has been a protest against the illusion that
human beings are separate and separable items, called individuals, merely
collected together dispassionately in random groups, and an affirmation of
the connections between us as life-giving and fulfilling. To take care here
means to understand oneself and others to be woven together in a network
of relationships, and to keep those relationships sturdy and flexible enough
to sustain us. On the other hand, those who object to such an ethic see it as
an excuse to return women to what has been deemed their traditional (and
devalued) responsibility, and to put upon them the emotional and practical
burden of looking after what men have thankfully escaped.

The notion of relationship has also played its part in the formation
of ethics in modernity. Particularly in the English-speaking world, an em-
phasis on sentiment in the moral life was a noticeable feature of ethical
writings, and it was here that care for relationships was expressed. In his
Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, the Earl of Shaftesbury
develops this theme in the notion of the sensus communis, the sense of the
common, by which is meant our fitness for one another.13 He writes:

In short, if generation be natural, if natural affection and the care and
nurture of the offspring be natural, things standing as they do with
man and the creature being of that form and constitution as he now is,
it follows that society must be also natural to him and that out of
society and community he never did, nor ever can, subsist.14

In this work and in those of the Scottish Enlightenment, ethics is under-
stood to be necessarily grounded in fellow feeling, no other argument for
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mindfulness of our neighbour having any logical force, so that, without this
sense, there is nothing ethical and thus nothing human left, but only the
sheer brute tyranny of power.15 Shaftesbury was certainly aware that he
was writing in the context of the new world-view of modern mathematics
and science, the quantitative and atomistic implications of which he sought
to ameliorate in attending to the qualitative and shared sense of common
life by which humanity is sustained.

This emphasis as found amongst early feminists shows how keenly
women were aware that responsibility for it belonged to them, if not by
social obligation, then by nature. To believe that women have a distinctive
nature was probably not as controversial a thing to proclaim as it seems to
be today, nor was the notion that women’s work in home and family was
absolutely crucial to the formation of this sensus communis. Women as the
primary bearers of human virtue, as models and tutors of goodness, as es-
pecially fitted for altruism, were not unusual notions in these early forms of
feminist ethics. In our day, these notions survive in the ethics of care. Wher-
ever women find themselves, and whatever might be the speculation about
whether they are born or made as women, many feminists today choose to
pick up the responsibility for relationships, and to urge upon society the im-
portance of care in its various structures, in schools and businesses, courts
of law and hospitals. To take this charge seriously is to challenge in a basic
way the epistemological assumptions at work when impersonal objectivity,
detachment, and rule-oriented thinking take precedence over personal in-
volvement, passionate attachment, and a quite practical everyday respect
for the happiness of those with whom one has dealings. It is also to consider
the transformation of social structures that will be required, not least in the
collapse of boundaries between the public and private realms, in order to
follow this way of justice. For not only the heart, but the whole of the body
of society is to manifest care.

These things are central to feminist theological reflection, as Mary
Grey most carefully and systematically explores in her book, Redeeming
the Dream.16 Her description of the various significant ways in which we
are related to our own selves, to others, and to the natural world, gives a quite
full picture of the complex sets of interactions in which moral decisions are
required of us. For Grey, the redemptive nature of these is to be understood
as ‘right relation’, for it is this which the divine presence has created, now
sustains, and promises to bring to completion in the future. Believing all
things to exist in God’s desire for harmonious relationship, draws women
of faith to obey this creative purpose by seeking integrity and wholeness
in every situation. To build right relation is an intricate undertaking, for
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one must be able to love one’s own self with integrity while being willing
to serve the needs of others, one must care for others in a way that does
not foster dependency or compromise dignity, and one must attend to the
wholeness of nature while relying upon the use of its resources. Difficult
dilemmas arise here, and so women wonder about whether their studies
should have priority over preparation of family meals, whether their con-
cern for the personal crises of employees is being exploited by a company
too busy making a profit to care, whether the same technology that offers
them improved diagnosis and treatment of ill-health is destructive to the
environment. That God intends us to enter these dilemmas with regard for
the healing return of all things into their proper connectedness is the faith
that upholds this redeeming ethics.

Here, too, the questions brought to us in a postmodern context are dis-
turbing. The notion of a ‘caring society’ has been used as a political slogan in
Britain to cover obvious signs of failing community services, underfunding
of public agencies, and worsening work conditions for carers, to the extent
that its rhetoric is treated with some cynicism. This may be only the surface,
however, of a much more widespread problem – in the use of care images
for advertising, of caring manners taught to telephonists and salespeople,
of caring style sold as good management practice, of care as a value added
to commodities – ‘this futon was made while people were meditating’. Such
things speak of a culture in which the media everywhere communicates to
us the latest fashion, which is less and less a thing produced, than it is an
idea, a good feeling, a ‘brand’, a virtual item. Public and private realms alike
are so invaded, that families, for example, are no longer defined as units
bound by kinship, but as a range of cars, a product-line, a caring company,
a church, while kinship itself has become utterly dispersed. Once again, the
relentless logic of late capitalism to turn everything to its use has rendered
an ethic of care both more frantically needed for emergencies, and, at the
same time, more utterly drained of redeeming possibilities. The problem-
atic in this crisis raises more than a technical question about how we could
promote care more effectively.

What it touches upon is a philosophical question that once again lies at
the root ofmodernity, and this has to dowith whether the very concept of an
underlyingmatrix of relationality in which all things are interconnected has
not become the necessary accompaniment of a fragmented individualised
world, and thus is no longer able to perform the redeeming it announces.
The networking of computer-literate consumers can quite happily subscribe
to this rhetoric, which is harmless enough, and the matrix of interconnect-
edness that spans the globe now mimics reports of the relational nature of
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the divine. If all of these things are already realised in the world we live in,
what is there left for us to say? To raise this question of feminist ethics is
discomforting, for it reminds us that we bear the inheritance of modernity
even into our best efforts to heal its divisions. The extent to which the con-
cept of independent self-motivating rational agents could only be sustained
in turn by a concept of some underlying connectedness, intuited through
feeling and expressed in care for life-enhancing relationships, is yet another
sign of the inscription of gender so deeply scored in post-Enlightenment
thinking that women are at a loss to know which way to jump. That we at
least have a question about this that lingers in the mind, is perhaps itself
indicative of a point at which faithful women are called to search once more
for that utmost which is love and that turning of life into its gentle truth.

the information of the soul

These themes of modern feminist ethics, of persons and rights, and
of relationships and care, have opened up paths for political and social
changes inspired especially by concern for women’s lives. Ethics has been
understood as a medium of this change, as the hinge whereupon humanity
could be moved from a closed world of hierarchy and prejudice, that con-
strains development and inhibits fulfilment, out into an open universe of
freely chosen noble action and affirmative relationships with self, others,
and nature. This understanding of ethics, of its logic and its role, is one that
unfolds from within post-Enlightenment humanism as Western culture is
shifted into the modern period, and thus one that will serve its interests
and promote its whole realisation. The revelation of full human potential
became possible through conformity to the truths of reason and service to
the ties that bind everything together. This was to be the work of ethics in
thinking and in acting. Postmodernity, for all of its craziness, has been in
some senses the completion of this wilfulness, carried through to its conclu-
sions and parodied at once. So that it becomes possible in postmodernity to
ask what has been unthinkable before – in what sense the agent subject is a
real presence, and the network of relationality, the posited and thus already
virtual reality that makes its appearance possible.

Feminist scholars have noted already just how closely notions of moral
responsibility have been linked to those of gender. It has becomemore clear,
through the work of Michel Foucault and others, that the discipline of the
sexed body which gender enforces has been a major factor in the formation
of personal identity in modernity.17 To be a woman is thus no natural phe-
nomenon, but rather the end product of a process of cultural and linguistic
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formation in which what it is to be a good woman has also been learned.
So Simone de Beauvoir argued in the early 1960s: ‘One is not born, but
rather becomes, a woman.’18 To follow the trajectory of gender construc-
tion through modern ethical thought has been to expose problems in the
founding assumptions of feminist ethics. One of these is the assumption
that a person is ontologically prior to its appearance in assigned social roles,
that a person is an internally coherent subject distinguished by a capacity
for reason, or by moral responsibility for a fabric of relationships. Feminists
have claimed their inclusion in this notion of subjectivity by insisting upon
their equal status as persons, and even upon their greater capacity as women
for ensuring the subject’s realisation in the most expansive vision of its
context of life. Yet if this priority of the subject is questionable, what will
happen to the shape and the task of ethics generally, and of feminist ethics
in particular?

This question ripples uncomfortably through contemporary ethics
which seems to be caught in a most difficult place. The norms for respect of
human dignity and basic freedoms which it has established, and the value
it has placed on healthy and life-giving relationships, seem to be more des-
perately required in a violent and exploitative world, while, at the same
time, ethics is losing a grip on its own subject. The exposure of this loss
has come through the writings of those like Jean Baudrillard, who shows
the way in which man is the outcome of an economic system rather than
its master. His assumed ‘presence’ as a producer, and now as a willing con-
sumer, is the subject required for the system of economic value, that ‘mirror
of production, in which all Western metaphysics is reflected’.19 If, as he
claims, ‘the entire history of consciousness and ethics (all the categories of
occidental psycho-metaphysics) is only the history of the political economy
of the subject’,20 then ethical thinking has become the tool of the very thing
it seeks to control. No one is responsible for being co-opted by this system,
for we have all already been fashioned in its image.

The implications of this understanding of the human person as ‘an ideo-
logical structure’ have been explored by Judith Butler in relation to gender,
for she shows how it is that ‘ “persons” only become intelligible through
becoming gendered in conformity with recognisable standards of gender
intelligibility,’21 and thus that concepts of personhood function as regu-
lative ideals for the recognition and appropriate treatment of subjects. It
has been Butler’s work to demonstrate the operation of a heterosexual ma-
trix embedded in these concepts, and, by its exposure, to question feminist
claims both to equality with men, and to the uniqueness of women.22 Both
of these lie within a domain of compulsory gender difference enforced by
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the law of modern humanism. Her analysis of the interpretative nature of
identity, as that which renders us ‘intelligible’ as persons, is a call for us,
too, to think, and this means both to investigate the genealogy of the inter-
pretations within which we have become intelligible, and, further, for us to
engage in this interpretative work ourselves. To explore how it is that the
metaphysics of substance has come so deeply to inform the soul, and how it
still lingers today in ethical discourse is a difficult undertaking. Yet where
else are we to think but in the places of most discomfort that trouble the
world? Is this not precisely what the example of St Catherine’s own ethical
thinking recalls us to – that in it, there is a reaching out for the utmost and a
turning into its truth which one undergoes in order that there may be love.

To question this fundamental assumption that lies within feminist
ethics is to open up new considerations for faithful scholarly reflection.
The distinction between action and passion in terms of which the modern
notion of agent subjects has been constructed now bears closer investiga-
tion. Ethics seems to insist upon our action, so that not to do anything about
a problem, or not to be able to give counsel about what is to be done, are the
most damning indications of complicity in wrong-doing and of moral irre-
sponsibility. If, however, the deliberate subject who supposedly bears this
blame is itself the creation of the system of praise and blame, then we are
drawn to consider not what we are to do, but what is being done here. To ask
about how I am made, and so to ponder the information of the soul by that
which lies beyond its grasp is to enter into a most demanding philosophical
and theological inquiry. So, too, the agent subject has made itself known
through speaking its mind, so that its desires and intentions are revealed,
and its perspective on the world properly represented. The notion of mak-
ing oneself public through language has been considered essential to the
feminist ethical project in laying hold of the power to speak.23 If, however,
language is less what I determine to say than that which is spoken through
my words, I become a performance of language. Here, too, lies an inquiry
that presses upon us, as we ask what is being done in our speaking.24

There is, then, the matter of the body. The modern agent subject has
taken its place within a natural world, presumed already to be comprised
of an enduring substance, matter, that both precedes and forms the body
with which the rational intellect comes in some way to be associated. The
underlying materialism of such a conception, which is believed naturally
to determine the sex–gender of persons, is again open to question in post-
modernity. For Butler to consider the Aristotelian suggestion that there are
‘modalities of materialisation’ by which the body comes to be materialised,
or comes to matter, is to draw our attention to the very distinction between
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morphe and psyche in which the modern subject is framed.25 These are dif-
ficult questions for us to consider, yet they have been harboured for some
time within the Western philosophical tradition. For women of faith to at-
tend to these matters is to let ourselves be taken to the edges of what is
thinkable, and to ask what is to be learned there, in hope that love itself will
come to matter.

The question of God is raised here too, for feminist ethics has sought
to ground itself now almost entirely in the reality of a profound underlying
network of relationships, manifest in women’s ways of knowing and doing,
but revealing the divine intention for all things. That such relationships
might be broken or restored, damaged or healed, is the guiding impulse of
ethical behaviour. For Christian women, such a notion is believed to be true
to the traditional affirmation of the Trinitarian nature of God, so that the di-
vine, too, is constituted as persons-in-relation. There has still been a lurking
suspicion amongst feminists that the Christian creed is incompatible with
this relationality, in some fundamental way that those who call themselves
post-Christian or post-traditional have been seeking to establish, through a
critique of the notion of transcendence. What, however, concerns us here
is to inquire about what is going on in this kind of theological–thealogical
grounding of ethics. One finds a sincere desire at work here, not to speak of
God in a way that gives privilege, or expresses power, or reinforces hierar-
chies, or establishes exclusions, but rather to speak of God as that in which
our commonness as human beings is created and upheld. To be returned
always to this commonality in ethical decisions is a reminder of the final
insignificance of privilege, power, status, and elitism in God’s presence. Yet,
for all the goodwill this expresses, the question is whether it is not still an
expression of will, and, in that expression, whether there is not at work
also the problematic of speaking of God that has been emerging throughout
modernity.

We cannot hear these questions without attending to the excruciating
investigations of FriedrichNietzsche into the provenance of ourmoral ideas,
especially of our notions of good and evil. His search takes him, not into an
ontological inquiry in which some original form of these things might be
shown, but rather into a genealogical one, which asks: ‘Under what condi-
tions did man construct the value judgments good and evil?’26 To conduct
one’s thinking in thisway is to render questionable the presumption of origi-
nality that lies inmodern thinking, and to findwithin it a gilding, glorifying,
even transcendentalising of values until their appearance as ‘absolute’ hides
their humble roots in human thought.27 This question has been used readily
enough in feminist ethical writings to challenge the pretension of gender
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ideals, and to demonstrate the workings of power that elevate these to an
untouchable place. Such is the thinking that lies within its hermeneutic of
suspicion. What is also carried out in Nietzsche’s inquiry, however, is the
turning of humanity fully into time, so that its thoughts and moral ideals
are understood as formed within history, and thus as unfoldings of the con-
ditions for thinking prevalent at a given time. For Nietzsche, the history of
morals reveals a humanity subject to the recurrent cycles of history, which
only the strong-willed can overcome through noble effort securing their
lives against time’s victims. This account of what ethical thinking is doing,
when read into modernity’s project is more disturbing, as Nietzsche knew.

Since feminist ethics has ostensibly rejected the place beyond history,
secured by man’s will to power, and has accused the Nietzschean method
of attacking the very ideas that are most essential to its own project, we
must ask whether feminists have entirely heard what is being said here.28

In so many respects, the discourse of contemporary feminist ethics displays
precisely the recycling of values that Nietzsche foretold, as words like re-
claim, recover, revalue, and reconstruct become the methodological keys to
feminist thought. This turning into history, willingly, as a reaffirmation of
that which Nietzsche thought to overcome, is precisely to succumb to his
logic without further question. It is for this reason that I am sceptical of
the efforts at a reverse Platonism, which seeks to secure the self in its rela-
tionality, believing this to be a protection against death itself. So that when
Grace Jantzen, for example, says that, ‘It is within the world, not in some
realm beyond it . . . that the horizon of our becoming must occur’, I wonder
whether this is actually to defy Nietzsche’s foresight, or to confirm it.29 For
Nietzsche said these things in recognition of the nihilism that has come
over humanity since the death of God, the notice of which was the burden
of his writing and the overcoming of which he could not foresee.

Yet in what would such overcoming consist? Feminist ethics is not
alone here in facing the desperate question this poses for all kinds of ethical
thinking in postmodernity. The loss of a significant political language,which
does anything other than repackage old values in a new style, or which can
effectively resist the logic of cultural reproduction that takes on the guise
of every opponent, is evidence of the exhaustion of ethics, as we are turned
out into the world with nothing left to say. Here it is no longer appropriate
to speak of recovering something that has been hidden by historical events,
or of revaluing something that was misunderstood in its first appearance,
or of reconstructing something that can provide a new framework for our
lives, for this is precisely to re-enter the self-consumption characteristic
of the postmodern. What else is there to eat? These very methods, these
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techniques for an overcoming, exactly re-site us as postmodern, and can
appear as nothing other than the very will to power that is most morally
condemned. Nor in them can there be a speaking of God, for Nietzsche
heard ‘the cry for redemption’ from the heart of this ‘confining circle’,30

and knew that humanity would not save itself from its plight.
Is this the place where Catherine teaches us? Is this where her heart and

mind come to meet ours with food for thought that might inform our souls
today? Catherine shows us that to reach out for the utmost, to think to the
limit of the thinkable in the midst of thought’s most perplexing questions,
is not to will to understand things more clearly, so that in the search for
truth I may grasp that which I most want to get hold of. This is not her
way of speaking. Her frequent use of the word, voglio, is said in the first
instance of God, who wants her to know his truth, ‘for I loved you before
you came into being’, and so of God who draws her desire for truth out
of her own self-knowledge and into its ways of compassion.31 For this, she
must be receptive. For what is happening here is that, in reaching out, one
is taken on, one is met, by that which one seeks. So that increasingly as she
rises up and runs forward, as her petitions proceed, she is led into truth
by its getting hold of her life. She expresses this through the description
of her meeting with Christ crucified, for there is the figure who appears
at the aporias of thought, and the more open she is to receiving him at
these crucial points, the more is opened to her the bridge of divine love. It
is thus that her thinking is praying, and thus that she may speak of what
comes to her in this thinking, what happens to her, in the sense of what
occurs to her in her thinking. For she is being changed into that which she
seeks, her heart and mind converted into its tenderness, her soul informed
by its gentle truth. So it is that ‘by love’s affection’, she is made into another
Christ, un altro Cristo.32

Thereby she shows us the way of phronesis, the way of knowing that
ethics is to perform, and so herDialogue teaches us how to enter into thisway
and to let ourselves be changed by that which wemost seek. Catherine knew
this to be a redeeming way. Her appeals to church leaders and politicians
are not always very effective. She does not make fine public speeches, nor
engage in original scholarly research and writing. She is not particularly
known for miracles that happen in her presence, nor is there record of
outstanding acts of charity thatwould distinguish her. A list of the ostensible
signs of this redeemingwould be hard to compile. Yet, in away that Aristotle
did not know, Catherine knew the truth which lies at the horizon of our
knowing to be love, and she knew love to be that which so grips the soul in
its very essence and so firmly plants itself into the body’s own life, that she
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is entirely claimed by its call upon her, by its demand that she be only love.
It is love that informs her tears for the world, so that her common sense of
the human plight becomes both pity and outrage. It is love that tears her out
of a normal healthy well-adjusted life and shows her that there is more to
living than this, that it is only in love’s truth that her life matters. It is love
that teaches her its peace that passes understanding, and so throws her into
the world’s turmoil, with truth that can hardly be said, for words fail us,
and yet is to be done, enacted, carried out in her life. In this is Catherine’s
wisdom for a redeeming ethics.

Such thoughts are not entirely alien to feminist ethics, for the search for
truth and the longing for redemption have also informed its thought and
action. This chapter has traced the ways in which these things have been
manifest in the major themes of feminist ethics that have emerged with
the Enlightenment in Western culture. They are indications of a readiness
to enter fully into the life of one’s people and to turn it into something
good and just and kind. These same things call upon us today, and ask of
us that we seek the truth that can bring the world to love in our time. That
our situation is now shaped by the postmodern is no cause for dismay and
brings no frantic clinging to things past. Rather are we as faithful women
to attend to the places that are unbridgeable by the world’s wisdom, and to
refuse to let these go from us until love has made itself known there. This is
the depth of our prayer which is the most challenging way of thinking that
there is, and this is the place for the soul’s information by love, which must
always live on the sacraments of love, and so this is the redeeming ethics
into which we are called by love’s gentle truth.
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13 Church and sacrament – community
and worship
susan a . ross

introduction

Women’s involvement in the church and its worship is neither a new
nor an uncontroversial phenomenon. Paul exhorted women to keep their
heads covered when praying or prophesying (1 Corinthians 111−16), and
the author of the first letter to Timothy went even further by command-
ing that women should ‘learn in silence and be completely submissive’
(1 Timothy 2). But in her groundbreaking book In Memory of Her, Elisabeth
Schüssler Fiorenza argued that women were active leaders in the early
church – indeed, the New Testament evidences their involvement by its
very prohibitions. And the work of scholars such as Karen Jo Torjesen and
Teresa Berger has added to the evidence for women’s place in any considera-
tion of church, worship, ritual, and sacrament.1 Yet the standard histories of
church, liturgy, and sacrament take little if any notice of women’s roles and
contributions.

Over the last three decades, feminist theologians have engaged in a
multipronged approach to the issues surrounding women, church, sacra-
ment, and worship. First, as noted above, feminist theologians have taken
a fresh look at the past, showing that, from the beginnings of Christianity,
women have been active in ministry and worship, pastoral care and educa-
tion. This kind of historical work is more than just compensatory, restoring
women to their rightful place in church history. It also has serious theo-
logical implications, given the churches’ reliance on historical precedent,
particularly on early Christianity.

Secondly, the issue of women’s ordination, linked of course to histor-
ical concerns, has been the focus of much feminist theological attention,
particularly by Roman Catholics. But, even for those traditions which do or-
dain women (and some have only made this decision within the last thirty
years), the question arises as to the relationship of ordination to church
structure and polity. Should women seek ordination alongside their male
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colleagues?2 Or should they push to change church structures so that min-
istry is less hierarchical?3

Within those traditions that continue to ordain only men, the question
is how women can continue to worship in liturgical settings that are male-
dominated, where lectionary readings fail to reflect women’s contributions,
where language for God and humanity is overwhelmingly male.4 And in
those traditions that do ordain women, the question is how women min-
isters can contribute to the transformation of Christianity within church
structures which have been, and continue to be, dominated by a male elite.5

Despite the ordination of women in many mainstream Protestant traditions,
and despite the Roman Catholic magisterium’s declaration that the issue of
women’s ordination is closed, such questions regarding women’s ministries
and church structures continue to surface.

Thirdly, the emergence ofwomen’sworship traditions and communities
has empowered a generation of women who have developed new rituals and
practices, many of them revolving around women’s distinct experiences.
There is an emerging sense of ritual empowerment on the part of women
who are able to draw on old traditions as well as new ideas to combine
symbols and rituals that remember, celebrate, and lament the lives of those
who have been forgotten. These rituals also remember those who have
played central roles in the lives of women in the present; they also mark new
experiences of women in the present.6 Ceremonies which honour distinctly
female biological experiences, such as menstruation, childbirth, menopause,
as well as other experiences which have no ritual precedent, such as sexual
assault, divorce, or same-sex commitment have been developed. There is a
new body of literature and tradition emerging from this movement which
by naming and ritualising these experiences gives them a validity that they
otherwise lack.7

In some cases, these rituals stand alongside women’s involvement in
traditional church structures. Indeed, this focus also requires a new look at
traditional communities of women in the churches, such as sewing groups,
prayer groups, altar societies. But, in other cases, women have found that
new ritual communities offer a source of inspiration that traditional chur-
ches do not provide. The growth of these communities suggests that for
many women the role of Christianity in their lives is profoundly changed;
moreover, many mainline churches consider the language and symbols
of women’s ritual practices to be deeply threatening.8 The question of
how to worship is also a painful and divisive one for Roman Catholic
women in religious communities who cannot validly celebrate a Eucharist
without a male priest.9 Their concerns centre around their autonomy as
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women’s communities, yet their dependence on the male hierarchy for
worship.

Fourthly, there is an emerging feminist theology of the sacraments,
which includes a variety of religious practices that involve the ministry
of women. That is to say, women’s involvement in pastoral care, religious
education (which for children has traditionally been a preserve of women),
and sacramental preparation has in recent years come to be seen less in
terms of support or as auxiliary to the more significant work of worship
leadership and theology, andmore as significant church-work in and of itself.
Traditional divisions between official sacraments and sacramentals, as one
might find in Roman Catholicism, are being challenged by a generation of
feminist theologians who question the criteria for sacramental validity and
the public–private separation that seems to be at the root of such divisions.10

Feminist theologians are questioning the very definition of sacrament and
the understandings of sacramental power that are so central to traditional
practice. They are also delving into psychoanalytic, political, literary, and
sociological theories to expand the understanding of sacrament to be more
receptive to the concerns of women.11

The implications of all these developments are vast. A new theology
of church and community, worship and sacrament challenges the power
of the established tradition as church communities experience women’s
leadership and women’s ritual and sacramental power.

This chapter will consider issues concerning women’s relationship to
the Christian churches and their worship. As the editor of an earlier anthol-
ogy of feminist theology observed, there is much less work done by femi-
nists in sacramental theology – and, I would add, in ecclesiology – than in
some other areas of theology, for example, the doctrine of God, Christology,
theological anthropology, ethics.12 The reasons for this are complex, and
I will address some of them later in the chapter. But my own work in this
area has convinced me that, while there may be a less-developed theol-
ogy of women, church, and sacraments, there is in churches and among
worshippers a great deal of thoughtful involvement by women of every
educational and socioeconomic level. A feminist theology of church and
sacrament that confines itself only to theory, or even only to all-women’s
worship, will miss some of the most important dimensions of the phe-
nomena of women, church, and sacrament. Thus my aim in this chapter
is to cover both the theory of women’s church and worship involvement,
as well as some of the grassroots issues that concern women – feminist or
not – who consider church and worship participation to be central to their
lives.
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historical considerations of women,
church, and worship

The idea that women have always been relegated to the background
of church structure and of worship has been recently laid to rest by the
work that has been published over the last few decades.13 Moreover, femi-
nist scholars have challenged the very criteria for historical scholarship in
church and liturgy as failing to incorporate gender as an analytical tool.14

In In Memory of Her, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza argued that a careful
reading of New Testament texts reveals a complex picture of women’s ac-
tive participation in worship and in church leadership, a picture at odds
with the standard portrayals of women only minimally involved in Jesus’
and Paul’s ministries. Women’s active participation diminished, however,
as Christianity survived its initial years and as the second coming of Christ
did not materialise. Conservative forces within the churches began to chal-
lenge the radically egalitarian community that had emerged, and women’s
voices were silenced, at least officially.

Both Teresa Berger and Schüssler Fiorenza alert their readers to the idea
that a generic or ungendered idea of the person in standard texts of biblical
scholarship and history conceals much that is significant. Schüssler Fiorenza
argues that unless such generic statements explicitly exclude women, they
are to be interpreted as including women.15 Berger observes that it is im-
portant to note that, while some statements about worship apply equally
to women and men, others are gender-specific, while yet others apply to
both genders in different ways.16 What is important to note for both these
writers is that gender serves as a significant historical category.

It is impossible in this brief space to do complete justice to the work of
these and other scholars on the situation of women in church and worship in
the history of Christianity. Nevertheless, certain themes emerge. First, when
Christianity became the ‘official’ religion of the Roman Empire in the early
fourth century, there were serious consequences for women’s involvement
in the church. As Christianity moved into the public sphere, with public
houses of worship and public rituals, women, who had been active in the
house churches, found themselves excluded from the public sphere of the
polis, where Christianity had now found a new home. Berger observes that
women were increasingly marginalised from public worship, but at the
same time developed forms of worship (prayer, fasting, visiting cemeteries)
over which they had some measure of control.17

Secondly, the development of religious communities for women had
a major impact on their opportunities for church involvement and for
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worship. Anyone who reads the Fathers of the Church from the first five
or six centuries of Christianity cannot but be struck by their frequent refer-
ences to significant women in their lives, by their concerns about women’s
deportment, and by their acknowledgment of women’s contributions to
their scholarship and spirituality.18 Women’s convents and monasteries
became a significant force in the church. Recent scholarship has suggested
that abbesses often performed sacramental functions, such as hearing con-
fessions in their convents; and the rite of ordination of an abbess bears
significant similarities to rites of ordination for clerics.19

Women in convents, as well as women living at home with a vowed
commitment, also practised forms of piety that had distinct characteristics.
Caroline Walker Bynum has studied women whose Eucharistic piety evi-
denced a particular reverence for Christ’s humanity, at a time when women
were associated with the flesh and men with the spirit.20 Such devotion
showed a real solidaritywith thehuman Jesus; their practices have been cited
by contemporary women theologians, such as Mary Collins, as an example
of women taking the Eucharist into their own hands.21 And the recent
resurgence of interest in medieval women, such as Hildegard of Bingen,
has shown how actively involved women in the medieval church were in
preaching, administration, and the advising of clergy.22

Thirdly, the Protestant Reformation had both positive and negative ef-
fects on women’s religious lives. For the Protestant traditions, marriage was
seen by the reformers, particularly Luther, as a real vocation in its own
right.23 And, while the reformers were men of their times and thus took for
granted women’s inferiority, theologically they opened up opportunities for
women that would not be fulfilled for centuries. Luther’s conception of the
‘priesthood of all believers’, with his insistence that all are priests to one
another, in effect removed theological barriers to women’s ordination, al-
though it would be centuries until this was recognised.24 While Protestants
were highly critical of the vowed religious life, and in large part eliminated
this opportunity for Protestant women, the Roman Catholic tradition en-
couraged the foundation of new religious orders with distinctive missions.
There were definite limitations to religious life for women – the cloister
was the norm – yet Roman Catholic nuns contributed to religious educa-
tion, social services for many, particularly the poor, as well as to new forms
of piety.25

Thehistorical evidence forwomen’s involvement in church andworship
is thus rich indeed. Arguments from tradition that women have not played
a serious role in church leadership or in worship life suffer from a highly
limited idea of what involvement constitutes, as well as an ignorance of the
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extent of women’s leadership roles. Women’s work in nineteenth-century
Protestant missionary movements, the work of women of colour in the
anti-slavery and suffrage movements, the work of nuns in colonial Latin
America, and women’s activism in social justice movements, all counter a
picture of church that places women in the background.

the ordination of women

The question of women’s ordination is at the centre of any consideration
of women in the church and its liturgical life. There is some evidence that
women were ordained for certain functions in early and medieval Christian-
ity. In modern Christianity, the issue of women’s liturgical leadership has
emerged as a consequence of arguments for women’s equality. Nevertheless,
it is important to note that questions about women’s leadership and/or ordi-
nation have been raised since the beginning of Christianity and have been
treated seriously by thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas.26

As I noted above, Luther’s theology of ministry in effect opened the
door to the ordination of women by rejecting the Roman Catholic concep-
tion of ministry as priesthood. In doing so, this theology (re)claimed a more
scriptural picture of ministry that included a universal call to ministry, a
conception of the pastorate as involving call by the people, and, in gen-
eral, a more congregational, and less hierarchical, emphasis on ministerial
structures.27 Even before Antoinette Brown Blackwell’s ordination in the
United States in 1854 by the Congregational Church, women such as Ann
Lee, the founder of the Shakers, and Anne Hutchison, a Puritan colonist,
were challenging prevailing conceptions of all-male religious leadership.28

Such efforts were supported by Enlightenment ideas of human equality
(as for example those of John Stuart Mill), and it is probably fair to say
that the movement for the ordination of women in Protestantism as well
as Catholicism has been energised and fuelled by liberal ideas of equality.
The more conservative Protestant denominations which continue to ordain
only men base their positions on a strict interpretation of biblical texts, some
of which were mentioned above.29 But mainline Protestant denominations
began ordaining women in the mid-twentieth century.30

The Anglican–Episcopalian debates on women’s ordination have been
divisive ones. In 1974, eleven American women were irregularly ordained to
the priesthood by four retired bishops, and it took until 1976 for the General
Convention of the Episcopal Church of the United States to recognise these
ordinations as valid.31 Individual dioceses could decide against women’s
ordination by not sponsoring female candidates for priesthood. In 1992,
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the Church of England voted to permit the ordination of women to the
priesthood. These decisions have had a dampening effect on ecumenical
dialogue with the Roman Catholic Church, and some (male) priests have
left the Anglican Communion and sought ordination in the Roman Catholic
Church because of the decision to ordain women.

Within Roman Catholicism, the issue has revolved around two related
conceptions: one of priesthood and one of gender complementarity.32 In
relation to priesthood, official Roman Catholic teaching understands the
priest as another Christ, alter Christus. Anyone representing Christ must be
recognisable as a symbol of Christ, ‘who was and remains male’.33 Moreover,
according to this argument, Christ called only men to be his apostles. While
he could have called women, such as his mother Mary and his companion
Mary Magdalen, he did not, and this example is seen to be normative. In
relation to gender complementarity, Vatican teaching sees sexuality as an
essential dimension of the person, one that goes far deeper than racial or
ethnic differences. The essential nature of men is to be active, as God is
active in creation, and the essential nature of women is to be receptive,
as humanity is receptive in creation, and as women are receptive in hu-
man procreation.34 Thus Christ is Bridegroom to his Bride the Church, and
consequently only men can realistically and adequately represent Christ.

Feminist responses to this argument have wholeheartedly rejected both
this conception of priesthood and its essentialist understanding of person-
hood, as well as the biblical and historical warrants for Christ’s example.35

First, feminist theologians argue that biblical interpretations that relegate
women to the background of apostolic ministry fail to consider the pa-
triarchal situation of church and society at the time the New Testament
narratives were written; moreover, they take a more literalist approach to
this issue than towards other biblical examples (e.g. holding all goods in
common, rejection of violence, the calling of married Jewish men).

Secondly, essentialist ideas of gendered personhood uncritically (and
mistakenly) fall into the ‘biology as destiny’ trap and fail to recognise how
ideas of ‘woman’ and ‘man’ are also socially constructed. The picture of
men as wholly active and women as receptive in procreation has been
shown to be false, influenced more by ideologies of female passivity and
male aggression than biology.36 But, even more importantly, the idea that
women are essentially maternal and nurturing – the picture of woman-
hood advocated by John Paul II – while men are essentially paternal and
active is resoundingly rejected, as well as ridiculed, by feminist theolo-
gians who charge that the Vatican position is driven by a fear of sexuality
and of women’s power.37 Such conceptions of complementarity, feminist
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theologians argue, violate the theological principle that all human beings
are created in the image of God, since men are seen to be more like God than
are women.38

Contemporary discussions of women’s ordination in Roman Catholi-
cism have come to revolve more around the nature of the priesthood it-
self, and whether women would even want to be ordained into a celibate,
hierarchical – and, some would argue, dysfunctional – clerical system.39

And, while Protestant women are in seminaries and are ordained in in-
creasing numbers, the problem of the structure of the ordained ministry,
and thus of church structure as well, continues to be an issue. Congrega-
tional resistance to women pastors, women clergy’s difficulty in moving
out of associate into senior positions, problems in balancing professional
and personal lives, and differences between men’s and women’s leadership
practices all contribute to the sense that women clergy face ‘an uphill call-
ing’ and a ‘stained-glass ceiling’.40 Yet, as women have entered ministry,
either ordained or lay, it is clear that they are changing its practice as well as
its face.41 Even in Roman Catholicism, priestless parishes are increasingly
headed by women, many of them nuns, who in ways that cannot be measu-
red are transforming people’s conceptions of church and ritual leadership.

women and worship

In the early 1970s, I was invited by a friend to participate in an informal
gathering of women to celebrate a Eucharist without a priest. We met in
her apartment, lit candles, read the Bible and prayed and blessed bread and
wine together. It was an exhilarating experience, but also one that made us
feel vaguely like criminals. I soon learned that we were not alone, and that
women in many other places were doing the same.

At the same time, opportunities for women to participate in official
worship were opening up. In Roman Catholicism, women could now do
more than bake the communion wafers and wash and iron the altar linens.
Women became readers and Eucharistic ministers, and, in 1994, girls were
officially allowed to be altar servers.42 Although, for some, the prospect of
a woman in the sanctuary was a shock, women began to take on a much
more active role in worship.43 In Protestant congregations, women took on
pastoral leadership and preaching, and moved beyond the traditional role
of pastor’s wife or children’s religious educator.

But both the practice of women’s worship communities and women’s
increasing involvement in the worship traditions of their churches raised
important questions: how does women’s worship draw on the tradition?
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Should traditional practices be changed so as to recognise women’s contri-
butions?What (if anything) should be done about the language of traditional
liturgies and of the choice of readings?

The issue of language has been one of the most challenging issues for
women and worship. By this I mean not only the language used for God,
traditional prayers, and lectionary choices, but also the words of women. As
the title of Rebecca Chopp’s book illustrates, The Power to Speak is a power
that women have begun to claim as their own, challenging understandings
of the Word and words.44 Women’s preaching has the power to break open
the word of God, naming grace in ways that have until now gone unspoken.45

As the consciousness-raising groups of the 1960s illustrated, naming and
speaking one’s experiences gives them reality and authority.

Feminist explorations and critiques of worship extend, of course, be-
yond inclusion of women in traditional preaching and presiding roles. The
choice of lectionary readings for the church year as well as the kinds of
bodily postures worshippers are expected to take raise profound questions
about the formative role of worship. The ancient formula, lex orandi lex
credendi, the law of praying is the law of believing – or, we believe what we
worship – suggests that liturgy shapes the person, even in ways that we may
not be aware of. Thus the exclusion of women from the lectionary suggests
that we inherit and transmit a tradition in which women’s contributions –
such as that of the Egyptian midwives in the Exodus story – are absent.46

The forms of prayer that we use in asking for forgiveness, in standing (or
kneeling) before God, suggest relationships of male dominance and female
submission, relationships that are all too often imitated in daily life.47

Such examples reveal that inclusion of women in the traditional, and
male-dominated, worship practices of the churches is not an adequate so-
lution to the question of how women can participate in worship. So, many
women have turned to new forms of worship: some take their inspira-
tion from more traditional forms of worship, such as ‘WomenEucharist’
groups.48 Others are communities on the margins that provide a space for
women to celebrate, mark, or lament, as the occasions call for, particular
experiences: abortion ormiscarriage, sexual assault, a change in one’s life sit-
uation, a house blessing, ‘croning’.49 Still others, likewater, are more or less
permanent groupswhich offer a definite alternative to traditionalworship.50

And there are groups that go beyond Christian boundaries to practise a re-
vival of ancient witchcraft and/or worship of the goddess. All of these groups
share, in varying ways, a certain set of commitments and practices. Lesley
Northup has identified ‘emerging patterns in women’s ritualizing’, and
names ritual images (which would include the circle, nature, the body), ritual
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actions (reflexivity, naming, healing), and ritual characteristics (spontaneity,
de-emphasis on formal leadership, non-reliance on texts) as characteristics
of women’s ritual practices.51

These practices challenge the hegemony of the churches’ traditional
forms of worship and, indeed, challenge the traditional boundaries between
official, or valid, worship. Hispanic women, for example, have traditionally
maintained altars in their homes; devotions to Mary and processions on
feast days are as significant, if not more so, than the Sunday Eucharist that
is officially the central worship of the Catholic church.52 Bible study groups
and prayer groups, particularly among Protestant women, help to create a
sense of community that for many is more central to their experience of
church than Sunday worship.53 All of these practices suggest that women’s
worship practices are changing the face of worship.

women and the sacraments

While there has been considerable discussion in feminist theology about
women’s liturgical participation, both traditional and non-traditional sacra-
mental theology has not received the same amount of attention. My own
research into post-Vatican II sacramental theology has revealed that the is-
sue of gender, apart from the question of women’s ordination, is addressed
rarely, if at all. Important questions regarding gender and sacramentality
beg for answers. What assumptions about human nature and embodiment
are included in sacramental theology’s attention to the incarnation? What
understandings of symbol and language serve as a foundation to discussions
of presence and meaning? What role do the sacraments play in transform-
ing our moral life?

My own work has been an effort to address these questions.54 Sacramen-
tal theology and feminist theology share some significant concerns: among
them, a recognition that God’s presence is to be found in and through the
material dimensions of life, particularly in the incarnation; a sensitivity
to human interdependence and a deep concern for non-human life; and
a rootedness in the story of Jesus, whose life was a living sacrament of
God’s presence in the world. Yet, as the sacraments have become institu-
tionalised rituals of the church, their possibility to break open and reveal
God’s ‘extravagant affections’ has been constricted. God’s immanent pres-
ence in the world and in human embodiment is narrowed to its definitive
expression in the bodies of men.55 Human communal life is regulated by
the church and subject to legal strictures on what sorts of sacramental ex-
pressions are to be permitted. And the life of Jesus, notwithstanding his
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emphasis on service to the other and his ambivalent attitude to the demands
of the law, is used to legitimate both male domination and ecclesiastical
legalism.

A feminist understanding of the sacraments, I argue, needs to allow for
a much greater appreciation of the inherent ambiguity of the sacraments as
vehicles of God’s mysterious and elusive presence in the world. The meta-
physical ambiguity surrounding conceptions of the ordering of the world
and of God’s presence, the expressive ambiguity that is inherent in symbolic
and linguistic expression, and the moral ambiguity of a tradition which has
both encouraged and demeaned women – all of these speak to the prob-
lems of a tradition that has tended to interpret the sacraments through the
legal criteria of canon law. While a toleration and appreciation for ambi-
guity remains a formal criterion for an adequate feminist theology of the
sacraments, such a criterion cannot stand alone. Along with it are needed
critical understandings of embodiment and sexuality and of language and
symbol. And all of these criteria ultimately stand or fall with their ability
to advance the full flourishing of women and men – that is to say, there is
a final criterion of justice.

The seven sacraments of the Catholic tradition have served as rituals of
passage for the Christian life, signs of God’s presence in the birthing, nour-
ishing, forgiving, maturing, uniting, healing, and calling of human lives.
Yet the theology which has served to explain and understand the sacra-
ments has not, for the most part, taken gender into account – except when
it comes to Holy Orders and Marriage. So it is appropriate to ask what kind
of theological anthropology is at work in the sacraments. When it comes to
embodiment, nearly all of the discussion of body and gender has focussed on
the appropriateness of male-only ordination. But a theology of the body has
been an important dimension of the current theology of the official Roman
Catholic Church, particularly that of Pope John Paul II, and his understand-
ing has had a profound effect on Roman Catholic theological anthropology.
This theology, in turn, has important implications for sacramental theology,
but it ought to be noted that there are very important implications for sexual
ethics as well.

Briefly put, the theological anthropology of John Paul II, as noted above
in the discussion of ordination, is nuptial, relying on the metaphor of the
Bridegroom and Bride to understand human personhood in its sexual differ-
entiation and in relation to God. The Bridegroom (God) is the one who initi-
ates love, and this love is received and responded to by the Bride (humanity).
Since the sacraments are the human symbols which the church uses to ex-
press its understanding of human and divine relationship, it is appropriate
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for these symbols to extend this same metaphor. The implications for a
theology of holy orders are quite clear, as I have noted above. But the further
problem with this anthropology is its dualistic conception of embodiment
and relationship.56

When it comes to symbol and language, recent psychoanalytic theory
has provided some intriguing ways of conceiving human expression. Femi-
nist theorists and theologians have drawn on these theories in both critical
and constructive ways to suggest that gender and family socialisation may
well play a powerful role in the ways that human beings communicate.57

My own suggestion here is that psycholinguistic theories that propose lan-
guage as a way of bridging the gap between the self and the absent (m)other
are largely based on the assumption that human selfhood, language, and
symbolic communication emerge through a process of separation from the
mother. In such a system, women’s ritual absence makes sense. But feminist
theories propose that women’s experiences may not be so much of sepa-
ration, as are those of men, but more of identification and relation. Thus
a feminist sacramental theology is less concerned with absence than with
presence, less with separating sacramental life from ordinary life than with
finding continuities between the two.

In sum, my conception of a feminist sacramental theology is one where
careful distinctions between sacred and secular, male and female, sacrament
and ‘sacramental’ are far less significant than the sacraments’ ability to
express God’s amazing presence in human life, the potential of all life to
reveal God’s presence, and the importance of relating the hospitality of God’s
gracious love in every possible dimension of human life. Such a sacramental
theology begins not with official definitions but with women’s experiences
of God, often in the most ordinary of circumstances.

conclusion: church and sacrament
‘from the ground up ’

A feminist theology of church–community and sacrament–worship be-
gins from the ground up. That is to say, women’s experiences of community,
of celebrating the extraordinary within the ordinary, of ritual and celebra-
tion, have provided the basis for a practice of community and worship
that does not begin with the traditional theological conceptions of church
and sacrament, but rather with a gathered, inclusive, and non-hierarchical
community.

But, as feminist theory has reminded us, particularly over the last
twenty years, there is no such thing as ‘women’s experience’.58 Not all
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women experience their relationship to the church in the same way, and
women’s practices of ritual and worship run the gamut from Wicca to
WomenEucharist to women’s groups within traditional churches. There
are significant differences even among women of the same religious tradi-
tions regarding the naming of God, the nature of church leadership, and the
value of traditional worship practices. Yet, despite all of these differences,
I think that it is still possible to draw some tentative conclusions and pro-
pose some issues for future agendas when it comes to issues of church and
worship.

First, the history of the church, and therefore its heritage for the present,
needs serious revision and renewal. Women’s leadership in the ancient, me-
dieval, Reformation, and modern eras has been rendered invisible by the
myopia of historians of church and of liturgy. Such historical work, it is
crucial to note, is not merely text-writing. Tradition, explicitly for Roman
Catholicismand implicitly for Protestantism, serves as a criterion for authen-
ticity. So, as the understanding of the biblical witness has been developed
and expanded, new pictures of that tradition that restore women to their
place can and do play constructive roles as the churches face the future.

Secondly, church identity and structure have undergone significant
challenges by feminist theologians. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s ‘Disciple-
ship of Equals’ is one important model for conceiving of the church’s self-
understanding. It is, I think, fair to say that hierarchy is a red flag word for
feminist theologians who distrust conceptions of leadership that work on a
top-down basis. Like their forebears in all Christian reform movements, fem-
inist theologians turn to the example of Jesus, whose ministry, as described
by Sallie McFague, was ‘destabilizing, inclusive, and nonhierarchical’.59

Feminists struggle with issues of leadership among themselves, and issues
of inclusivity in leadership.60 Nevertheless, feminist, womanist, and mu-
jerista theologians have been able to organise in various ways that attempt
to model a community that practises as well as preaches justice.61 For theolo-
gies of the church, feminist theologians have often turned to their colleagues
in Latin American liberation theology, who see the church as grounded in
small communities of reflection and action.62

Thirdly, women’s rituals have come to empower women as ritual experts
in traditions which have long excluded women from direct contact with the
sacred. This movement is one of the most revolutionary, as new rituals
challenge the primacy of established church traditions. Women’s worship
groups need to develop ways in which they can be both intentional and yet
open to the wider community, and to practise hospitality in ways that they
see traditional churches as failing to do.63 Women’s ritual empowerment
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has become a threat to some in the traditional churches, particularly Roman
Catholicism, where strict rules about who dispenses sacraments and who
does not are being issued so as not to confuse the people.64 But women’s
leadership in the church, particularly in priestless parishes, has resulted in
more than one person saying that ‘Sister’s Mass’ is preferable to ‘Father’s
Mass’. Women’s rituals have also come to mark events in human life that
have heretofore been ritually ignored. Thus the ritual structuring of human
life is changed, as experiences such as menarche and menopause, childbirth
and croning are seen as significant life markers.

Fourthly, and finally, women’s involvement in church and sacrament–
community and worship raises urgent questions which will need to be ad-
dressed in the future. For example: what kind of doctrine of God is suggested
by a radically immanentist approach to worship? Given the horizontality
of women’s worship, are ideas and experiences of God’s transcendence no
longer relevant? Another question: how long will Roman Catholic feminists
be able to continue strategies of resistance to hierarchical male leadership?
As the numbers of ordained priests decline, how will women continue to
participate in church leadership without the structures giving way? What
kinds of organisational structures most enhance love and justice? As fem-
inist, womanist, and mujerista theologians have discovered, working to-
gether in just and liberating ways is a more difficult task than they have
imagined.65

If there is anything that can be drawn from this brief study of women’s
involvement in the church and its ritual life, it is that women have always
been involved, and will continue to be involved. But how this involvement
will be defined and understood in the future is a question which cannot yet
be answered.
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14 Eschatology
valerie a . karras

‘Eschatology is . . .Christology and anthropology conjugated in the
future tense.’1

introduction

Eschatology is, to define the word etymologically, ‘the study of the
eschaton’, a Greek word meaning ‘the furthest end’, and usually translated
in its theological sense as the ‘last days’ or, more loosely, the ‘end of time’.
So, eschatology traditionally has been understood within Christianity as
the study of the ‘Last Things’, particularly in the areas of death, judgment,
heaven, and hell, associated in the New Testament with the Second Coming
of Jesus Christ. These ‘Last Things’ have been seen as apocalyptic, retribu-
tive, restorative, and, above all, transformative. The one thing that all visions
of humanity’s and creation’s future have had in common is the belief that
our future reality will be radically different from our present reality: ‘new
heavens and a new earth’ (Isaiah 6517). In sum, formost of Christianity’s his-
tory, eschatology has been speculation about the ultimate end of humanity
and of creation – the advent of the Kingdom of God.

But feminist theologians such as Sallie McFague2 and Rosemary
Radford Ruether3 are viewing eschatology from a radically new perspective,
one which totally rejects or drastically reformulates some traditional
Christian beliefs. They have refocussed eschatology from the distant future
(‘unrealised eschatology’) to the here-and-now (‘realised eschatology’). Si-
multaneously, these feminist thinkers have shifted the thematic centre from
humanity, as the apex of creation, to creation itself, with humanity removed
from centre stage to a supporting position as an interwoven, interdependent
component of that creation. In short, realised eschatology has become the
ethical culmination of ecofeminism. Ecofeminist eschatology is concerned
not with personal immortality but with ecological and cosmic sustainability.
The future is envisioned as a return to the pristine past, before human
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degradation of nature, but with humanity fulfilling its symbiotic potential.
Ecofeminism rejects the church as the Body of Christ in favour of the cosmos
as the body of God; McFague, for example, relativises the incarnation by
transmuting it from the transcendent God’s unique and personal unionwith
humanity, to a paradigm for the principle of the universe itself as God’s body.

Is ‘feminist eschatology’, then, an oxymoronic expression? That is, is
feminist theology inherently anti-eschatological, at least in so far as the
eschaton is understood as personal immortality and a distant future spelling
the ‘end’ of the world (or, at least, the radical transformation of creation)?
Certainly, most feminist theological literature gives that impression. Cre-
ation will not be wholly transformed to what science-fiction enthusiasts
might describe as a different dimension of existence. Resurrection and
judgment, and so consequently heaven and hell, in a personal sense are
non-existent. Even the resurrection of a ‘spiritual body’ (1 Corinthians 15),
understood as radically different from our current biologically based phys-
ical existence, is ignored. For Rosemary Ruether, immortality is, at best,
simply a possibility which may mean nothing more than the return of
our ‘energy’ to its source. McFague posits the possibility of ‘persistent
distinctiveness’ without tying it to any notion of personal immortality;
i.e., different types of inorganic and organic phenomenamust bemaintained
and enjoyed, more or less as they exist now, but none of these individually is
immortal in se – humanity continues, but perhaps individual persons do not.

Ruether resurrects the argument of an early twentieth-century feminist
theologian, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, to articulate her theory that concern
with personal immortality is a patriarchal concept arising predominantly
from the male psyche. Gilman juxtaposed ‘male’ and ‘female’ religion, char-
acterising traditional, patriarchalmale religion as death- and future-oriented
(hence, the eschatological focus),while describing female religion as life- and
present-oriented. But are not man as hunter–warrior and woman as birth-
giving/lactating mother equally tied to both life and death? The hunter–
warrior kills to sustain and preserve the lives of his kin and tribe; the
mother gives nourishment and life, but sometimes at the cost of her own
life, a harsh reality for pre-modern women. If men feared death in battle or
on the hunt, both of which they engaged in to preserve the lives of those they
loved, how must women have feared death in the very act which brought
forth new life? Canwe legitimately claim that women are unconcerned with
the future, that they do not seek personal immortality, that the immanent
obliterates the transcendent in the female psyche?

I do not believe so. As a feminist theologian, I have been asked in this
chapter to present to the reader an overview of feminist eschatology, and
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in so doing to ponder the relevance of eschatology to our present human
existence as women and men. But, as a believing and practising Eastern
Orthodox Christian, I cannot accept wholesale the contours of a realised
feminist eschatology which sees the future essentially as a revision of the
present based on an idealised past, a future which is predicated more on re-
forming humanity and creation than on transforming them. Nevertheless,
as a Christian of the East, I also cannot ponder eschatology (the study of
‘the end’) without reflecting on protology – the study of the beginning –
especially, human beginning. This means that I cannot examine human
existence and nature (‘anthropology’ in its theological sense) without ex-
amining humanity’s relationship not only to the cosmos (‘cosmology’) but
to divinity as well: divinity as relational within itself (the Trinity), and as
relational with humanity (the person of Jesus Christ). In other words, it
is impossible for me to discuss eschatology without discussing Trinitarian
theology and Christology, or theology, properly speaking.

methodology and hermeneutics

I will explain shortlywhy I believe eschatology is inescapably connected
to these other areas of theological thought. First, however, I must explain
how I understand the theological enterprise differently both fromWestern
feminists and from those of non-Western, historically non-Christian cul-
tures, such as Kwok Pui-Lan and Mercy Oduyoye. I am something of a hy-
brid, a woman born and raised in a Western Christian society (the United
States) but also raised and inculcated with the language, culture, and the-
ology of the Christian East (Greek Orthodoxy). The Eastern core of my
being forces me to critique certain elements common to both feminist and
patriarchal Western methodology, and to offer, in contrast, an historically
Orthodox Christian approach to theological inquiry, a methodology which
incorporates theology, anthropology, cosmology, and, in our case, feminist
eschatology (which, of course, includes the other three).

I undertake this critique by appropriating the hermeneutics of suspi-
cion created within feminist thought and reapplying them, from an Eastern
Christian perspective, to Western (including classical feminist) theology.
This appropriation results in the rejection of certain presuppositions and
methodological approaches not only of traditional patriarchal Western
Christian theology, but even of modern feminist theological thought. What
this means is that, while classical and feminist theology have traditionally
been seen as oppositional, they are, from an Eastern Christian perspec-
tive, sometimes two sides of the same methodological coin. Perhaps this is
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because feminist and patriarchal theologians usually share a common
(Western) mindset and common (Western) theological building blocks,
which lead both groups to think in similar ways while focussing on different
concerns. For Orthodox Christians, however, even some of themost basic as-
pects of theWestern way of doing theology are alien to our way of thinking.

I will critique two tendencies inWestern theological thought. The first is
that of defining the juxtaposition of two different (even opposing) concepts
or qualities as mutually exclusive polar opposites (dualism), a tendency
evident in philosophy and social history as well as in theology. ‘Mutually
exclusive’ is the key phrase here. The logical extrapolation of this definition
of theworld is theHegelianparadigmof thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. The
thesis–antithesis model can clearly be seen in feminist theology’s rejection
of an otherworldly, future-oriented, i.e., unrealised, eschatology in favour of
a ‘this-worldly’, present-oriented, realised eschatology. It is similarly seen in
feminist theology’s emphasis (some might say its exclusive focus) on God’s
immanence (femaleness) in contrast to what is seen as an overemphasis on
God’s transcendence (maleness).

The problem with Hegel’s theory of the resolution of the tension be-
tween thesis and antithesis through synthesis is that, usually, the synthe-
sis can reconcile opposites only by eliminating part of what made them
opposites to begin with. As it stands now, patriarchal and feminist escha-
tologies have not even reached the stage of synthesis. They seem locked in
a battle of opposites, which makes their elimination of vital components
of the rejected paradigm of the ‘other’ even more pronounced. Peter Phan
has pointed out the deficiencies of such unbalanced eschatologies, whether
they be unrealised classical eschatology or realised feminist eschatology.
He sees a positive trend in post-Vatican II Catholic theology, particularly in
the interrelated areas of anthropology and eschatology, towards a vision of
‘pairs of polarities . . . in direct rather than inverse proportion’.4

This movement within more traditional theological circles, as well as
feminist theology’s focus on the relationship between humanity and cre-
ation, is generallywelcomed in the East. EasternChristian theology (actually,
historical Christian theology in the first few centuries, though not as it de-
veloped in the West through scholasticism and the Enlightenment) is not
based on theHegelianmodel. Instead, as exemplified in the core doctrines of
the Trinity and of the person of Jesus Christ, Eastern Christian theology sees
complementarity rather than opposition, and – where complementarity is
not feasible – holds diametric opposites, in their fullness, together in tension
rather than resolving them into a synthetic singularity which waters down
or even eliminates one half of the dialectic. This is crucial to understanding
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eschatology as both realised and unrealised, as simultaneously both ‘now’
and ‘not yet’.

The second critique ofWestern theological methodology is its tendency
to work ‘bottom-up’, that is, from the created to the Creator. Feminist the-
ologians, including Ruether and McFague, have rightly accused much tradi-
tional Christian eschatology of an anthropocentric bias, but they have failed
to see the same bias, or a similar one, in much of feminist theology. One ex-
ample of this is the push to replace the traditional (revealed) names for the
persons of the Trinity – Father, Son, andHoly Spirit – with the non-gendered
names – Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier.

The ‘new’ names, unfortunately, create more problems than they solve.
That is, in addition to the theological problems produced by parcelling
out the shared activities of the Trinity to individual Persons within the
Trinity (DoesGod create alone?Does the Son redeemhumanity by himself?),
these new names show a cosmocentric–anthropocentric focus. True, the
advocated names have the important advantage of avoiding a danger far too
often realised in practice by patriarchal cultures – thinking of God as male.
Certainly, the early Eastern Church recognised that danger; hence, Greek
and Syriac Christian writers used feminine imagery for all three Persons
of the Trinity and self-consciously disassociated the traditional names from
any gender content. For example, the fourth-century theologian and bishop
Gregory of Nyssa claimed that one could speak of mother just as well as of
father for the First Person of the Trinity since ‘[b]oth terms mean the same,
because the divine is neither male nor female’.5

Nevertheless, Gregory and others argued for the irreplaceability of the
traditional name ‘Father’ for the First Person of the Trinity, not only because
Jesus Christ had revealed it, but precisely because of the relationship it
imaged among the Persons of the Trinity. The uniqueness of the Christian
message is an understanding of God not as an impersonal ‘Force’ or ‘Matrix’,
but as a being whose very manner of existence is irreducibly personal and
interrelational. The beauty of the traditional names for the Trinity is that
the names tell us who the Persons of the Trinity are in relationship to each
other. In other words, they reveal to us the personal and relational nature of
God in God’s own Self: three distinct Persons who exist as a community of
love and mutual indwelling. So, Eastern Christian writers were well aware
of the importance of not understanding the name Father in a human di-
sexual sense. But, they also recognised that, since no single name would be
complete, the most important aspect of God’s being must be exemplified by
God’s name – and they valued interpersonal relationality within the Divine
over divine function and activity in creation.
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By contrast, the feminist names for the Trinity tell us not who God is in
God’s own Self, but how God relates to creation in general and to humanity
in particular. In other words, instead of God telling us God’s ‘name’ as an
expression of who God is, we have decided to name God according to what
God does to and for us. The feminist names are therefore simultaneously
cosmocentric and anthropocentric. To use a human example, it would be
equivalent to telling a woman that, although she thinks of herself most exis-
tentially and fundamentally as the mother of her children, we have decided
to categorise her and refer to her only by her occupation as a physician.
Ironically, then, the traditional names are more feminist, in the sense of
interpersonal relationality, than the feminist names.

a theocentric approach

As with other areas of theology, so, too, in eschatology I believe that fe-
minist theology is still operating largely within the framework of Western
theology. Feminist theologians have rightly critiqued the anthropocentric
focus of much traditional Western eschatology. Their solution has been
to shift the focus from humanity to creation, replacing the anthropocen-
tric focus of patriarchal Christian theology with the cosmocentric focus of
ecofeminism. In reality, however, this is not so much a shift of focus as a
broadening of it, a recentring which is not really. Humanity is no longer
central in and of itself, but it remains part of the focus as a part of creation.
In other words, ecofeminist theology’s cosmocentric focus has broadened
traditional eschatology’s telephoto lens from an extreme magnification fo-
cussing on humanity alone to awider view of the cosmos inwhich humanity
exists, but it has kept the lens focussed in the same direction – creation.

What I propose is that we not merely broaden the vision seen through
our lens, but that we reverse the direction in which the lens is pointed:
from the created to the Creator, from the cosmos to God. If, as feminist
eschatology has rightly noted, our existence as humans can only be seen
within the context of our participation in the bionetwork of creation, then
both humanity in particular and the cosmos as a whole can only be seen in
relation to that which has given them existence and sustains that existence.
Ecofeminism’s understanding of the cosmos as the body of God is an im-
portant attempt to articulate this relationship, but it has inverted the order,
thereby making the cosmos – and, derivatively, humanity – normative in
and of itself. Thus, the restoration of both the cosmos and humanity is seen
primarily as a quantitative process rather than a qualitative one. There is
little focus on the future because, if one does not understand the ultimate
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goal of existence as something transcendent, then that future existence will
look similar to the present – it may be ‘better’, but it won’t be substantially
different.

In reorienting our focus, we necessarily need to distinguish between
creation and the Creator. The bottom-up, cosmocentric approach of femi-
nist eschatology is a natural consequence of an ecofeminist theology which,
by understanding the cosmos as the body of God, creates a virtual tautology
between God and creation (or does the tautology lead to the cosmocentric
approach?). Rather than the Uncreated God’s relating to and sustaining cre-
ation through the Spirit (panentheism), creation becomes a part of God’s
own being (pantheism). In such a theology, there is relatively little of the
transcendent – it does not fit the paradigm – and what little there is almost
never is seen as personal. As Phan notes, Ruether’s cosmicMatrix ofmatter–
energy or great Matrix of Being6 is reminiscent of the Buddhist concept of
nirvana;7 certainly it is closer to that than to any Christian understanding of
God. McFague recognises more clearly the need for transcendence but, lim-
ited by her cosmocentric focus, seems unable to incorporate it intrinsically
into her model.

I propose an eschatology, and in fact an entire theological model, which
is truly top-down, as opposed to the apparent top-down theology of patriar-
chal Christianity. In other words, I will apply the feminist hermeneutics of
recovery, with a twist: like Catherine LaCugna,8 the forgotten voices which I
am recovering are those of the early Christian East, articulating a theology of
a tri-personal God who truly is simultaneously immanent and transcendent.
This approach starts with God and who God is – it starts, in other words,
with theology in its classical sense.

Ecofeminism’s cosmocentric approach arises from what I believe is the
mistake of going beyond a recognition of the value of what is called the
‘common story’ (the evolutionary theory of creation) in explaining how
the cosmos came to be and continues to exist, to amodel of created existence
which employs that common story to explain why creation exists as it does.
The problem is that, for there to be any room at all for God in this model,
God must be understood as being totally revealed within creation.

I cannot accept this tautology. Truly, the cosmos reveals much of God’s
love, tenderness, power, simplicity, complexity. But can we understand the
cosmos as the summation of what God is, and as the norm for our own
existence? I think not. Faith includes the belief that the transcendent expe-
riences of men and women through human history are real and are some-
thing beyond a communing with nature. A theocentric focus recognises that
the cosmos reveals God, but not entirely. The cosmos reveals something of
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our own purpose and meaning, but a theocentric focus allows us to recog-
nise that this is a derivative revelation which only heightens our thirst for
the Source. By relying completely on creation as intercessor and revealer
of the Divine, we risk falling into the trap of creating God in the creation’s
image. In order to understand who we truly are meant to be – and in order
truly to become who we are meant to be – we must turn our view and our
life towards God.

theology -- god as transcendent -- immanent

As I have alreadymentioned, the extreme immanence of feminist theol-
ogy is a reaction to the extreme transcendence which characterises patriar-
chal theology, an example of the thesis–antithesis polarisation of Western
theology. And here lies one of the most important differences between
Eastern and Western Christian theology, in the understanding of the re-
lationship between God and creation: the question of grace. The extreme
transcendence of patriarchal Christianity – God as totally Other – resulted
historically in the view that some mediatory element must be created in or-
der for God to communicate with creation and, in particular, with humanity.
Thus, in the theology of Thomas Aquinas, grace is created by God because
uncreated grace can exist only within the internal life of the Trinity. Femi-
nist theologians, wishing to eliminate the mediatorial gap between God and
creation, reacted by identifying God with that creation.

By contrast, the Orthodox East has always holistically understood
God’s very Being as simultaneously transcendent and immanent, a notion
emanating from the Eastern Christian understanding of human salvation
as deification – true union with God as ‘partakers of the divine nature’
(2 Peter 14). Salvation is not a juridical notion of justification (being made
right with God), but an existential participation in the life of the Trinity, an
experience which begins here and now and extends dynamically and eter-
nally into the future. So human persons, while distinct from the transcen-
dent divine nature, are called to be ‘gods’ by unionwith the immanent divine
nature.

This theology of transcendence–immanence, rooted in the soteriology
and the prayer practice of the East, was articulated most fully in the writ-
ings of a fourteenth-century monk, archbishop, and theologian, Gregory
Palamas.9 Although acknowledging that God is Other, Palamas rejected a
theology based on total transcendence. Yes, Palamas said, God is truly tran-
scendent. But God is not only transcendent; God is also immanent. Further-
more, God’s participation in the life of creation is not mediated through the
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mechanism of created grace. No, Palamas averred, God is truly immanent.
Not onlymay we stand in God’s presence, but we also can and do experience
God’s own life in a way which unites us to the divine without destroying our
human distinctiveness. We can perceive and participate in God’s energies –
God’s own Self as uncreated grace – and are thereby transfigured.

Palamas’ theology of essence and energies can, I believe, overcome the
dichotomy between transcendence and immanence characterised by patri-
archal and feminist theology, respectively. It allows us to develop an es-
chatology which can be future-oriented without ignoring or denigrating the
present, because salvation is understood not as an event, but as a continuous
activity of humanity’s – and, through us, creation’s – deifying participation
in the life of the Trinity. It permits us to reach for the transcendent God
without abandoning the immanent creation (including our own selves); in
fact, creation itself is called to be transfigured by God’s immanence.

microcosm and image of god:
theological anthropology

This theology of the transfiguration of creation brings us to humanity’s
distinct role as mediator. But, in order to understand humanity’s mediato-
rial role, we must first understand what it means to be a microcosm, to be
human. Many feminist theologians reject the biblical creation story with its
emphasis on the special status of humanity vis-à-vis the rest of creation. In-
stead, they promote a ‘common creation story’ characterised by humanity’s
total identitywithin the evolutionary fabric of creation, usuallywith no tran-
scendent connection to the divine substantially different from that shared
by the rest of the universe. But, we can accept evolutionary theory (the com-
mon creation story) as a description of the process of creation and of one
aspect of anthropology (the physical and biological aspect) while also re-
taining the theological truths of the creation accounts in the first chapters
of Genesis. In other words, again we must reject an either/or approach, this
time with respect to anthropology and biblical interpretation.

In the Yahwist tradition (the second, older creation account), human-
ity is clearly shown as linked to both creation and divinity, formed of ‘dust
from the ground’ but quickeningwith God’s own ‘breath of life’ (Genesis 27).
The first account (the somewhat younger priestly tradition) describes
humanity as the culmination of God’s ever-increasingly complex creation:
part of creation, but with an important difference. Humanity is understood
theologically as unique within the order of creation because it is created
according to the image of God (imago dei).
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What does this mean? Interestingly, as we have seen, for the Christian
East sexual differentiation is not understood as being an attribute of God
and, therefore, it is not understood as being part of God’s image. Certain
sex-linked traits may reflect aspects of God’s nature (giving life, protecting,
nurturing, etc.), but the writers of the East have almost unanimously inter-
preted Genesis 127 (‘male and female Godmade them’) in an inclusive sense,
not a normative one. In particular, Eastern Christianity does not understand
the male human being as the ‘normative’ human. Both man and woman are
created in the image of God, but human differentiation as male and female
is not in itself a reflection of who and what God is intrinsically. This will
have eschatological significance, as we shall see later in the chapter.

So, what does the ‘image’ signify? The Eastern Christian distinction
between the image and the likeness of God is important here. According
to Genesis 126, God decided to create humanity in God’s own image and
likeness. But Genesis 127 states that God created humanity only according
to the divine image, with no mention of the likeness. Although this parallel
structure went uncommented on in the Jewish tradition, the early writers of
the Christian East elaborated from these verses a distinction between image
and likeness. The likeness is the realisation of true God-likeness, that is, of
virtue and perfection: perfect love.Wemay grow into the likeness, butwe do
not possess it automatically; we possess only the potential for it. The image
is what gives us this potential. It might be called humanity’s ‘toolkit’, i.e.,
the qualities or characteristics reflective of the divine nature which make
humanity distinct within the order of creation: intellect, reason, creativity,
abstract thought, consciousness of right and wrong, and, above all, free
will. So, God, rather than creation, becomes normative for humanity. As
the Greek theologian Panayiotis Nellas stated, ‘[t]he category of biological
existence does not exhaust man. Man is understood ontologically . . . as a
theological being. His ontology is iconic.’10

In other words, what I am articulating here is a theological anthropology
(theocentrism) in contrast to both patriarchal anthropological theology
(anthropocentrism) and ecofeminist theology (cosmocentrism). Humanity
is part of creation, and so includes all aspects of creation, both inorganic
and organic: physicality, a vivifying soul, emotions, and feelings. But human
beings also possesses the ability to think beyond ourselves and our current
condition, to make moral choices based on a rational evaluation of various
possibilities and consequences, and consciously to hunger for the Other. It
is this ‘spirit’, the part of human nature which uniquely images and partici-
pates in divinity, which makes humanity a true microcosm. Fundamentally,
we are created beings who are innately oriented towards our Creator.
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humanity as mediator

As we said earlier, it is this characteristic of being a microcosm which
makes humanity uniquely suited to its role and calling as mediator between
creation and Creator. Certainly, humanity is called to be steward, not ex-
ploiter, of creation. Ecofeminism has been immensely important here in
recalling Christianity to humanity’s primordial relationship to nature. The
‘dominion’ of humanity over creation expressed in the first chapter of Gen-
esis is understood intertextually as stewardship, based on the second chap-
ter’s emphasis on humanity’s role as gardener or caretaker. This theology of
stewardship, which ecofeminism has lifted up as an intrinsic characteristic
of human nature, is being embraced by traditional Christian churches and
bodies. For instance, the Greek Orthodox Archbishop of Constantinople,
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I, has been one of the first major church
leaders to follow the example of ecofeminists in labelling pollution, destruc-
tion of the environment, and other forms of ecological insensitivity as ‘sin’.11

But humanity’s calling goes beyond the present-oriented, functional
role of steward to the eschatologically oriented, existential role of microcos-
mic mediator; humanity is called not simply to protect, serve, and preserve
creation, but to transform it by uniting it with the Divine. I am recover-
ing here the vision of the seventh-century Greek theologian Maximos the
Confessor.12 As mediator, humanity appears to be the central focus, but
Maximos’ theology is not anthropocentric because humanity is not the end
but the means. Humanity is seen only in relation to other elements of cre-
ation and to God, serving as mediator among these elements in its capacity
as microcosm, as a ‘little world’ combining the inorganic and the organic,
the physical, the vivifying, and the spiritual.

InMaximos’ thought, humanity is called to transcend, through the grace
of God, the various divisions which exist within creation. Maximos delin-
eates five divisions, which range from the division between the created and
the Uncreated, through that between heaven and earth, to the distinction
between male and female within humanity. Maximos’ theology of media-
tion is not dualist; that is, his distinctions or ‘divisions’ are not oppositional
in the sense of mutual exclusion. Maximos distinguishes between (‘divides’)
the perceptible and spiritual worlds, for example, but does not see them as
antagonistically opposed. Thus, the transcendence of distinctions through
human mediation does not mean the obliteration of differences; rather, it
is the interrelational unifying of things which are by nature different.

In fact, the only division which Maximos says would be abolished
is that between male and female within humanity. Based on theological
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anthropology, Maximos sees sexual differentiation as a human character-
istic outside the image of God and, unlike the other divisions, irrelevant
to our function as mediator; therefore, it is not a necessary component of
eschatological human nature. Like his predecessors Gregory of Nyssa and
Gregory’s sister Macrina,13 Maximos believes sexual differentiation to be an
aspect of our current biological mode of existence which will be abolished
in the transformation of our entire mode of being. Our current biologically
based body (the ‘garments of skin’ of Genesis 321), according to Eastern
Christian thought, is meant to be transformed into another mode of exis-
tence which, while still participating in the physical and organic creation,
will be sustained by union with God and therefore have no needs: the spir-
itual body of the resurrection (1 Corinthians 1544). For Maximos, if there
were any ontological significance to sexual differentiation, then it necessar-
ily would limit how we act and exist, and in so doing would interfere with
our freedom to act ultimately and fundamentally as human beings. In other
words, sexual differentiation with any ontological content (such as instincts
or traits) would be a denial of our complete human freedom.

So, except for the distinction of male and female in humanity, we are
called to transcend the various levels of division not by obliterating one for
the other, nor by abandoning one for the other, but by uniting them all in
ourselves as part of who we are existentially. In this mediatorial task, hu-
man persons cannot overcome the final level. Humanity in itself possesses
the attributes of all the previous divisions, but humanity is not itself divine.
So, the final division, that between created and Uncreated, must be over-
come by someone who personally incorporates both created and uncreated
natures. That person is, of course, Jesus Christ, who as the theanthropos
(the God–human) becomes the ultimate mediator, the only one capable of
transcending and reconciling the final division. Jesus Christ, by person-
ally uniting human nature to the divine, existentially makes possible not
only the transformation and renewal of creation, but also the deification of
humanity. Thus, for Maximos and others in the Christian East, the Incar-
nation is not contingent on humanity’s fall from a state of grace. It is part
of God’s eternal plan as the culmination of humanity’s mediatorial role in
creation.

eschatology: real ised and unrealised

This model of humanity as mediator provides us with an eschatologi-
cal vision which is ‘both/and’ as opposed to ‘either/or’. It is an unrealised
(future-oriented, transcendent) eschatology that simultaneously has realised
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(present-oriented, ecofeminist, immanent) implications. It is this vision of
humanity already realised as microcosm, together with humanity’s not-yet-
realised goal of mediator, which provides the rationale for an eschatology
which recognises that the Kingdom of God is in our midst (Luke 1721) while
concurrently seeking it (Matthew 610) as something not yet come – now,
and not yet.

There is a similarity among patriarchal Western theology, feminist the-
ology, and Eastern Christian theology in the emphasis all place on a future
utopian society – the ‘Kingdom of God’ – as the goal of human existence, a
goal which is not yet achieved. Consequently, all three theological threads
recognise that the social, political, economic, and cultural inequities of var-
ious human societies not only are not normative for humanity, but are
an aberration from the condition of paradise and far removed from the
Kingdom of heaven. This recognition is not a modern development; it is
part and parcel of historical Christianity’s understanding of the ‘fallen’ na-
ture of corporate humanity. For instance, John Chrysostom (a monk–priest
from Antioch who became archbishop of Constantinople in 397) in his 22nd

Homily on Ephesians identified slavery as ‘the fruit of covetousness, of
degradation, of savagery’; in homilies on Genesis and 1 Corinthians, he as-
serted that the subordination of woman was a consequence of humanity’s
fall from grace. He clearly recognised human inequality as a divergence
from the prelapsarian and eschatological norms.14

But, while all three of these theological systems agree that the current
condition of the human community falls far short of what it is meant to be,
they differ as to whether it can reach its potential in the foreseeable future.
That is, is the Kingdom of God achievable within the bounds of normal
history? Can we construct a human society which is radically different
from the way human societies are currently structured? This is the essence
of the distinction between realised and unrealised eschatology: the former
answers ‘yes’ to this question, the latter answers ‘no’.

Historically, Christianity in both its Eastern and Western traditions
has had an unrealised eschatology. Despite Chrysostom’s recognition of the
fallen nature of social inequalities, he did not call for the radical reform
of either political or social structures. In fact, like many in both East and
West, he considered such inequality normative for our current condition,
necessary for the smooth functioning of a society filled with persons driven
by ego and passions rather than love and self-emptying. Chrysostom was
willing to allow for deviation from this norm where a personal spiritual
situation called for it, but such deviation did not, for him, upset the validity
of the norm.
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Feminist theologians have railed against this apparent resignation to
a fallen human condition. They have argued that human society need not
inevitably be corrupt, unequal, and abusive; much less can we claim that
human inequalities are God-ordained for our own benefit. Rather, we have
within ourselves the power (free will) to turn from our egoism and insensi-
tivity and, instead, to create a truly just society. This achievable societywould
value women, the poor, and the differently abled as equal and contributing
members, and would seek not to exploit nature hurtfully for selfishly hu-
man ends, but to live in harmony with it in a sustainable way as part of a
flourishing and renewable biosphere. This is realised eschatology.

I believe that both realised and unrealised eschatology are partial
eschatologies, i.e., they reject, or at least de-emphasise, some part of the
biblical witness. The contribution of feminist theology has been to empha-
sise the (largely missing) realised element of eschatology. I would like to
build upon the foundations laid by Letty Russell,15 Sallie McFague, and
Rosemary Ruether, who have sought to make the eschaton normative for
the present. At the same time, the present and the eschatological future
cannot be conflated. A holistic eschatology must incorporate both realised
feminist and unrealised patristic methodological approaches without dilut-
ing either one, to create an eschatology which is at once both now and
not yet, with seemingly contradictory elements coexisting in an unresolved
tension.

My Orthodox feminist approach combines radical feminism’s rejection
of the entire social order with an eschatological focus that recognises that
human will and action alone is incapable of transforming the human com-
munity into one based on the loving, relational, non-egoistic model of the
Trinity. Feminism’s emphasis on humanity as community has provided a
much-needed corrective to the individualism of much of post-Reformation
Western Christianity. But, the most visible feminist theologians have not
postulated a future humanity that would exist ontologically in a different
manner from the present, and many have been explicitly agnostic on the
issue of personal immortality. Thus, feminist eschatology has focussed on
the reformation of human social and political structures, what I call an
‘outside-in’ or surface approach.

Eastern Orthodox Christianity, by contrast, recognises the eschaton as
a fundamental change in the manner of created existence, including hu-
man existence. As we have seen, the main Greek tradition contends that
the physical and biological nature of the human person will be radically
transformed, to the extent of the abolition of sexual differentiation. Yet,
the essence of eschatological humanity already exists; we are microcosms
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created in the image of God. Thus, the fulfilment of creation’s (and human-
ity’s) potential exists not at the level of creation – what humanity does or
does not do to nature – but in creation’s uniting itself ever more organically
to God, through humanity’s unique role of mediator.

Political and social reform are incapable of achieving this unifying goal
within creation, and between creation and the Creator, because it is achieved
not primarily through social action but through personal existence. The uni-
fying action is rooted not inwhat humanity does, but in humanity’s realising
fully what it is. This is the foundation behind the personal, transformative
theology of the Christian East. Fulfilment of human persons, and the es-
chatological realisation of humanity’s potential and purpose, is a transfor-
mative process which works from the ‘inside out’. When human persons
are transformed, then their relational actions towards creation and others
are existentially changed as well. Social ethics are thus based on personal
transformation, on making the Kingdom of God present ‘by redeeming
and transfiguring the world’, to quote Armenian Orthodox ethicist Vigen
Guroian.16

However, the mistake often made in the East (and in traditional Chris-
tianity in general) is to assume that the dichotomy between present and
eschaton is so sharp that two different norms must exist, one for this life
and another for the resurrection. Nothing could be further from the truth.
Only our eschatological existence can be normative for humanity: we are
called to seek the Kingdom of God. Historically, Christianity has recognised
this in the monastic lifestyle, which is a leap into an eschatological human
existence where sexual differentiation is abolished and humanity lives in
harmony with creation in a life of communion with God.

But monasticism is not the only way to live eschatologically in the
present. All of us are called to mediate the various elements of creation and
to mediate between the created and the divine. This is a process, a manner
of existence, which must begin in the here-and-now, even if it will not be
ultimately fulfilled until the eschaton. And thismanner of existence has con-
sequences. As Chrysostom and Maximos have noted, distinctions of class,
race, and sex will not exist eschatologically because they are not ontologi-
cally part of ourmake-up as human beings. Therefore, if human society does
not allow all human persons to express uniquely and distinctively the work
of the Spirit, of uncreated grace, then it is impeding humanity’s fulfilment
of God’s purpose and plan. The functional equality of all human persons is
based not on political rights but on humanity’s shared purpose as mediator.
Each person fulfils that purpose in a unique and personal way but, as
Maximos pointed out, that personal distinctiveness cannot be understood in
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terms of sexual differences which restrict certain traits or qualities to
those of only one sex. Thus, any type of human inequality interferes with
humanity’s ability to fulfil its ordained purpose as mediator. And, any ex-
ploitation of creation is an existential denial of that very purpose. Thus,
human inequalities and ecological degradations rightly are called sins. They
are a denial of human nature and purpose as God intended it.

conclusion

So, I have proposed a peculiar kind of feminist eschatology which is
simultaneously like and unlike both patriarchal and feminist Western es-
chatologies. It is eschatology based on a circular, Eastern model of doing
theology: start with God, move to creation (including humanity), and then
bring creation back to God. We start with an understanding of God as ex-
isting in a community of distinct persons unified in mutually indwelling
love. That love extends beyond God’s own Self to the creation of a universe
distinct from God and yet connected to God, a universe whose existence and
meaning derives from its Creator. Humanity, created in the image of this
loving and personally differentiated God, occupies a special place within
this creation as a mediator, combining the physical existence of inorganic
creation with the vivifying soul of organic creation and the intellectual and
spiritual faculties of the spiritual world. Human beings are bodily crea-
tures who participate simultaneously in the life of physical creation and
of noetic (intellectual/spiritual) creation. We have a purpose, a calling – to
unite the differences and distinctions of the created world within ourselves,
not abolishing these distinctions, but bringing them together in an inter-
related network which we then, through the person of Jesus Christ, unite
with the Divine.

However, the radical nature of the eschatological fulfilment of this me-
diatorial purpose does not relieve us of current responsibilities. Far from
it: the existential character of our personal and corporate human nature as
mediator of creation precludes any notion of waiting for some far-off, pro-
jected Second Coming. Mediation, like salvation, is not a one-time ‘event’
but an ongoing process, evolving and developing eternally. Its point of de-
parture, its beginning, is now because our human nature, as it exists now, is
meant to serve as conduit between the Creator and creation. ‘The Kingdom
of heaven is at hand.’ Salvation is transformational, not merely reforma-
tive. Personal salvation, the salvation of the human community, and the
salvation of creation are inextricably linked through a circular dance of
love: God’s self-emptying love pours continually out of God’s own Self to
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creation, while humanity acts as the lens focussing the energy and love of
God’s creation and redirecting it back to God in a never-ending cycle of
renewal and transformation.
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