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INTRODUCTION
Today,

in community with our sisters, we are coming to the

place in our identity process where we know the intended meaning of
humility and righteousness—sides of the same coin.
two

sides

of this

psyche/pneuma,

coin,

all;

this

is

mind and spirit,

aspect of our identity.
of

there

coin

is

And like the

another two-sided coin named

and this

coin contains

another

The third coin is the most precious coin
named HE/SHE

and

is

the

fullness

of

the

likeness we were created to image, the likeness we are called to
become, the full-dimensioned expression of our God—no longer seen
only as HE, but now including the feminine dimension of divinity,
SHE.
In researching these areas of identity, I found from reading,
reflecting on personal

experience,

women's

basic

stories,

some

and

hypotheses

from

listening to other

were

apparent

in

the

development of feminine psychological and spiritual identity.

In

this "Year of the Woman," women have come to the forefront in the
fields of education,

business,

politics and also in the church.

Therefore, I believe it is appropriate to look at the feminine in
regard to spiritual and psychological beliefs and
human beings, particularly female beings.

1

identities as

It is in light of these

beliefs that I share these hypotheses to which I have come to give
credence.
First: We are religious (God-seeking) beings.
true from the earliest records we have,

e.g.

This has been

from the caves of

Lascaux, France and the pottery and scripts of ancient Mesopotamian
and Egyptian civilizations.
Second:

Now women are interpreting and translating from an

alternative perception their history as women and religious beings.
In the twentieth century,
opportunity

women have attained the education and

long denied them to

read

and to

look

into ancient

records, scripture, the writings of early civilizations, and church
history records.
music,

They have begun to translate and examine the art,

and writings of developing civilizations from a feminine

perspective.

Women have sought and found new writings and diaries

written by women from antiquity on, long buried, and ignored.

This

information has led women to look at themselves and their world in
a new way.

These historical roots are a source of generational

identity that need to be considered in the total picture.
Third:

As women seek new identity of how they fit into their

world and relate to others, they will seek new directions for their
lives

as

equals

in God's

creation.

Creator, as a source of affirmation,

Women

look

to

God,

their

and they are calling out to

God and to history for answers to the basic questions of their
value and identity as females.

God is answering women by revealing

a new understanding of who they are as daughters and who they are
<

in the feminine creation of God.
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Therefore,

I believe the degree to which women are able to

find their true identity in their Creator will determine the degree
of wholeness in which they are able to function,
personal

lives

and

ability

to

attain

results

on

our

in relations
this

society

both in their

in their communities.

wholeness

will

as

assume

women

also

responsibility and bearers of the culture.

have

their

Women's

far-reaching

roles

of

equal

This new understanding

from the feminine dimension will challenge and is already changing
the way business

is

done,

the way we

educate,

the way we

see

ourselves in history, the way we carry out and make laws and the
way we relate to each other.

Because of this influence,

it is

imperative for women to be able to lead and to use authority with
the humaneness and

love which God

intended,

exemplified

in the

feminine identity of God.
Stanley

Hauerwas,

contends Jesus'

in

his

book

A

Community

of

Character,

identity is revealed through his relationship to

God, his vocation comes from the depth of his being, his authority
and identity are inseparable .

.

. his whole self a participation

in God's purpose for him (Hauerwas, 45).
This kind of identity and authority needs to be developed by
the women of today—so rooted in the Creator that our whole self is
a participation in God's purpose for us.
These far-reaching effects of rootedness in our Divine Creator
will not just influence the behavior of women, but will result in
more freedom for both men and women,
who we are created to become.

allowing each of us to seek

Rootedness in God will result in the
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affirmation of both women and men as God's creatures—created in
love, out of love, to function with reverence and respect for all
God's creation.
The character and content of this thesis center on the aspects
of identity—emotional, cognitive, historical and spiritual—that
are necessary in the developmental process of humans, in this case,
female.

Identity

opportunities,

is

illustrated

methods,

and

in

social

the

language,

attitudes,

educational

in

the

very

psychological patterns developed by women as they seek the mystery
of what is female.

The fact is much of our identity, in conscious

and unconscious ways, is influenced by the patriarchal culture in
which we live and our patriarchal image of God.

For women,

the

fact that God includes the feminine has not had great influence on
their identity because the feminine was less evident.

Women do not

equate empowerment and authority as part of their natural character
development because the affirmation of this authority has been deemphasized.

However,

affirmation of our authority

in God will

allow women to relate to other women and to the men of their world
in a more holistic way.
The areas of study I have selected for consideration in this
paper

include

developmental,
illustrate

three
systems,

some

of

the

types

of

psychological

and psychological testing.
opinions

about

the

approaches:
These models

process

of

gender

identity development in human beings and the differences between
this development in the male and the female.

e
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Another

area

of

reflection

historical roots on feminine
periods

of

history:

includes

identity,

Biblical

Times,

contemporary women's influence.

the

as

influence

illustrated

the

Middle

of

our

in three

Ages,

and

The wide range of cultural and

historical periods available made it imperative for me to narrow
the

focus

to

include

specific

examples

from

these

periods

of

history in order to prevent this paper from being unduly long.
In the area of spiritual-identity exploration, I have included
both the theoretical aspects and the experiential process applied
to

our

spiritual

growth possibilities.

The

fine

line

between

psychological and spiritual identity and the influences that affect
it seems to blend and overlap,
becomes almost non-existent.

to where the identity definition

However, it seems our identity, like

our personality, is not sectioned neatly into concise compartments
easily defined and understood.
The examples I have shown are drawn from references in the
writings

of

women

psychologists,

the

writings

in

scripture,

writings of Church fathers and mothers, down through the years to
theologians, teachers, and authors of today, who all speak to these
issues.

I

hope the

information contained herein will

form an

interwoven pattern that will give us new insights about the texture
and quality of the fabric that makes up the female creation of our
God.
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Chapter 1.

PSYCHOLOGICAL IDENTITY:
Three Aspects of Psychological Opinion to Consider:
Developmental, Systems, and Testing.

Identity
factors.

is

a

complex

issue

that

Human identity starts at birth.

developmental

process

would

argue

is

influenced

by

many

Some in this field of

identity

starts

even

before

birth.
Humans

are rational,

symbol-making beings.

This

rational

thought and need for symbols are part of a need to communicate and
relate to others and to ourselves.

We are unique in being able to

evaluate and think about self at the same time self is functioning;
i.e., we stand back and watch ourselves think.
This

communication process

starts

through

our

senses

and

continues into our minds as we respond to the evaluations of this
information (Kaplan, 120).

Some pre-natal researchers believe this

may even begin with the tones of the parents' voices before birth.
Regardless of the exact age, humans seem to begin to perceive and
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judge their place in this world,

their relation to others,

very

early in the process of existence (Kaplan, 120, 121).
Our

perception

of

self,

however,

separate

from

mother's identity until we are between one and two years old.

This

is better known as the "terrible twos."
independence as a person;

does

not

At this age we assert our

it becomes the age of statements like,

"No!", "I do it myself!", "Me, see!", all vehement affirmations of
the rise of the consciousness of ME, the individual.

Still ME is

the individual in relation to you and your response to ME. With the
response of others, especially parents, to the child the perception
of the child's

identity continues to emerge.

Parents who have

watched this intricate, fascinating development of personhood take
place in their child understand what a miraculous process this is.
The

relational

influences

called

Systems—family

systems,

cultural systems, social systems—all play their part and bear some
responsibility in the type of persons we become, how we perceive
ourselves, the reality in which identity takes place.
One theory of this process of identity is the stage theory of
development used by Carol Gilligan, Nancy Chodorow and others in
Gilligan's book,

In A Different Voice. Over a ten-year period of

study of human behavior, Ms. Gilligan began hearing two different
voices,
other.

two

modes

of

describing

relationship

between

self

and

She began also to notice recurrent problems in interpreting

women's development, and to connect these problems to the repeated
exclusion of women from theory-building studies of psychological
research.

Ms. Gilligan goes on to relate:
7

•

The different voice I describe is characterized not by
gender but theme.
Its association with women is an
empirical observation, and it is primarily through
women's voices that I trace its development.
But this
association is not absolute, and the contrasts between
male and female voices are presented here to highlight a
distinction between two modes of thought and to focus a
problem of interpretation rather than to represent a
generalization about either sex (Gilligan, 2).
Ms. Gilligan uses more than one study to build the assumptions
of her research.

They include a random study of college students

and a rights and responsibilities study of both males and females,
matched for age,
class.

The

intelligence,

focus

of

her

education,

research

was

occupation and social
to

provide

a

representation of women's development that pertains to

clearer
identity

formation and moral development.
Perceptions internalized in women's life cycle help them to
order and make relevant the experiences of their lives as they take
place,

and include their changing needs and the reality of daily

lif e.
In her studies, Ms. Gilligan contends the changing needs and
perceptions of women in the same situation as men were different
and often discounted as irrelevant.

Women may not speak out about

their viewpoint, and often they accommodate a different perception
without analyzing their own as valid.

•

Psychological theorists have fallen . . . into the same
observational bias. Implicitly adopting the male life as
the norm, they have tried to fashion women out of a
masculine cloth.
It all goes back, of course, to Adam
and Eve—a story which shows, among other things, that if
you make a woman out of a man, you are bound to get into
trouble.
In the life cycle, as in the Garden of
8

Eden, the woman has been the deviant (Gilligan, 6).
Ms.

Gilligan

goes

on

to

say

developmental differences she has
effect

of

the

individuation

that

found

process

one

the

greatest

in her research

from

boundaries of male and female children.

of

Mother

on

is the

the

ego

She also contends Freud,

Erickson, Kohlberg and others have failed to observe or research
from any point of view other than male.
Nancy

Chodorow

on

the

nearly

Gilligan goes on to quote

universal

differences

that

characterize personality in the first three years of development in
a social environment experienced differently by male and female
children.
In any given society, feminine personality comes to
define itself in relation and connection to other people
more than masculine personality does (Chodorow, 44).
Ms. Gilligan,

along with Ms.

individuation process,
young

male

Chodorow,

contends that in the

in order to establish male identity,

necessarily

establishes

more

rigid

and

the

permanent

boundaries on the self than his female sibling who continues to
identify self in relation to Mother and therefore develops a more
relational perception of self-in-relation-to other.

The hypothesis

derived from the differences in perception of self are rooted to a
substantial degree in this process that usually takes place at a
very young age—in her words, "... with rare exception, firmly and
irreversibly established for both sexes by the time a child
around three"
Gilligan,

is

(Gilligan, 7).
again referring to Nancy Chodorow's arguments of

masculine bias in psychological theory contends, "this doesn't mean
9

£

the boundaries of women are weaker,” only that girls emerge from
this process with a built-in empathy definition of self-identity
equated to the relational perception retained in the individuation
process which males do not retain.

From this point on,

because

girls are largely parented by a person of the same gender,

they

continue

from

to

experience

themselves

as

less

differentiated

Mother than boys (Gilligan, 8).
Of

course,

many

studies

socialization

process

developmental

processes.

elementary school

that

are

affects
Janet

children,

now

relating

males

Lever,

observed

and
in

sex

a

the

different

females
1976

study

differences

games and structure of play-time activities.

in

the
of

in play,

In relation to games,

Ms. Lever noted boys played outdoors more, played longer, played in
more competitive, more age-heterogeneous groups, with higher levels
of skill than girls.

She also noted boys quarreled more and solved

quarrels by repeat-the-play or stand-off type competition, winnertake-all, and that they seemed to enjoy the disruption and argument
of debate.

With girls, a dispute tended to end the game.

Girls

also tended to regard a rule as a means to facilitate the end and
when it failed to do that it was revised or disbanded.

Girls were

also

discordant

seen

to

be

more

accepting

and

tolerant

in

situations and more willing to make exceptions (Gilligan,

10).

Criticism of Erikson's adolescent identity process and crises
are again voiced after more recent adolescent studies of females
which have been compared to those of males.
*

In these studies,

identity precedes intimacy and generativity for the males, and for
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female identity was seen to go along with intimacy; as the female
comes

into herself,

she is identified through her relationships

with others.
The hero myth is an archetypal explanation of the adolescent
male

identity

process.

The

Snow

White,

Sleeping

Beauty

myth

becomes the archetypal legend of the female adolescent identity—an
inner developmental process—of deepening understanding.

A more

active identity scenario, the Woman Warrior, expressed today in the
Wonder

Woman

Legend,

is

also

apparent.

But,

in

the

active

adventure myths women are encouraged to dress like men and operate
like men to embark on such adventures.
Part

of

adolescence,

the

process

of

self-actualization,

in

is made possible by the development of the identity

within each of us, the process of becoming.
spent

started

Much of our lives is

in significant interpersonal relationships with an actual

other.

We are held by our mothers,

sung to by our fathers.

learn to give our love to friends, mates,
siblings,

and we

learn to relate

children, parents,

at work with

our

We
and

colleagues.

Women share these experiences and share a relational identity in
these experiences.
Women carry these experiences of relationship within them,
even when no one seems to be present.
internalize

aspects

of

significant

From the beginning,

others

in

our

lives.

we
We

identify with our parents, emulate our peers, aspire to become like
our heroines in substantial or superficial ways.

Some of those

with whom we have relationships are real physical presences in our
11

lives; others are mythical figures, or figures of history.

Little

girls can imagine a relationship with Wonder Woman even though they
never will, or can, actually meet her.

And the development of a

little girl's self is partly formed in this imaginary relationship
with the mythical Wonder Woman, as much as if it is in the physical
world where she jumps rope with her friends.

The same applies to

a

Eleanor

hero-worship

of

Katherine,

The

Great,

Roosevelt,

Hildegard of Bingen, or other figures we seek to emulate.
As

we

"take

intrapsychically.

in"

these

others,

we

carry

them

with

us

These internalized, intrapsychic representations

of others, at the highest level of adaptation, give form to our ego
identity.

The nature of being human is to be in relationship with

all these internalized others, as well as with actual others.

Dr. Ann Wilson Schaef,

nationally known psychotherapist,

is

co-founder of the Women's Institute of Alternative Psychotherapy
and conducts private practice in Boulder, Colorado.
studies involve a cultural systems theory.

Dr. Schaef's

In her book, Women's

Reality. Dr. Schaef contends that women have not normally trusted
or liked each other.

This is caused,

in past generations, by the

competition between women for protectors.

Many times women's need

for security and protection in order to survive depended upon men.
An equal part of this whole issue was the fact that if survival
depended on men,

other women were not only competition,

but the

only safe persons to blame for problems.
Because of this competitive climate,

women have not sought

affirmation or support from each other, and seldom received it from
12

male counterparts.

This resulted in hindered growth and maturation

of the Female System and delayed recognition of a need for its
existence.
Women often say that they are reluctant to trust another woman
or believe another woman is competent.

Women believe that being

female is being born of an inferior guality, they are not like men;
therefore,

they

are

second

class.

Dr.

"Original Sin of Being Born Female."

Schaef

Dr.

calls

Schaef

this

goes

on

the
to

explain that this sin is perceived as the myth that:
.
. . Being born female means to be born innately
inferior, damaged and flawed by others (males) of the
world in which we live—our personal reality.
I am not implying that this must remain so, but I do
believe that we must know this and understand it as a
given before it can be worked through and put to rest...
(Schaef, 23) .
Dr.

Schaef

also

contends

that

male

therapists

cannot

understand what this conception of innate inferiority feels like
because

it

penetrates

women's

whole

being,

regardless

of

how

educated or competent these women may be, and is not received from
anything they have done, or not done (Schaef, 27).
We

conclude

from

perception

of

what

Therefore,

in every

it

this
is

aspect

themselves or each other.

information

to

be

female

of

their

that
means

being,

women's
"I

women

am
do

basic

flawed."
not value

This perception is much like the basic

perception of Blacks or Native Americans.

There is nothing we can

do about the color of our skin or the sex of our being.

If we are

white, it is very difficult if not impossible to imagine what it is
like to be black in a white society.
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By the same token, if we are

male we can never really know what it is like to grow up female in
a patriarchal culture.
The basic reason for this perception of the
female,

according to Dr.

Schaef,

flaw of being

is that there are two systems

relating to our world and to each other at work in our world:

the

female system, which can also be known as the Alternative system,
and

the

male

system,

which

can

also

be

known

as

the

Dominant

system.
Many therapists, who deal with the intrapersonal approach with
their clients, consider the first five years of a person's life as
the basic shaping period for personality development.
basically
Today,

we

determines
have

who

also

a

come

person
to

will

believe

become
that

in

This period
the

future.

interpersonal,

the

environment we continue to live and grow in and the people of that
environment,

is as important as the inner-directed knowledge.

It

is while working with clients in both of these styles of therapy
that Dr. Schaef came to be aware of the two systems.
Let me explain what I mean by the White Male System.
It
is the system in which we live, and in it, the power and
influence are held by white males.
This system did not
happen overnight,
nor was
it the result of
the
machinations of only a few individuals, we all not only
let it occur but participated in its development.
Nevertheless, the White Male System is just that:
a
system. We all live in it, but it is not reality. It is
not the way the world is.
Unfortunately, some of us do
not recognize that it is a system and think it is reality
or the way the world is (Schaef, 2).
But, whatever name we use, this Dominant System is the System
that

controls

our

culture,

makes

our

laws,

establishes

educational practices, runs our economics, sets our salaries.
14

our
In

other words, this System rules our world, our present reality and
it places most males in power.1

This Dominant System can be rather like pollution:

when you

have lived for a time in the middle of it, you cannot see, smell or
taste it.
not

It is your normal existence.

natural

existence

until

you

You are unaware that it is

remove

yourself

from

it

and

experience non-pollution, or in this case, non-White Male System.
Native Americans have always challenged this system.
now aware of it and have challenged it,
Beautiful."

maintaining:

Blacks are
"Black is

They are both recognizing and affirming their own

system of identity.
Successful women

in our culture have had to buy into this

cultural system and become "like men" in order to compete in the
job market and

succeed.

But the truth

is

that

even with this

pseudo-identity switch, they are still paid seventy cents for every
dollar paid to a male working the same position.
the role switch does not really work.

Therefore, even

Blacks have not accepted

this system as much, and so are still mostly disenfranchised, and
Native Americans,

who

have melded

the

least,

have

almost

been

exterminated outright.

‘The men who do not fit this System are largely those who are
homosexual, or those of another race.
So, we can see from this,
that sexism is more than just a phrase (Schaef,3).
15

The first myth is that this Dominant System is the only
thing that exists.
Because of this, the beliefs and
perceptions of other systems - especially the Female
System - are seen as sick, bad, crazy, stupid, ugly, and
incompetent.2

In the Dominant System, the prevalent belief is that their way
is the only relevant way things can or should be done.

It usually

is played out in the unwritten (and written) corporate rules, the
theory or method in the research manual, the curriculum and method
in the educational system, and the "head of the household," in the
family system.
Once someone is sure that the way in which he (or she)
sees the world is the way things are, then he (or she)
perceives any differences of opinion as threatening.
This results in a closed system and a rigid approach to
life in which all differences must be discounted,
disparaged, or destroyed.
No one is allowed to explore
them or use them as opportunities for new growth because
their very existence jeopardizes the most basic myth of
the White Male System - that it is the right and only way
of life without which there would be nothing (Schaef, 9) .

Almost every woman has heard expressions such as, "Isn't that
just like a woman, she doesn't have any idea that you don't do it
that way!",

or "Women drivers,

you'd think they never read the

Drivers Manual; never know what they'll do next!", or It'll never
work that way; why can't you do it right?"
hear:

Even in sports, females

"She throws like a girl; why can't she learn to throw the

ball the right way?" and, "She runs just like a girl; no wonder she
2This myth is damaging in two ways.
It limits women who want
to explore their own perception and abilities, and it limits men
who want to experience and learn from them (Schaef, 8).
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can't

go

as

fast!"

We

can

see

from

these

banal,

everyday

expressions, that many males think their way is the only way.
The second myth is that the System is innately superior.
(Schaef, 9).
The people who dominate and control this System want to stay
in power; they have convinced themselves and almost everyone else
that this

is reality.

challenges

the

Anyone not part of this

system

is

classed

as

society, and systematically removed.

inferior

system,
or

a

or who

danger

to

One need only look at what

happened to Jesus and the early Christians who challenged this
System.

Women,

Blacks,

and Native Americans who challenge the

status-quo also seem to come under the destructive ridicule and
stereotyping

mind-set

that

tries

to

render

their

challenge

ineffective.

This may be some of the reason that a large part of

our poor, disadvantaged, and people in prison, are either Female,
Black or Native American.

The third myth is that the System knows and understands
everything.
This is one reason why women so frequently
look to men for advice and direction.
Both sexes
genuinely believe that men should and do know it all.
(Schaef, 9).
This mind-set is also a tool of control.

In order to stay in

control, anyone or anything that is different,
the

status

quo,

is

labelled

"bad,

crazy,

or who challenges

weird"—they

become

stereotyped in a derogatory manner so as to undermine any influence
or

authority

that

they

may

achieve.

The

victims

stereotyping are Blacks, Native Americans, Asians,
anyone who does not fit the mold.
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of

this

and Women,

or

Unfortunately, even the members

of these groups believe the lies of the stereotypes, much like the
victims believe they deserve to be abused by their abuser.
Because of the exclusivity of this System,

other people who

want to be true to their own identity have had to form their own
system,

(Black, Native American, Chicano, Asian,

and Female)

try to live outside the Dominant System as much as possible.

and
Some

of this need for help has resulted in various forms of support
groups or, in the case of Blacks, Chicanos and Asians, gangs, which
have developed because living outside of this system is rather like
trying

to

avoid

addiction,

or

the

being

addictive
an

process

underground

of

alcoholism

guerilla

and

force

drug

trying

to

overthrow the government.

One's whole lifestyle needs to change in

order

negative-thinking habits.

to

avoid

the

old,

Therefore,

support groups, or gangs, are a vehicle for this type of protection
and growth.
The fourth and final myth of the System is that it
is possible to be totally logical,
rational.
and
objective.
One must continually overcome and deny any
tendencies toward illogical, irrational, subjective, or
intuitive thoughts or behaviors.
Members of the System
spend a lot of time and energy telling women that females
are by nature not logical, rational, or objective. Often
they do so in highly emotional ways! (Schaef, 10).
Many men go to great lengths to elaborate how logical and
rational they are, and yet when their six-year-old son or daughter
asks about a privilege they want for the tenth time, they roar back
at their child:

"No, because I said so!"

rational,

logical

involved.

This

behavior,
scenario,

without
while
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not

Now, of course, this is

any

unnecessary

necessarily

only

emotions
a

male

response,

illustrates that some men are also emotional, not just

logical, rational, and controlled.
This System seems to need black/white thinking.
Things
have to be either this way or that.
One must be either
superior or inferior. One must be either one-up or onedown. . . .
Another assumption that this statement
reveals is that the only way the world can be is the way
the male sees it (Schaef, 11, 12).
The supposition that one must be one-up or one-down, superior
or

inferior,

is a

frightening one.

How debilitating

it

is to

believe one's worth is contained in the belief that he/she must be
superior and in control or chaos will reign.

Very few experimental

or alternative opinions can be allowed with this attitude.
Because of this collective, pervasive stereotyping, the need
to

control

survival

the

of

the

truth

of

male

his

and

myth

his

has

System.

become

essential

Women

have

to

the

therefore

developed many ways to cope with the deficit of being born female.
Many of them are ingenious and designed to mask the appearance of
a belief of inferiority.
One

of

these

ingenious

masks

is

the

development

incredible capacity to remember details of events.

of

an

Watch a couple

telling a story about an event in their lives and watch who turns
to whom for corroboration of the events of

the

story.

Almost

without exception, the husband will turn to the wife who has been
listening patiently to her husband's recital of the story and say,
"Wasn't that right, honey?
for dinner? .

.

Now what was that place that we stopped

.," and the wife will relate the interior decor,
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what they ate, the music that was playing, which songs they danced
to (if any), and various other details of the evening.
The reason women developed this memory for details of events
was to prove the facts that surround their very existence.

In an

argument of who is right and who is wrong, usually women back down
first because they innately believe they are "a wrong" to begin
with, and men need to be one-up or they perceive themselves to be
one-down, or inferior.
Many women feel that if they follow the rules carefully and
don't rock the boat,

they will be approved of and accepted,

at

least as pseudo-men.

Even with our striving to become like men,

women still do not function in the approved male mode according to
historical

writings

psychology.
Erickson,

of

the

White

Male

System

in

the

area

of

Seldom do the men of psychology agree with the women.

Kolberg,

Jung

and

Freud

are

all

criticized

that

the

results of their findings in the study of human behavior are from
the male point

of view,

without exception.

Sigmund

Freud was

quoted as saying:
I cannot escape the notion (though I hate to give it
expression) that for women the level of what is ethically
normal is different from what it is in men.
Their
superego is never so inexorable, so impersonal, so
independent of its emotional origins as we require it to
be in men. Character traits which critics of each epoch
have brought against women—that they show less sense of
justice than men, that they are less ready to submit to
the great necessities of life, that they are often
influenced in their judgment by feelings of affection or
hostility—all these would be amply accounted for by the
modification in the formation of their superego which we
have already inferred (Gutman, 78) .
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This quote illustrates the rigidity of the superego in males
and

by

comparison,

the

qualities

"found

wanting"

in

women.

Needless to say, Freud found very few positives in the character
traits of women.

No wonder, even in therapy, women have continued

to be convinced of their original sin of not being male, until very
recently.
An illustration of another reason for the belief that females
are of less value was documented on Sixty Minutes,

in January of

1993 which featured a documentary on the number of abortions that
are performed on pregnancies of female fetuses.

The findings were

that literally millions of female babies were being aborted and
mothers being killed so husbands could remarry a woman who would
bear male

babies.

I

was

shocked

to

learn

that

in modern-day

societies such as China and India these kinds of cultural attitudes
continue to convince women they are secondary beings, or less than
human.

Sadly,

even

in

America,

many

times

boy

babies

are

preferred, and the males are the inheritors of the family business
and property more often than not.

In Orthodox Judaism, there still

exits a prayer that says something like, "Thank you, Lord, that I
was not born a woman."
Our third researcher,

Gutman,

studies cross-cultural

lines

into the cultures of Native American and also South American males.
Gutman,

in his report on psychological testing responses,

shows

that there are major differences in the way men and women in our
system respond to these tests, and some of his findings of why he
thinks this is so.
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A comparison of the responses of normal American
males
and
females
to
the
same
set
of
Thematic
Apperception Test (TAT) cards leads me to agree with
Freud's description,
if not with his "id-centered"
explanation, of the "female" approach to the world. For
example—as Freud might have predicted—I found that
women are indeed more unpredictable and personalizing
than men in their handling of the relatively ambiguous
TAT stimuli. Men tend to approach the cards as a kind of
puzzle or an exercise of the imagination. By and large,
they realize that their stories, however reasonable, are
at best possible interpretations and reflect their own
imagination as much as the features of the stimulus.
Thus, implicitly at least, men tend to take personal
responsibility for their imaginings, which are recognized
as such. But women tend not to maintain such a rational
perspective or such distance and instead respond to the
cards as if they actually are vivid or troubling events,
rather than possible representations of them.
For
example, women may be disturbed by situations that they
first read into the cards and then experience as a real
event, separate from themselves and "out there."
Thus
women finish their stories with "I hope things turn out
well for them" or "A boy like that should get what he
deserves!" (Gutman, 78)
In spite of the fact Gutman is a male researcher, his studies
seem to be more fair and impartial than most, and his conclusions
and results bear much scrutiny and evaluation as they bring to
light many issues Dr. Schaef, and Carol Gilligan, also put forth.
In contrast to the male approach,
the female
approach lacks those qualities that are presumably
fundamental to the secondary processes of the ego and, by
extension, to successful adaption:
delay, objectivity,
and especially boundary. That is for women the boundary
between self and other, or between the object and the
emotion pertinent to that object, seems more tenuous or
more permeable than is true for men. The world of women,
as they map it onto the TAT, tends to be a metaphor - an
extension of the affective reaction aroused in them by
stimulating agents and events in their relevant domain.
Thus, for women, stimulus, appraisal, and the reaction
are bonded together as parts of a continuous experience
(Gutman, 79).
Gutman goes on to say that women lack the fundamental process
of ego, called boundary.

This finding presupposes that without
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necessary boundaries, and the opportunities to live in a way to set
boundaries,

women

will

have

great

difficulty

in

determining

identity as individuals, and not as an extension of another person
(i.e., male, husband, father, or God).
It seems Gutman also found correlation in relating and ego
identity

between women

and

Native

American

and

South

American

cultures that are all outside of the White Male System.
Thus, as with urban American women. I found among
Maya and Navajo men the same tendencies to personalize
the world, to confuse an imaginative construction with
the stimulus that prompted that construction, and to
confound what came from the self with what pertained to
the stimulus.
Like the better-adjusted American women,
many
culturally normal,
reasonably
contented,
and
competent Indian men lacked clear ego boundaries.
Paradoxically, the male Indian examples eventually
helped me to understand both the prevalence and the
adaptive consequences of diffuse boundaries for American
women. At the Indian sites I began to see an equivalence
between social process and ego process that prompted the
generalization that the Indian psychosocial ecology and
the Indian ego were extensions of each other. The Indian
ego seemed to be an internal continuation—a restatement
in subjective terms—of a world that had organized its
ways of receiving and creating experience.
Now I could
better understand that the low-boundary aspect of
American women's ego functioning might be the result of
a similar adaptive fit between the female ego and its
special psychoecological circumstances (Gutman, 80).
Gutman continues that alternative ego development,

such as

that in women or Native Americans, is very different from that of
the allocentric ego development of the White Male.
basing much of his

Gutman is also

information on the development

of women

pertains to the past several hundred years.
The autocentric quality of preliterate life is
engendered by physical isolation.
The typical villager
does not have much contact with foreigners, and his
familiars are literally alternative versions of himself.
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as

In them he finds his own history, his own preoccupations,
and his own values and beliefs.
To the extent that his
world extends him in this fashion, it is autocentric.
The world of the urban American woman—if her role
is primarily domestic—can in the same sense be self
extending and autocentric. Even in the midst of the city
the domestic environment is to some degree separate from
its surroundings. As a distinct but informal subculture
it reflects in large part the wishes, tastes, and
schedules of the homemaker who is central to its
maintenance.
Furthermore,
her children are quite
literally extensions of herself, just as she is a
physical extension of the mother who trained her for
domesticity and motherhood.
Like her mother,
the
homemaker deals in her domestic sphere with a world of
her own making—a world that extends her and that thereby
meets the criteria for autocentricity (Gutman, 83).
In a comparison of Autocentric ego development and Allocentric
ego development,

the comparisons sound very much like the White

Male System versus the Female System.
more

perceptions

into

the

major

The following will give us

differences

between

the

two

orientations:
Autocentric:

Time

Autocentric time is linked to concrete events and cycles.
A person judges where he is, timewise, according to the
point he has reached in a familiar action sequence. Thus
time is defined by a personal schedule in regard to some
familiar activity.
Attention is fixed on immediate
events, not on intangible, still unreal, future events.

Allocentric:

Time

Allocentric time is abstracted from the events that are
ordered by it.
It is a fixed standard, against which
variable events are compared and measured. Time for the
performance of present actions is regulated according to
the time remaining for
;he completion of the total
program (Gutman, 84, 85).
Gutman

continues

identification

in

his

in personality

assessment

of

development.
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the

two

styles

of

The

allocentric

is

related more to male personality development, while the autocentric
pattern is more often the case of females and persons of other
cultures, such as Native Americans.
Autocentric:

Self and Other

In the tightly knit and emotionally charged autocentric
domain, enduring relationships among friends, kin, and
enemies arouse, focus, and maintain important motives and
their attendant affects. The person feels strongly about
others and often interprets their behaviors and affects
as being reactive to and reciprocal to his own longing,
fear, or rage.
He predicts the other in terms of the
wishes, fears, and fantasies he bears toward him.
He
sees the complement, the denial, or the elaboration of
his
own emotion in the
object of that
emotion.
Accordingly, when persistent interaction takes place
around shared emotions, there is necessarily a blurring
of self-other distinctions and of ego boundaries.
The
external world becomes, to some degree, an implicit
metaphor of his feelings toward it.
The object changes
according to the emotional context in which it is
experienced.
Allocentric:

Self and Other

A persistent sense of self-other distinctions is likely
to be generated and maintained by unpredictable settings-by a "world one never made."
In this relatively
alienated setting, the person is constantly reminded of
self-other discontinuities:
of purpose, fantasy, and
interpretation.
He learns that he can achieve personal
goals only by dealing with agents that have direction,
logic, and structure of their own.
He knows that he
cannot, merely by wish or fantasy, influence the world
beyond the immediate boundaries of his self.
He
experiences the object or agent "out there" as having a
relatively constant nature, despite his shifting feelings
toward it.
The self is also objectified, reviewed from
the perspectives of the "other," and revised accordingly.
You will notice in these studies that however unbiased Gutman
attempts

to

be,

he

refers

to

all

persons

in

the

male

whether the characteristics are allocentric or autocentric.

gender,
Maybe

this is still another example of women becoming the invisible sex.
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In Women's Reality, Dr. Schaef relates to the Female System as
an emerging system in our society today—brought about by the more
public involvement of women.
tend

to

agree

on many

of

Women from very different backgrounds
these

issues

with

much

clarity

and

commonality in their views.
In defining time, many of Dr. Schaef's views echo or correlate
with the views of Gutman on differences between Autocentric and
Allocentric ego development and Schaef's Emerging Female System and
White Male System.
In the White Male System, time is perceived as the
numbers on the clock.
In other words, men believe that
the numbers on the clock are real and that time itself is
nothing more than what those numbers measure.
Five
minutes egual five minutes; one hour eguals one hour; one
week equals one week; and so on. Time is what the clock
or calendar measures. One who accepts this believes that
it is possible to be early, late, or on time, and that
these concepts have real meaning.
In the Female System—as well as in the other racial
systems mentioned earlier—time is perceived as a
process,
a
series
of
passages,
or
a
series
of
interlocking cycles which may or may not have anything to
do with the numbers on the clock. Frequently, the clock
is irrelevant and may even be seen as interfering with
the process of time.
Early, late, and on time are
concepts that have no real meaning (Schaef, 100).
In
System,

correlating

the

degree

of

emersion

into

it is interesting to note that in Dr.

the

Dominant

Schaef's studies,

white men are most supportive of the time system and usually arrive
on time, women about 15 minutes late, Blacks arrive within a half
hour,

Chicanos

and

Asian

Americans
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within

the

hour.

Native

Americans have become immersed the least and may arrive days or
even weeks late.3
None
wrong.

of

these

approaches to

time

is

necessarily

right

This is the difference between chronos and kairos.

can be useful.

or

Both

But when one is the way the world operates and the

other is labeled bad,

sick,

or crazy,

no one is free to use the

approach which best fits the situation at hand.

Sometimes, time

can be used more effectively when necessary tasks and duties are
cleared

up

before

starting

a

meeting

starting time has to be changed.
to

pull

themselves

out

of

or

seminar,

even

if

the

This would allow people the time

other mind

concentrate on the business at hand.

focuses

and

be

ready to

If everyone were mentally

present and functioning, more could be accomplished.

This might at

least be used as an alternate plan in specific situations.
Other focuses of the differences concern relationships.

Dr.

Schaef continues that in the Dominant System it is assumed that
every relationship has a superior/inferior aspect,
Alternative System,

while in the

relationships are conceived of as peer until

proven otherwise—especially among women who have come to know and
trust their own perceptions and trust this system.

The one-up and

3The following story is a typical illustration of the concept
of time for both women and Native Americans as opposed to the
concept of time in the Dominant male system. The Bureau of Indian
Affairs has traditionally had problems with the Native American
concept of time being based on the job to be done or the problem at
hand.
Often the Native American will arrive days or even weeks
late for a meeting.
When the Bureau officials complain, they are
told, "What are you concerned for, we are here now, and we will
stay until the problem is solved" (Schaef, 100).
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one-down perception rather than peer may cause what is perceived as
a relationship shuffle.
The relationship shuffle is a common experience for
White Male System persons. Whenever one of them meets a
Black or a woman (a person who is supposed to go onedown) who does not go one-down, his only option is to go
one-down himself—and he really resents it.
Women
managers often complain of this problem ....
I think
it is very important to realize how strongly white men
believe in their own System and its myths.
They are
thoroughly convinced that this . . . System is the only
reality, that it is innately superior, and that it knows
and understands everything.
They are also sure that it
is totally logical, rational, and objective.
As a
result, they are severely limited in their ability to
take in new information and have new experiences (Schaef,
107) .
Regarding the Center of Focus, or Gutman's definition of Self
versus Other, we find that the present Dominant System focuses on
self

and work—everything

else

priority and is secondary.

is

defined

Most males'

in

relation to

this

jobs take priority over

wives or family concerns.
In the Alternative System, as in the Autocentric System, the
self is reviewed from the perspective of others, or relationally.
In

Schaef's

Female

System,

the

Center

of

the

Universe

is

relationships, and everything is defined by relationships.
. . . This may be why women have historically not
achieved as much as men.
We tend to subordinate
ourselves and our work to our relationships (Schaef,
108) .
This

emerging

Alternative

System,

however,

includes

a

relationship with the self—something never present in our earlier
concepts of Female Systems.

While women continue to be aware of

others, their essence of self-awareness is a tenderness and respect

28

for self that allows them to be more tender and more respectful to
others.
Many women never have a relationship with their
selves because they have been taught that to do so is
selfish.
Or they never become aware of any self except
as it is other-defined.
Some women do acknowledge the
presence of an emergent, embryonic self, but they seldom
deem it worthy of a relationship.
When women...develop a sense of self, they...want to
explore it further. Since we do not have much experience
defining ourselves from within, others frequently see
this process as taking something valuable away from them.
This is not the case, however.
We are not subtracting
anything from those around us; we are simply drawing
toward ourselves. By developing a relationship with our
selves,
we
become
more
capable
of
meaningful
relationships with others.
This is a very different
definition of "self-centeredness" than that which is
experienced by the White Male System. When we make room
for ourselves, we can make more room for others! (Schaef,
112-113) .
Another

aspect

present System,

of

the

female

system,

is our definition of work.

different

from

the

In the Alternative

System, work is something done to earn money.

Or, it is a way we

contribute to our world, but it is not profit/power oriented, or a
definition

of

self.

However,

it

may

be

an

expression

of

our

creativity, humaneness or how we choose to serve.
Women orient their world in a relational way.
intimacy,

In the area of

the biggest difference between the Dominant System and

the emerging Alternate System may be that men perceive intimacy to
be

physically

close,

while

women

perceive

relationally close, based on sharing a life.

intimacy

to

be

This flows into the

different perceptions of love.
Men see love as a series of rituals, as seen in what he does
for a woman (supports her, buys presents, takes children so she can
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go out once a week, etc.).

Women, however, see love as a flow of

energy from heart (solar plexus) to heart, signified in the symbol
of infinity
energy,"

( (

added

)
to

and used

) /

a back and forth flow of "love-

by

each,

continual

give

and

take.

Rituals can be part of this process, but they are not the heart

of

it.
Pieces of this process can happen, but it is
necessary for continuous back-and-forth flowing, holding,
and building to occur for women to experience complete
loving. Needless to say, rituals are much more efficient
and far less time-consuming!
Both
persons
must
feel
somewhat
good
about
themselves in order for this flow to take place.
Both
persons must be allowed to express love from the modality
of their own System.
For example, if the man can only
perform rituals for his wife and not allow time for the
energy exchange, neither of them will experience love.
If the woman insists on the energy flow while refusing to
acknowledge or participate in loving rituals, neither of
them will experience love.
The relationship never
achieves its full richness, and both persons never
achieve their full happiness.
Both feel misunderstood
and unloved (Schaef, 120).
In the area of friendship,

the Relational System naturally

focuses on sharing of one's being and verbal intimacy.
basic respect, trust and knowing.

It involves

There is a balance present at

all times, a sense of equality.
In the area of commitment, there is also much difference.
The Dominant System sees commitment as incarceration,
freedom,
term.

and marriage as a narrowing of choices,

a loss of

or even a jail

The bachelor party or "last night of freedom" is an example

of this perception.
In the Female System, a committed relationship is a
covenant sealed by a pledge.
There is no implication
that
one's
freedom
is
"lost"—only
strengthened.
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Marriage is a step toward freedom, not away from it.
In
order to make this step, one must be an adult who has
freed herself or himself from the baggage of the White
Male System.
One must know oneself thoroughly to enter
into a covenant relationship (Schaef, 124).
The egocentric development of rigid boundaries of structure
may make commitment become defined in an even more rigid structure
of their lives with a lessening of ego-centered choices.

Also, the

one-up/one-down relating style makes for more rigidity and control
to stay one-up,

in control of the power.

The . . . Present System assumes that if one has, say,
20 units of power and gives 12 of them away, he (or she)
only has 8 units of power left.
The more one shares
power or gives it up to others, the less one has for
himself. There is only so much power available, and one
had better scramble for it and hoard it.
In the Alternative System, power is viewed in much
the same way as love.
It is limitless, and when it is
shared it regenerates and expands.
There is no need to
hoard it because it only increases when it is given away
(Schaef, 125).
Sometimes this limit of power is perceived much the same way
the male views a limit of love.
for me!

In the area

If some is divided it leaves less

of money,

too,

as

in power

and

love the

Dominant System views these issues as means of control, where the
Alternate System views these as means to an end or purpose—as in
relation to relative value.
In the areas of thought processing,
differences.

again,

there are many

In the White Male System, thought is perceived as a

linear process—moving from point A to B to C to Conclusion,
this is also a process of logic,

and

including linear process that is

hierarchical and list-oriented prioritizing:
Authority
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Vice Authority
Servant
The Alternative System is perceived as multi-dimensional and
multivariant, often related to by men as "scattered.11

The manner

in which data are interpreted and the language of the terms used
often are only a reflection of the bias of the researcher.

This

bias also pertains to the gender and type of subjects used in the
study.

The

value

judgments

of

gualified

patterns

of

thought

processes used to determine judgment and understanding are like
saying

a

person

reading).

can

learn

only

in

one

way

(example:

through

The fact that women evaluate in a multi-dimensional way

rather than linear, as men do, is not an evaluation of whether it
is better (superior), or worse (inferior).
The need to make it so,

in my opinion,

is another example of

gender stereotyping to devalue or make irrelevant and inferior the
natural processes in which women operate.

Linear thinking, while

more efficient, is often not as creative or inclusive in reaching
its conclusions as the female-oriented multivarient thinking.
The

"bottom

line,"

a

Dominant

female personality development
inclusive,

term,

is relational,

is

that

the

facilitative,

and

and the way females perceive and behave is rooted in

these truths.
boundaries

System's

of

The Dominant System has made a world based on rigid
self,

one-up/one-down,

control,

power,

and

the

aspiration of being "like God."
Dr.

Schaef,

from a systems-oriented theory,

and Mr.

Gutman,

from a psychological test and measurement-oriented theory,
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each

focus on the study of their reality.
Chodorow also

have their

individual

Carol Gilligan and Nancy
focus

stages and relational process involved.

of

identity

and

the

Each of these researchers

has found that females and males (especially white males), identify
differently; the perception with which they approach their world
and other beings

is different.

These differences are

innate—

neither good nor bad—but innately different.
Unfortunately, in our world, there has been fear and hatred of
anything different that has carried over into every aspect of our
society and left women with the perception that being born female
is a flawed identity that needs to be modified to being more maleoriented.

One of the reasons I see hope for the future in our

world today is that the Alternate System is emerging.
begining to realize, I am Female.
I am the creation of God.

I am really great.

Women are no longer allowing our culture

to tell them their way is wrong or ineffective.
is good.

Women are

The Female System

Not better, not inadequate, but good.

Therefore,

women are now begining to realize that when God

created woman and said that it was good, that was what God meant.
This dimension of God is also very good.
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Chapter 2.

WOMEN IN RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL TRADITION

In this process of identity, some of the
we may not be aware are the
carried

in

our

society

generation to generation.

influences of which

influences of historical attitudes

and

our

belief

system,

passed

from

This influence colors our subconscious

identity as surely as our direct family life influences the images
we mirror and respond to.

Our purposes of understanding will be

enriched by looking at three periods of history: Biblical, Middle
Ages, and Contemporary.

In these periods of history we will also

be reflecting on specific women and the influence they had on their
times that is now a source of strength and influence for us today.
Did earliest humans think of God as woman?
writings of history and scripture.

Let us look at the

These writings influenced the

thoughts and behavior of both men and women for hundreds of years.
Many of the earliest burial signs of a religious nature seem to
point to the

fact that

in the

earliest times

God was

seen

female.

•

In fact many archaeologists seem to agree that not only
was God seen as female, but She was seen as a rotund
earth Mother, "the Divine Woman."
But, what primitive
art may really reveal is that pre-historic humans did not
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as

<

think of God
(Bruns, 12) .

as

either male

or

female,

but

as

both

This illustration seems to point to a natural tendency for humans
to value both maleness and femaleness.
In the stories from Egyptian mythology, Isis is credited with
achieving, by her own efforts, equal status with the two principal
male gods of ancient Egypt, Ra and Osiris.

The conclusion may be

drawn that in Egypt, as in Mesopotamia, the myth-makers—which are
the historians for the people—understood the highest prerogatives
of divinity were not restricted to one sex.
The Bible in the Genesis account of creation says,
make humans in our image and likeness"
God created people in the divine image.

(Gen.

"Let us

1:26,27, NRSV). And

In the image of God they

were created, male and female God created them.
The outstanding modern commentator on Genesis, G.
Von Rad, notes that the Hebrew wording here must include
man's bodily appearance, and he warns against splitting
the physical from the spiritual:
"The whole person is
created in God's image." This being so, it is difficult
to see how we can avoid the conclusion that Yahweh is
both male and female.
In addition to this, the wisdom
literature of Hebrew is termed (hokmah) and is of the
feminine gender, and this partly explains the remarkable
fact that Divine Wisdom as personified in these writings
is a woman (Bruns, 36,37).
We
journey.

notice,

in

scripture,

Wisdom4

is

engaged

in

a

cosmic

She takes on the role of street preacher, an evangelist:

"Wisdom cries aloud in the streets, she raises her voice in public
places;

she calls in the market place and proclaims at the open

4SOPIA, the Gk. word for wisdom is of the feminine gender.
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1

gates of the city” (Prov.l, 20-21); she appears on earth and lives
among

men

(Bar. 3,47)

(Bar.4,1; Sir.24,23).
era,

and,

she

becomes

tangible

of

humans,

the

Torah

Judith and Esther are the heroines of this

illustrating Woman as Savior of her people.

teacher

in

refers

to

woman

as

Divine Wisdom,

preacher,

teacher

and

evangelist, the profile of the Rabbi.
Ordinary graves of Israelites show Yahwist and Goddess
symbols together.
The Egyptian Jewish colony at
Elephantine worshipped Yahweh as husband of the Goddess
in its temple. Thus the apparent conquest of Yahweh over
Anath-Baal has a more complex reality...The Goddess is
not so much eliminated as she is absorbed and put into a
new relationship with Yahweh her Lord, she becomes the
female images for God at certain points (Reuther,56) .
In ancient Israel, the transition from the pagan-cult worship
was a much more gradual than the stories of scripture relate.
transition
lasting

from

many

the

years.

worship
The

of

female

Ashera

and

imagery

Baal

was

attached

to

a

The

process
God

also

continued in ways that were gradually ignored or de-emphasized.
In certain texts, Yahweh is described as like5 a mother
or like5 a woman in travail with childbirth...as Wisdom,
the offspring of God, brought forth from God before the
beginning of the earth, cooperating with God in the
creation of the world, rejoicing and delighting in the
work of creation...the Wisdom through God mediates the
work
of
creation,
providential
guidance,
and
revelation...the subtle power of the presence of God,
permeating and enspiriting all things (Reuther, 57).
Today, we see the feminine presence in Yahweh, brought forth

5These expressions of God use a more metaphorical language,
ie.: God is like...
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in the Wisdom literature, with the feminine personality being part
of the perfection of creation and the revelation of God.
throughout the Old Testament Israel

Often

is depicted as the wife of

Yahweh, especially in the book of Hosea when Israel is portrayed as
the unfaithful wife.

But in all cases, humanity is portrayed as

existing within a covenant relationship, like that of a marriage,
with Yahweh.

Therefore, the male-female relationship is portrayed

in a loving, covenental relationship that gives power and respect
to both images.
However,

in the Greco-Roman world of ancient time we have a

Gnostic understanding of the cosmic dualism, related through male
consciousness, that sees in nature the reality of death and equates
the progress towards death with birth—from a woman.

Therefore,

the Greco-Roman mind equated females with bodily natures that need
to be overcome through knowledge and progress to the more spiritual
plane of the male image, spiritual growth through knowledge.
This society is obsessed with the fear of mortality, of
the corruptibility.
To be born of the flesh is already
to be subject to change... toward death and decay... all
that sustains physical life—sex, eating, reproduction,
even sleep—is seen as sustaining the realm of death...
Women as the bearers of death in reproduction and
motherhood are to be fled from to "light and life."
(Reuther, 79, 8 0) .6

Into this world came Jesus, the Messiah, the Savior, of women
as well as men.

We read in the New Testament, and the Epistles of

6However, it is also interesting to note that the
word for death in the romance languages is in the male
gender, while the word for birth is of the feminine
gender.
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the new church, that women are very much in evidence.

Women are an

important part of the ministry that takes place with, and around,
Jesus in the stories of the Gospels.
healers,

teachers

and

witnesses

to

The women are evangelists,
Jesus

as

the

Messiah,

the

Christ.

Ministry at this time of our church's formation was very

loosely

organized,

and

there

was

little

of

the

hierarchical

structure we see later.
The

first

gospel

written

was

that

of

Mark.

There

are

references to women in ministry throughout Mark's gospel, from the
ministry in Galilee through the crucifixion.

The passion narrative

is considered one of the oldest and most reliable sections of the
gospels.

At the beginning of this story there is the narrative of

the anointing of Jesus by an unnamed woman.
John's

gospel

names

the

woman

as

Mary,

of

The same story in
Bethany,

sister

of

Lazarus.
Jesus was in the house of Simon, the leper at Bethany,
and she [Mary] understood that Jesus was approaching a
critical moment in his life for which she was helping to
prepare him through her anointing... the disciples
reproached her for wasting such expensive ointment... but
note may also be taken to support the notion of woman's
discipleship, since during the ministry of Jesus the
disciples pooled their resources and therefrom gave alms
to the poor.
If she were a disciple, her money would
have
been
available
to
the
community
for
alms
distribution...the action of this woman did serve as a
witness to Jesus' true identity and to his destiny of
suffering, which had been a major theme of Mark's gospel
(Tetlow, 94).
The account of the resurrection witness is even more telling
of the ministry and standing in the community by these women.
is used to connect

the women as

appearances.
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witnesses

of

his

It

resurrection

...the last two verses of the crucifixion narrative of
Mark...describe the women who were present.
Mary of
Magdala, Mary, the mother of James and Joses, and Salome,
are mentioned by name...they are mentioned as women who
"followed” (akolouthein) Jesus and "served" (diakonein)
him...equivalent to calling the women disciples and
ministers... the same passage made reference to "many
other women who came up with him to Jerusalem"
(svnanabainein) denoted a formal accompanying of Jesus
"And for many days he appeared to those who came up with
him from Galilee to Jerusalem, who are now his witnesses
to the people"... this is considered the equivalent to
calling these persons "apostles" (Tetlow, 97).
In the book of Acts we read of women who were prominent in the
ministry of the new church.

The fact that they are mentioned at

all alludes to their prominence known in the Church of this time.
One of these references

is the married couple of Priscilla and

Aquila with whom Paul stayed,

and with whom Paul ministered

in

their church, and who also accompanied Paul to Ephesus to minister
in the church there.

Luke also refers to the woman Tabitha (Dorcas

in Gk.) and states explicitly that she is a disciple who has done
many good works and acts of mercy, and is so revered that at her
death widows are present ministering to her.

Peter is asked to

come from Lydda to Jaffa, which indicates that she is beloved by
her community.

Tabitha is the only woman in scripture to be raised

from death by an apostle.

At the same time,

however,

we have

influences that reflect other views. The author of Luke may have
had more Greek than Christian influence in his attitude.
Elizabeth Fiorenza may be quite correct in her suggestion
that the role of women in the church of Luke may have
been far greater than what was revealed in Acts, and that
both the third gospel and in Acts, the redactor was
intentionally seeking to minimize the discipleship and
apostolic activity of women, even to the extent of
altering the tradition he received... thus it seems to
mirror the situation in the Church similar to that found
39

in the pastoral epistles
century (Tetlow, 109).

near

the

end

of

the

first

Mary, of Magdala, Johanna, wife of Chuza, Suzanna, Martha and
Mary

of

Bethany,

Mary,

mother

of

Jesus,

and

many

others

are

mentioned as prominent in the ministry of disciples that followed
Jesus and waited in the Upper Room for the coming of the Holy
Spirit, the beginning of the new Church.

These women are included

in the Seventy who were sent out by Jesus,

and who at Pentecost

were sent into the world to tell the good news (Tetlow, 112-114) .
There is nothing in the character of Christian ministry as
presented in the New Testament that gives reason for the exclusion
of women; in fact, Jesus is portrayed as treating women as equal
human persons, ministering and serving side by side with the men.
Some believe women were not among the twelve Apostles because of
the Jewish

(and world)

culture which

said

that women were

not

spoken to in public or given status or authority at this time in
history.

Therefore,

women's effectiveness as Apostles/ministers

would be greatly curtailed if not outlawed.
... in the New Testament especially in the Gospels and
in the writings of Paul... Jesus lived as part of
postexile Jewish culture which had adopted a restricted
view of the role and status of women,
since the
prohibitions against their participation in worship and
in society began after the Babylonian exile.
Yet he
persisted in treating women as full persons. For Jesus,
women, like the sick, the lame, the blind, and the
sinners, were persons.
To them all he offered a full
place in God's Kingdom.
He understood his ministry as
bringing good news of liberation to all the oppressed
(Matt. 11:2-6) (Russell, 87).
From this time forward, the influence of patriarchal culture and
Greek thought continued to grow more powerful in its exclusion of
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women in positions of authority.

Though the influence of Jesus

temporarily interrupted this pattern in the early Church,

women

became more excluded—driven to menial, less visable ministry, kept
in their place.
Later exclusionary practices by the church towards women
raises serious questions about the authenticity of such
practice...as evidence of the New Testament illustrates,
excluding women from ecclesiastical ministry is neither
in accord with the teachings or practice of Jesus, nor
with that of the first century Church (Tetlow, 131).
In the study of Greco-Roman history, other sources are helpful
to discern the difference between the culture of Israel and that of
Rome, and the Greek influence contained therein.
in

his

book,

intentionally

Natural
hidden

History,
regarding

tells
the

us

Pliny, the Elder,

that

work

of

information

women

doctors,

was
for

according to the opinion of his day, " women should be quiet and as
inconspicuous as possible so that after they were dead no one would
know

that

they

had

lived.”

In

this

influence this culture exerted is plain

allusion
.

to

Pliny's

women,

the

attitude is

common to his day, and some believe responsible for the fact that
evidence of the activities of women becomes increasingly difficult
to find.

Others believe this evidence was lost, along with other

writings,

in the natural course of chaotical, historical events.

The history of women who have held the jurisdiction of (episcopus)
"overseer," is related to early Christian communities... it shows
a tradition that lasted for years and yet little is known about
practices where women had a prominent role (Morris, xi, xii) .
Even though this history is often a lost history, the advent
of

women

historians,

anthropologists,
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theologians,

and

church

historians has
identity

facilitated our knowledge of

today.

In

the

following

female history and

paragraphs,

I

will

relate

accounts and evidence that speak about many of the Mothers of the
Church.

Some of this evidence may be a matter of interpretation of

events, rather than lack of material.
In the Acts of the Apostles and the Epistles to the early
churches, there is much talk of house-churches.
These
houses where the church was held were often the homes of
women.
Church in the house of Chloe (1 Cor.10:11), in
the house of Lydia (Acts 16:14-15), in the house of the
mother of Mark (Acts 12:12), of Nympha (Colossians 4:15),
in the house of Prisca (Priscilla), (Rom. 16:3,5, 1 Cor.
16:15,17) and these are just a few of the house-churches
mentioned by name...(NRSV, 1990) (Morris, 1).
In the epistle of St. John to the "Elect Lady," the letter is
written to a woman who was in a position of authority in a church
community... The word Kyria. used here,

is not used in this sense

elsewhere, but we know the word electa (elect) was sometimes used
to denote
Paedagogi,

a

clerically ordained person

P.G.,

lib

3,

col.

657

D

(Clement of Alexandria,

ff.).

The

"Elect

Lady"

addressed by St. John could therefore have been an elected person
that

fulfilled a

special

service of the Christian community as

overseer (Morris, 2).
We now know that during this time,

even though women were

overseers, they were barred from service at the altar.
For reasons of taboo, women were considered unclean
during menstruation, and liable to contaminate others,
even to be under the domination of the devil (Morris, 2) .
Therefore,

it is assumed that these women overseers,

even though

probably elected to their position of service in administration and
•

authority,

were

still

not

in

service
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at

the

altar

and

were

considered to have a specific ministry.
In the meantime,

influence and prejudice towards women and

Christians is evident in the letters of Pliny, the Younger (nephew
of Pliny,

the Elder,

author of Natural History)

written to the

Emperor Trajan while Pliny was governor of Bithynia.

In these

letters, Pliny said he found it necessary to torture two maids who
were

called

ministrae

information.

by

the

Christian

community

to

obtain

These women were singled out to extract information

from as they were ones responsible for the meetings,

leaders in

service to the others (Morris, 3).
From this letter and other early writings,

it is suggested

that it was not an unusual practice to have women as overseers and
leaders of churches and Christian communities,

and this practice

continued for some time, but was slowly discontinued.
In

A

Patricia

Lost

Tradition:

Wilson-Kastner

studies

of

women

has

writers

Women
put
in

Writers

of

together

the

early

the

the

Early

works

Christian

of
era.

Church.
recent
She

acknowledges that in early Christian history women ministered to
congregations

in

positions

of

leadership

and

were

prominent

missionaries, prophets, teachers, preachers and co-workers with the
apostles.

She indicates that by the third century we find less

accepting attitudes to the position of women in authority in the
church,

probably forcing some women into groups which broke off

from other Christians.

By the time of these writings (Perpetua in

early 3rd Century; Proba, in the middle 4th Century; Egeria between
the 4th and 8th Century; and Eudokia, early 5th Century), there was
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a movement to restrict the ministry of women to nursing, upkeep of
property,

childcare of orphans,

and ministry to other women—as

widowed deaconesses, or as the idealized virgins of the religious
orders.
While much of our writings have been lost,
of

the

early

church,

with

their

written

it is these women

records,

enlightening our knowledge of women's influence,

that

are

and include the

writings of Egeria.
The writings suggest that Egeria had exceptional
knowledge of liturgy and scripture and may have been
ordained to a particular function, perhaps precursor to
a canoness, but recognized as a clerical in regard to the
order of women to whom she was accountable and writes of
with such love and devotion (Wilson-Kastner, xxiii).
Fortunately, the preservation of Perpetua's diary gives us a
fairly

accurate

insight

determined young woman.

into

this

extraordinarily

strong

and

Her determination to fight a political

system which restricted her individual rights of religious freedom
and a social system that wanted to impose upon her duties as mother
and dutiful daughter to the exclusion of her vocation as a daughter
of the Christian faith is dramatically portrayed (Wilson-Kastner,
20).

Although some view her diary as overdramatized, the insight

into her devotion to her belief in Christ and its consequences are
still present in much detail.
In her writings,
lively,

colorful

verse

Proba
in

has

such

taken
a

way

scripture
that

we

and

become

set it

to

involved

perceptually and intuitively... describing Adam and Eve on their
flight from Eden, relating:
"they turn in fear and flee stealthily seeking the woods
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and rocky hollows," as part of her teachings on the fall
of humankind (Wilson-Kastner, 52).
Her credentials as teacher cannot be denied, and much of her work
survived as a teaching material into the middle ages.
The contribution of all of these women is very different, as
they are all different.
the visions of

To suffer with Perpetua, to wander through

scripture with Proba,

to travel

on evangelistic

journeys with Egeria and learn at the feet of Eudokia, pictured in
Byzantine art,

is a joint-venture in identity of a heritage that

has heretofore been unknown to the women of today.
In the fourth century,
surprise
marriage,

and

delight

to

we find teachings that were both a

me.

St.

Augustine,

when

writing

on

is quoted as saying:

This is what we now say, that according to the present
condition of birth and death, which we know and in which
we were created, the marriage of male and female is
something good. This union divine scripture so commands
that it is not permitted a woman who has been dismissed
by her husband to marry again as long as her husband
lives, nor is it permitted a man who has been dismissed
by his wife to marry again, unless she who left has died.
Therefore, regarding the good of marriage, which even the
Lord confirmed in the Gospel not only because He forbade
the dismissal of a wife except for fornication, but also
because He came to the marriage when invited, there is
merit in inquiring why it is a good. This does not seem
to me to be a good solely because of the procreation of
children, but also because of the natural companionship
between the two sexes...in a good marriage, although one
of many years, even if the ardor or youth has cooled
between man and woman, the order of charity still
flourishes between husband and wife...Since the husband
and wife are equal as regards the marriage bond, just as
"The wife, while her husband is alive, will become an
adulteress,
if she be with another man"
(Rom.7:3)
(Mahowald, 26).
So, the husband is also called an adulterer if, while his wife is
living, he is with another woman.
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Therefore,

it seems Augustine

viewed the relationship of God to men equal with that of women and
nurtured both in obedience and faithfulness.

St. Augustine is not

always seen as being so liberal in his writings regarding women.
Boff, in his book The Maternal Face of God, relates well the
problem of the Church as a reflection of the cultural practices
that surround it in the world.

In principle, Boff contends there

must be equality, but the reality of practical application is still
that women are in a position of subordination to men.
the

case

beings,

of

slavery

and

other

kinds

and therefore the Church,

of

Just as in

discrimination,

human

lag in making their proclaimed

principles match their behavior.
The gospel principle of male-female equality surrendered
to certain de facto obstacles that seemed insurmountable,
and above all inevitable, because they were seen as
expressing the natural order of things as willed by God.
Throughout the centuries, theologians and canonists
busied themselves with absolutizing these obstacles,
doubtless moved by the desire to explain the ambiguity,
gospel novelty and historical subjection, and reduce the
flagrant, scandalous contradiction between doctrine and
practice.
Thus, ideology enters the scene, and attempts to justify
prevailing reality ... an ideology resting on cultural
bias ...
unilateral interpretation of the biblical
texts, and sociohistorical traditions interpreted as
natural law (although today we know very well that these
traditions are merely historical) (Boff, 71) .
It would be unrealistic to expect the Church to act in a way
contrary to that of
totally

society.

The culture of

in a male chauvinistic mode.

happened,

however,

is

that

the

Church

that time rested

What we wish would have
would

have

lived

more

prophetically in its own truth as expressed in the ministry and
teachings of Jesus Christ.

The male-dominated condition existed so
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strongly that by the time of the Middle Ages and the scholasticism
of Thomas Aquinas,

the following quote illustrates the attitude

that existed in the Church:
. . . In ancient times, it was believed that only the
male principle was active in the generation of human
life... If the offspring's whole being comes from the
male, how does it happen that the offspring is sometimes
female?
The answer, regarded as a scientific one, was
that females were
a deviation,
an aberration,
a
frustration of the only true and complete sex, the male.
Thomas Aquinas, citing Aristotle, regards woman as a mas
occasionatus. a deficient male destined merely to be the
receptacle of the male generative force.
It is this
biological deficiency that explains women's imbecillitas
naturae. their fragile nature, and therefore their total
dependence on men. "Woman needs man," says Aquinas, "not
only to conceive, like the animals, but to be governed,
inasmuch as the male is more perfect by virtue of his
reason and stronger by virtue of his courage."
A like
prejudice against women's capabilities leads, of course,
to their being regarded as incapable for all practical
purposes of discharging public responsibilities, civil or
ecclesiastical (Boff, 73).
In spite of this attitude, prevalent in the Middle Ages,
the

writings

of

Julian

of

Norwich,

we

read

in

her

in

thirteenth

revelation that..."Our Lord God wishes us to have great regard for
all the deeds which he has performed in the most noble work of
creating all things,"
creation.

and it treats of the excellence of human

both male and female,

which is superior to all God's

works; and it tells us about the precious amends which God has made
for our sin, turning all our blame into everlasting honor.
she prophesizes:
Behold and see, for by the same power, wisdom and
goodness, I shall make all things well which are not well
and you will see it.
In this it is his wish that we
would preserve ourselves in the faith and truth of Holy
Church, not wishing to know his mysteries except as that
is fitting for us in this life (College & Walsh, 176).
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Here

Here Julian seems to illustrate the regard which the Lord God had
for all humans, that Jesus' death on the cross was for everyone,
not just for men; that His regard and saving action was in equal
proportion

for

men

and

women

alike.

Julian

reiterated

God's

concern for humans and we see the use of Wisdom again, along with
power, dimensions of God at work in harmony together.

This seems

to indicate identity and relationship to God from the Holy Spirit
to

the

spirit

of

the

female,

just

directly to the spirit of the male.

as

the

Holy

Spirit

relates

In this regard therefore,

identity, psychologically and spiritually, to the female directly
from God, as has been the case of the male, is equally important in
the formation of wholeness in personality and spirituality.
In the book, Reflections on Selected Texts, by Austin Cooper,
we read:
We pray that Julian's vision of Our Lord's glory and
the final transfiguration of Our Lady may enliven our
vision and lift our sights beyond the petty and
frustrating to the grand design in which we are all
involved.
If, like St. Peter, we seek to keep this
vision alive
in our hearts,
then the petty and
frustrating things take on a
new significance: They
become the instruments whereby we are refashioned after
the image of Christ.
As de Caussade remarked: "God
teaches the heart, not by ideas, but by pains and
contradictions" (Cooper, 66).
In these quotations of

Julian's revelation, we are challenged

to lift our eyes beyond the annoyance and frustration of everyday
life and to fasten our eyes on Jesus Christ.

We are challenged to

accept and seek our destiny in this process of creation of which we
are a part.
•

That God is everything good and can be no less than

good and true and worthy of our trust and praise is heretofore made
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known over and over.

Our Lord God is truly our rest and our bliss.

Each society needs models.
models.

Our time requires especially feminine

The feminine dimension of God is the most basic needed

identity of all these models.
St. Julian's contribution of the perception of God
as Mother, may be one of her most timely contributions to
our day in the spiritual growth this allows for women.
This idea while not new is certainly one that continues
to be buried down through the ages.
The richness of
Julian's prayer, "My kind Mother, my gracious Mother, my
beloved Mother, have mercy on me. . . (College & Walsh, 301)
. . . are attributes of a deep reality included in the
names that are not only divine, but human, not merely
feminine,
but poetry of
a
full
theology of the
Trinitarian life.
Through her understanding of the
mystery of God, as far as is possible in this life, she
wants to communicate to us a glimpse of it (College &
Walsh, 10).
The faith that Julian exhibits is a mature faith, the God in
whom she believes is not an arbitrary, hidden force, a remote and
majestic God.
love

can

best

This God is of unspeakable loveliness, whose gentle
be

understood by

the

terms

of

a

mother's

love.

Julian expresses these thoughts from her last vision:
I saw for certain...that before ever He made us,
God loved us; and that his love has never
slackened, nor ever shall...Know it well.
Love
was his meaning (Cooper, 131).
In the writings of Julian we begin to see some of the feminine
image of our God,

and the portrayal of loveliness and love that

speaks of poetry and gentleness.
character

These are qualities shown in the

of God's feminine dimension, modeled through the visions

of one of God's most holy servants.
For many centuries the church has looked on sexual
desire as sinful, only lawful for the procreation of
children, but St. Julian refers to sexual desire as
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"vital
fire,"
innocent and divinely blessed,
the
opportunity to exercise our capacity for moral choice
(Pagels, 141).
Might it be possible that this "vital fire"

is also one of the

characteristics of God, transferred to us, a life force of vital
intensity possessed by both the male and the female,
of

the

Divine?

We

certainly

see

"vital

fire"

in the image
reflected

in

Hildegard of Bingen.
Along with Julian,
example

of

the

Hildegard of Bingen is another powerful

influence

of

Hildegard wrote and preached

holy

women

in

the

Middle

in a time dominated by men.

Ages.
Her

creation-centered theology and spirituality were reflective of an
earlier shaman-related religious experience rooted in nature, which
today seems to speak to us anew.
She was an abbess of a large and prosperous Benedictine Abbey,
a prominent preacher, doctor, scientist, artist, poet and musical
composer.

She wrote nine books on theology, medicine, science and

physiology and around seventy poems

(Fox,

6-7).

The legacy she

left, that now is coming forth, will bless and affirm women of all
ages for many generations to come.

All of our identities as both

women and men who search for meaning and answers to the questions
of

life will benefit from this humble but

spirit.

indomitable woman of

The kind of being our God calls forth from the depths of

each of us, in our spark of divinity, shines forth in Hildegard of
Bingen.
Hildegard

called

herself

contemporaries

agreed.

Her

a

prophet,

visions
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of

the

and

most

beauty

of

and

her
power

contained in the human soul, especially as relates to the female
human soul, were incredible deviations from the cognitive logic of
Scholasticism.

Her

integration

of

creativity,

healing

and

relational communications of love expressed as a natural outcome of
our inner spark of human divinity fill many of the gaps left by a
more

linear,

logical

theology

present

in

the

Western,

male-

gifts,

her

life

often

dominated Church.
In

spite

of

her

extraordinary

was

difficult for many of the same reasons women experience difficulty
today.

In a letter to St. Bernard of Clairvaux, she writes:

"I am wretched and more than wretched in my existence as
a woman," she complains.
Like any member of the
"anawein" or oppressed peoples anywhere, she struggled
with questions of "Who am I. . .," to "I can't . . . ," to
succumbing to a sickbed of depression from the covering
up of her talents and her voice . . . which brought about
her decision to write her visions to the wider community
(Fox, 13).7
Hildegard in later times wrote in her journal the following,
telling words concerning her works:
"I am forced to write these words which I would have
gladly kept silent for I fear greatly the power of vain
glory . . . But I have learned to fear more the judgment
of God, should I, God's small creature, keep silent."
(Fox, 13) .7
Hildegard's wonderful expressions of the intrinsic holiness of
being speak to the longing, buried deep in all women, to believe

7Many of the quotes from Hildegard are taken from
her letters to Bernard of Clairvaux, a life-long friend
and correspondant. Similar stories and quotations are
found on Hildegard in Women Mystics of Medieval Europe.
(Brun & Burgard).
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they, too, are really part of God's holy, incredible Creation.
In her vision of the mandala,

which represents the Divine

Trinity, she relates:
"One light, three persons, one God. A wheel was shown to
me, wonderful to behold... Divinity in its omniscience
and omnipotence, like a wheel, a circle, a whole, that
can be neither understood or divided, nor begun or
ended... just as a circle embraces all that is within it,
so does the Godhead embrace all" (Fox, 24).
Hildegard uses the name for Godhead here that is feminine in both
the Latin and German.

The literal German translation says:

"God keep you, . . . you are encircled by the arms of the
mystery of God."
(Fox, 24).
Virtually

unknown

published

in

for

1982.

over

The

800

women

years,
of

today

Hildegard
are

was

blessed

finally
with

the

affirmation of her visions, her writings and her music; and will
become ever more whole in the beauty she offers us.
If she had been a man, she would have been as well-known
as one of the greatest artists and intellectuals the
world has ever seen. (Fox, back cover).
A group of women, controversial and active during the Middle
Ages, are the Beguines.
to Germany,

The Beguines were a movement from Flanders

to northeast France,

middle class or noble birth.

consisting mostly of women of

They often have been compared to

Franciscans or Humiliates because this Order had a very strict
practice of poverty similar to the aforementioned Orders, and one
common to all Orders that developed from the Mendicant vows and
influence.

Another similar practice was begging for their bread in

God's name (Brot fur Gott)

by the poor members of the Order, who

often wandered from place to place.
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The Beguines lived lives of austerity and often served the
Community in the ministries of caring for the sick, laying out the
dead and all manner of manual labor.
linked to the Mendicant Orders.

They later became closely

They became suspect by members of

clergy in some areas, as they were not cloistered.

All members did

not live in community and all were not bound by vows.

They also

were heavily involved with the laity, becoming acquainted with the
sacred texts of scripture, and facilitating translation of them to
the vernacular,

which they then taught to the

laity.

This was

considered an encroachment upon the authority and duties of clergy,
and

some

Beguine

members

found

themselves

in

the

unpleasant

position of being charged with heresy and burned at the stake.
Such was the fate of Marguerite Porete and her book,
Simple Annihilated Souls.

Some think if Marguerite's book would

have been in Latin and not in German,
avoided.8

Mirror of

this fate would have been

(Brunn & Burgard, xxiii).

The theological teachings of the Beguines, which contend that
the

soul

returns to her primal

reality

(God) ,

was

controversy for them as individuals and as an Order.

a

source

of

They believed

and taught that the soul is annihilated to become what God is, as
expressed in Marguerite's Book (Brunn & Burgard, xxiv).
The deep, mystical teachings of these women have been compared
with those of Meister Eckhart, Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross,
8This fate befell other Rhineland mystics—Meister
Eckhart was another who almost suffered this fate, but he
died before his works were condemned.
Joan of Arc may
also have been a Beguine, and some quote a document
relating to this fact (Brunn, Burgard, xxiii).
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and others, but unfortunately, much of the language has been lost
and forgotten.

The quote below is from Marguerite's Book:

Love:
Now understand the secret meaning of this book .
. . when I needed you (because I ordered you so) you have
sent me away in the person of several of My messengers.
. . I sent you thrones, to reprimand and adorn you,
Cherubim to enlighten you, and Seraphim to enflame your
hearts. . . By these messengers, I asked you to do My
will, which they made known to you, . . . but you have
never taken any notice. Seeing this, I left you to your
own guidance to seek your salvation (Burr & Burgard,
173) .
We

can

see

from

this

quotation,

the

Beguines

Medieval sisters were out to afflict the comfortable.
Medieval

Sisters

were

prone

to

upsetting

the

and

other

Many of our

status

quo,

but

obedient to God's Word and direction.
The third example of traditional influence we will consider is
more of a contemporary group who also benefitted from those who had
gone before.
the

These women stood up for their beliefs and challenged

law and society in their time in history.

characteristics

have

come

down

to

our

women

I believe these
of

today.

It

is

apparent that we continue to need the support, love and safe places
that were provided in those Religious Orders for the women of the
Middle

Ages.

This

climate

of

safety

and

nurturing

is

still

necessary for women to choose to provide for each other.
In her book, The Chalice and the Blade. Riane Eisler defines
the power of enabling as a qylanic power.

She goes on to say that,

. this power of enabling is
one to give and to
create, characteristic of the ancient partnership ethos
and...defined as the responsibility of mothers to help
their children,
particularly their sons, develop their
talents and abilities...it is a love/duty and remains the
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primary model for thought and action, but only for
women...it is a feminine morality of caring...a duty to
do unto others as we would want them to do unto us, but
also to govern in this mode (although women obviously did
not govern at this time) (Eisler, 146-147).
Gvlanic

values

are

therefore

those

of

human

compassion

and

of

empowering in the best sense of the word, the sense of living by
the Golden Rule,

which also seems to be the words of the second

commandment to love our neighbors as ourselves.

These surely are

some of the feminine qualities of our God.
When we look at qualities seen in women and in the character
of

our

God,

and

compare

them

with

the

perspective

sociologists from the Cultural Transformation theory,

of

the

we can see

that the correlation between the status of women and whether a
society is peaceful or warlike, the aspect of concern with peoples'
welfare or indifference to social equality, whether a society is
hierarchical or empowering, may actually make a case for the fact
that our God may be viewed more female than male (Eisler,162).
As

we

reflect

on

these

stories

of

history,

importance of feminine identity and spirituality,
was often not emphasized or encouraged.

we

see

the

even though it

But for the United States,

this identity did not really surface as a major influence until the
twentieth century.
Women were told by the

church that to want to be treated

equally with men was sinful,

that women were not created to be

equal (regardless of what the constitution of our country said, or
the teachings of Jesus) and that this was proven in scripture and
in the writings of the church fathers for hundreds of years.
55

This

attitude was, sadly, another illustration of the cultural control
which blocks women from their whole identity.
Ms.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton went on to re-translate the Holy

Scriptures into a women's version, The Women's Bible, which changed
the

patriarchal

language

and

cultural

bias,

and

she

was

excommunicated for her efforts.
Although women of earlier times like Mary Wollenstonecraft, Frances Wright, Ernestine Rose, George Sand, Sarah
and
Angelina
Grimke,
and
Margaret
Fuller,
wrote
extensively on the subject, feminism's formal birth date
is July 19, 1848, at Seneca Falls, N.Y.
Here, Elizabeth
Cady Stanton made her pivotal statement, "Among the many
important questions which have been brought before the
public, there are none that more vitally affect the human
family than those which are technically called "Women's
Rights" (Eisler, 165).
Today, we have great social upheaval in our world. Women are
invading all

levels

of

areas of our culture.

business,

education,

In addition,

taking place a second Reformation.

finance,

and other

with n the church there is

Women are not only functioning

in many varieties of ministry, but they also are being ordained to
the Diaconate, Priesthood, and Episcopacy of the Anglican Church,
and they are serving as Rabbis and Pastors of all the major faith
expressions.

Not since Martin Luther and Henry VIII of England

broke with the Roman Catholic Church has
place.

so much unrest

taken

Old doctrines and bias are being overturned at every level.

Even the sacred scriptures are being updated to include feminine
expressions of our God.

Many of the original

texts

are being

translated in the gender originally written, not with the male bias
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rendered for so many centuries.9
Scripture commentaries are providing other possibilities in
the meaning of the stories,
Many of

these thoughts

suppressed.

told from the perception of women.

and viewpoints have been systematically

These teachings are often in conflict to the true

meaning of the scripture, and now they are also in opposition to
the cultural beliefs of many of our theologians.
. . . True, the ethos of both coequal discipleship and
the
patriarchal
pattern
of
submission
can
claim
scriptural
authority
and
canonicity.
Both
are
expressions of believing communities in the first century
and today.
Insofar as the patriarchal pattern of
submission has decisively formed Christian tradition and
communal structures, it can claim even greater historical
influence and institutional power for its own vision of
how to live as a Christian community.
Nevertheless,
feminist theology as a critical
theology of liberation must reject the theological,
scriptural claims of this patriarchal pattern because of
its oppressive effects on the life of women and other
subordinated peoples.
A feminist critical hermeneutics
has as its canon the liberation of all women from
oppressive structures, patriarchal institutions, and
internalized values. It therefore interprets, retrieves,
and evaluates biblical texts and communal structures. It
accepts or rejects them as well as their political-social
functions according to its own canon of liberation.
A
feminist critical ethics that is committed to the
liberation struggle of women and the whole church,
therefore, insists that the ethos and praxis of coequal
discipleship must transform the patriarchal household
code ethics and its institutional structures if women and
the Christian church are to have a feminist Christian
future (Fiorenza, 92).
We have seen many examples of patriarchal influence in the
Church over the centuries; this institution mirrored the culture in
which it existed.

This influence was reflected in the language of

9See - Handbook for Non-sexist Writing, chptr. 2.
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scripture and church teachings.

There have also been times of co

equal practices where women were empowered to function as mirrors
of Christ's teachings in true and equal discipleship. When we look
at the total picture that comes to us through the centuries, it is
apparent that the need for transformation in the use of inclusivegender

language

would

be

very

helpful

in

influencing

the

understanding of our relationship to God and to each other today.
The continued use of inclusive-gender language, where appropriate,
in our scripture,
to be pursued.

liturgy, symbols, hymns, and prayer books needs

Language and communication are primary influences

of our awareness and understanding, and therefore, of our identity.
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Chapter 3.

SPIRITUALITY: Theoretical

In

the

book

of

Genesis,

humans

are

called

by

God

to

be

stewards and have dominion over the earth, to care for the earth
and for each other.

We are called to the responsibility to become

like God in all our Creator's dimensions, to be holy as our God is
holy.
We, more importantly,
with our God.

have relationships with ourselves and

The quality of these two relationships is the most

important factor in our development as holy people.
step

back

ourselves.

and

a

more

objective

look

at

some

aspect

of

We evaluate our thinking, and review our performance of

how we respond
ourselves.

seek

At times, we

in a

certain

situation.

At

times,

we

talk to

At those moments, we are a self-in-relation-with-self,

or self-in-relation-with-God.

Even at this time,

imaginary relationships are part of who we are.

our real

and

If we look at

relationships from this perspective, we then find that all of us
are in relationship; it is only the nature of the relationship that
varies.
A majority of women express a relational spirituality,
is,

they

speak

of

a

interpersonal matrix.

self-transformation

that

occurs

that

within

an

Not only these women, however, but the other
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women they are in relationship with .
As

selves

interpersonal,

in

a

world

of

.

. we are never complete.

relationships

intrapsychic

and

mythic and real we are continually evolving.

As

Mary Daly has said, "God is a verb"; we, too, are verbs.
much

a

process

as

an

entity

(Randour, 3-5) .

As

we

We are as
share

our

experiences and become involved in more and ongoing relationships,
the

development

of

our

identity

changes

and

our

relationships

continue to change, as does our relationship with God, and how we
see ourselves in that relationship.
I should make it explicit,
reality of relatedness,

here,

that when I speak of this

this unity of existence where wholeness,

truth and

beauty abide that it includes not only the good,

also evil,

destruction,

make up the day,
distinguish

and decay.

our world,

between

a

interpersonal, and symbolic.
everyday

living,

and

the

Both lightness and darkness

and any ultimate reality.

world

of

but

relationships

We must

intrapsychic,

These occur in the temporal world of
enduring

and

ultimate

reality

of

relatedness the world of the spiritual.
Sophia

Christology

Christian community

or

Sophia

Theology

of

the

earliest

is the consciousness of the Wisdom metaphors,

parables, symbols and sign-actions—including mime and dance—a new
reality

of

conventional

grace-full

existence

expectations

of

breaking

worship

and

through,
behavior.

reversing
So,

too,

inclusive language, the freedom to speak in truth the gender of the
divine that is also female.

Sophia speaks her truth in the unique

revelation of God found in each individual's life.
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In the theology of the cross, I understand the light
of God's truth so much more now that Sophia has shown me
the true darkness within me...and she, incarnate in the
person of my female pastoral counselor, has stood by me
and helped me to name it. This needs to be a continuing
dialogue with a community of Sophia sisters and brothers
... My need for nurturing calls me to learn significant
ways to mediate spiritual growth with other women...I
need to trust the "deep mystery" within me (Randour,152153) .
We need community for renewal to happen, for only in community
can the spiritual dimension and the identity dimension be brought
together.
as

we

In community we are challenged to look within ourselves

relate with others.

All

of the

nurturing,

affirmation,

relational and personal development that we seek will take place
only in community and in personal time with God, combined together
in a balance.

All relationships require time and nurturing the

same way we do.

Therefore, both are necessary for our wholeness to

become reality.
Even though in the era of early and medieval Christianity the
scripture and church writings seem to emphasize the male image of
God,

the feminine

image also seeps through.

Salvation history

reflects that God never stops giving us the opportunity to see new
revelation of truth.
From the time of the Psalms we see the nurturing aspect of God
as we read of Yahweh gathering the children under his wings as a
mother hen gathers her chicks, and again,

in Genesis when we read

about the Lord God fashioning clothes for Adam and Eve before they
are banished from the Garden of Eden.

Then in the Gospels

we

again see the instances of God, as woman, such as the story of the
woman with the lost coin, a parable of God seeking the lost.
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The

caring,

nurturing

images

of

God's

kingdom

reflect

these

characteristics of being present in the Divine One.
These

nurturing

aspects

of

our

holy

God's

scripture are apparent for both males and females.
examples exist,

and call us to become holy,

character

in

Many other

as our God is holy.

The teachings of Jesus mirror the basis of God's character to be
rooted in love, respect, and empowerment.

The Holy One who loves

and accepts us unconditionally has provided the way back to God
with personal sacrifice.

The model of Christ has shown us our own

ability to transcend, as illustrated in the Resurrection.
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SPIRITUALITY: Applied

The Resurrection has challenged women to believe in more than
the now, the present.

This has led women to seek a path, a way to

connect with the Divine.

There was never any question that Jesus

told us God was a reality for women.
spiritual
specific

identity
exercises

will
in

include

This part of our inquiry into
new/old

experiencing

and

revelation,
developing

and
a

also

personal

identity, rooted in the feminine expression of the Divine.

How,

and even more important, why, do women need to become aware of who
they are in relation to the feminine in the Creator?
The need to understand our own roots of self, as expressed in
Sophia Theology, the Divine Mother,
backward through time.

is a search inward as well as

This inward search is rooted in our inner

identity, our identity with our Divine Mother.
God, before whom we are struck with awe, in the
presence of whom we can only adore, becomes the Stranger,
lost to us, hidden in what we have denied and repudiated
(Weber 58).10

For women, especially, it is necessary to regain the balance
of

the

identity

of

our

Heavenly

Mother,

with

the

balance

of

10Unfortunately, in the translation of scripture from the Greek
to the Latin, Hagi (meaning holy essence) , was rendered to the
Latin (Sanctus Spiritus, holy spirit).
See the Latin Vulgate
Bible.
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identity we already have with our Heavenly Father.

But, before the

opposites can be reunited, the feminine must be raised.
There is something wonderful happening.
One could
call it a reclamation of something lost or forgotten,
certainly something distorted or suppressed. It comes by
many names: Moon Goddess or Divine Mother, the feminine
consciousness and in spirit.
It is the half of divine
consciousness omitted in traditional worship of the
Father God. SHE is reemerging today as the result of the
inner work of a growing number of women artists who while
in search of themselves amid confusion of masculine and
feminine roles in their own time came upon a larger
vision for all time—a mystical feminine revelation
(Louise Calio, The Rebirth of the Goddess) (Carson, 1).
The search for a better understanding of our inner selves has been
the object of women for many centuries.

From the earliest times,

women sought a quiet place to be alone with their God and seek
renewal

and

monasteries,

guidance

from

their

Creator.

there soon followed convents,

With

the

advent

of

or quiet houses where

women could seek refuge from the world.
By

the

time

of

the Middle

Ages

these

houses

had

a

well-

developed network and provided the only education and respite from
the duties and responsibilities of motherhood and being a wife.
All of this time women adopted patterns used by the men in their
prayer and ritual for there were few,
Finally,

some women,

if any, designed by women.

such as Hildegard of Bingen,

began writing

hymns and ritual which were more tuned to the temperament of women.
Today most of the Religious Orders still use the older formats
designed

by

men.

Unfortunately,

many

of

the

beautiful

works

written by holy women were unavailable until very recently.
There are many styles with which to develop our spiritual nature
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and commune with God.

Some are a totally contemplative in nature

and some combine the contemplative framework with a more active
format designed for Orders who also have ministries carried out in
the world, or women who live in the secular world.

Whatever format

or ritual is used, women need to be aware of their own personality
styles and need to choose a format that suits them best.
who are more logical and down to earth,
the

Augustinian

type

of

prayer

like Martha,

format may

work

For women

of Bethany,

to

make

their

prayer-time a time of joy and meaningful connection with their God.
For women who are more abstract and intuitive, the Franciscan style
of contemplation and prayer may be more suitable.

Any woman who

wants a more feminine-oriented style may want to look at Julian's
or Hildegard's

writings

of

prayer

and meditation.

Most

women

spiritual directors will be happy to explain the different styles
that are available to start on a regular program of prayer.

My own

needs are greatly enhanced by Hildegard's wonderful mendalas and
the

prayers

affirmation,

that

go with

them.

love and healing that

But whatever
is available

style
is

used,

the

a wonderful

benefit women cannot afford to ignore.
For women, both their lost feminine image of the Divine, and
their lost image of self have left them bereft of whole identity.
The following story is only one of many that illustrate the need to
connect both the lost self and the silent God to the feminine.
One woman, a successful professional minister in a
Protestant denomination, wept at the depth of her loss.
All her life she had done the right things—she had
organized her experience to make meaning out of it; she
had been teacher and healer and spiritual advisor to many
but she felt hollow and silent within (Weber,59).
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This woman was paralyzed by fear and doubt.
success in her Church,

In order to attain

she had been forced to operate within the

masculine structure of well-established hierarchy and political in
fighting.

All her rewards of success depended upon her being able

to function as a pseudo-male.

In order for her to get in touch

with her feminine spirit-energy she might have to risk professional
disaster.
Before the opposites can be reunited, the feminine must
be raised.
In many of us she has been buried so deep
that the place where she is seems but an emptiness, a
vast darkness, an infinite void.
To give way to her is
to slip off the edge of the known and plunge headlong
into unknowing.
It is to let go of organization and
control and be whirled into chaos.
Women daring this
process of finding their essential selves have told me
that is a kind of "going crazy"
(Weber, 59).

For the past several years, many women have started their spiritual
quest,

in search of their lost self,

a quest known as a journey

into SHE, the Eternal Feminine, who celebrates the creation of the
female.
Women who dare to release the Stranger of God within
themselves are becoming prophets to the world.
How are we prophets? ... We dream the Divine Feminine
and are made messengers for her. . . .
Our coming forth is hers.
Our cries are hers.
Our
poverty is hers.
The labor in which we are involved is
a labor to heal God as well as ourselves.
It is a labor
without which the world will come apart so far it will
destroy itself.
We will probably not understand our
prophesy.
If we learn its meaning at all it will be in
the whispers of our children as revealed by Gertrude
Kolmar's poem Out of Darkness:
And now I stumble forward on the stony,
stubborn path.
Jumbled rocks and thistles wound my groping
hands:
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A cave awaits me
That conceals inside its deepest crack the
bronze-green, nameless raven.
I will enter
And crouch down to rest beneath the sheltering
shadows of his giant wings,
And listen, drowsing, to the silent, growing
word my child speaks,
And sleep, my brow turned eastward,
'Til the dawn.
(Weber, 60, 61).
The cave to which one returns is the womb of rebirth,
from SHE, the feminine expression of God.

a rebirth

In this womb of rebirth,

one encounters the Mystery, sacrificing illusions of powerlessness,
claiming the true power living in the love of the Creator—embodied
within one's self.
But first we need to let go of our hatred of our bodies, our
hatred of our faces, our fear of not measuring up to the worldly
standards of beauty.

What if we stood before our mirrors and said,

"Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the person I can become to be
all?"

The process of reuniting our bodies with our selves,

spirit,

becomes

a

healing,

a

growing,

a

becoming—a

our

Divine

creation.
This creation takes courage,
with one's self,
image of SHE.

the courage to be comfortable

with one's own strength,

created in the Divine

This courage also needs to extend to the ability to

listen to our body's language.

What are the things one's body is

trying to say, things that need to be healed, be made whole?

What

are the things that separate women from fundamental connectedness,
from the physical, cognitive-emotional, and spiritual that connect
into the Divine?
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In order to connect these separations, women often have to be
ready to let go, to die, to those parts of self that stand in the
way of connectedness to self-expression in the Divine SHE.
women who believe their femaleness
incarnation

of

infinite

mystery,

is an expression of God,
the

radical

struggle

For
an
is

psychological, spiritual and cognitive; the blessing half-guessed
and the gift half-understood is Incarnation.
My guess or my suspicion is that it is not that the
Incarnation has limited us but that we have limited the
Incarnation.
We have fixed it like a butterfly on a
collector's board, thinking to keep it, hold it still,
study its components, distinguish its colors and design.
Unfortunately, like the butterfly, the mystery has been
almost killed by our attempts to fix it.
Our main
problem with the Incarnation is that, generally, we have
liberalized the Mystery and limited it to the historical
person of Jesus of Nazareth. . . .
. . . Incarnation is a non-historical guality of the
creative
process
of
Ultimate
God-Mystery
that
transfigures
created
beings,
radically
shifts
all
consciousness in the cosmos, and results in what is
earth-created matter becoming transformed into God.
It
is a quality of the creative process of God from the
beginning, wholly present in the constant unfolding of
created being, awaiting only the realization of creation
itself in order to be manifest.
It is because Jesus realizes his radical Incarnation,
through his conscious descent into embodiedness, that he
is able to say, "Before Abraham ever was, I Am" (John
8:58 JB),(Weber, 42, 43).
Therefore,

all that Is,

is the Godhead.

All that proceeds

from the Godhead, the Word and the Image of God, all that proceeds
from the love of God is

rooted in GOD.

. . . Jesus focused this consciousness within himself by
fulfilling everything that is human,
that is,
by
descending into matter, the Mother, the dark womb of the
feminine and being born into the realization that he was
God.
By his own unfolding he became the Christ.
The
Christ is neither male nor female, Jew nor Gentile, slave
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nor free; the Christ is the full Incarnated One, the One
containing in his or her consciousness the coining to be
of all creation.
And the Christ is God.
To be Christian means to enter
Incarnation. . . (Weber, 44).

into

a

process

of

Because of our distorted image of the male and the female, we
have denied qualities,

active within ourselves,

prison the shekinah of God.

thus putting in

Until we release the shekinah to run

free in Creation, we limit the ongoing process of creation as God
intended.

We fall short of the shekinah of God at work in the

world.
. . . Masculine energy developed at the expense of
feminine energy results in an ungrounded culture, out of
touch with the sources and repositories of life and
vitality.
Feminine energy developed at the expense of
the masculine could result in a culture lacking in focus,
direction, and brilliance. For creation we need both the
day and the breath of life, the vast waters and the
spirit moving over them (Weber, 51).
We can no longer afford to allow this unequal, unreal illusion
to be the mode

of

operation

in

our world.

The

Divine One

calling us to a fuller dimension of life.
Women, however, in their personal, professional, and
spiritual lives, encounter an overwhelming obstacle to
their essential creativity in the masculinization of
society. Seeking survival, some women have buckled under
and become daughters of the fathers either by outdoing
men
in
their
masculine-toned
achievements
or,
trivializing the feminine, by remaining daddy's little
girl all their lives. In the first survival attempt, we
identify with the masculine and imprison the feminine
energy in our deepest unconscious; in the second, we
project our masculine energy on our men
(fathers,
spouses, employers) and withdraw from the feminine and
all of its power.
That power then retreats to the
unconscious.
In our attempts to survive in a masculine
world by denying the feminine, we succeed only in making
ourselves powerless(Weber, 52).

69

is

This powerlessness affects not only women, but extends to the
ability of men to function in their intended capacity also.

Both

women and men become a sad caricature of what they are capable of
being.

The strong, lively and illumined woman is afraid to relate

to a strong, adventurous and yet caring man, thereby cheating both
themselves and our society from the potential for which they were
intended.

Women and men of intelligence are begining to realize

this sad fact and are taking steps to rectify this lack in our
process of spiritual and intellectual development (Weber, 53).
But,

where

do

we

start,

you

ask.

We

start

by

allowing

ourselves to become transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit.
As the Incarnation was a work of the Holy Spirit,

and the Resur

rection was a work of the Holy Spirit, so too, women's rebirth into
the spirit of SHE is a work of the Holy Spirit,

a cooperation of

obedience much like that expressed by Mary when she told the angel:
"Here am I,
your Word
rejoices

servant of the Lord,

...
in

servant."

let it be with me according to

My soul magnifies the Holy One

SHE,

my

Savior,

As you can see,

who

looks

with

.

.

favor

.my spirit
upon

this

only the gender has been changed to

facilitate the healing process.
Now

as

women

continue,

they

learn

to

breathe

deeply

surrender to the power of the Holy Spirit:
As you continue to breathe, search with each breath,
search your own body, search until you come to a special
spot, a place that you find within yourself, the place
that is most receptive, the place most able to nurture.
With your breath, fill that place; with the energy of
your breath, leave the spark of life there.
Be filled
with energy. As you focus on your spot, remember that it
is a unique spark, the spark that is you, the spark of
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and

creation that has never been before and will never be
again. As you focus your energy on that spot, relish it,
celebrate it. And from that deeply nurturing place, view
the rest of your body, yourself. As you look at your own
body parts, see if there is any part that feels lonely,
unloved, discounted.
Gently take those fragments and
weave them with the power of your spark, taking time to
weave those fragments into a unity. As you feel yourself
becoming one within yourself, become aware of a journey
outward.
The nurturing spot is a womb, a safe place,
like an island, a homeland. . . .
I invite you to reflect, remembering a specific time, a
time you birthed in that very core of your being. A time
that showed you that you are holy in body, holy in
birthing, holy in your womanhood.
Take the time to
remember, to nourish, to celebrate.
.(Weber, 64).
Each time the journey will be different.

It is helpful for

women to find a partner or a group of friends that they trust to
share

in

this

exercise

with

them.

After

each

meditation

experience, allow time to share and talk and pray with each other.
This process will become a blessing for everyone concerned, and the
women will find a support group that relates to them as no other
before.
Remember.

rebirthing

is

a

process,

sometimes

painful

and

extremely hard work, but also sometimes filled with the joy of new
discovery, new creation.

The following story is an illustration of

the beauty that awaits everyone in this journey if they have the
courage to begin.
After some time of silent reflection, each woman shared
birthing experiences through poetry,
art,
song,
or
storytelling. "On the day of my birth, God danced," said
one. "A rose bloomed in our yard the day my daughter was
born; we picked it on the way to the hospital, and
although it was without water all during my labor, it
lived to greet her birth, and then for days and days
afterwards. Tonight, I give each of you a rose," another
said gently. One woman told of her pain at never having
birthed a physical child, another of the birthgiving
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her self.
On and on around the circle women offered
stories, poetry, and song. In the end we created a womb
of our group, enclosing each woman and bringing her forth
anew.
"Together we are woman - the womb of creation.
"Let us be that for one another tonight.
"Let each person be birthed by us."
There was a moment of intense silence.
Then the names
began to be spoken gently into the circle of women:
I
name you Deep; I name you Courageous One; I name you
Dancer; I name you Shining One; I name you Dragonfly; I
name you Joyful Youth; I name you Piney Wood; I name you
Beauty; I name you New Woman; I name you Melody; I name
you Gentle Lady; I name you Soft Rain; I name you Morning
Star; I name you Moon Child; I name you Deep Pool; I name
you Self Healer.
"Come forth, Woman.
Newborn.
New-named.
Alive"
(Weber, 64,65)
These meditation and prayer sessions may be incorporated into
rituals of worship,

combined with the Eucharist

priest is present, used as part of a retreat.

if a pastor or

The important part

of this process of rebirth is that women remember the goal is to
become, to journey on the path our Creator has provided.
Music, video, slides, dance, candles, many wonderful avenues
of expression may be added to the worship as women and their soul
mates proceed with their quest of understanding in the feminine
dimension of the Holy One, the divine SHE.
The birth of a whole woman raises the repressed feminine
from the depths, releasing her power into the world where
the masculine has ruled supreme but incomplete.
The
birth of a whole woman gives hope for a newborn world
contained in and infused with a consciousness that is
embodied.
This embodied consciousness, reconciling
opposites and giving wholeness to the world, is what
Christians call the Cosmic Christ (Weber, 69).
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Some

of

ritualistic

the

results

celebration

of

of

this

coming

journey

into

have

womanhood,

included
much

as

a
the

Jewish Bar-Mitzvah which is celebrated by young Jewish males; the
sharing of the stories of what it means to be Woman in the writing
of poetry and music, and creating art and theater that portray the
story of the feminine.

At the heart of this creative sharing is

the spiritual core of SHE.
Within each of us, if we dare allow the awareness,
gnaws an insatiable yearning.
The soul is kissed by God
in its innermost regions.
With interior yearning,
grave and blessing
are bestowed.
It is a yearning to take on God's
gentle yoke,
it is a yearning to give one's self
to God's way.
The yearning as expressed above by Hildegard of Bingen
takes many forms; it is often experienced as darkness or
incompleteness or even loss (Weber, 135).
In the past, God has been expressed as "He,” the eternal Son.
Now,

God must also be expressed as "She," the eternal Daughter.

When the prevailing truth taught in our churches, that the Heavenly
Father is also the Holy Mother,

all will be well as seen in the

vision of Julian so many centuries ago—a true prophecy of our
Creator's will for Creation.
History has taught us and the scriptures of religion have
demonstrated to us that divinity has always been represented by
both the female and male.

In the past, however, the male has been

more emphasized and symbolized—in the person of Christ.
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But, from

the primordial state of our reconciliation to the salvation history
brought down to us today, the Kingdom will come.

It is a promise

made to us in the beginning and brought forth into reality at the
end.
The prevailing teaching of Jesus when he ministered here on
Earth was "the Kingdom of God is at hand!”

Christ's respect, love

and empowering spirit in the women of his followers is alive today
in the women who seek their true identity; women who seek their
whole image as part of creation, an image rooted in their discovery
of the feminine dimension of the Godhead,
powerful Shekinah of SHE.
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the lovely,

graceful,

CONCLUSION:
I have come to believe that there are levels of understanding.
We

come

develops

to different
and

grows.

levels
Each

of

understanding

person

is

at

as

our

his/her

own

awareness
level

of

understanding in his/her process of development and can empathize
with the levels we have already passed through,

but not at the

levels we have yet to encounter.
As we move

from our comfortable

levels of awareness,

into

new

we are in a state of changing beliefs,

and

change can be very scary.

levels

of

truth

There is much change in our world today-

-the emerging Alternative System is only one—and this is cause for
much unsettledness and fear.

But if we continue to move forward,

trusting the faithfulness of our Creator to bring us to wholeness,
much more freedom and joy await us on our journey as both female
and male learn to appreciate and compliment each other in their
differentness.
One question we also may need to ask ourselves as we look at
the social and spiritual reformation taking place in our world is,
"Who challenges the status-quo?"

Whose hand is overturning the

tables of tradition, the great temples of our world?
political radicals, iconoclasts, other radical thinkers?

Is it only
Or, could

it be One who walks among us with total justice and complete love,
who will not allow our carefully constructed systems to continue
•

without

challenge

towards

our

possibilities?
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Does

this

hand

possibly have nail holes?

Could the authorities be afraid of the

power of this hand of love?
The process of rebirth by which women overcome the imbalanced
and false mindset of the original sin of being born female can take
place by becoming truly rooted and rebirthed into the wholeness of
SHE.

Thus, the female is freed from the false illusion that has

permeated

our world,

crossing all

classes

and cultures.

In

a

community of loving, supportive friends, guided by the Holy Spirit,
women can find the path of understanding in the shekinah of our
Holy God, as expressed in the feminine Divine, I AM SHE.
This journey leads us to the purposes of our Creator for both
males and females,

to move out of the perception of femaleness

being our "original sin," where we better understand our identity
within

the

feminine

of

our

Creator,

as

expressed

through

the

centuries in Scripture and the teachings of the Church.
According to

theological

concepts,

original

sin

cannot

be

atoned for by works; therefore, if this perception prevails, there
is absolutely nothing a woman can do to absolve herself from her
perceived original sin of being born female.
thing"

she can do to atone for this

sin.

There is no "right
And to compound the

misunderstood perception of this sin, we have the predominant image
of

a male God and a male Christ,

female beings.

With this in mind,

sitting in judgment of these
if a female believes she has

already been judged by males as inferior, and believes her sin of
being female unatonable,

how can she believe a male Christ has

atoned for her sin, or a male God has forgiven it?
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Because

most

of

the

power

dominated by white males,

and

imagery

of

System

is

it is not hard to understand why our

image of God in our culture is white and male.
male,

this

If God is white and

the White Male System has the ultimate weapon to convince

women that their original sin is being born female.

This being

born female is, according to the Dominant Male System, inferior and
unatonable.
Therefore, it is imperative for women to be in touch with the
feminine dimension of God.

It is also imperative that they see the

wonder and awe of being created in the image of SHE, and find new
symbols that relate to this image.
We

have

looked

at

the

many

influences

that

affect

our

psychological development as we progress through the ongoing stages
of

identity.

change,

This

seems to be a process that

is

in continual

but also rooted in critical points of development.

Our

perceptions continue to change as we are constantly bombarded with
new information and continue to evaluate and respond according to
the

individual we have already become and the circumstances

in

which we are placed.
One of the exciting things about this life through which we
journey is that nothing is stagnant, and every twenty-four hours we
have a brand new day to look forward to.

This is truly one of

God's greatest gifts to us.
As we looked backward into history, we have seen the powerful
and sometimes painful cultural and spiritual heritage passed down
to us from the women who have gone before us.
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The heroines of our

past are still present with us in the hearts and minds of those who
look to them and their struggles for models of our own behavior.
The insight and courage they have given us is material that will
inspire many of us today.
Now, we look at the spiritual dimension.

From past eras, and

from contemporary women, about whom we have read, we have received
many relevant and caring models of transcendent relationship.

God

continues to be faithful and to seek us at every turn where we open
ourselves to the Divine Love.
Today, perhaps as never before, we have both a great need, and
a great opportunity to facilitate the healing process for women
carrying

the wounds

opportunity

to

help

of

hundreds

our

sisters

of

years.

be

raised

Today we
up

in

have
Christ

wholeness, authority, power, equal respect, and reverence.

the
to

Today,

we have a great need and also a great opportunity to proclaim the
other identity of God—God, the Mother/God, the Divine SHE.

78

e

BIBLIOGRAPHY
The Holy Bible.
NRSV,
Publishers, Inc., 1989.

Nashville,

TN

37214,

Thomas

Nelson

The Holy Bible. NEB; New York, NY, Oxford University Press,

1976.

Bardwick, Douvan, Horner and Gutman, Feminine Personality
Conflict. Belmont, CA 94002, Brooks/Cole Publishing, 1970.

and

Boff, Leonardo M., OFM, The Maternal Face of God, San Francisco,
CA, Harper & Row Publishers, Inc., 1987.
Brunn, Emilie Zunn and Epiney-Burgard, Georgette, Women Mystics in
Medieval Europe. 90 Fifth Ave., New York, NY, Paragon House, 1989.
Bruns, Edgar, God as Woman, Woman as God. 1865 Broadway, New York,
NY 10023, Paulist Press, 1973.
Carson, Anne, Feminist Spirituality and
Trumansberg, NY, The Crossing Press, 1986.

the

Feminine

Divine.

Chodorow, Nancy, "Family Structure and Feminine Personality", in M.
Z. Rozaldo and L. Lamphere, eds., Women, Culture and Society,
Standford, CA, Stanford Univ. Press, 1974.
Cooper, Austin, OMI, Reflections on Selected Texts, Julian of
Norwich.
185
Willow
St.,
Mystic,
CT
06355,
Twenty-Third
Publications, 1988.
Eisler, Riane, The Chalice and the Blade. 10 E. 53rd St., New York,
NY 10022, Harper & Row Publishers,Inc., 1987.
Fiorenze, Elizabeth Schussler, Bread,
Boston, MA 02108, Beacon Press, 1984.

Not Stone.

25 Beacon St.,

Fox, Matthew, commentary by, Illuminations of Hildegard. P.0.
Drawer 2860, Santa Fe, NM, 87504, Bear and Company, Inc., 1985.
Hauerwas, Stanley, A Community
University of Notre Dame, 1981.

of

Character.

South

Kaplan, Paul S. A Child's Oddessy. 50 W. Kellog Blvd.,
MN 55164-0526, West Publishing Company, 1991.

Bend,

St.

IN,

Paul,

Mahowald, Mary Briody, Philosophy of Woman:
An Anthology of
Current Concepts, P.O. Box 44937, Indianapolis, TN 46204, Hackett
Publishing Co., 1978.
Morris, Joan, The Lady Was
MacMillan Co., 1973.

a

Bishop.
79

New York,

NY

10022,

The

BIBLIOGRAPHY, cont
Randour, Mary Lou, Women's Psyche, Women's Spirit. New York, NY,
Columbia University Press, 1987.
Reuther, Rosemary Radford, Sexism and God Talk.
Boston, MA, 02108, Beacon Press, 1983.

25

Beacon St.,

Russell, Letty, Human Liberation, A Feminist Perspective
Theology. Philadelphia, PA, Westminister Press, 1974.

-

A

Schaef, Ann Wilson, Women's Reality. 430 Oak Grove, Minneapolis, MN
55403, Winston Press, Inc., 1981.
Tetlow, Elizabeth M., Women and Ministry in the New Testatment.
1865 Broadway, New York, NY 10023, Paulist Press, 1980.
Walsh, James, SJ, and Edmund College, OSA,
Shewings. New York, NY, Paulist Press, 1978.
Weber, Christin Lore, Woman Christ. 10 E.
10022, Harper & Row Publishers, 1987.

Julian

of

Norwich.

53rd St., New York, NY

Wilson-Kastner, Patricia; Kastner, G. Ronald; Millin, Ann; Radner,
Rosemary; Reedy, Jeremiah; A Lost Tradition: Women Writers of the
Early Church. Washington, D.C., University Press of America, 1981.

80

