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Out of the Gospel perspective and the experience of whole

generations of women, the following affirmation can be made: Woman is

not an inferior human being, either spiritually or intellectually. She is

created in the image of God as much as her male counterpart, and

institutions that deny this are in effect denying the image of God in their

presence. As stated by the Leadership Conference of Women Religious,

"Women throughout the world press for recognition of their human dignity,

the acknowledgement of their human rights, the enlargement of their

roles, and the same fullnesss of life opportunties that are taken for 

granted by the men of the culture around them."^

In the history of the Christian Church, the contributions of women

have been overlooked and underreported. It is becoming clear that women

are increasingly frustrated and disillusioned with theologies that continue

to use the New Testament as justification for oppression. Women in

most Christian churches find themselves relegated to subordinate roles.

The Roman Catholic church, for example, denies all forms of ordination to

women, basing this denial on the lack of Scriptural evidence to support
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women's claims to leadership roles.

Actually there is ample Scriptural evidence of women who provide

excellent first century models for these sacred roles. Thus the true

barriers to the advancement of equitable treatment for women are dogma

and tradition. The focus of this paper will be these questions: Does the

second-class citizenship of women have an authentic Scriptural basis? If

not, why has the Christian Church held so tightly to this position? And,

Can women look to the New Testament for affirmation and support in the

search for a greater level of religious expression?

The first section of this paper will deal with the question of

women's history and roles in the pre-Christian era and the early Church.

The second portion will suggest a basis for a more equitable assignment of

leadership roles for the persons who are called to them.

I. THE SUBORDINATE ROLE IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

The "genesis" of the subordinate role of women in the Christian

tradition has its roots in the patriarchal culture of Israel. The ancient
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Hebrews codified two accounts of human creation. One spoke in abstract

inclusive terms and did not mention the original human sin. The other

spoke in clear, easily understood forms describing in detail the fall of

humanity, naming the male Adam, and the female, Eve. The first version

was written in the tenth century B.C.; the second, in the sixth century B.C.

The second appears first in the Bible but remains the lesser known

creation story. It reads :

Then God said: "Let us make man in our likeness.
Let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, 
the birds of the air, and the cattle, and over all 
the wild animals and all the creatures that crawl

on the ground." God created man in his image; in 
the divine image he created him; male and female he 
created them (Gen. 1:26-27 ).

Pope John Paul II has interpreted this creation story as a tale of

the incompleteness of an individual who is overcome with a sense of

wonder at the discovery of another person. "Both unite and become the 

image of God." 2 With this understanding the Pope affirms the personhood 

of woman and affirms (in this case) her contribution as equal to that of

man.
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The first chapter of Genesis stresses that man and woman are of

like nature . Keeping in mind the teachings of Christ, as in Matthew 

19:4-7, perhaps we are justified in seeing in these chapters the original

intention of the Creator. Biblical tradition shows us that this intention

was obscured in the minds of the ancient patriarchs.

According to Genesis 1:26 male and female are both A-dam, Hebrew

for 'the humankind', "created in the Imago Dei Thus one of the

strongest affirmations for women is that they are created "in the image."

This can be comforting (implying the inclusive belonging we all seek) or it

can be extremely threatening (challenging the complacency that is

pervasive in those who feel unworthy).

Clearly, living "in the image of God" leaves much open for

interpretation; certainly it leads to a frustrating lack of clarity, and

unclear implications. It offers a freedom that is uncomfortable and

frightening. It does not leave us in peace, but fills us with a tremendous

sense of longing. It insists that we ask questions and search for the

answers.

The second Bible story, the account of the fall, is far more familiar
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to us because it contains the infamous story of Adam and Eve (Gen. 2-3).

It is this story that has been the historical, etiological prop supporting

the Jewish, then the Christian view of the "proper place" of women. By

their secondary creation women were thought to be naturally inferior to

men: created of him, for him, and responsible, according to the story, for

his loss of immortality by causing his downfall. Eve was unable to resist

temptation; she was curious, she was weak. Adam had been as guilty as

Eve, but he had not been the one deceived.

A broader interpretation of this 'popular' account is suggested by

Dorothy Soelle when she quotes Schiller as saying he thought the fall of 

man was, "...the happiest moment in the history of the world. "4 Humanity 

was thrust into the world, "...there was a birthing of a new vision."5 The 

humans were driven out into the world to learn, to grow, to live. And

while this may offer an authentic way of looking at the creation story, our

identity must include a sense of being 'created in the image.' Therefore,

by the expulsion from Eden, we are liberated and our quest for knowledge

and a sense of our own consciousness begins.

It is significant that when Jesus refers to the creation story, which
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he does in relation to marriage, he refers to the Genesis 1 account. In the

Gospel of Mark he says, "But from the beginning of creation, God made 

them male and female " (Mk. 10:6). Perhaps he was supporting the idea 

that humans were created equal from the very beginning.®

OLD TESTAMENT HEROINES

The history of women has been, to a large degree, lost. Only a tiny 

portion of the reality is visible on the 'surface' of history.7 Even though 

leadership roles were given to women sparingly, in some cases assumed,

the women in the ancient Scripture who responded to their understanding

of God's call have become models of leadership, courage, and intellect.

Among them were Deborah, Judith, Esther, Miriam, and Rebekah.

Deborah (Jud. 4:1 ,ff), was a warrior prophet who saved her

people by leading them in battle. Judith showed logistical inspiration and

cold courage in killing King Holofernes, using her beauty and intellect as

weapons to defend her people (Jud. 8:1-16:20). Her renown has been sung 

by her people for many centuries (Jud. 16:21-25).8
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Esther also saved her people. Her courage and devotion to the

Hebrew faith and her people saved their lives and hers. It was for love of

her that the Persian King, Ahasnerus, did not wipe out the Hebrew people.

Still another heroine was Miriam, the sister of Moses, who

watched over Moses as he floated toward the Pharoah's daughter, and then

when he was safe, saw that he was restored to his real mother to be

raised (Ex. 2:1-10; 2:2,3). She is said in Exodus 15:20 to be a prophet.

One story of Miriam recalls Eve's attitude, when Miriam questions Moses'

authority desiring, for herself and her brother Aaron, a greater share in

the leadership of their people. Once again woman is represented as the

doubter, the questioner, the one who disobeys.

Finally, Rebekah played one of the most important roles in

salvation history. She showed herself to be a better vessel of God's plan,

and a truer link between Abraham and Jacob, than was Isaac himself.

Rebekah's primary significance is in her total response to God. She held

her life and her heart open so that God was able to communicate to her

and through her. From the example of her life we find a model of a true

feminist spirituality: open, receptive, listening. She defied her husband
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and the law to do what she knew was right (Gen: 24). She displayed

courage and conviction by listening to and obeying God, rather than her

husband or her culture. Rebekah must have known the price of her

betrayal of her eldest son, Esau, and of her powerful husband, Isaac. She

knew that Jacob, her only male ally, would be driven off. She knew that

after Jacob went into the desert she would be doomed to the fate of those

who disobeyed.

Her fierce independence and single-minded courage continue to

be models for us. She left her family to answer God's call (Gen .24:28); she

suffered in her pregnancy and she called for God's help. She was told two

worlds struggled within her, one of the past and one of the future (Gen

25:20-23). She would soon find herself in the unenviable position of

protecting God's plan with her life. She accepted her destiny with the

grace of simple assent. This same 'yes' would echo many centuries later

in the heart of her kinswoman, Mary.
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HEBRAIC PERIOD

The subjugation of women was common in the Hebraic period of the 

pre-New Testament age. According to Rachel Adler, a man was grateful to

his gods that he was not born a beast or a woman, that he was born into an

advanced society and not a barbaric tribe. This attitude is clearly seen in 

the Hebrew tradition of a man praying three times a day, thanking God "for 

not making him a Gentile, a slave, or a woman."® And further, a later 

rabbinic text found in the Talmud of Tosephta states: "Blest be he who has

not made me a Gentile, for Gentiles are nothing before God...Nor a woman,

for a woman cannot fulfill the commandments..."(Ber.7,18).

Most cultures of this time period were patriarchal and therefore

sexist to one degree or another, practicing strict sexual exclusion.

Despite some negative attitudes among the Greeks, philosophers since

Plato had encouraged teaching philosophy to women. He affirmed their 

identity and nature, saying they were even suited to govern.1 ® The 

Christian message also, was one of unity. The baptismal affirmation

e
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abolished the religious, sociological, patriarchal, and gender distinctions

among people. Musonius Rufus, a contemporary of Paul, also called for the 

education of women?1 Under his influence, Clement also recommended 

that women study philosophy, and asserted their equality with men in

virtue and capacity for perfection. He uses Paul's letter to the Galatians

(Gal. 3:28) to justify this position.

II. THE SUBORDINATE ROLE IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

The justification for religious subjection of women in the New

Testament comes primarily from Paul's first letter to the Corinthians.

This is an area where the theology of Paul seems inconsistent with the

Christological message of liberation and equality. It is, however,

important to remember that Paul's letters were written to specific

communities at specific times. The letter he wrote to the church at

Corinth was written to settle disputes within that church at that time.
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CORINTH

A closer look at the first century community of Corinth is needed

to understand the people and the culture that Paul encountered. The

community of Corinth, as the capital of the province of Achaia, was a 

cosmopolitan center of trade and shipping. This large, wealthy city

included Greeks and Romans, as well as Jews. It was, therefore,

influenced by a variety of religious movements including Judaism,

Christianity, and some Eastern polytheistic cults, as well as an ever

present trend toward gnosticism.

According to Eerdmans (Handbook of the Bible), the inclusive

Galatians material was written before the letters to the Corinthians. He

states there is "good evidence" that Paul wrote the letter to the Galatians

between the first and second missionary journey. The first letter to the

Corinthian community was written on the second journey when Paul went

from Corinth to Ephesus. The speculation is that he wrote back to the
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Corinthians and then returned to Corinth himself, possibly even writing 

"another letter which has not been preserved."12

Scholars have shown that biblical authors like Paul did not intend to

write historically accurate accounts of what happened. Rather they were

attempting to show the meaning and impact of what had happened. They

were recording stories from an oral tradition. The sociological bias of

these people must also be remembered. They saw themselves as the

"people of God," superior to those around them and justified in their

actions by the strength of tradition and doctrine. Nor can it be overlooked

that the New Testament canon is the product of the "historical winners." 

1 Therefore, its interpretation must be viewed in light of these biases. 

Paul's first letter to the Corinthians reflects these attitudes.

PAUL AND THE CORINTHIANS

The status of women had become an issue. The cause was probably

due to some conflict between the relatively well educated Greeks and the

proud "chosen" Jews. As noted before, the women of the Hellenistic
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tradition were taught philosophy and were probably literate. There is

little doubt that it was a scandal to Jewish men to have an educated

woman speaking within their assembly. A few of these women had

overstepped the delicate boundaries of the new roles the church offered 

them J

Furthermore, people seemed to be seeking a sense of assurance. But,

as some historians suggest, the first century was a period of marked 

religious diversity, intense yearning, and widespread superstition J ® 

Therefore, the first Corinthian letter reprimands these errant women

twice:

Any man who prays or prophecies with his head 
covered dishonors his head, but any woman who 
prays or prophesies with her head unveiled dishonors 
her head-it is the same as if her head were shaven.
(I Cor. 11:4-5)

As in all the churches of the saints, the women 
should keep silence in the churches. For they are 
not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, 
as even the law says. (I Cor. 14:34-35)

Paul may have been responding to an explosive political situation

which only began, or was disguised, as a gender issue. According to

CORETTE LIBRARY 
CARROLL COLLEGE
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Rosemary Ruether, there were Gnostics in the Corinthian congregation and

Paul was concerned about the impact of their presence. The women, it

would seem, had found themselves in the middle of a theological battle.

Taking into account the time period, as well as the political

climate, it is easy to imagine the tremendous pressure that was being

brought to bear on the infant church. Recent studies of the time period in

which Christianity began show the Church as not being structurally

cohesive. Also, these studies have shown Christianity to be a

multifaceted, countercultural movement.16

While the reasons remain unclear, for the sexist tone of I

Corinthians, Paul's admonitions to women are inconsistent with his other

writings. Galatians 3:28, for example, states:

There does not exist among you Jew or Greek, slave 
or free, male or female. All are one in Christ Jesus.

(Gal. 3:28)

Nor is this tone consistent with the theology of Jesus. It is possible that

the message of unity, and the breaking down of barriers, spoken of in the

letter to the Galatians was explosive and even dangerous. Perhaps the
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letter was met with both the suspicion and fear commonly aimed at

women. It suggested abolition of slavery, the breaking down of

nationalistic prejudice, and the dissolving of sex role differentiation.

Thus the Galatian material reflects the central inclusive message of the

Gospels.

OTHER EARLY CHURCH WRITINGS

An overview of the references to women's participation in the early

Christian endeavor suggests that some of the work done by women was of

paramount importance, equaling that of men. A sense of sexual

competition does not appear in these references. Women were baptized

and were full members of the church. It must not have been unusual that

they were given, or in some cases assumed, leadership roles in a

community that depended on the gifts of all its members. Membership and 

leadership were not based on gender roles.17

Read in a non-sexist manner, the entire Scripture becomes more

inclusive. For example, I Cor 11:2-16 may indicate that Paul by using the
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term "the proper way" took for granted that women would prophesy and

have liturgical functions. In other writings of Paul, there can be found

commendations of those who have "labored" hard in the Lord. The Greek

term he uses to describe their work is the same one he uses to describe

his own J 8

Phoebe (Rom 16) receives the titles prostatis and diakonos. These

two terms, when ordinarily translated in Paul, are deacon and minister,

but when used in the case of a woman they are translated servant and

deaconess . Even with these differences in translation, Phoebe's

importance remains obvious. Phoebe had a leadership role in the

community of Cenchreae and was a person of authority. This fact was not

disputed by Paul or anyone else at the time.

One instance where a solitary woman is called a "disciple" is in Acts

9:36-43. Her name is Tabitha, but she is also known as Dorcas. She was

well known, admired, and was presumably important in her community of

Joppa. Peter was called to raise her from the dead, the first such miracle

performed by an apostle. Peter's action indicates her value and

indispensability to her congregation and to the church at large.19
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Another instance of the evangelizing efforts of women is recorded by 

John who writes in Revelation (2:20ff.) of one woman Thyatira, who was 

the head of a prophetic school at the end of the first century. And another, 

important and wealthy woman, Lydia, was converted by Thyatira (Acts

16:14).

There were also powerful missionary women who were part of

husband-wife teams. Junia, with her husband, Andronicus received the 

title of Apostle in Romans 16:7.20 The most frequently mentioned of 

these couples was Priscilla and Aquilla (Acts 18:2ff; 18:18,26). Priscilla,

also known as Prisca at times, worked independently of both her husband

and Paul and was not under Paul's authority. Together this couple founded

and led domestic-churches in Ephesus, Corinth, and possibly Rome. In

gratitude for the work of this couple, Paul declared that the whole Church 

was in their debt.2"*

LATER CHURCH INTERPRETATIONS

The patriarchal intrepretation of Holy Scrpiture is not the only

source that justifies the subjugation of women. Other sources that

support this secondary citizenship include the opinions of several Fathers
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of the Church. St John Chrysostom is attributed with this view:

It is not good to marry. What else is woman but a foe
to friendship, an inescapable punishment, a necessary
evil, a natural tempation, a desirable calamity,
delectable detriment, an evil of nature, painted with 

99fair colors.

Although this type of language and understanding seems starkly

inappropriate to us now, it implies that these attitudes supplied a sense

of credibility for the fear and mistrust of women.

Another example is Augustine who, in The City of God, gives women

three roles: temptress, wife, mother. As temptress she is personified by

Eve, who after being duped by the devil, dupes Adam. His sin, however, is

the lesser of the two because he was deceived by the temptress, his sole

companion. Adam himself blames the woman, and Augustine supports

Adam's denial of guilt.

In the role of wife, the woman is seen as the extension of the husband,

who is the head of the family and house. Also, Augustine seems to borrow

the early pagan notion that it is the father's right and responsibility to

disciplne "any disobedience with a word or a blow, or some kind of just 

and legitimate punishment..."23
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It is only in her role as mother that a woman has any human

justification. Here she is the instrument of God's creativity. Thus, it is

only in her disobedience, her role of temptress, that woman acts

independently. This recalls the ancient Talmud story of Lilith, a female

who was cast out by Adam before the creation of Eve. She was cast out

because she would not submit her will to that of Adam. Thus, in many of

her female roles, the woman finds herself challenged when expressing her 

God--given ability to choose.24

Jesus' ministry included at times, healings, exorcisms, promises to 

the poor, and "the breaking of religious law."2^ In the Jewish tradition a 

woman was never recognized in public. An orthodox Jew would not address

his mother, his wife, his daughter, or his sister on the street Jesus,

however, addressed several women in public, including Mary Magdalen and

the Samaritan woman at the well. Further, he allowed women to follow

him. The gospel writers recorded over and over again his defiance of the

culture in which he lived.

Jesus affirmed the value of woman's life by raising a woman from

the dead. He violates the purification taboos by touching her, something
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he did not do with the other two people he raised. Also, he rejected the

blood taboos by allowing a hemorrhaging woman to touch him in public.

Further, he turned and addressed her.

Jesus viewed women as being endowed with the same dignity as

men. The teachings and traditions of both the Jewish and the Christian

religions, however, present paradoxical positions regarding women, when

viewed in light of Jesus' message of liberation and justice.

Jesus refused to view women as property or sex objects. He showed

gentle compassion with the woman caught in the act of adultery; he used

feminine images to describe the kingdom: the widow searching for the

lost coin (Lk 15:8-10 ), and the story of the unleavened bread (Lk

13:18-21).

Each of his encounters with women serves as a pressing reminder

that he wanted equality for all persons. The kingdom he preached had no

boundaries, no limitations, and no room for racial, social, or sexual

barriers. There is evidence that the social context of the early church

included "large numbers" of women who were being "schooled" in Scripture. 

26
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Andrew Greeley suggests that Christ treated women as disciples.

The evidence is that he treated them the same as he treated the men who

followed him, with respect, dignity and friendship.

III. THE APOSTLESHIP ROLE

Any discussion of the early leadership of the Church must include

some mention of the ministry of Apostleship. Even though most scriptural

accounts record only twelve men in terms of the apostolic mission, this is

not the case with Paul. He does not limit apostleship to the twelve, since

he was not one of them. According to Paul, all Christians were Apostles

who met these two criteria: first, they must have been eyewitnesses to

the resurrection; and second, they must have been commissioned by the

resurrected Lord to do missionary work (1 Cor 9:4). Luke adds that to be

an Apostle, one would have to have accompanied Jesus in his ministry

(Acts 1:21). In all four gospels, women met all these conditions. They had

followed Jesus all over Galilee and had been conspicuously present at his

crucifixion and resurrection. In the light of what the Scripture's affirm
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concerning women's contribution, Joan Chitister emphatically states:

"Never let anybody tell you in the name of religion that women are not

central to the Gospel, that we are not witnesses and not

commissioned."28

All the Gospels speak of the women as being first at the tomb on

Easter morning, "...the women bow their faces to the ground" (Lk. 24: 5).

This was the first human reaction to God's full entry into the world. Mark

and Luke record three women at the tomb, though not the same three,

Matthew mentions two, and John, one.

Since the names of some women were actually recorded by the Gospel

writers, it is assumed that this was due to the key role these women

played. Their mention was the only honor the writers afforded them.

One name stands out as being important, Mary of Magdala. Her name

appears in all the Gospels, whereas the names of the other women vary

from story to story. Mary Magdalen, in the resurrection account, thinks

the resurrected Jesus is the gardener. But all he has to do is speak her

name, "Mary," and she knows him. Mary's being the first witness to

Christ's resurrection indicates, once again, that Jesus supported a
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changing status for women. Women were not considered credible as

witnesses, and yet Jesus once again depended on them to deliver his

message. The gospel of Luke has the Apostles, Jesus' brethren, the women

from Galilee, and Mary waiting and praying together for nine days while

awaiting the Spirit.

Most people find it difficult to conceptualize God in feminine terms,

and yet most people feel the feminine qualities of God, the warmth, the

patience, the nurturing . The "gifts" of the Holy Spirit always recall

feminine qualities. Paul declares to the Galatians that "The fruit of the

Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,

gentleness, self control" (Gal. 5:22).

The whole people is to be animated by the Spirit of God. The

prophet Joel is thinking of prophetic visions and special charisms when he

says, "Even upon the menservants and maidservants in those days, I will

pour out my spirit "(Joel 2:28). Ezekiel foresees a less sensational but

more profound effect. "I will put my spirit within you...a new heart I will

give you, and a new spirit I will put within you" (Ezek. 36:27,26). Also

Jeremiah prophecies in these words, "I will make a new covenant ...I will
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put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts..."(Jer.

31:31,33).

BETHANY

Bethany was a place Jesus went to escape the many pressures of his

ministry. It was a place of replenishment for Jesus because his friends,

people he loved, lived there (Jn 11:1-45). Bethany was a small village, a

town of ex-lepers, removed from the noise and politics of Jerusalem . In

several of the references to Bethany in the New Testament, Martha is

mentioned as the owner of the house in which she and Mary lived. Lazarus

was their brother, but nowhere it suggested that the house into which

Jesus was welcomed was his. In fact, Luke 10:38 has it that, "Martha 

received him into her house."29 This illustrates the fact that Martha was 

a woman of some means since feminine autonomy in property ownership

was rare. Although the story, is told entirely in reference to Mary, she is

never spoken to directly. Mary makes the choice to listen to Jesus' words

rather than respond to a culturally approved role. Jesus simply affirms

and dignifies that choice, saying, "...Mary has chosen the good portion,
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which shall not be taken away from her."

MARY OF BETHANY

e

The power and importance Jesus gave women is illustrated by the

Scriptural story of Mary and Martha (Lk 10:38-40). There is a strong

implication that this story represents a far more important idea than 

simply being the basis for the active or contemplative roles of religious

women.

In the story of Mary and Martha, Jesus defied the whole theological 

prescription against teaching women. He, in effect, opened a rabbinical

school, had selected a female student, and was arguing the issue of the

"woman's place " with Martha. He was being a rabbi (a teacher), even

though a "real rabbi" would never teach a woman. To understand the 

implications of Jesus' actions in accepting Mary, one must understand the 

Jewish resrictions against women's access to sacred literature.

According to Rabbi Eleazar, it is better that the Torah be burned than to 

be placed in the mouth of a woman. Although some rabbis would instruct
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their daughters, it was considered a waste of time to teach a young woman 

anything since she would never be allowed to speak (much less teach).

This is a key point because the implication of being allowed to sit in the

rabbinical school implied that the student would one day become a rabbi 

as well.30 He allowed Mary to sit at his feet and learn. He did not send 

her away even though another woman (her sister Martha) asked that she be

sent away to help her ( Lk. 10:41). It is appropriate to sit at the feet of a

teacher (Acts 32:3), to "let yourself be dusted with the dust of their feet"

(Lk. 10:39).31 Mary "had chosen" (Lk. 10:42), to hear Jesus' message 

without distraction and Jesus' action in accepting her reflects the

"changed status" of women. It speaks of the emerging strength and

autonomy of women.

Elizabeth Schusler Fiorenza suggests that Jesus had opened a

rabbinical school and by allowing Mary to remain with him to hear his

words, he had allowed a women to become his student. With Martha he is

also openly arguing the Law concerning the proper place of women. Martha

in this case, by arguing a point of law was breaking with tradition, and 

Jesus was breaking the law 32
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In the Gospel, Jesus' contact with women was always affirming and 

positive. He simply saw women as A-dam, that is human. He afforded 

them human dignity, no more and no less than that afforded to men.

Women were Jesus' friends. He treated them with respect, he confided in

them, he trusted them as friends, he went to them when he was weary (Lk.

10:38-40; Jn 12:1-4).

SERVICE

Service, on the part of a leader means a reversal of values, a

countercultural movement. It is the women who emerged as "true

disciples in the passion narrative because they had understood Jesus' 

ministry as being one of diakonia, service" (Mk 15:41 ).33 Rosemary 

Reuther describes this small group of adherents as disciples.®4

"Thus the women emerge as the true Christian ministers and

witnessess." Feminist Theology cries out for the re-membering of

women's contributions of the women as recorded in the Scriptures. They

understood, as men had not, that in true discipleship, power and status are

no longer of primary concern. As disciples, we are asked to adopt a new

attitude. In carrying out this spirit of selflessness Elisabeth Schusler
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Fiorenza comments, "Here women, above all, have been the instruments of 

Christ." 35

IV. REPRESSION OF THE APOSTLESHIP ROLE

Since the first century of the church, women have been subjected to

underling roles, roles that reflect their powerlessness and their

unworthiness. Women have been seen as fit to serve, to support, to give

their lives, but not, somehow, worthy to be active participants in the

leadership of the faith.

Dorothy Soelle suggests that the repression of women is more

glaring in theology than anywhere else. She also notes that "This kind of

domination and arrogance is most destructive for those who practice it.

This male self destruction has done more to destroy theology than all the 

attacks of the secular world combined."36

Soelle's chapters, in The Strength of the Weak, on the feminist

experience of God reveal that when women discover the dichotomy that

exists between a male dominated intrepretation of the Gospels and the

e
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ideal of liberation, they experience their greatest alienation from their

churches and, indeed, from their God. The Churches seem to ratify, by

their language, structure, and social commitments, a message which 

opposes the liberating message preached by Jesus.37

In search of an authentic spirituality, Catholic women find

themselves moving toward the fringe, becoming "sporadic" in the church.

This "partial identification" with the institutional church is leading

toward a crisis of identity for everyone involved , women as well as men.

There is a great deal of pain associated with religious exclusion.

Arleen Stern points out that she has found it a source of pain to attend

"traditional services solely as passive consumer, barred by my gender 

from assuming a public role."38

This alienation of women by the churches is profound and common

with women everywhere and from every tradition. Soelle says that it is

only after leaving the God of the churches and delving into the self that

we can become liberated enough to hear God's call. Judith Hauptman, a

Talmudic professor, sharply criticizes the traditional role of Jewish

women. She calls for revision or elimination of the laws that subordinate

•
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women."A church dominated by males certain that their domination is

divinely ordained cannot hope to offer enlightenment to the issues of 

modern life."40

Women chafe under the tyranny of trivialization of their work and

of economic and social injustice. Both women and men need to move into

meaningful relationships which are affirming and respectful of the full

equality that exists between them.

Women have long filled the roles of being the receptive, patient, and

listening ones. This recalls the image left to us by Rebekah when she

perceived God's message in the stead of her Patriach husband, Isaac. Also

it speaks of the image that Jesus himself left us when he said that the

kingdom would make sense only if you approached it with the trusting

unsophistication of "little children."

Women have known, among other things, canonical inequality,

sacramental restrictions, and institutionalized obstructions to education.

Joan Chitister states, "The social exaltation of power, aggression,

competition, and control to the exclusion of the commonly identified 

feminine qualities of gentleness, collaboration and sensitivity deprives
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society of alternative solutions to complex issues."41

There is no point attempting to rewrite history. The New

Testament authors lived in and responded to the patriarchal culture from

which they came, the culture of their age. However, historical theory and

research that neglect women's lives and contributions are deficient. They

construe humanity and human history as male.

Fiorenza in her attempt to "write women back into early Christian

history" feels that this effort will not only restore Christian history to

women, but also lead to a richer, more accurate perception of early

Christian beginnings. We really lose only that which we forget. The

feminist theological movement is attempting to re-member the history of

the Church with its feminine influence completely present. It is only when

we return to an understanding of our true selves which comes from a

knowlegde of our histoy that our experience of God will be authentic and

therefore meaningful. It is with this attitude that we can truly return to

our churches. The authentic study of history has brought us to where we

are now, it has been our teacher, and it has been the source of origin for

our ideas. We owe history our gratitude and our energy, but we must
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move beyond what we have learned in the past toward what we will

achieve in the future.

V. RECONCILIATION

e

Women seek to rediscover their baptismal call in a discipleship of

equals . They share a vision that would allow a Catholic-Christian

movement of women, not on the fringes of the Church , "but as a central

embodiment and incarnation of the vision of a 'new church' in solidarity

with the oppressed of this world, the majority of whom are women and

children dependent on women.According to Fiorenza, "Women

throughout the world press for recognition of their human dignity, the

acknowledgement of their human rights, the enlargement of their roles,

and the same fullness of life opportunties that are taken for granted by 

the men of the culture around them."43 The denial of any type of 

ordination of women is a prime example of the contradiction that exists

within a church that preaches justice and equality.

e
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THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT

e

It is clear that the Women's Movement has played an important

role in raising women's consciousness of their basic dignity as equal

human persons. It has been a source of courage and support in the 

questioning of the lack of that equality both in the market place and in the

church. Within the Church, feminist theology has been a catalyst in calling

women to recognize and respond to their baptismal call: a call to be and to

do that is no respector of sex. As Fiorenza says, "The Gospel calls into 

being the church as the discipleship of equals that is continually recreated 

in the power of the Spirit."45

ECCLESIA

The Greek term for church, ecclesia, means the actual gathering of

the people. It implies relationship, unity, engaging one another,

community. Again according to Fiorenza, "Ecclesia means eating
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together, sharing together, drinking together, talking with each other,

experiencing God's presence through each other and in doing so

proclaiming the Gospel as God's alternative vision for everyone, especially 

for those who are poor, outcast and battered."46 The impact this has on 

the church today is that it threatens the institution, challenges the

community, transcends an earlier sense of duty. It is an avenue by which

the Church could change if it has the courage and vision needed to follow

the Spirit. The ecclesial impact has given us permission for other ways

of naming and looking at the mystery and the transcendent in our lives. It

has given the church more of a sense of communtiy, koinonia , than it has

experienced since the first days after Pentecost.

Feminist Christian spirituality calls us to come together as the

ecclesia of women who as Fiorenza suggests," In the Spirit are sent forth 

to feed, heal, and liberate their people."47 Therefore, as a people 

together we are called to make serious attempts at solving the problems

between and within ourselves. Change, brings us into conflict; it

polarizes us. We feel unsure of ourselves, yet we are called by our faith

to address issues that have been traditionally answered for us.
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CONCLUSION

Women today struggle for human and civil rights all over the world.

In this endeavor they join in solidarity with people of color, the oppressed,

powerless peoples. They demand to be heard in the government of the

Churches. They long to be a recognized and viable segment of society.

Recently, the United Nations recognized the conflict and lack of recourse

common to the lives of most of the world's women. It demands equal

rights for women in this decree:

"While lacking the power to enforce its Decree , the 
United Nations notheless publicly proclaimed its 
recognition that the case of equal rights for women 
was one with the cause of human dignity, 
of familial and social welfare, of the economic and 
cultural progress of nations, and of peace itself."48

If the human race is to be all that it can be, it must include a

development that includes the emergence of all human qualities. "Women's

self discovery , then, can lead to the liberation of both men and women in
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society."49

The exclusion of the gifts of women leaves men and society deprived

of access to the feminine qualities of women gentleness, collaboration and

sensitivity—to the detriment of each. Women today demand a

reexamination of their biblical history, as well as its reinterperation .

Studied from the perspective of equals, the Scripture stands out as a

radical model of the Word of a non-sexist God. Fiorenza reminds us of

this: "The Gospel calls into being the church as the discipleship of equals 

that is continually recreated in the power of the Spirit."50

Part of Jesus' ministry was reordering the status of women and

challenging the bias where one group of people were subject to another. 

This part of his ministry has not yet been fulfilled.51

The Church is charged with guarding on earth the message that is not

of "this"earth. It must not shirk this responsibility. It must not deviate

from the truth. Any compromise would do harm to believers and

unbelievers alike and deprive them of light. At the same time, the Church

is always bound to think out the truth afresh and give it new forms of

expression in each age. In this task the insights of feminist theology are

6
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lighting the path toward making a reality of Jesus' view of his followers

as equals.
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