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Editorial

‘So much they talked, so very little said.’
(Charles Churchill, 1731-64)

womenwordspirit.org

The winter edition of Network, copydate
October 20th, will have the theme
of Pilgrimage, in both its literal and
metaphorical aspects.
The spring issue, copydate January
20th, will, as ever, be devoted to the
Arts: literature, music, drama, painting
etc. Contributions, which need not
be confined to these topics, will be
gratefully received.

At the Women Word Spirit Annual Gathering on July 26th, the eminent
theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether treated us to an illuminating account of the
development of Feminist Theology in the last half century or so. The text appears in
this issue of Network, so those who were not there will be able to trace its evolution
from a movement based on an alliance between the Civil Rights and Feminist
movements, through the increasing awareness of the situation of ‘women of
colour’, the growth of internationalism, the incorporation of inter-faith elements,
towards the global feminism of today, and the new horizons of involvement in
contemporary issues such as eco-theology. But I feel that the reaction of one of our
members needs to be addressed: within the context of so many women in the world
lacking enough to eat or mental and physical well being, she asks: ‘Who funds all
these conferences on women’s rights?’ Her implication is that the money expended
on air-fares and speakers for the conferences that bring so many women together
from all over the world would have been better spent on feeding the hungry.
This is indeed a challenging question to which a simplistic answer might be:
there is no direct correspondence between the relief of starvation and the funding
of opportunities for bodies of scholars to meet together. The universities that do
the latter would not be entitled to divert their funds towards the needy, but are
more attuned to advancing the careers of their own lecturers and facilitating the
exchange of ideas with scholars from other countries.
But in a sense this is begging the question. There is still a need to evaluate
how far such conferences – including the Britain and Ireland School of Feminist
Theology (BISFT), on which we also have reports in this issue – are really worth
the expense within a world where there are so many more urgent priorities.
Part of the justification is that the bringing together of women from diverse
backgrounds, with a range of different priorities, must always be mutually
illuminating, affording all of them insights about each others’ opinions and needs.
Without this kind of interaction, and the vividness of encountering other scholars
rather than just reading their books and articles, it is likely that the vigour of new
ideas would be lacking, together with the way that these ideas might influence each
other’s work. This rationale clearly applies in any academic discipline.
The history of Feminist Theology, revealing how there has been both a growing
inclusiveness and a taking on of bigger issues than simply bringing women into the
field of theological scholarship, displays how the voice of the feminist theologians
has not only been a means of empowering women and countering sexism in the
field of religion. It has also made more apparent the very needs that the critic of
these conferences quite rightly holds pre-eminent. The pleas for justice in order
that women all over the world may experience the ‘flourishing’ that is surely their
God-given right – as indeed so powerfully expressed by theologians such as Mary
Grey and Rosemary herself – are all the more likely to be heard if their intellectual
force is seen to be acknowledged by their peers.
But at the same time the question of expense, not forgetting the carbon effect
of so many flights, needs to be recognised – meeting up may be a powerful
motivating factor, but could be seen as something of a luxury – there are cheaper
means of everyday communication! Nonetheless, on a smaller and less academic
scale, the meeting up of a substantial group of members at the Annual Gathering
was in itself an enjoyable experience, and an image of the coming together of their
hearts and minds.
Pat Pinsent
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Feminist Theology:
Where is it Going?
Rosemary Radford Ruether
(Paper given at women word spirit
Annual Gathering, London, 26.07.08)
To talk about feminist theology and where
it is going, one first has to discuss where
it has been. What has been the pattern
of development of feminist theology in
the last forty years? I will discuss this
trajectory of development in terms of
continual expansion and diversification,
across race and ethnic groups, across
nations and continents and across faiths.
I will begin with the development of
feminist theologies in the United States,
but only to show how quickly it moved
beyond the US context.
One: First phase of feminist theology
The first stage in the birth (or rather
rebirth, for there had been significant
developments in the 19th century
which had been largely forgotten1) of
Feminist theology in the US was in the
late 1960s. This development was the
fruit of two interacting movements:
the civil rights movement and the
feminist movement. The theological
expression of these movements arose in
the context of theological seminaries,
particularly
liberal
Protestant
seminaries. Liberal denominations,
such as Congregationalists, Methodists,
Presbyterians, and Lutherans began to
ordain women in growing numbers.
Although Congregationalists began to
ordain women as early as 1865 and
Lutherans only in 1965, this change
began to impact seminaries only in the
late 60s to mid-70s.
In this period more and more women
began to come to seminaries, now in
the ordination track, not just to be lay
Christian educators. The growing number
of women students began to demand
women faculty and a feminist revision of
the contents of the curriculum. A feminist
rereading of theology, Biblical studies,
church history, ethics and liturgy began
to emerge in theological schools and to
be published, creating the resources for
feminist studies, not only in seminaries,
but across the churches. Feminist
revision of theological education quickly
transcended the US borders. The work of
feminist theologians and Biblical scholars,
such as Letty Russell, Elizabeth Fiorenza
4

and myself2 were read in Europe, Latin
America, Asia and Africa and so helped
both spark and interact with feminist
thinking in these contexts.
The women church movement and
feminist liturgy3 began to impact how
people worshipped. Denominational
leaders were faced with demands for
inclusive language lectionaries4 and
new translations of the Bible. As more
women were ordained, local churches
increasingly were led by women pastors
who brought a feminist consciousness
to their ministry. Even if the woman
pastor did not choose to be overtly
feminist, the simple fact of having a
women lead the worship impacted the
imagery of the relationship of humans
to God in the local church.
This revolution in the churches did
not proceed smoothly or easily. There
was resistance and backlash among
conservatives. There are still many
churches where a person can grow up
without ever seeing a woman pastor,
hearing inclusive or feminist language or
being introduced to feminist thinking.
The word ‘feminism’ itself was vilified.
Feminists were said to be lesbians, even
witches, who hated men and promoted
abortion. As right wing Christian
pundit Pat Robertson put it in a 1996
campaign letter, ‘Feminism makes
women “leave their husbands, kill their
children, practice witchcraft, destroy
capitalism and become lesbians.”’5
Nevertheless a slow but steady
transformation was underway in the
centres which trained people for ministry
and theological education. By 2000
many liberal seminaries were 50% or
more women students, the faculty was
a third women, and feminist writings
were among the standard textbooks
in all courses. Even more conservative
Protestant seminaries had some women
faculty, many women students and read
some feminist writings. While backlash
from the Vatican prevented the same
changes in most Catholic seminaries,
they too were impacted, especially
because so many of the leading feminist
theologians, Mary Daly, Elizabeth
Fiorenza, Mary Hunt, myself among
them, were Catholics.

– African-Americans, Asians, especially
Koreans, and Hispanics – began to take
their place in theological education.
These women began to criticize the
lack of racial consciousness in feminist
theology, the tendency to speak as if ‘all
women’ were alike and shared a common
‘experience’ as women, an experience
which in fact was that of middle class
white female American Christians. These
women of colour began to coin new
names for their theological reflection
in the context of their distinct female
ethnic experiences, ‘Womanism’ and
‘mujeristas’ among African-Americans
and Latinas. Korean feminists began to
speak of ‘women’s han’, their distinctive
experiences of suffering in their societies,
and of Korean women as the ‘minjung of
the minjung’.6
This critique of ‘white feminism’ by
women of colour has led to the false
impression among second generation
feminist theologians of the 80s that the
pioneering feminists of the 60s were
oblivious to class and race and needed to
be called to account by women of colour.
The reality was much more complicated.
Most of the leading feminist theologians
of the 60s, such as myself, Beverley
Harrison, Carter Heyward and Letty
Russell, came out of the civil rights
movement and were schooled by their
male mentors, white and black, in the 60s
to be highly conscious of race and class
hierarchy in American society, as well as
of colonialism and imperialism. But these
male mentors were oblivious and resistant
to discussion of gender hierarchy. They
didn’t want to recognize their own sexism,
as well as that of American and Christian
history. Thus the struggle of the first
generation of feminist theologians of the
60s was to integrate gender issues within
class and race.7
But these 60s American feminist
theological educators were mostly
white. Although they could and did
speak strongly about the need to see
the interconnection of class, race and
gender, they could not speak for the
concrete historical experiences of
African-American, Hispanic or Korean
women. It was only as more and more
women of colour took their place as
theological students, that the critical
voices of their distinctive experiences
Two: Ethnic plurality and sexual
could be articulated, not in terms of
orientation
The second major development in gender in general within class and race,
feminist theology arose in the 1980s but on how gender was construed in
as more and more ‘women of colour’ different ways within and between racial
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groups, setting white women against
women of colour within social systems.
But since the feminists of the 60s,
who were now professors in seminaries,
were often strongly disposed to embrace
these critiques of womanists, mujeristas
and Asian feminists, they began to
promote women of colour as faculty.
A new generation of Black and Latina
feminists began to take their place on
theological faculties and their writings
to become part of the mandatory
literature: African Americans such
as Delores Williams, Emilie Townes,
Katie Cannon, Kelly Brown Douglas,
Latinas, such as Ada-Maria Isasi-Diaz,
and Koreans like Chung Hyun Khung.8
It was no longer enough simply to have
a few women on the faculty. A socially
progressive faculty should have women
from several ethnic groups.
The theological faculty, GarrettEvangelical Theological Seminary, where
I served from 1975-2003 reflects this
trajectory. When I arrived in 1976, there
were four white women on the faculty,
all feminists. We made an agreement
together to seek appointments of
women faculty in each of the theological
fields: theology, Biblical studies, church
history, ethics, pastoral psychology,
Christian education and liturgy. By the
mid-80s it had become evident to us
that this should mean women faculty
drawn from several ethnic groups. By
2003 when I retired from this faculty,
there were nine women faculty across
all the fields. Three African American
women had been appointed, in ethics,
Biblical studies and theology, although
two had moved on to other jobs. The
new hire in Church history was Korean,
and my replacement in theology was
Argentinean, with a strong Latin
American feminist liberation theology
perspective9. This commitment to
women faculty in every field across
ethnic groups has been maintained at
Garrett since I left.
Ethnic plurality was not the only
diversity which emerged in theological
education in the late 70s and 80s. Sexual
orientation also became a theological
and social issue, all the more because the
churches increasingly became obsessed
by this question. Several long-time
women faculty came out as lesbians
in our school. There were rancorous
disputes over whether to admit selfacknowledged gay and lesbian students.
One of the womanist scholars we chose

to hire in the 90s was an acknowledged
lesbian. Several of the leading feminist
theologians, Carter Heyward and Mary
Hunt, for example, not only ‘came out’
as lesbians, but began to develop their
theological and ethics reflections from
an explicitly lesbian perspective.10 This
struggle not only took place in liberal
seminaries and churches. The Evangelical
Women’s caucus was split when Virginian
Mollenkott came out as and began to
write from a lesbian perspective, insisting
that the caucus acknowledge diversity of
sexual orientation.11
Three: International diversification
The third stage of development is the
international diversification of Christian
feminist theologies. Christian feminist
theology had already been spreading
in Europe, especially England, Ireland,
Germany and Holland in the 70s,
parallel to the development in the
States. Here too the issues often arose
around questions of women’s ordination
and the incorporation of women faculty
and feminist studies into theological
education in universities.
In the late 70s and 80s, feminist
theologies arose across the so-called
Third World, Latin America, Africa
and Asia. Parallel with the emergence
of feminist theology in the States in
the context of the civil rights and
feminist movements, feminist theology
in Africa, Asia and Latin America
generally arose as theologically educated
women became involved in liberation
theology conferences and movements,
and were dismayed when their male
colleagues resisted any incorporation of
gender differences within their model of
social analysis. Sparked both by secular
feminist movements in their societies
and the reading of first world feminist
theologians, these third world women
began to insist that the male theologians
expand their model of analysis to include
women. They were not impressed when
their male colleagues responded by
claiming that feminism was a ‘first
world bourgeois issue’ and didn’t apply
to third world women.
Among third world feminists the
centre of the struggle to incorporate
gender analysis into liberation theology
was the Ecumenical Association of Third
World Theologians (EATWOT). Latin
American liberation theology arose in the
late sixties with figures, such as Peruvian
Gustavo Gutierrez, and spread rapidly

across Latin America. Although these
were mostly Roman Catholic, reflecting
the heavily Catholic population of
Latin America, leading Protestants were
involved from the beginning, such as
Brazilian Presbyterian Rubem Alves and
Argentinean Methodist, José Miguez
Bonino.12 This ecumenical character
of Latin American liberation theology
was not always acknowledged by
the Catholics. For example, when El
Salvadorean Jesuits, Ignacio Ellacuria
and Jon Sobrino, planned the summa
of Latin American liberation theology
in the late 80s, Mysterium Liberationis,13
not a single Protestant was asked to
contribute. Women were also slighted,
asked only to written on ‘feminine’
topics, Mariology and women, but not
on any major theological topic, such
God, Christ, church, etc.
In the mid-70s third world liberation
theology went global, with the founding
of the EATWOT organization to
embrace liberation theologies in Africa
and Asia, as well as in Latin America.
The first international assemblies of
EATWOT had few women. Initially
only Filipina Virginia Fabella was asked
to attend, but as a secretary, not as
a theologian. Soon more and more
women began to attend, Maria Pilar
Aquino, Elza Tamez and Ivone Gebara
from Latin America, Teresia Hinga and
Mercy Oduyoye from Africa, Mary
John Mananzan, Marianna Katoppo
and Sun Ai Lee Park from Asia among
others.14 They became increasingly
dissatisfied with the repression of any
discussion of gender in the meeting,
and began to speak of the need for an
“irruption within the irruption,” that is,
the irruption of gender analysis within
liberation theology, which was itself an
irruption against a Eurocentric theology
that ignored the third world.15
In 1983 this second irruption came
to a head in a gathering in Geneva,
Switzerland designed to create a new
stage of dialogue between first and third
world liberation theologies. The World
Council of Church organizers of the
meeting stipulated that each of the five
delegations, from Western Europe, the
US Asia, Africa and Latin America, be
50% women. The male theologians,
especially from the third world, protested
that this was impossible, that there
were no such numbers of ‘qualified’
women theologians in their continents.
While not always reaching the required
5
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50%, nevertheless the result was that
a considerable number of women
theologians arrived in Geneva, and very
quickly refused simply to follow humbly
behind their male colleagues of their
regions. Instead they insisted in having
separate meetings of all the women
from the five regions together.
Several third world male theologians
objected, reproving the women from
their region for not recognizing that
first world women were their enemies.
But the women persisted in meeting
together. At the end of the assembly,
the third world women stood up as
a group and insisted that EATWOT
create a separate Women’s Commission
for third world women theologians,
through which women from Africa, Asia
and Latin America could meet together
and formulate their own theological
reflection from their own perspectives as
Third World women. Their viewpoint
was summarized succinctly: ‘We must
do our own theological reflection. It is
not for third world men to tell us it is
not our issue or for first world women
to tell us how to do it.’16
This proposal was accepted by the
WCC, who agreed to fund the separate
women’s commission, along with the
general assembly of EATWOT which the
women would also attend. A programme
of meetings was developed for the next
decade. First there was to be a series of
national meetings in each of the third
world countries where a substantial
number of women’s theologians had
arisen, such as Korea, India and the
Philippines in Asia. Then there was
to be a gathering in each of the three
continents. The Africans ending up
having two conferences, Francophone
and Anglophone. Then a global
meeting would bring together women
theologians from the three continents.
On the insistence of American Black
theologian, Jim Cone, who claimed
that US minorities belonged to the
third world, not the first world, US
minority women also attended as a
separate delegation.
Finally there would be a fourth stage
in which third world women from the
three continents would meet with first
world women feminist theologians. This
took place in Costa Rica in December,
1994 on the theme of ‘Women Resisting
Violence: Spirituality for Life’.17 By
this time, the boundaries of first and
third worlds began to questioned and
6

there was some discussion of whether
Eastern European and even Middle
Eastern women should be included. A
controversy arose over the inclusion of
a Japanese feminist Biblical scholar.18
The main EATWOT organization had
excluded Japan from its membership,
claiming that it belonged to the first
world. But the women’s commission
insisted that Japanese women were Asian
and suffered gender discrimination as
Asian women, even if their country was
comparatively rich and technologically
developed.
The women’s commission of
EATWOT continues to exist to the
present. Each of the three regions has
worked to deepen their own networks
of communication, and to develop
journals, conferences and publications.19
International coordination continues to
bring together leaders from the three
regions, as well as representatives of US
minorities. In 2008 the global coordinator
of the women’s commission is AfricanAmerican womanist theologian, Linda
Thomas, of the Lutheran Theological
School in Chicago.20
Four: Interfaith feminist reflection
The fourth area of expansion of feminist
theology, also developing in the last
70s and 80s to today, is interfaith
feminist reflection: Jewish, Islamic,
Buddhist and Hindu feminism, as
well as Christian feminism engaged
in interfaith dialogue with women
from other religious traditions. A
more ambivalent relation developed
with Wicca, the neo-pagan feminist
movement, which initially claimed
to critique all patriarchal religions
and to represent the revival of a prepatriarchal feminist religiosity of
the Paleolithic era. Yet many of the
feminist theological writings from a
Wiccan or neo-pagan perspective have
become standard reading for a postChristian feminism within Christian
theological schools, particularly the
writings of Jewish American Wiccan
priestess, Starhawk, and post-Christian
feminist, Carol Christ.21 In my own
course in North American feminist
theologies taught at the Claremont
School of Theology on a regular basis,
I include readings and spokespersons
from Islamic, Jewish, Buddhist and
Wiccan perspectives. Hindu feminism
is not represented only because I lack a
local representative.

Jewish feminism began to develop in
the 70s often in close interaction with
an American Christian feminism among
Jewish women who themselves had
been trained in Christian seminaries,
such as Harvard Divinity School. The
pioneering representative of this kind
of Jewish feminist theology is Judith
Plaskow, author of the 1980 classic,
Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from
a Feminist Perspective.22 Rachel Adler’s
Engendering Judaism: An Inclusive
Theology and Ethics23 arises from a more
orthodox Jewish perspective and reflects
her close study of rabbinic texts.
Jewish feminism often comes from
the practical context of an inclusive
practice of Judaism. Thus Lynn
Gottlieb’s She who Dwells within reflects
her twenty years as founding rabbi
of Congregation Nahalat Shalom in
Albuquerque, New Mexico. Marcia Falk
is another leading Jewish feminist who
has specialized in inclusive language
revision of the Hebrew prayer book.24
Jewish feminism also exists in Israel,
but this is complicated by the fact
that only Orthodox Judaism is officially
recognized in Israel and is the most
resistant form of Judaism to feminism.
Many Israeli Jewish feminists work
more as anthropologists or sociologists,
seeking social justice for women in
Israeli society, rather than doing feminist
rabbinic exegesis.
Buddhist feminism also has had a
major development in the American
context, although there are increasing
developments on the practical level among
Buddhist women in Asian countries, such
as Thailand and Korea. In the US many
of the leading Buddhist feminists have
been American converts, such as Rita
Gross, originally a Lutheran and briefly
a practising Jew, and Sandy Boucher,
who moved into Buddhism from postChristian feminist therapy movements.
Gross’ 1993 Buddhism after Patriarchy25
seeks to do for Buddhism what systematic
feminist theological revisionism has done
for Christianity, critiquing those traditions
which have made women secondary in
the teaching tradition and vindicating
the essentially pro-feminist resources of
Buddhism. Sandy Boucher’s Turning the
Wheel: American Women’s Creating a New
Buddhism26 documents the way in which
American feminist converts to Buddhism
are reshaping this ancient religion in a
US context. She highlights some of the
conflicts that have arisen around questions
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of sexual abuse by male Buddhist leaders
and the struggle for full ordination and
credentialing of women teachers.
The ordination issue is key for
Buddhist feminism in Asia. In the
classical tradition the Buddha is made
to express his reluctance to ordain
women, and decrees that those women
allowed to become monastics are strictly
subordinated to male monks. In the
Theravada tradition of Thailand, the
lineage of women’s ordination was allowed
to die out, while the Mahayana tradition
through China has preserved a lineage
of women’s ordination. Thus in order
to be ordained Thai women either need
to be ordained through the Mahayana
tradition unacceptable in Thailand or
else accept a secondary kind of monastic
life lacking in full ordination.27 Thus
struggles to validate women’s ordination
have been an area of conflict, especially
in Thailand. However in Korea and
especially in Taiwan powerful and well
organized orders of Buddhist nuns have
arisen who are running major schools
and temples.28
Muslim feminism is particularly
volatile world wide since it seeks to
counteract the authority of anti-feminist
Islamic fundamentalist movements.
After the crisis of the airplane bombing
of the twin towers and the Pentagon on
September 11, 2002, probably by Islamic
militants29, it has become common in
American faculties of religious studies to
have an Islamic scholar. Not infrequently
this means a Muslim woman scholar
with feminist sympathies. Many of these
Muslim feminist scholars in American
academe are historians and sociologists
seeking to help Americans understand
the complexity of Islam in different
historical and social settings.30
But there are also Muslim feminists
who are working explicitly to reread
traditional Qur’anic texts. One of these
is Riffat Hassan, a Pakistani woman who
teaches at the University of Kentucky.
Hassan has devoted her work to
rereading the theological anthropology
of gender in the Quran. She has shown
that Islam took over a subordinationist
reading of women’s place in creation
from Christianity, but in the Qur’an
itself the concept of Eve as Adams’ rib is
absent and women and men are seen as
created at the same time and as equals.31
Muslim feminists play a dual role, both
correcting the bias of western culture
which sees Islam as simply a retrograde

religion and also opposing the reading
of the Muslim tradition by Islamists
who want to restore what they see as
the pure tradition in which women
are to be totally subordinated. Muslim
feminists hold out a vision of Islam
as an egalitarian tradition that needs
to be both rediscovered in its original
potential and developed anew today.
Five: Global feminism from below
The fifth stage of feminist diversification
I wish to mention here is transnational
feminism or global feminism from
below. This is a secular rather than a
religious movement, but it contributes
a new level of analysis of women’s
oppression in the global economy,
and new networks of dialogue and
solidarity between first and third world
women, that create what I believe is
the context for any feminist theological
work in the 21st century. Transnational
feminism particularly developed in
the context of the United Nations
international conferences on women.
These global conferences were held in
Mexico City (1975), Nairobi, Kenya
(1985) and Beijing, China (1995). Also
important are U.N. conferences on
Environment and Development (Rio de
Janeiro, 1992) and on Population and
Development (Cairo, 1994), and well as
the five year follow-up meetings to these
conferences.
These conferences became increasingly
the framework for international debate
and struggle around women’s rights as
human rights, women’s reproductive
agency and alternative forms of the
family which pitted Christian and
Islamic conservatives against liberals
and feminists. The Vatican and Islamic
conservatives entered into alliances to
defeat reformulations of the family and
women’s reproductive agency in the
final statements of these conferences.
Transnational
feminism
also
responds to two different but oddly
complementary movements in global
society, the emergence of a neo-liberal
global economy and of religious
fundamentalisms that seek to put
women back in their traditional place
in patriarchal social systems sanctioned
by traditional religion. In the neoliberal global economy that developed
in the 1980s and beyond, with the
dismantling to the moderate welfare
state worldwide by Ronald Reagan in the
US and Margaret Thatcher in the UK,

the poor third world women emerged as
the super-exploited workers of a global
economy. The labour of poor third world
women also undergirds the privileged
professions of elite women throughout
the world who import women from the
poorest classes of Asia or Africa as their
nannies and housekeepers, with these
women often having to leave their own
children behind in their villages with
relatives, while they work in elite homes
and send some of their earnings back
to their families. For the past twenty
years a trenchant economic and social
analysis has been developing among
feminist scholars demonstrating this
super-exploited role of poor women in
the global economy.
At the same time a backlash has
developed among middle level
males in the third world, especially
in Muslim countries, but also among
some Christians, Jews and Hindus,
which blames western feminism and
neocolonialism for the fragmentation
of the traditional family and women’s
independence as workers in the global
economy. These men want to restore the
subordination of women as dependants
in the traditional patriarchal family,
based, as they see it, on the order of
creation set up by divine decree. While
these two movements are in conflict,
they also complement each other, since
neo-liberalism exploits women’s cheap
labour while fundamentalism deprives
women of the rights and skills to defend
themselves within this economy.
Transnational feminism emerged as a
response to these two challenges of neoliberal exploitation of third world women
and fundamentalist backlash. It sought
to build networks of solidarity and
mutual support between first and third
world women to find alternatives to this
double-bind of neo-liberal exploitation
and fundamentalist backlash. Among
these transnational feminist networks
is Women Living Under Muslim Laws,
a network of educated Muslim women,
many of whom grew up in North Africa
or the Middle East, who received a
western education and now are often
living in Western countries, such as
France or Britain. These women seek
to prevent an acquiescence to Muslim
fundamentalism in Muslim societies and
to vindicate the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights as the standard for
human rights of all people, women as
well as men.32
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Another important transnational
movement is AWMR or the Association
of Women of the Mediterranean
Region, a network of feminist social
activists from countries around the
Mediterranean Sea, which includes the
Christian countries on the Northern
side and the Muslim women on the
Southern and Eastern side, including
Jewish, Christian and Muslim women
from Israel and Palestine. These women
seek to enter into mutual dialogue and
support on the issues of conflict that
characterize this religion.33
Other important transnational
networks are Development Alternatives
with Women for a New Era (DAWN)
a South-South network of women
from Asia and the Pacific, Africa,
Latin America and the Caribbean that
works on global justice and sexual
and reproductive rights and Women
in Development Europe (WIDE) a
feminist network across the EU countries
promoting global justice and gender
equality. Women’s Environmental and
Development Organization (WEDO)
and Sisterhood is Global Institute
(SIGI), are both first-third world
networks, originating in the United
States.34
Six: A new stage to come?
These transnational feminist networks,
and the organizational work they have
been doing both to understand and to
transform the exploitative neo-liberal
economy seem to me to be creating the
framework for any new stage of feminist
theology. Such a new stage of feminist
theology needs to be both global in a
way that nets works from below, with
the plight of poor women of the third
world at the centre, and interfaith,
embracing women from all the world’s
religions.
There are many issues which such a
global interfaith feminist theology might
address. The global AIDS pandemic
might be one; another would look at the
interconnections of militarism and global
economic exploitation. Climate change
and environmental crisis are obviously
major areas where such transnational
interfaith feminist theology could
do fruitful work. Although based on
sound social and economic analysis,
this kind of interfaith feminist dialogue
is theological in the dual sense typical
of all feminist theology. On the one
hand, it would seek to see how each
8

of the world’s religious traditions is
contributing to the problem with its
traditional teachings of the subordination
of women, of ethnic minorities and of
nature. Secondly it would seek to lift up
the positive traditions of each religious
tradition that can contribute to justice
between men and women, between
ethnic groups and a sustainable relation
of humans to nature. It would seek to
diffuse hostility and violence between
peoples based on religious exclusivity
and negation of other religions and to
create an environment for ecumenical
cooperation toward a peaceful, just and
sustainable world.
Interfaith ecofeminist, ecojustice
dialogue is one crucial area for such
feminist inter-religious work. One
organizational base for this is the Forum
on Religion and Ecology, co-directed
by Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim
and presently based at the School of
Forestry of Yale University in New
Haven, Connecticut. In the 90s
Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim
organized an extraordinary series of ten
global conferences under the Center
for the Studies of World Religions of
Harvard University. These conferences
focused on nine major world religions:
Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism,
Jainism, Hinduism, Christianity,
Judaism, Islam and Shinto, with the
tenth conference bringing together
the many local indigenous religions
around the world. In each of these
conferences, led by scholar-practicioners
of each of these religions, there was
an effort to discern how the religion
had contributed to the problems of
environmental destruction, but, more
importantly, what positive resources
could be mobilized from its teachings
and practices for ecological healing.
Each of these conferences was then
published as a major book by Harvard
University Press.35
Since the completion of the first
stage of plumbing each of the world’s
major religions for their ecological
resources, the Forum on Religion and
Ecology now seeks to bring the religious
traditions into dialogue with each
other and into dialogue with science,
technology and the social sciences.
Ecofeminist and ecojustice issues were
present, although marginal, in most
of these conferences and resulting
publications. By ecofeminist theology I
mean an analysis of how the religion has

interconnected domination of women
and domination of nature in a mutually
reenforcing relation. Most of the world’s
religions have traditions of women’s
subjugation, reenforced by views of the
right of males to dominate nature both
women and nature.36
By ecojustice I mean additionally how
some of the religions have interconnected
the domination of women and nature
with the subjugation or marginalization
of ethnic communities which the
dominant culture seeks to either exploit
or expel from its territory. Examples of
this would be discrimination against
the untouchables in Hinduism, against
Palestinians in Jewish settler theology in
Israel and against pagans and Indians in
colonialist Christianity.
As an integral part of the work of
the Forum on Religion and Ecology,
there needs to be the development of
systematic dialogue to explore how each
world religion has or has not connected
the subjugation of women with the
subjugation of marginal groups and the
subjugation of nature. At the same time
such dialogue would continue to build
on the recovery of the positive resources
of each religious tradition for ecojustice
which affirm the mutuality between men
and women, between human groups
and between humans and the natural
environment. The world’s religions can
then be renewed, not as an obstacle, but
as positive resources to promote peace
and justice between humans and with
the natural world.
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Minutes of
Annual General Meeting
held on Saturday 26 July 2008
at St Andrew’s, Waterloo, London
Chair: Pat Pinsent
Minutes: Gillian Limb
Present: 33 members; 9 non- members
Apologies: Christine Hacklett, Freda
Ogunade, Sr. Teresa, Bridget Harper,
Doreen Freeman, Fiona Wynne
Minutes of the Previous Meeting
August 4th 07, printed in Network and
attached to the agenda, were agreed.
The Annual Report for 2007/2008
was presented by Máirín Valdez with
input from Core Members as follows:
Network (Pat Pinsent), Publicity
(Gillian Limb), Website (Sarah Ingle).
Contact Secretary (Mary Warrener) and
Financial Report (Máirín Valdez on
behalf of Joan Doyle.
Website – Sarah urged members to
contact her if they were interested in
pursuing the setting up of a blog on the
website.
Contact Secretary’s Report – Mary
Warrener requested that WomanSpirit
Wales be added to the list of contacts in
her report.
Treasurer’s Report. The figures over
three years cannot be easily compared
as they do not include the same items.

The AGM gives all
present a chance to
wish Pat Pinsent a
happy 75th birthday.
Meanwhile, Gillian has
a hard time making
Pat stand still long
enough to receive the
greetings…

10

Anniversary next year. Several Core
For 07/08 Joan has included the full
members hold almost complete sets.
costs of four editions of Network, so
It was agreed that photocopies could
in future comparisons will be easier.
be made of missing copies. Contact
Members were reminded that they
Pat Pinsent in the first instance for
could sponsor a whole or part edition
copies of missing editions.
of Network.
Resolution The AGM was asked to • It was suggested that past copies of
Network should be put on the website
resolve that the minimum low-income
to be discussed further at Core.
subscription to WWS be raised from
£8 to £10. The present rate does not • Verena Wright Lovett asked if the
Women’s Library archive would be
meet the costs of producing Network.
given a full set and it was agreed that
The cost per issue is £2.50 or £10
any missing editions could also be
p.a., but if the cost of publicity and
photocopied for this purpose.
complimentary copies are taken into
account, the cost is nearly £3.50 or £14 • Future Events:   Ianthe Pratt
asked about the dates for the 25th
p.a. Proposed by Máirín Valdez and
Anniversary Celebration which is
seconded by Elizabeth Bourn that the
planned to take place at Noddfa
sliding scale for subscriptions to WWS
Spirituality Centre, N. Wales. It was
should be from £10 - £20. This was
confirmed that we had booked from
unanimously agreed
Friday 24 – Monday 27 July 2009.
Discussion:
• Elizabeth Bourn asked if it was Core Membership for Year 2008/2009
possible to receive 2 copies of Sarah Ingle, Gillian Limb, Pat Pinsent,
Network so that she could pass one Veronica Seddon, Máirín Valdez, Cathy
on. Verena asked if a Family/Friends Wattebot, Lala Winkley, Mary Warrener,
subscription might help with costs. Sue Williamson and (all present in
It was agreed to discuss at the next the room) and Kathleen Fedouloff,
Core Meeting how we can encourage Joan Doyle, Doreen Freeman all
people to receive multiple copies but agreed to serve again. Sheila Birtchnell
commissioned members of Core for
cover extra postage costs etc.
• Elizabeth Bourn asked if complete the forthcoming year, using the prayer
sets of the Network journal would be Fiona Wynne wrote last year.
Gillian Limb
available to commemorate our 25th

A n n u a l Re p o r t

Women Word Spirit
Annual Report
the voice of catholic women’s network

A. CORE REPORT 2007-2008 (Máirín Valdez)
1. CORE Members and Meetings
Core Members:
Joan Doyle, Kathleen Fedouloff, Doreen
Freeman, Sarah Ingle, Gillian Limb, Pat Pinsent, Veronica
Seddon, Máirín Valdez, Cathy Wattebot, Mary Warrener, Sue
Williamson, Lala Winkley.
Responsibilities: all members share in the work such as
planning events and new publications, but there are particular
tasks,
CORE Convenor – Máirín; Website and IT – Cathy and Sarah;
Treasurer – Joan; Network Editor – Pat; Network Designer –
Kathleen; Contact Secretary – Mary; Publicity – Gillian; ‘What’s
on’- Veronica. Cathy will now represent us on the National Board
of Catholic Women, Máirín on the European Network (Church on
the Move) and NAWO, Sue/Cathy on Round Table/Metanet.
Outside Core: Cathy Rowlands takes responsibility for Book
Reviews, Kirsten McAteer helps with News and Resources, Ann
Farr and Jackie McLoughlin contribute material for Justice and
Peace. Thanks also to Peter Seddon for design of flyers and
leaflets.
Meetings: June 2 (5 people), October 6 (6), January 12
(4), April 19 (7). Meetings always include a short meditation
and a sharing of current life situations or concerns. They are
open to any Women Word Spirit member and dates and informal
reports are printed in Network. New CORE Members would be
most welcome.
2. Events
AGM/Annual Gathering: This was held on 4th August 2007 in St
Andrews Church, Waterloo. Verena Lovett led reflections on the
theme ‘I won’t know who I am until I’m dressed’. 29 attended.
Easter:
We went back again to Noddfa, Penmaenmawr,
North Wales to celebrate Easter 20-24 March. The theme of ‘This
is my body’ was prepared by Veronica, Gillian and Sarah.
3. Future Events
From 24-27/28 July 2009 we will again go to Noddfa to
celebrate WWS/CWN’s 25th anniversary. We hope that many who
came to the first gatherings in 1984 will be with us.
4.	Links in the UK and Europe
NAWO - National Alliance of Women’s Organisations. NAWO seeks
to promote empowerment, human rights, equality and justice
for all women, and to ensure that women’s voices are heard
particularly in the UK and the EU. NAWO issues regular bulletins
which are summarised in Network.

NBCW - National Board of Catholic Women.
This is the
official advisory body to the Bishops Conference of England and
Wales. Cathy Wattebot and Anne Miller now represent us.
Round Table/Metanet an alliance of Christian and
spirituality-focused groups which has not been active recently.
BISFT - British and Irish School of Feminist Theology. The
BISFT summer conference in Winchester is reported in the
summer issue of Network 2008.
European Network – Church on the Move. WWS is a member
together with other UK groups such as Catholics for a Changing
Church, CWO, We Are Church, St Joan’s Alliance. Euronews is
issued twice a year.
European Women’s Synod. Preparations are now being made
for a third Synod in 2010. Pat Pierce sits on the International
Committee. We need another person to work with Pat.
Other groups on whose activities we report include the RC
Caucus of the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement, Living
Spirituality Network, Catholics for a Free Choice, Catholic
Women’s Ordination and Women’s Ordination Worldwide, We Are
Church, Catholics for a Changing Church, CAFOD and other social
justice groups. WWS members contributed to events at Noddfa
Spirituality Centre.
Through exchange of journals and visits
by individuals we encourage contact and networking with other
groups and events across the world.
We would welcome anyone interested in attending any of the
above events or becoming contact points for these and other
organisations.
5. Archives
Our formal application to the Acquisitions Board of the Women’s
Library has been accepted. We aim for a hand-over and a
visit to the Library in 2009 as part of our 25th anniversary
celebrations.
B. NETWORK (Pat Pinsent)
Autumn 2007, no. 92, devoted to Annual Reports also celebrated
the life of Margot Hutchison by including appreciations of the
very valuable role she fulfilled both in the Catholic Women’s
Network and in a range of other organisations devoted to justice
and peace. We also reprinted a piece about ageing that Margot
wrote for Network a few years ago.
The theme of no. 93, Winter 2007, ‘The Three Marys’: Mary the
mother of Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the sister of Martha
and Lazarus, attracted an interesting range of contributions,
ranging from the scholarly to the liturgical. The confusion which
often exists about the various women in the Gospels who are
named Mary should certainly have been removed in the minds
of all our readers!
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The Spring issue of 2008, no. 94 was as usual devoted to
the arts, featuring painting, architecture and music as well as
a good range of literature. For Summer 2008, no. 95, we were
fortunate enough again to receive sponsorship from the Open
Theology Trust, which enabled us to produce a rather special
issue on the theme of Spirituality (which does of course feature
also in quite a number of contributions in other issues). We
were able to include a wide range of articles, ranging from
those written from the standpoint of Christianity or other world
religions to others by people who have explored other ways of
nourishing their own personal spirituality.
In all these issues of Network we have been glad to be
able to include a good range of reviews, and are grateful to
Catherine Rowland for coordinating this vital aspect, while
the ‘Green Corner’ contributed by Máirín Valdez continues to
engage our consciences about ways of caring for the planet.
We are also grateful to Máirín for her trawling through issues
of Network from ten and twenty years ago to remind us of our
concerns at those periods. We are grateful too to all those who
have contributed reports, news, resources, and in particular to
Veronica Seddon who has taken over the collation of the Events
section.
We are looking forward to Fiona Wynne taking an active role
in editing.
C. PUBLICITY and PUBLICATIONS (Gillian Limb)
I continue to hold publicity material and try to encourage
Core members and WWS members to take spare copies of
Networks and our Introductory Leaflet to events they attend. A
slightly amended version of How to Plan Liturgies was included
in mailings with the CWO newsletter, RENEW (Catholics for
a Changing Church) and to the Association for Inclusive
Language.
Sue Williamson is organising a women’s networking table at
Greenbelt this summer and will take back copies of Networks
and general information.
We are in the process of trying to establish how many copies
of Network we need to print and will not hold so many back
copies in future to avoid expense and paper wastage. We
are grateful to Sarsens Printers for continuing to provide a
competitive and efficient printing and distribution service.
Publications: Below is a list of the items we currently hold:
Current and Past copies of the journal Network
free
Welcome to Networking Booklet
£1.00
WWS Introductory Leaflet
free
Ordinary Women, Extraordinary Lives –
20 years of spiritual journeying
£3.00
Death and Renewal of Creation –
A women’s approach to the Easter Experience
£2.50
How to plan women’s liturgies/rituals, A4 leaflet
free
Badges
£2.00
All prices include postage and packing. Obtainable via Gillian
Limb, 42 Gordon Avenue, Highcliffe, Winchester SO23 0QQ
glimb@dsl.pipex.com.
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D. WEBSITE AND E-COMMUNICATIONS (Sarah Ingle)
Following a detailed analysis of the website, we have come
up with a plan of improvements, which are slowly being
implemented. We are concentrating first on design and making
the site more attractive. To this end the front page has been
re-designed with a change of heading , down-sizing the logo,
and bringing in a footer including a contact to wwscontact@
googlemail.co.uk. The other pages will be following suit. A
number of photographs have been added to bring in some more
colour. We are looking at adding more reciprocal links with other
women’s organisations and making them easier to find. We have
also discussed ways of updating the site and moving into Web
2.0 by possibly introducing an interactive blog. It would then
be possible for all WWS members with internet access to share
news and debate topical issues.
As the Yahoo e-lists have not been active, Cathy is going to
cancel them. Core members can circulate announcements to a
wider group of members using the email list. If you would like
to do this send your message to a core member. Your comments,
suggestions and offers of help are welcomed.
E. CONTACT SECRETARY REPORT (Mary Warrener)
Catholic Directories: Despite lengthy correspondence showing
the continuity between CWN and WWS we have not been
included in the national directory (in response to complaints
about our supposed views on abortion and links with gay/
lesbian groups). A paragraph will appear in (at least) four
of the Diocesan Directories Brentwood, Cardiff, East Anglia
and Westminster, listed as CWN but referring to WWS, and the
wording as on the introductory leaflet. (Please let us know of
entries in other Directories)
Membership: There has been a regular trickle of subscription
forms with cheques, changes of address, notification of deaths,
withdrawal of membership, and general enquiries – the
information has been passed to Joan Doyle, Treasurer, with
copies to Cathy Wattebot for her Directory file.
Other Organisations: Magazines come in regularly from
other organisations, especially Peacelinks from the Fellowship
of Reconciliation, Waterwheel from Maryland, USA, Lesbian and
Gay Christian Movement, Tyburn Convent and others.
F. SUBSCRIPTIONS
It is now clear that the basic low-income subscription of £8 is
insufficient to meet the costs of designing, printing and mailing
NETWORK four times a year, including complimentary and
publicity copies. CORE decided to ask the AGM 2008 to raise
the minimum subscription to £10.
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INCOME & EXPENDITURE ACCOUNT
Income
Subs & Donations
3225.00
3699.00
Grants
OTT 07/08
Irish 06/07
500.00
500.00
Events
Easter
1668.00
1066.00
AGM
241.70
—
Sales
17.50
70.80
Total
5652.20
5335.80
Expenditure
Print/Distribute
Network
3777.23
5231.61
‘Spiritual Journeys’			
Core Expenses
231.75
497.55
Events
Easter
1551.60
1325.00
AGM
206.60		
Subscriptions
20.64
55.00
Donations
60.00
—
Cancellations
—
92.75
Postage & Stationery 125.47
163.78
Website			
TOTAL	
5973.29
7365.69
I&E Account

-321.09

-2029.89

2005/6

5318.97
5017.55
-4904.98
5431.54

4122.66
—
658.39
—
236.50
5017.55

3563.79
250.00
221.50
336.25
142.00
27.00
—
276.94
87.50
4904.98
112.57

The figures look a little better this year because the Printing
and Distribution costs for the publication of Network Nos 90
to 94 are contained within the year. The Grant from OTT for the
Spirituality Issue No 95 to be published in 2008/09 is reserved
for that purpose. The Easter Event stood on its own feet but the
AGM did not, more is the pity. Organising these events at times
and venues to suit everybody is not a simple task.
I would like to acknowledge the sterling work of Core this
year in their overhaul of our members list. We had a number
of receivers of Network who loved our publication but who
forgot that a subscription from them is what keeps the show
on the road. It would be great if the Withdrawal Symptoms
following from being weeded out might spur them to come back
again – with promises of course of improved behaviour. I read
somewhere that we should not build a Church, and then just sit
in it. What do we need to do to convince folk that supporting
the publication of Network is a worthwhile thing to do?

N

The Ethical
Consumer. May-June issue
Cotton: The Environmental Justice
Foundation is leading an international
campaign to clean up cotton production. There
have also been reports in the media recently about
child labour in the cotton fields of Egypt.
Battery Eggs: Compassion in World Farming is
calling on Asda and Tesco to make a firm commitment
to sourcing their eggs more ethically. Morrisons will go
cage-free on its own-brand shell eggs by 2010 and Sainsburys
on all the shell eggs it sells by 2012. Waitrose, M&S and
the Co-op are already cage-free on all the eggs they sell. The
Observer says that in April 51% of eggs bought were freerange, but 62% of British hens still live in batteries.
Airlines: Air France, El Al, Air China and some others still
ship live primates for research, many of which arrive dead
from the rigours of the journey.
Digital Radios: PURE’s eco-plus range came out well on
the ethiscores table and has also been given Best Buy status
by Which?, but PURE Move, while endorsed by the Energy
Saving Trust, came out badly in terms of sound quality in
Which? The eco-plus ONE is the cheapest at £49.99 (or
more if you want it in bright pink!). On average, digi-radios
use four times the power of analogue radios, and continue
to use power unless switched off at the mains. But it’s better
than listening to radio through the TV or computer, which
uses 10 – 12 times more energy, unless your TV has ‘screenblanking.’ But nothing is simple – it is estimated that to
make, ship and package a DAB radio emits 66kg of CO2,
whereas you could listen through your computer for six years
to generate the equivalent.
Cooking Oils: Biona, Clearspring, Mellow Yellow,
Hillfarm and Suma came out best in ethiscores, but as usual
there are no indications of prices or comparative quality.
Flora came out bottom. And what of us who have been
buying Palestinian oil to support the workers there?
Electric Toothbrushes: I don’t imagine any Network
readers use the Sonicare £179 version. Tell your friends that
Which? found it worked only as well as a £4 electric brush.
Wood Products: Only buy FSC (Forestry Stewardship
Council) certified wood items. Ancient forests in Finland are
the latest areas threatened.
Ethical and Green Funds: F&C Stewardship products
(Growth and Income) and Jupiter (Ecology and Environment)
came out best on ethiscores and good fund performance.
News from Oxfam. The Wastesaver factory collects unsold
goods from Oxfam shops across the country where they are
sorted and may end up at festivals (kilts and wigs go down well
at Glastonbury), Oxfam Originals shops (retro and designer
clothes – including crimplene dresses, would you believe it),
the second hand clothes trade in West Africa, sale in online
shop (www.oxfam.org.uk), to be recycled into fibre wadding or
to generate electricity in an ‘energy from waste’ plant. Oxfam
is opening a new chain of fashion boutiques offering original
products from ethical and sustainable sources – first ones are in
London at Westbourne Grove, Shawfield St and Chiswick Rd.
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461.94
25.01
486.95

A random selection
of information and
ideas.

G

2007/8
2006/7
DEPOSIT ACCOUNT
Opening Apr 2007
519.51
486.95
Interest Earned
32.73
32.56
Closing Mar 2008
552.24
519.51
			
CURRENT ACCOUNT
		
Opening Apr 2007
3401.65
5431.54
Income
5652.20
5335.80
Expenditure
-5973.29
-7365.69
Closing Mar 2008
3080.56
3401.65
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N
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H. TREASURER’S REPORT 07/08 (Joan Doyle)
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Shoes
According to the Observer the shoes
called Crocs are eco-friendly – when
the tread wears out there is a recycling
May is our island month.
scheme to remake them into shoes for
developing countries. Old jeans can
We ‘lifestyle immigrants’
be sent to www.recycleyourjeans.com
visit our retreat home
and they’ll make you a pair of Kalahari
and have some respite.
Food
sandals. Other green shoes are The
The New York Times says enough grain is Simple GreenToe range from www.
Taking in the space and wind and sky grown on earth to feed 10bn vegetarians, thenaturalstore.co.uk, sandals from
but much of it is fed to cattle, which www.wherefashion.co.uk.
I am amazed that even after
are in turn eaten by the world’s wealthy.
the late setting of the sun
10bn vegetarians might equate to 5bn Catalogues
the sky stays pink long into the night. North Americans who eat animal protein. The obvious ‘green’ one is from the
Agronomists think the world could Centre for Alternative Technology www.
There is no real darkness here,
support 20-30bn people, using all the cat.org.uk/shopping with a wide range
there is lightness all the night.
empty land, though with water problems. of items and books on energy, organics,
I go outside at one or two
If subsidies to American and European health, lifestyle, outdoors, MP3 players
farmers stopped, poor farmers could and radios etc. Even Greener also has a
just to check – yes I can still see
compete and feed their families. Other range of green products for home and
a little pink, as the twilight
statistics: 850m people are hungry – so garden, for recycling, water saving (on
meets the breaking dawn
is a huge amount of water, grain, energy taps, in cisterns, reusing grey water),
and land to rear livestock an unacceptable gadgets, energy saving, solar lighting
and all is quiet, and asleep
luxury? 20.99 sq m of land produces 1 etc. www.evengreener.com
and I feel peace, alone, with the light. kg of beef and .3 sq m produces 1kg of
vegetable protein. Of course there are Responsible Travel
In the morning all awakes,
useful side-products. And incidentally we For detailed information go to the Maylater a snipe rises and twirls in the sky throw away 4.4 million apples every day June Ethical Consumer and the March
(who counts these?) as part of chucking issue of New Internationalist. EC has
drumming its tail feathers
away a third of what we buy.
ethiscores for travel in UK and Europe,
in the slip stream
and both have figures for CO2 emissions
of transport, as well as coverage of the
Water
causing a distinctive whirring sound.
The Food Ethics Council forecasts that complexities of this topic.
Else we sit and watch the sea,
come 2050, Bedfordshire will be as dry
as the south of France is today. By 2025, Other bits and pieces
watch a puffin surfing waves
1.8bn people will not have enough water Oil, Biofuels etc are now well covered in
then it comes closer
to survive. The ‘embodied’ water required the national press, but strong pressure
and fishes in a pool
to produce a service or commodity can groups urge the use of Genetically
be calculated: for instance, a cup of Modified seeds. Phone Coop has a
diving, swimming underwater
coffee costs 140 litres of water. We in the Co-operative and Social Economy and
only to surface further on
west outsource two-thirds of our water. Development Fund, investing in ‘green’
The costs of cleaning water to make it electricity projects. Solar heating: a recent
as we delight in this simple fun.
drinkable are very high so we should survey found that using solar thermal
On returning home we do some tasks use bio-degradable soaps, shampoos and can meet 60-70% of hot water needs
and yield financial savings. Brita water
and again I watch, late into the night detergents to ease the process.
filter cartridges: these can be recycled
the sky and clouds and the ‘daylight’ Gardening
through main retailers including Argos
Most plant pots are made very cheaply and Tesco.
and I know that soon I will return
to English land as we are not yet free from polypropylene for which there are
few recycling opportunities. Wyevale AND SOME REMINDERS
to stay on, in our Scottish home.
Garden Centre are running a trial of How long it takes to break down –
Paper
2-5 months
recycling plastic plant pots – encourage
So for now it will have to be
Orange peel
6 months
your local centre to do the same.
the peace of listening to
Milk cartons
5 years
Plastic
bags
10-12 years
Houses
and
Decorating
Rachmaninov’s All-night Vigil
Plastic bottles
50-80 years
Eco-paints from www.greenstops.co.uk.
and its eleventh section:
Disposable napkins 75 years
Eco-accessories from www.eco-age.com.
Tin cans
100 years
House plants are said to be effective at
The Magnificat.
Beer cans
200-500 years
filtering benzene, trichloroethylene, and
Urszula Ghee May 2008 formaldehyde from the air.
Máirín Valdez

Hebridean May
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They sell Fair Trade organic, recycled
and restyled clothes and accessories; also
unique pieces which have been restyled
from donated goods by designers from
the London School of Fashion. Oxfam are
also working with M&S: people donating
M&S clothes to Oxfam receive a voucher.
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The Contagion of Jesus:
Doing Theology as if it mattered
Sebastian Moore, ed. Stephen McCarthy
Darton Longman & Todd, 2007
ISBN 978 0 232 52717 9
Sebastian Moore
OSB is a monk of
Downside Abbey,
and one of the
most influential
theologians of the
twentieth century.
The Contagion of
Jesus was published
to coincide with
the author’s 90th
birthday in 2007.
It consists of a compilation of previously
unpublished essays, reflections, homilies
and poems, selected and thematically
grouped by Moore’s friend Stephen
McCarthy, who had access to a whole
treasure trove from the depths of Moore’s
computer hard-drive, much of which is
from the twenty-first century. The reader
is recommended to ‘feel free to choose
whatever views most appeal’. Although I
have read every chapter, I picked my own
route through the book.
Parts of The Contagion of Jesus
reminded me of an archaeological dig
– not exactly in the sense Moore uses
when he describes it as a ‘journey of
discovery’, but because of its many
layered aspect. Moore attempts at times
to reach beyond what can ever be
expressed easily in ordinary language
– and breaks spontaneously into verse.
The thematic structure of the material
enables the reader to dig down into
the many layers of Moore’s thinking.
For example, a piece written in 1992,
on the mystery of the incarnation, is
followed by afterthoughts eleven years
later, when he had discovered the
enormous contribution of René Girard
towards understanding human nature
and what Christ was about. I shall say
more about Girard shortly. A third and
fourth homily express similar ideas more
succinctly, and plead for the church to
try harder to catch up with our culture,
a culture that is coming to recognise
that we are relational beings.
‘Doing theology as if it mattered’
involves those big issues which both
theologians and philosophers love
to unpack. The reader is also drawn
into the language game, the linguistic
unravelling and cognitive puzzling

– in order to reach some revelatory
breakthroughs.
‘What am I here for? I who contemplate
the heavens and am now learning to
think of these objects as millions of light
years apart? Who? What? Why am I
in all this that comes to consciousness
in me?’ How, asks Moore, ‘can the
ultimate mystery behind everything, “the
ground of being”, have a son?’ Science
plays a part in the exploration: ‘Matter
is not something we simply observe,
but something we only understand by
participation.’ Hence the analogy that
the relationship of God-the-Father with
God-the-Son is also only understood
through spiritual participation in it: ‘The
Spirit is what we have to be in, the third
person is our understanding, the Son
talking to the Father.’
Moore points out that when the church
resists the scientific revolution, it makes a
mess of things; when Darwin, Freud
and the unconscious, the re-thinking of
sexuality, are all disregarded, we are pulled
back into old ways of thinking about
God. We suffer from the magisterium’s
obsession with authority, legalism, fear
of sex and women, distrust of feelings,
and homophobia. Moore diagnoses a
consequent falling out of the spirit, out
of the dance, out of the equality, out of
God. We must enlarge our consciousness.
‘Come Holy Spirit’ we pray. He wonders
what would happen if she did.
The third chapter, ‘Jesus our
scapegoat’ is profoundly influenced by
Girard’s insights into the relationship
between religion and violence, mimetic
rivalry and conflict, and scapegoating, as
keys to a more complete understanding
of Christianity. Girard’s work has been
hugely influential in both literature
and cultural studies. Fortunately, I had
already come across Michael Kirwan’s
Discovering Girard (2004) or I might
have found this chapter more difficult.
But the sequence of one homily after
another on the same issue, frequently
months apart, helps with the unravelling
and access to Moore’s developing
thought, and original breakthroughs.
What is of concern also is that the
church too needs to catch up with the
modern culture.
Delving deeper into the mystery
of Jesus’ passion and death, Moore
employs Girard’s scapegoat mechanism
to explain how the collective fear of a
society is taken out on a victim, whose
ritual sacrifice serves to hold society

together. Moore cites ‘I desire steadfast
love, not sacrifice…’ (Hosea 6:6) as
a text ‘in travail or in transition’. He
says: ‘A big religious mistake about the
sacrifice of the cross has bedevilled our
thinking about Calvary that tries to
preserve itself like a neurosis, because it
suits the cruelty of the psyche that God
is working to cure us of.’
In a sermon preached at Downside in
2005, Moore refers to ‘theologians who
down the centuries have been looking
piously and pie-eyed at the figure on
the cross. Then along comes Girard, the
‘Poirot of theology’ and asks: ‘Who did
it and why?’ He looks at all religions and
discovers them all channelling violence
into human sacrifice.
As a reader I appreciate Moore’s
honesty about the problem of language:
that it is immensely difficult to describe
theological events in non-theological
language. All experts become trapped
in their language. I found myself
wondering whether the temptation to
become bogged down in language led
to the mistaken emphasis concerning
the Eucharist on the transformation of
bread and wine rather than the sharing
of a meal amongst the community, as a
ritual meal.
We are reminded that what we call
theology is actually a marriage of the
Hebrew scriptures and classical Greek
philosophy. A religion without a
theology is in danger of falling into
fundamentalism; it begins to interpret
scripture in a way that is culture-bound.
That fact leaves us with only one option
in any transcultural dialogue with other
faiths, which is to recall that ‘the limits of
my language are the limits of my world’
(Wittgenstein). The section of Moore’s
book on the clash between theology and
culture includes his reflection on Pope
Benedict’s controversial Regensberg
lecture in 2006.
I found ‘Mary and the feminine’
less easy to follow. The fine essays
on Mary are written by Moore the
contemplative. Timothy Radcliffe OP
comments that it would be worth
buying the book ‘just for Moore’s
treatment of Mary.’ I would add ‘and
the Song of Songs’. In the essay that
follows Moore’s lunch with Tina
Beattie of Roehampton University in
2006. He tries to follow Tina in her
exploration of the patriarchal world
from a woman’s perspective – ‘that
world’, Moore notes, ‘is dealing with
15
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God the utterly transcendent and
therefore the potentially destabilising
of all the attempts of the male mind to
build its world order. Woman shows
up only as man’s complement, his
completion, and however indispensable
this makes her in the male mind, it
does not make her a person, an ‘other’,
a self wondering about herself.
Part II of this book opens with a
chapter on the practice of focusing,
discovered by Eugene Gemdlin. Moore
found this system enabled him, perhaps
for the first time, to discover his bodily
self. The reader will benefit from
studying Appendix II, written originally
for the Downside community in 1999.
The themes of desire, and love,
friendship and discipleship run like a
warp through the chapters of Part II.
The culture of modernity is discussed
especially in ‘Love, sexuality and the
church’. The witness of poets, artists
and musicians serves to illustrate
the chapter, ‘Desire is love trying
to happen’: The Lord of the Rings;
The Family Reunion; The Waste Land;
Herbert and Donne; the Amour
Courtois movement of the twelfth
century, which celebrated sexual
desire for the first time in western
culture. The reader meets Augustine
and Aquinas, Heloise and Abelard,
and finally, the Song of Songs.
Ultimately Moore points to the
two big failures to connect in the
thinking of the church: the failure
to connect God with desire, and
the failure to connect love with sex.
Perhaps, suggests Moore, ‘Deus caritas
est’ cautiously introduces the concept
of the erotic into spirituality. Sadly,
the moment the church mentions the
erotic, it hastens to name marriage
as the only proper place: ‘a good
Catholic family, with no pills or
condoms in the bathroom cupboard.’
But this is not the solution to the agelong human problem that each of us
experiences: ‘How do I come together
as a sexual being?’ Unfortunately, the
magisterium’s misunderstanding of
desire and love is reflected in its
teaching about same-sex relationships.
Consequently a significant minority
of the human race is effectively
marginalised and alienated.
Moore identifies where these
difficulties mainly lie: the fact is that
the teaching church is largely celibate
and has difficulty in understanding
16

that sexual desire draws us into
loving relationships and into human
flourishing. However, he points out
also that the Catholic church has an
advantage because its moral teaching
is based on a ‘natural law’ which does
support human flourishing, as opposed
to a literal reading of the Bible which is
constrained by the cultural environment
in which it was written. The Eastern
church, whose bishops are all monks,
is happily non-aggressively monastic as
against the western leadership.
Such is the richness and breadth
of Moore’s work celebrating his long
years as a monk, that I am at a loss
to do it justice. I find it impossible to
convey in a brief review the aliveness
of Moore’s style, and the depths of
his personal vision. The reader must
bear with my selectivity. Moore
does theology with such energy and
passion. He enlightens, challenges and
provokes; even so, at times I found
the discourse hard to grasp in its
entirety, but I valued highly all that
he has to say about the importance
of human flourishing. Moore’s vision
is completely honest, true to himself,
revelatory of his own struggles. At
times I felt like an intruder into
someone else’s private spiritual world.
Yet at the same time I recognise how
strong is the didactic element in the
homilies and sermons. To read The
Contagion of Jesus is to join Moore on
a spiritual pilgrimage and come away
nourished and enlightened.
Joyce Holliday
Interpreting the Postmodern:
Responses to ‘ Radical Orthodoxy’
Ed. Rosemary Radford Ruether and
Marion Grau
2006, T.and T. Clark, London, 2006.
£22.99, 209 pages.
I came across this
book in St Paul’s
bookshop
in
Kensington just
by chance. Even
though it was
expensive
I
decided to buy it
because
there
were articles by
many of our
favourite authors.
Contributors include Mary Grey, Lisa
Isherwood, Catherine Keller, Marcella

Maria Althaus-Reid, Melissa Raphael
and Elina Vuola, a research fellow of
the Academy of Finland. I was
especially interested in her chapter
entitled ‘Radical Eurocentrism: The
Crisis and Death of Latin American
Liberation Theology and Recipes for
its Improvement.’
The book’s title intrigued me, and
as I read through the Introduction
I realised how out of touch I was
with some of the latest theological
developments. ‘Radical Orthodoxy’
was not what I expected. It seems
that this concept arose from a group
of British Anglican theologians in the
early 1990s and that one of the leading
protagonists is John Milbank. Others
in this school of thought include
Graham Ward, Catherine Pickstock,
and on the American side Daniel Bell
Jnr. and Stephen Long. Rosemary’s
article critiques the latter.
Ruether, in her inimitable way, sums
up the ‘Radical Orthodox’ movement in
the following words:
On the one hand everything from the
late Middle Ages and particularly
since Kant is seen as decline and fall
leading to irreparable nihilism. On
the other hand Thomistic theology
and the Catholic Church of the
thirteenth century are defended as
virtually flawless and enjoying the
divine gift of ‘indefectibility’.
In other words, ‘Radical Orthodoxy’
for these writers is an answer to
the Postmodern age, interpreted as
‘anything goes’. These writers do not
allude to the many forms of theology,
from the ‘underside’ that emerged in
the twentieth century. They look back
to a golden age that never was. Every
chapter throws a different light on this
rising phenomenon with what John F.
Hoffmeyer calls ‘charitable ontology,
an attempt to listen to the other side
without caricaturing one’s opponents’
(p.3). Virgina Burn calls this avoiding
the ‘Heresiological Habit’, in other
words not branding everything heresy
which does not fit our own particular
set of beliefs.
Each article sheds a different light
on the writers in this school of thought
but I wish to make special reference to
Elina Vuola’s article on Liberation
Theology, which I found very
informative (Chapter 4 pp.57‑75).
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Vuola takes two authors and contrasts
their thought: Daniel Bell Jr. as the
‘Radical Orthodox’ example of their
critique of Liberation Theology, and
of the most prolific and foremost
liberation theologian of today, Franz
Hinkelammert:
Hinkelammert is a major theorist
for the contemporary rethinking of
liberation theology in the larger sociopolitical, economic, and philosophical
context of Latin America.(p. 65).
Bell maintains that liberation
theology is in crisis and is dying as it is
based on economic theories of the past.
In other words Bell wishes to re-instate
theology as the ‘queen of the sciences’,
‘pure revelation’ untouched by the
developing theories of economics and
about what it means to be human.
Theories which have resulted in the
conclusion that all theology requires
an adjective in front of it, since it
does not exist in a timeless vacuum.
Bell illustrates a refusal to accept
the experiences of different cultures,
settings and periods, not to mention
race and gender. Hinkelammert on
the other hand acknowledges the
limitations of earlier liberation writers
and illustrates how the understanding
of liberation theologians has grown
and is being re-shaped by growing
understandings and experiences of
today: feminist and black theology,
as well as ‘indigenous, contextual’
theologies. Vuola points out that the
reason why the leading liberation
theologians of today are not better
known is because their work has not
been translated adequately into other
languages, especially English. This she
suggests is doubtless because of the
continued ‘Euro-centred’ theology
that is still the dominant staple diet
of the twenty-first-century theological
enterprise.
I recommend this book highly to
anyone who is prepared to give the
time to get behind the thought of
this movement. It does take time –
sometimes a dictionary by the side
of you is a help – but it is well worth
while for anyone who is serious about
the different strands of theology that
are developing today and how these
new modes of thought impact on our
lives.
Myra Poole

He quotes the elements of the vision
of Vatican II that point to the church
and world of the future from History
of Vatican II (Alberigo, Guiseppe and
Komanchak Joseph, the definitive
The future of the history of the Council). I’ll quote some
Church in the of them here, but find it difficult it to
world is of growing leave any of them out:
concern to all
parishes
and • A warm (pastoral) style of
dioceses; being operation instead of a rigid
interested in this insistence on rules and regulations;
topic, I asked for • A following of the spirit rather than
this book for the letter of the law;
r e v i e w . • Evangelisation, above all, a matter
Considering the of sharing the good news of Jesus
problems facing Christ;
the Church in the world of the future, I • An increase in authority for local
was expecting a great tome. Would 700- churches (dioceses, parishes and
800 pages be enough to cover the small communities) to run their
problems and the solution, I wondered? own affairs in accordance with
Instead a little pocket book of 55 pages the principles of subsidiarity and
or so appeared!
decentralisation;
The town of Callan, Co Kilkenny • Decision-making through dialogue
celebrated its eighth centenary last and consensus;
year. Fr James O’Halloran SDB, a • Leadership understood as service,
native of the town, was asked to give not domination;
a presentation on ‘The Church and • Giving due clout to the laity World of the Future’. That presentation God’s priestly people;
has now been published. O’Halloran’s • The ever-increasing importance of
theme is that the vision of Vatican II women;
will be brought about by encouraging, • A growing appreciation of God’s
promoting and living out our Christian word being at the heart of all our
lives in small Christian communities. projects;
After a number of years teaching in • Guidelines always inspired by a
schools, O’Halloran has worked for profound trust in the Holy Spirit,
thirty-six years as member, co-ordinator in the inherent faith of the people
and promoter of small Christian and their ability to be creative and
communities and Christian youth imaginative;
groups, so he is in a unique position to • Promotion of equality, simplicity of
write about them.
life, justice, peace and Christian unity;
He states, ‘Well, one important way • A Christ-like choice (option) on
in which the major insight of Vatican behalf of the poor and oppressed;
Council II is being realised is through • Teaching that arises from life
small Christian communities that are open experience and is not airily divorced
to, and network with, one another, thereby from our daily struggles;
helping to make bigger entities, such as the • The fostering of a community model
parish or mission station, a communion of church that, above all, furthers
of communities … The example of small the kingdom of God and its justice
communities can touch the lives of all. and reaches out to all the peoples of
And this, I believe, is what the church of the world (as already noticed, this
the future should and will look like.’
item encompasses and could serve as a
O’Halloran looks at the early church summary of the foregoing points).
as described in the Acts of the Apostles and
says that above all the early church was
So our community model of Church,
communitarian. Groups, he says, are for whilst reaching out in justice, has itself
a purpose, but communities are about to be a model of justice. O’Halloran
building relationships. We can look admits that much remains to be done.
back to the early church for examples Many dioceses seem to be at a loss to
of church as community modelled on find a way forward, and yet here is a
the Trinity.
blueprint that is easy to understand,
Observe the Rustling Leaves:
The Church and World of the Future
James O’Halloran SDB
The Columba Press. Price £5.99
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achievable, practical and inspirational.
O’Halloran tells the story of a scheme
(Ujamaa) promoted by President Julius
Nyere of Tanzania, where people lived
and farmed together in community,
and of Christopher Mwoleka who
believed in this way of life and lived
and farmed with a dozen or so people,
in community. He believed that the
spirituality of these small Christian
communities was rooted in the Trinity.
Incidentally he was a bishop.
We as members of Women Word
Spirit (Catholic Women’s Network) are
in a strong position to speak about small
communities as we regularly meet in
small communities to share experiences
- of life and faith. We may be in a few
different small communities as well as
our own family community. I do not
know if some of these communities
are ‘small communities’ as O’Halloran
defines them, but they must be well
on the way. O’Halloran says that
these communities are not parallel or
alternative churches but they are a new
way of being church.
This was not the great tome I was
expecting then, but it is better than I
expected – it is a very inspiring book,
affirming and positive about the future.
Catherine Rowland
Unconventional Wisdom
June Boyce-Tillman
London & Oakville: Equinox, 2007
ISBN 978 1 84553 100 3
It is appropriate
that this book
culminates in a
dance – The Dance
of Wisdom – since
the text throughout
is dominated by
patterned figures,
qualities held in
balance in the
creative tension
which
ideally
should allow both poles to flourish.
Between, for instance, the community
and the individual, or diversity and unity,
there should not be a priority but a
synthesis – yet in Western society and in
the church, the first term of each pair (the
other couples being the private and the
public, process and product, relaxation
and excitement, nurture and challenge,
the intuitive and the rational, and the
embodied and the disembodied) has
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generally been accorded a lower status,
often associated with inferior ‘female’ ways
of knowing, and subjugated to the second
term of the pair. Boyce-Tillman
endeavours, by means of extensive use of a
wide range of authorities, theological,
philosophical and creative, to redress the
balance and thus to enable the fullness of
Sophia, Divine Wisdom, to permeate
through humanity.
After an initial autobiographical
section which reveals why this subject is so
important to her, Boyce-Tillman presents
a helpful resumé of Wisdom theology,
which culminates in two personal creeds,
the shorter of which is:
I believe in a loving God
Who is intimately bound up
With the vulnerability and strength of
humanity
In a mystery that is revealed in story,
history and myth.
I believe in the importance of respect
Between human beings, both living
and dead,
The natural world,
And God.
I commit myself to work for this with
integrity
Within the creative Spirit
Who is continually making all things
new. (p.49)
Lest anyone should feel inclined to suggest
that this is not a Christian creed as such, I
should perhaps add that the longer creed
makes explicit reference to the life and
resurrection of Jesus.
The main body of the book is devoted
to an exposition of how ‘the dominant
and subjugated ways of knowing [as
listed above] interact in society and how
various groups of people negotiate their
way through them to achieve a healthy
balance’ (p.7). Each section begins with a
hymn or poem by the author, continues
with an exploration divided into ‘society’,
‘self’, ‘theology’ and other more specific
subsections, and includes several case
studies relating the analysis to present or
past situations.
To illustrate this structure and reveal
how it supports the argument, it is probably
most convenient to take as an example the
first half of Chapter Three, ‘Creating
Identity’, the polarities of Individual and
Community. This starts with June’s hymn,
familiar to many of us, ‘Sing us our own

song the song of the earth’, which expresses
the theme more succinctly than the prose
exposition which follows. In the ‘Society’
section, the excessive emphasis in the UK
today on the individual, an emphasis
which started with the Enlightenment,
is countered by a discussion of those
groups in society, especially women, who
were never able to embark on the heroic
individual quest. What is needed, BoyceTillman suggests, is not a tug of war
between these two polarities, but an ebb
and flow. She goes on to consider the
impact on the self if the polarities are
split – the dominant individual losing
touch with the wider community and
the subjugated experiencing pathologised
anxiety. Short subsections specific to
the Individual/ Community dichotomy
follow, headed ‘The Myth of Progress’,
‘Women’s Identity’, ‘Ecology’ and ‘A
New Identity’; these precede ‘Theology’,
a heading which recurs for each of the
eight pairs. Here the discussion takes in
the work of Dorothy Soelle, Grace Kim,
Vincent Donovan, Elisabeth Schüssler
Fiorenza, Neil Douglas-Klotz, Mary
Grey, Rosemary Radford Ruether, Rosi
Braidotti, Mary Daly, Tiffany Steinwert,
June Osborne and others.
The first case study, ‘Renegotiating
Ecclesiology’, draws on various models of
the Trinity – the Eastern (with the Rublev
icon), the Western (the Rohan Book of
Hours) and the Ecological, which is based
on Hildegard’s images of God’s relationship
with the cosmos, culminating in ‘a model
of Church based on the mutuality of God
and creation that affirms existing natural
community as God given’ (p.70).
The second, ‘Renegotiating Priesthood’,
draws on the history of the minor orders
(exorcist, acolyte, reader, etc) and shows
that these need not be located in an
hierarchical system leading to a clerical
caste. Rather the priest could be seen as a
focus for gathering the community.
‘Renegotiating Normality’ considers
how each period constructs its own
notions of what is normal. Today there are
pressures resulting from scientific research
such as the Human Genome Project and
questions raised concerning the nature of
‘disability’.
The final case study of the Individual
and Community polarity is entitled
‘Renegotiating self-policing – The
Witnessing Project’. This initiative,
developed in Australia and New Zealand,
uses narrative therapy with the aim of
helping women to renegotiate their own
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identity and their relationship to the
surrounding community.
The structure of Boyce-Tillman’s
discussions of each of the other seven
contrasted pairs of dominant and
subjugated ways of knowing follows a
similar pattern, with a large range of
different case studies which succeed in
making more vivid what could have been
abstract theorising. The wide range of
authorities cited will have been evident
from the names mentioned above in
relation to the ‘Theology’ sub-section of
‘Individual and Community’. As might
be anticipated from a writer who so
outstandingly combines in her own career
the academic and the creative, this is
both a scholarly text and a vision of what
Christianity might aspire to become in the
twenty-first century.
Pat Pinsent
Maid in God’s Image:
In search of the unruly woman
Verena Wright
Darton, Longman & Todd, 2008
ISBN 978-0-232-52731-5
The title of this
book has much to
say about Verena
Wright’s intentions.
The deliberate pun
draws attention to
the
Genesis
declaration that
both women and
men image God,
while at the same
time it makes an
ironic comment on church practice that
even today marginalises women; it also
recalls both archaic links with women as
servants and Mary’s proffering herself as
‘handmaid’. The fascination with both
language and written sources that this
choice of title reveals is evidenced
throughout the volume, in which the
author makes reference to a good many
literary texts (Stephen King’s Carrie,
William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, and
inevitably Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale, among others – not
forgetting the map of the London
underground!).
Wright’s general approach in many
of the chapters is to confront one of
the areas in which the church has
marginalised women’s experience, and
then to look closely at a story or excerpt
that pinpoints the issues concerned,

often in a symbolic way. For instance,
in Chapter Five, she quotes some of the
strictures against women derived from
the church fathers, cites in response the
words of such church mothers as Teresa
of Avila and Hildegard of Bingen, and
concludes in a reading of Jane Eyre,
in which, Wright suggests, Charlotte
Brontë ‘uses language to describe a
social world and also to challenge its
unjust practices, represented through
the institutional discourses of family,
class, race, religion, education and
medicine’ (p.51). Wright displays how
readers come to accept Jane as a reliable
narrator and therefore, with both the
character and the author, to challenge
the concept of ‘mastery’ which oppressed
many Victorian women. Jane, an ‘unruly
woman’ who has captivated generations
of readers, speaks in a prophetic voice in
rejecting the ‘narrow human doctrines’
which Brontë regards as having been
‘substituted for the world-redeeming
creed of Christ’ (p.53).
Among the themes dealt with
elsewhere is the nature of the female
body, traditionally seen as potentially
polluting because of its transgression of its
own boundaries, erupting in ‘bloodflow,
pregnancy and birth’ (p.26). Later,
motherhood is explored in a context
of society and literature. This chapter
includes a discussion of Mary’s mothering,
as almost incidentally revealed in the
Gospels (and also explored by Wright
in an ‘Afterword’ looking at a 1961
representation of Mary, ‘The Middlesex
Madonna’), together with a liturgy for
‘Letting go and letting grow: a moving-on
ritual for mothers and children’.
The final chapter, ‘The feminine
divine’, explores some of the archetypes
of the feminine – the goddess, the great
mother, the virgin-mother, Sophia, etc.
– and culminates in a hope that we shall
come nearer ‘to affirming the feminine
dimension as necessary to the health of
our universe, and thus to the valuing
of difference, so that justice and peace
become essential roots in our idea and
experience of human being’ (p.114).
This relatively short book certainly
presents many challenges to accepted
masculinist views, and relies on some
unusual perspectives to do so. It is not
always easy reading, and at times the links
between ideas seem rather contrived,
suggesting perhaps that it might have
been helpful if they had been somewhat
expanded in a slightly longer text. I

would also query the policy in the index
of listing authors under first names,
which may indeed work for Teresa and
Julian, but is less satisfactory for Mikhail
Bakhtin or J.K. Rowling! Nevertheless,
this book is a useful tool for drawing
attention to the potential riches of the
vast repository of women’s writing and
experience.
Pat Pinsent

Seventy at last!
As part of my 70th birthday celebrations,
I was particularly looking forward to the
‘croning’ liturgy. This was to be very
much part of the ‘party’ atmosphere,
rather than being tagged on at the end or
as a side-line to the general celebration.
This was at Veronica Seddon’s house,
involving eating, drinking and enjoying
friends’ conversation. The liturgy that
Veronica had prepared could be summed
up in one word, ‘affirmation’: of me as
an older woman and of my creativity.
The dictionary definition of a crone
is ‘an old hag, a withered old woman’. A
croning liturgy is intended to reverse this
medieval concept and empower a woman
to flourish in her older age. About a
dozen women from Women Word Spirit
were there, together with three men of
kindred sympathies. We sat in a circle
and everyone wrote a sentence on a card;
one example was: ‘Mary, I value your
honesty, I love your poetry and I cherish
your openness.’ I have 13 of these cards
and can refresh myself when I need to by
rereading them. We also drew an outline
of our hands and crayoned on them
some lovely patterns.
A main ingredient of the ceremony
was the croning robe. I felt this to be
like a veil protecting me from excesses
– my own and other people’s! Gillian
Lever, an artist, generously made a
beautiful robe from Indian cotton – I
hope to wear it on special occasions.
In a sense, I feel that being a member
of Women Word Spirit for twenty years
has encouraged me to focus on my real
needs and my own creativity. I have been
encouraged by so many members over
the years, and would like to extend my
thanks also to those who couldn’t be at the
ceremony – for loving me into old age!
Mary O’Regan
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Women, Religion and Violence
Britain and Ireland School of Feminist
Theology Conference at the University of
Winchester 21-24 July 2008
This conference was extremely
interesting, and the atmosphere vibrant.
The first keynote speaker was Dr Jo
Pearson of the University of Winchester
on Resisting Rhetorics of Violence: Women,
Wicca and Witchcraft. She said that belief
in witchcraft had been manipulated for
many issues and illustrated the subtlety
of violence. A polyvalent symbol of
violence such as the witch illustrated
physical, psychological, patriarchal and
academic violence. The witch was a
victim of violence for 300 years, a
violence sanctioned by state and church.
Later there was the violence of silencing.
Women were named witch because they
refused to submit to roles.
In spite of the past violence and
the Maleus Maleficarum campaign
inaugurated by Kramer and Springer in
1486, the account given of Wicca was
joyful, with its criticisms of patriarchal
religions and its reclaiming of an ancient
pagan religion, in which a witch becomes
a symbol of feminism. Jo Pearson is
herself a witch, or Wiccan priestess,
although married to an Anglican
clergyman. In this movement both men
and women are priests, an aspect which
relates to the Christian belief in the
priesthood of all believers. Wicca believes
in the equality of men and women.
They call upon the divine power and in
their ceremonies have a form of meal.
Writings of neo-pagan priestess Starhawk
and others are now standard reading in
theological faculties.
The next talk was given by Professor
Rosemary Radford Ruether on The
Politics of God, and moved to more
familiar and less exotic territory for
me. Christianity has a problem with
God. Androcentrism, militarism and
ascetic dualism have become counter
values. Rosemary gave an overview
of the history of God. It has been
suggested that there was a belief in some
great goddess in Palaeolithic times, but
this, she said, is a modern construct
to counter present difficulties, and is
uncertain. Canaanite texts present the
only form of evidence and we only have
them from the third millennium. Later
than Palaeolithic times there was a young
goddess, Anat, concerned with sexuality
and warfare, not a mother goddess. She
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was the primary divine power and her
son and consort was Baal, representing
vegetation. When he is defeated and
dies, she raises him from the dead and
places him on the throne with her. Thus
order is maintained in the city; she is
not just a fertility goddess but also a
redeemer, establishing harmony.
There was also a father god, El, and his
wife, Asherah. The Hebrews identified
Yahweh with El and during the fifth and
fourth centuries BC invented a female
consort for him, Wisdom, and later the
Shekinah. Remnants of a female consort
never disappeared. The chief rival of
Yahweh was Baal, whose worship was
suppressed by the Jews. The Hebrew
religion eliminated sex and death in
relation to God, and these became areas
of taboo. Rosemary suggested they were
trying to keep sex within marriages in
the community. Christianity built on
these ideas. Christ was resurrected, as
Baal had been by Anat. The doctrine of
an asexual Virgin Mary was developed.
Initially Christianity rejected a
national God. In the 4th century AD
it developed into a universal church
and an elect people. God was seen
as imperialistic, a warrior God who
will defeat enemies. Christianity
appropriated the Greek philosophy of
the superiority of mind over body,
and produced a male monastic elite
which denied the body and sex and
looked forward to a purely spiritual
life in heaven. The traditional view was
that maleness was more god-like and
femaleness was associated with sex,
nature and death. The monastics were
in conflict with the political empire
because they withdrew from it.
An hierarchical lineage from God, as
the apex of the male ruling class, was
established, with women obeying God
through husbands, priests and kings. The
Christian Roman Empire, the Spanish
Catholic Empire, the British Empire
and the American Empire have all in
turn been seen as handing on God’s life:
to Christianise, to civilise, to bring
redemption and the Kingdom of God.
This view of the American Empire, rooted
in a self-understanding of the American
ancestry from the Puritans and reinforced
by the founding fathers, has now been
discredited. Within it, the rights of man
were denied for 150 years to women,
blacks and Indians. Yet the conquered
remnants of the Spanish Empire in Cuba,
the Caribbean and the Pacific are now

American turf. During the Cold War the
mindset was of godly America against
godless Communism, an understanding
which justified war in Korea and Vietnam.
The US has been building an empire of
bases and has constructed a new enemy
in Islam, both sides using apocalyptic
religious language.
The idea of God is generally
androcentric: God is seen as
representative of the ruling class. This
perception is occasionally relaxed a
little, incorporating a mother figure and
Wisdom, but these are always secondary
and derivative, mediating between a
male god and male human beings.
Neverthess, in Latin America, God is
seen as wanting a preferential option
for the poor and there is a call for the
dismantling of social systems.
The oneness of God seems to call for
the oneness of religion and the oneness of
a people. We need to start by recognising
the limitations of any one religion rather
than with ideas of one religion made
universal. How do we overcome the
heritage of an ascetic fear of sexuality?
The belief that God chose humans to
dominate and have unlimited use of
resources on earth is a usurpation of
power. We need a conversion of God
language and we need to see God in
everything. The metaphorical expression
of life itself exists on every level and life
flourishes only with process. The urge
to dominate and to eliminate others is a
denial of life. There is not a monolithic
oneness – rather we need to affirm many
ways of being alive. We need a critique of
what is oppressive to people within the
church, and to others, and to endeavour
to find what is helpful and authentic.
Dr Beverly Clack spoke on Violence
and the Maternal in the Marquis de Sade,
with slides. She spoke of the importance
of desire as a neglected category for
understanding religion. Reading de Sade
through psycho-analytic theory is a means
of connecting his desires with stages of
our own psycho-sexual development. The
de Sade universe is brutal, filled with sex,
violence and death: he exalts a libertine
ideal of total freedom. This raises the
problem of how to read him or whether
in fact to read him at all; some think it
better to avoid the depraved, decadent
and pathological images he provides. Yet
his novels offer an entrance into the realm
of unconscious repressed desires that may
resonate with our own, and he illustrates
the role of fantasy in psycho-sexual
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development. Sexuality is not just biology,
but also resides in the imagination. De
Sade provides a literary rendition of the
unconscious fears and desires of a child,
such as seeing the breast as good when
being fed, and bad when not there when
wanted. Such concepts shape a baby’s
engagement with the world, leading to
an understanding of love and cruelty. The
process of integration involves resisting the
projection of such fears out of the self and
onto mothers. De Sade himself was not
integrated! He expresses hatred of women,
whom he represents violated, murdered
and sewn up. The good to be got from
him (if any) is that he enables us to
engage with the damage of the idealisation
of mothers as well as with ourselves. A
comment was made that though repulsive,
de Sade was not transgressive, because he
is patriarchy writ large and does not
transgress the norm.
Dr Anna King spoke on Islam,
Women and Violence, concentrating on
violence against women in Islam, but
also pointing out the positive aspects.
There has been an attempt by feminists
to provide a new interpretation of the
Qur’an, which does not give an account
of the creation of Eve as secondary: in
it, both Adam and Eve fall. The sanctity
of life requires women to be respected
and the Qur’an rejects celibacy as the
highest vocation. Yet it also presupposes
male authority, unilateral divorce, having
slaves and concubines; it enacts that
women may not give legal testimony
and leads to their having difficulty
with inheritance. It is ambiguous about
women. In Pakistan the state’s use of
Islam promotes violence against women.
National identity, women’s sexuality and
honour become linked. Women’s Action
Forum has spearheaded the struggle
against Islamisation and there is a femaleled organisation against honour killings.
In the UK there is a Muslim Women’s
Forum. Women are caught between
secular and fundamentalist forces. It was
a disappointment that Mina Gharavia
was refused a visa from Iran at the
last moment and could not take her
workshop on Life Without Violence – A
glance at the Iranian Clergy’s Life.
Professor Mary Grey gave a talk on To
Rwanda and Back: Liberation, Spirituality
and Reconciliation, a rather more hopeful
topic. At the beginning she used the image
of Psyche abandoned on a mountain top,
but at the end she showed her being
rescued and redeemed. Mary pointed

out that we are now more conscious of
women’s agency in oppression and that
the genocide in Rwanda coincided with
the African Bishops’ Synod in Rome. In
dealing with reconciliation and justice
there are problems for feminist theology
with concepts of sacrifice and forgiveness
in the areas of domestic violence, the
inadequacy of the church’s response,
the essentialising of gender roles, the
connection often made between holiness
and suffering and the guilt distortion of
‘Cross’ theology which tends to imply
that enduring suffering is to be allied with
Christ. Behind this is a distortion of God.
There are multiple attempts to
tackle the problem. There is a Christic
pattern of right relations; forgiveness
should not be seen alone but within
this pattern – Mary referred to Christ’s
action with the money lenders. She
suggested we need a post-patriarchal
positive theology of sacrifice to develop
a new symbolic core not so much of
sacrifice as of the deliberate adoption of
a Gospel life-style offering beauty and
joy. Feminist Christology is a protest
against all crucifixions, which can be
seen as radical acts of love, not sacrifice.
We need to change the symbolic nexus
and establish a new symbolic core of
thriving. In the Bible and the Qur’an
there is a vision of flourishing and a
full life but ‘sacrifice’ has overtones of a
passive victim and of sacrifice offered up
for military power.
The summarising keynote address
was delivered by Dr Mary Condren on
The Sacred or the Divine, the Phallic or
the Matrixal: Which way for Religious
Feminists? She had not finalised her paper
until that morning as she was picking
up on previous themes. As well as a
theologian she is a palaeontologist; she
said that artefacts had recently been
discovered giving non-textual evidence
of a primeval, Palaeolithic goddess.
She referred to the Greek play The
Eumenides, in which Athena successfully
defends Orestes from having killed his
mother; the Furies, the Eumenides, the
ancient goddesses, are not allowed to
punish him but are banished to the
underworld. Athena, having sprung
from the head of Zeus without a mother,
carries patriarchal values and witnesses to
life coming from the father. This myth
shows power passing from the female,
who is dishonoured, and male power
superseding the birthing of women. (In
her book The Serpent and the Goddess

Mary Condren writes of a similar story
in Celtic Ireland, when the goddess
Macha, challenged to race against the
king’s fastest horses, wins the race, but is
caused to give birth publicly and so loses
power). These stories reveal that women
would never again hold positions of
religious power, and display that which
had been sacred becoming profane.
The difference between the sacred
and the profane is not a logical dualism
but a form of cultural distinction.
For instance, in Ireland it is used to
distinguish between Catholics and nonCatholics. To be ‘not A’ is to be misbegotten – we are not dealing here with
logic but with a culture which forces
things apart. The form of sacrality is
established at women’s expense and
is inherently gendered in the ‘A / not
A’ violence of separation. Christianity
provided a new definition of fatherhood
in which God is the father of nations,
something which is seen as superseding
the limited birthing of women. This
then calls up the idea of war and sacrifice
for the nation. In Bosnia a few years ago
there was a massacre of men and women
in which foetuses were ripped out of
pregnant women and placed within
the men’s bodies. This foetus change is
not accidental to war but fundamental.
Giving death transcends giving birth.
Girard says that violence is the secret
heart of the sacred. This contrived male
transcendence is achieved by violence.
Where is the violence derived from?
Klein’s answer is from envy of the
source of life. Irigary says that gods
are the reality for men and totems for
women. Totems are icons which enforce
order and at the end of the play The
Eumenides Athena is in charge of order
in Athens. The Greek play resembles
the Mass in its ritual effects. What does
the dichotomy of sacred and profane
legitimate? In the play, Athena says,
‘Let all our wars be fought abroad.’ So
it legitimates our peace at the expense
of the other. The consequences are
that power relationships are masked:
women are abject. War lifts the lid on
repression from time to time, and is
culturally and economically necessary
within this construct, feeding into the
sacrificial myth. Male morphologies are
valorised. (Dr. Kelly Denton –Borhaug
in her seminar said that the rhetoric
of sacrifice provides a sacred canopy
which energises war culture and makes
it invisible.)
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Yet subjectivity begins with presence.
How can the energies be theorised
differently? The challenge is that we can
only achieve identity at someone else’s
expense. We need the feminine matrixal
space, beyond the phallic space, but
not, Mary Condren said, the goddess
movement. Matrix is to womb as phallus
is to penis and we are dealing here
with how consciousness is formed. The
womb experience gives the paradigm of
a matrixal gaze encounter.
We need to critique monotheisms,
static notions of divinity and to establish
a theology of mercy, never culturally
established, and to deconstruct
scapegoats. This puts paradox at the
centre of sacrality, rather than the
absolute word of God. The God of
wombs and matrixes is the basis on
which this can be established. We need
constantly to delegitimise the rhetoric
of sacrifice justifying a war culture.
There was mention of non-verbal ways
of creating matrixal space with voice,
movement, chant and dreams.
Many seminars and workshops
took place and one at the end led by
Professor June Boyce-Tillman gave us
an experience of what Mary Condren
was aiming to create in the morning as
we created a humming bath.
There were people from many
countries at the conference. The food
was excellent. There was little free time
but one could slope off to the centre
of Winchester only ten minutes down
the hill. There was a great party one
evening, singing and dancing, with input
from our own WWS. Papers from the
conference can be obtained in the May
issue of Feminist Theology published by
Sage (Tel.020 7324 8500).
Sheila Birtchnell

BISFT - Another Perspective
Some sixty residents, and some day
visitors, met in Winchester for BISFT.
Women, Religion and Violence promised
plenty of substance. Presentations were
followed by discussion. I enjoyed the
informal sharing in my group.
Rosemary Radford Ruether’s talk
on the ‘Politics of God’ claimed that
traditional Christian god-language
reinforced class, race and gender
hierarchies and negation of the body
and nature. Beverley Clack, reader
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Network Past!
20 YEARS AGO
Issue 15’s editorial returns to the
question of whether there should be
a constitution for CWN, but notes
that first it would be necessary to be
more explicit about our aims. A day
on how to work with and use the
media had raised the same questions
– what does CWN want to say,
what image to project, what effect
to create? The report from the AGM
showed the different views about
whether the focus should be on
women still in the churches or those
who see themselves outside it.
A day led by Joan Dunleavy and
Liz Campbell had the great title ‘The
Domestication of Passion’, asking
those present to explore feelings and
thoughts about the pairing of men
and women, issues of love and sex,
and the church’s attitudes. Are there
differences between Catholics and
others? Why do people get married?
Is marriage a good or a bad deal for
women, for men? Is sexual passion
a good basis for a relationship? The
groups worked round a long coil
of red rope, which they knotted at
the beginning to indicate individual
hang-ups and perplexity, and then
unknotted sacramentally at the end
to mark something resolved, or at
least partly.
Another CWN event was on
‘Women’s Experience as a New
Source for Theology.’ This looked
at the various filters through which
each person experiences the divine,
and the differences between men and
women here. In Diane Brewster’s
nice phrase, ‘Men’s interpretation,
leading to orthodox theology, reflects
their own subjectivity which they
have labelled “objectivity” ’.
The AGM report includes an
analysis of CWN membership. 81%
described themselves as Catholic,
mostly ‘cradle’ and still practising,
17% as Anglican and other
denominations. A fifth were single/
never married, including 13% in
religious orders. 25% were members
of a political party, 4% would
vote Tory, half were members of a
pressure group and 41% of a trade
union. There was a high degree of
institutional involvement with the

church, despite dissatisfaction with
it. CWN membership of NBCW
(National Board of Catholic
Women) is ratified.
Mary O’Regan writes about her
visit to Holland to join a group at de
Tiltenberg to celebrate an alternative
Easter, involving reflections day by
day on Solidarity, Passing Over,
Transition/In-between and then
Alleluia. Myra Poole reports on a
two day conference she organised
for Army Chaplains, presenting
various aspects of ‘Women in the
Church’. The area she found most
difficult was inclusive language.
She ends by quoting bell hooks:
‘separatist ideology encourages us to
believe that women alone can make
the feminist revolution: we cannot’;
men must be ‘compelled to assume
responsibility for transforming their
consciousness and that of society as
a whole.’ A day on ‘The Wisdom of
Feminism’ brought together several
speakers, including Angela West
who spoke about the early Christian
communities and the prominence
of women in them. The wisdom
of Chloe, Prisca, Phoebe and the
others has not come down to us and
must not be idealised: ‘feminism is
not exempt from the passions which
seek to control others’.
Rosemary Ruether’s wonderful
piece: ‘Can Men be Ordained?
concluded, of course, that they
cannot! Mary Grey’s poem ‘Dancing
to Liberation – Miriam’s gift’ goes
from Miriam ‘tall and free’, en route
to Jerusalem, leading her sisters
in the dance, to Miriam outcast
and rejected because she spoke out
about Moses’ marriage, to Miriam
in Britain bent and broken, ‘cursed
for skin and origin’, waiting at
the Heathrow barrier, at the Job
Exchange, for somewhere to live.
An exchange of letters looks at
the continuing saga of the Synod on
the Laity, with three contributors
writing with varying degrees of anger
about the failure for women’s voices
to be heard. Others write about the
costs of events, and whether men
should write in Network, or indeed
become members. CORE decides to
meet quarterly on Saturdays.
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Network Past!
10 YEARS AGO
In Issue 55 editor Alison Gelder
writes about water as a symbol
of what is not only precious and
life giving but also powerful and
dangerous, lethal, disease carrying.
Symbolic content varies according
to culture, race, gender, religion.
She encourages women to share
our symbols – bread, wine, candles,
purple, etc. and also of painful or
hurtful symbols such as the cross/
crucifix and the submissive woman.
Symbols come up twice. Margaret
Kennedy expresses her concern about
Eric Gill’s Stations of the Cross in
Westminster Cathedral, given Gill’s
paedophilia and the invisibility of
his victims. She rejects the view that
Gill was redeemed through artistic
merit. She speaks from ten years
experience supporting survivors of
sexual abuse, often carried out by
clerics and ministers. She concludes
that the work of such a man should
not be extolled, or displayed in a
house of God – she sees incest and
perversion inscribed in every tablet
and column. [2008 – the carvings are
still there]. Kay Rowley expresses her
concerns about how the symbolism
of women being first at the tomb
and first to see the risen Jesus is
downplayed by Gerald O’Collins,
and questions the emphasis on the
‘primacy of Peter’.
Sr Alexia Morris writes about
having to lead the Holy Saturday
Vigil as the priest was unexpectedly
detained, and how the congregation
– normally conservative and
traditional – responded by fully
participating. Their attitude was ‘so
we’ll do it ourselves’ and ‘we can
manage without him.’
There are many detailed reviews,
including of a CD A Life Apart –
Hildegard von Bingen by June Boyce
Tillman. Tina Beattie describes how
People of Passion – what the church
teaches about sex by Elizabeth Stuart
and Adrian Thatcher advocates a
passionate ethics which draws on
a variety of resources to arrive at
an ethics capable of expressing
embodiment, desire and concerns
for justice, relationality, political and
social responsibility. They comment

that ‘One of the most difficult
tasks facing Christian theology is to
come to the point of admitting that
patriarchal theology and pornography
are actual “bedfellows” in dominating
women.’ Ellen van Wolde’s book
Mr And Mrs Job is commended by
Jenny Dines for showing that Mrs
Job’s one intervention was utterly
crucial. Elizabeth Moltman-Wendels
Autobiography left reviewer Joan
Griffith wondering whether anything
new or exciting was coming out of
feminist theology. But she welcomes
the statement that ‘We will also be
confronted with new questions about
death and dying, to which little
attention has been paid by feminist
theology, which begins from social
experience. Does feminist theology
give comfort? Can it teach the art
of dying? Does the social network
which it promised stop in the face of
death?’
‘Where are our married priests?
Where are our women priests?’ It is
1998 and there is a vigil outside the
church where the first ordination of
a married former Anglican priest is
taking place: readings, silence and
song as the procession moves into the
church. [This was the occasion when
someone stole the CWN banner – never
seen or heard of since!] Patricia Stoat
gives a lively account of an NBCW
conference with ‘an excellent turn
out of the MCTTP (more-catholicthan-the-pope) contingent.’ She
is impressed by Victoria Gillick,
but not her daughter, who tells the
conference to stop wittering about
God and get back to some solid
moral imperatives.
Finally there is a long report on
the end of the Decade in Solidarity
with Women. It finished with work
to identify goals for the future.
Four key areas for future work were
identified as: economic justice,
violence against women, racism
and participation. Other areas
mentioned included work to meet
spiritual hunger, issues of economic
exclusion, disability awareness,
gender and sexuality, parenting and
the environment. [Ten years on –
where are we?]
Maírín Valdez

in Philosophy of Religion at Oxford
Brookes, spoke on ‘Violence and the
maternal in the Marquis de Sade’ – a
nobleman who murdered women and
performed despicable acts of violence,
particularly against mothers. Clack
suggested that he highlights a reality of
our world – libertine desire to control
and kill unruly nature through the
death of the mother. Despite the horror
of the violence, the talk highlighted how
much we repress our anger and violence,
resulting in unhealthy behaviour or
thoughts such as jealousy.
There was time to relax, with circle
dancing in the recently opened Cosmic
Garden (on the initiative of Lisa
Isherwood), with large paintings by
Megan Clay. The dances concentrated
on the story of women, drawing on the
Balkans, Russia, Brittany and Israel.
Sigridur Gudmansdottir from
Iceland, a Lutheran minister for 18 years
and currently lecturer in theology at
Winchester, spoke on ‘Grapes of Wrath
and Rapes of Earth: An Eco-feminist
reading of earthly healing.’ Mary
Grey also spoke about eco-feminism.
I enjoyed talking to Sigridur about
biblical imagery like the Rose of Sharon
(Song of Songs) and the Apocalypse.
The department of theology and
religious studies at Winchester is
well supplied with excellent feminist
lecturers. I quote from their prospectus:
‘Our tutors are all well known and
respected in their academic fields
which include Indian cultures and
religions, wicca and witchcraft, feminist
liberation theologies, gender theology
and identity.’
The conference was very absorbing
and I only left the campus once, to
accompany Rev Nancy de Chazal (a longstanding member of WWS) to the Wells
for India office in Winchester. On the
final evening, we all enjoyed an excellent
concert, items ranging from Jewish singing
to circle dancing with Gillian Limb. Anna
King from Winchester university read
some Sufi love poems, and I joined her
in the recital of one of these. There
was also dancing to pop music, and
although most women were tired by that
time, we all regained strength from the
dancing. Although BISFT is very much
an intellectual occasion, there were many
possibilities of relaxation, especially in the
Cosmic Garden.
Mary O’Regan
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TWO WEDNESDAYS IN JULY
Wednesday in Winchester
BISFT was in Winchester this year, on
the dark theme of Women, Religion and
Violence. It is only an hour’s drive for
me, so I decided just to go for one day. I
had enjoyed previous BISFTs for meeting
old and making new friends, for creative
workshops and occasionally the lectures,
but of most of the latter I can remember
little. I am not in the academic world
and I find the model of an hour’s lecture,
read from a script, without handouts or
other aids, very hard to cope with. So, to
Winchester just for Wednesday!
The first session, by Anna King, was
on Islam, Woman and Violence. Anna
pointed out the multiple interpretations
of the Qur’an, particularly its gender
construction, and contending perspectives
of women’s role and rights. The tension
is between the Qur’an accepted as the
perfect timeless word of God and the
encultured dynamic Islam of today. To
put it in context, Anna pointed out that all
religions have abused/still abuse women,
though none go as far as Islam.
The foundations of Islam lie in the
Qur’an and the Hadith. Although arising
from a particular male-dominated world,
they give men and women spiritual parity.
Eve is described as Adam’s mate, with
the same nature and soul; not made to
please him or taken from his rib. Eve is
not the sole cause of the Fall – both were
responsible. Life is sacred, the basis of
marital relationships is love, sexuality is
celebrated in heterosexuality and women
have a right to sexual pleasure. But the
patriarchy of its period is reflected in that
only women are required to have a single
marriage partner, while men can initiate
divorce and have slaves and concubines.
There is some ambiguity about whether
or not women can go to work. The book
of Hadith is less severe on sharia law.
Conservative Islamists enforce customs
intended to refine, purify and protect
female chastity. This is often presented as
a contrast to the ‘exoticised and eroticised
other’ in western civilisation and western
feminism – based on individualism and
the consequent loss of community and its
associated values such as hospitality. Some
Islamic feminists also react against western
values, and some have taken to ‘re-veiling’
to show their liberation from these values.
Others do so in support of their men
whom they see as stereotyped by western
society as potential terrorists.
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The juxtaposition of religion and
culture is an issue for many Islamic
feminists. Is religion good and culture
bad? Some put patriarchy and purdah
onto culture, so they can maintain their
religious commitment. They also criticise
western feminists as a-political.
Efforts to understand Islam have not
been best served by the journalists and
commentators who opt for the simplistic
summary or headline, and do not present
the various interpretations. They may
write well about the views from a local
community but not about the global
perspective. They avoid the ideological
crossfire: a recent case in Saudi Arabia
of a woman imprisoned for being in a
coffee shop with an unrelated male was
extensively reported, but not the conflict
between the Wahhabi puritanical form of
Islam promoted by the Saudi government
and a range of other understandings and
practice. Journalists tend to equate Islam
with Sharia law yet similar laws exist in
other cultures.
In the UK there is much more coverage
of Islam than of other religions, and some
attempts to identify progressive initiatives
such as the Muslim Women’s Forum.
Muslims in London are less affluent than
Hindus and Sikhs, and Muslim women
generally do not have paid work. Young
women are still ‘protected’ for family
honour. There is a wall of silence about
forced marriage – even so, more than 200
are reported each year and over 5000 calls
are made to a government advice line. For
Muslim women the reporting of rape and
spousal violence is traumatic, as it brings
shame to the family. Anna described the
horrors to which Muslim women may be
subjected – violence in many forms from
the State, religious authorities, police and
custodial authorities and the patriarchal
family. All assume the right to legal and
moral surveillance of women, and take
little action to prevent and prosecute
violence. For many feminists speaking out
means risking imprisonment and death.
A case study of Pakistan was especially
depressing, though Amnesty lists many
other abuses there in the political context.
The issue of violence against women
crosses politics, national identity, religion
and gender relations. Women are caught
between secular and fundamentalist forces.
We need to listen to the voices of Muslim
women with ‘epistemological humility’,
and to challenge ‘orientalist’ views.
Later Mary Grey reported on her case
study of the Rwandan massacres: Liberation

Theology and Reconciliation. She began
by questioning whether violence defines
identity – there is no simple distinction
between oppressor and oppressed. Rwanda
was the most christianised country in
Africa, and reconciliation is at the heart
of the meaning of the Church and the
cross: yet there was both involvement
and complicity by the RC Church in
the violence. Women were specifically
targeted. The genocide was ignored by
the government, church authorities locally
and internationally, and the UN.
Some spiritualities of reconciliation
focusing on quick-fix concepts and sacrifice
are being challenged. Reconciliation
ceremonies can paper over hypocrisy,
promote superficial forgiveness and lack
commitment to the past and future.
Feminism takes a fresh look at theologies
of forgiveness, redemption, reconciliation
and sacrifice, looking at the reality of
women’s lives, dominated by sacrifice. It
looks at domestic violence and trafficking,
the use of multiple rapes as a weapon of
war, rise in trafficking after the fall of the
Soviet Union, spousal violence in India,
and violence in the Bible. It looks at
the inadequacy of the church’s response,
putting women into the role of passive
victims: ‘you must forgive your husband
and go back to him.’ It sees how gender
roles become essentialised: women are
meant to be more irenic/peace-making,
reconciling and self-sacrificing in order to
hold the family together. Women are told
there is a connection between holiness and
suffering – ‘no pain no gain.’ The message
of the cross is distorted – forgiveness is
presented in a heroic context without
achieving justice. Women have been taught
that enduring suffering is the way of the
cross, so they feel guilty if they do not live
that out. Some blame this on a God who
sanctions violence by abusing his child.
There is no one approach to
reconciliation – it needs to be multistrategic. Living in right relation, structural
healing, passionate conviction and
forgiveness are all elements, and justice
must be at the core. Living in right relation
needs to include promoting a culture of
simplicity and voluntary austerity in the
name of all crucified peoples, offering
community not individuality, with
caring compassion. Christ and Christa
are embodied in this community. This
voluntary simplicity does not arise from
altruism but from a desire to live like
this, a desire to affirm the beauty and
joy of life. Religion has not focused on
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embodiment, on models of flourishing,
on creativity and beauty here and now.
Now we have to reclaim the Eucharist
as a place of communal sharing and of
justice, promoting a web of just and right
relationships. New concepts of sacrifice
are required, a new symbolic core based
on flourishing and well-being rather than
privileging death as a cultural symbol.
We need to look at the flourishing of all
life within the larger earth story – to go
beyond the language of rights and to free
the human to cross boundaries between
the human and non-human.
By chance there was another
opportunity that day to reflect on women
and violence in the Winchester area,
where Kathleen Archer was talking about
Women Religion and Violence in the work
of René Girard. Girard is known for his
theory of mimetic violence and the single
victim mechanism. Is this a theoretical
explanation of the violence against women
described in the two lectures above?
Kathleen looks at violence against women
and wonders if the blood taboo still holds.
Girard’s theory suggests that menstrual
blood is seen as a physical representation
of sexual violence, and symbolises a halfsuppressed desire to place the blame for
all forms of violence on women. The
taboo against women’s bleeding enables
a transfer of violence to take place, and
the establishment of a male monopoly
that is clearly prejudicial to the female
sex. Mention was made earlier that the
Rwandan genocide particularly targeted
women. Her talk noted the lowly place
of women in Hebrew, Greek and Roman
societies, and as shown in the words of the
Church Fathers, then contrasted this with
Jesus’ behaviour in the gospels. In our day,
women display competence and ability
in a legal framework of equality, yet the
church maintains an out-dated view about
women’s unsuitability for ministry. The
antidote to the single victim mechanism
is love and forgiveness: if we truly love, we
can control feelings such as envy, rivalry
and covetousness, and can avoid getting
into ‘mimetic contagion.’ However it is
clear from Mary Grey that we may need
to ‘unpack’ over-facile understandings of
words like ‘love’.
Wednesday at Tate Britain
By chance, the following Wednesday I
went to Tate Britain to see the exhibition
The Lure of the East – British Orientalist
Paintings. This filled in for me some of the
context for Anna King’s talk. She had used

the word ‘orientalist’ several times, and I
had not understood what she was saying.
Now I found that it was a term used by
Edward Said in his book of that name in
the 1970s, which had initiated a global
debate over Western representations and
understandings of the East. He interpreted
these representations as a series of fictions
serving the West’s desire for superiority
and control over the East.
The various rooms in the exhibition,
particularly those on Gender and the
Harem, showed how the painters and
writers saw the East as both exotic and
sinister, applying many racial and sexual
stereotypes. There were useful comments
by Islamic feminists on some of the
paintings. The West had (? has) a relatively
monolithic view of the eastern ‘other’
as barbarian, despotic and inferior, full
of duplicity, particularly where women
were concerned. What the West thought
it knew about the East was that women
were kept as chattels, imprisoned in
segregated spaces, the slaves or sex-toys
of their master, objectified. Such women
‘might bring a stranger to delirium.’ One
painting depicts a female slave market
with very sexualised images of the women,
connecting eroticism with the violence of
slavery – really pornographic. ‘Oriental’ was
equated with unfettered masculine power,
seeing women’s sexuality as dangerous and
to be imprisoned in a building or a veil.
It was women travellers and writers who
presented an alternative view of the harem
and the veil as (potentially?) liberating.
So, serendipitously, a visit to an art
exhibition gave me a useful context for
Anna’s remarks about ‘epistemological
humility’ and the need to continue to
challenge ‘orientalist’ views.
Máirín Valdez

National Board of Catholic Women
This year’s annual meeting and conference
on 21 June was in Nottingham with a few
tens of women attending and Archbishop
Patrick Kelly. There was a room with
stalls and it was encouraging to find
interest in Network and in this year’s
July Annual Gathering with Rosemary
Radford Ruether.
A highlight was a talk by Tina Beattie. I
can’t do justice to the content, appreciated
by all present, but the subject was
‘Magnificat’, and the talk was framed as
an account of a Martian visitor interested
in the origins and reality of the Christian
church. The visitor from space found
some conflicting accounts of the history
and nature of the church, but Tina argued
persuasively that the role of women in
its development is fundamental, starting
with Mary the mother of Jesus. We heard
discussion of Mary’s choice to become
the mother of Jesus and her journey
and meeting with Elizabeth; of Mary’s
proclamation of God’s option for the
poor in the Magnificat; of women in the
gospels, such as the Samaritan woman at
the well and the non-Jewish woman who
challenged Jesus to heal her daughter; and
of the women who witnessed the death of
Jesus and met him first after he was raised
from the dead.
Maureen Rigg gave an interesting
account of what she does as a borough
councillor in Stockton, mentioning the
pressures of office and the need to make
right decisions in difficult areas, as
well as the opportunity to make many
positive contributions in her locality.
One workshop was given by Anjum
Anwar, a Muslim woman working for
an Anglican cathedral in Blackburn in
collaboration with an Anglican canon.
It was encouraging to hear of their
interfaith work and success in bringing
the different communities closer
together. For us who were present, it
was also an opportunity to explore in
discussion the preconceptions which
surround issues like Muslim dress
for women. For many, it is a sign of
commitment to a religious path, and
can require considerable independence
and courage in the face of disapproval
from family and others.
Besides the day’s programme, it was
good to be with such a variety of women
and meet friends old and new.
Cathy Wattebot
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The Living Spirituality Network
Living Spirituality News always contains
items of interest. In the spring issue,
there are extracts from a talk by Eley
McAinsh with the title ‘Spirituality
and Interfaith’, and in the summer
issue, reflections by Julian Towler on
the Retreat Association conference held
at Swanwick in May. Regular features
include succinct accounts of a large
range of interesting books, and a good
deal of information about coming events
– at Turvey Abbey, Ammerdown, Iona,
and other centres for spirituality. To find
out more about the Living Spirituality
Network, email spirituality@ctbi.org.
uk, go to www.spirituality@ctbi.org.uk
or ring 01908 200675.
Note:
Win
Kennedy,
the
administrator, has asked me to inform
readers of an error in our Spirituality
issue, in which we mentioned their
publications. She says ‘Soundings on
Spirituality is indeed £1 post free,
but Wrestling and Resting (1999,
edited by Ruth Harvey) is a much
more substantial publication with a
cover price of £13.95… [It comprises]
more than 50 contemporary stories
of spirituality. Half price for Network
readers, £7.’ Contact details above, or
write to Living Spirituality Network,
The Well at Willen, Newport Rd.,
Milton Keynes, MK15 9AA
Honours for our members
The achievements of two of our members
have recently been recognised with well
deserved honours. June Boyce-Tillman
was awarded the MBE in the Queen’s
Birthday Honours List for her services
to Music and Education, and Dorothea
McEwan received the Austrian Cross
of Honour for her work in the area of
knowledge and culture. Congratulations
to both of them!
Catholic Women’s Ordination (CWO)
The CWO AGM on October 11th
is mentioned briefly in our Events
column, but it is worth mention that
after the actual meeting, there will be an
Ecumenical Open Forum on the subject
of the Ministries of Jesus for men and
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women, to be held at Lower Bebington www.bbc.co.uk/religion/programmes/
Methodist Church Hall. Contact: info@ thought/documents/t20080709/shtml
catholic-women’s-ordination.org.uk,
Pilgrim Adventure
07904210010.
This not-for-profit company organises
Christian journeys to a range of places
Under the Veil: Spirituality and
Feminism in post-Reformation Britain in Britain and Ireland. More details in
our next (Pilgrimage) issue, but in the
and Europe
Call for papers for a collection of meantime, visit www.pilgrim-adventure.
essays examining the construction of org.uk for information.
gendered identity in relation to religious
belief in the early modern period. Of MA in Applied Theological Studies:
particular interest is the complicated Feminist Theology and Spiritualities
relationship between emergent feminism This new pathway in the Queen’s
and religious faith. Details from Foundation in Birmingham is intended
InstituteforFeminismandReligion@ to resource women clergy, church leaders
yahoogroups.com, or write to Dr and others through an exploration of
Katherine Qunisey, Dept of English, feminist theology. It consists of taught
University of Windsor, Windsor, modules on subjects such as Reading the
Bible Contextually and Inter-culturally,
Ontario N9B 3P4, Canada
Feminist Spiritualities, Interdisciplinary
Studies, Supervision of Pastoral Practice,
Women and Spirituality
Call for papers for an international and Tools for Theological Reflection and
conference at Université d’Aix- Research. For details contact Dr Nicola
Marseille, to be held in Aix-en-Provence Slee on sleen@queens.ac.uk, 0121 452
on 12-13 June 2009. Women occupy an 2662.
ambiguous place both at the centre and
on the margins of the spiritual sphere: Signature
virginity and motherhood are valued Women Word Spirit have signed a
as badges of purity and fruitfulness, Petition organised by the National
whilst the biological processes Association of Women’s Organisations
which underlie them are considered (NAWO) addressed to the International
taboo or impure. Papers which Rescue Committee asking the President
explore themes such as the attitudes of the European Union to make Europe
of religious institutions towards a leader in the global effort to tackle
women; autobiographies, diaries, violence against women and girls.
fiction, visual arts which deal with
female spirituality; and other related
topics will be welcome. Details from
InstituteforFeminismandReligion@
yahoogroups.com
Thought for the Day
The talk by John Bell on the BBC’s
regular slot on July 9th put succinctly
the case for the significance of female
disciples in the ministry of Christ –
providing not only food and lodging
but also the models of faith, love
and generosity. What is needed, the
speaker claims, is ‘the feminisation of
communities of faith until they are as
representative and nurturing of the
giftedness of women as Jesus was’. See
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at Our Lady of the Assumption &
St Gregory, Warwick Street, Soho,
Core Meetings
London W1B 5NB. These Masses form
Further details: MairinV@aol.com
part of the pastoral outreach of the
Diocese of Westminster. Further details:
WWS/CWN 25 years
sohomasses@btinternet.com, 020 8986
WWS is planning to celebrate at 0807
Noddfa, North Wales over the weekend
Alan Bray Memorial Lecture,
July 24th - 27th 2009
Saturday 18th April 2009, by Professor
Margaret Farley RSM, at St Anne’s
Women Gather for Worship
Church, 55 Dean St, Soho, W1D 6AF
First Friday at 7.30pm, eating drinking
and talking at the Parish rooms, Our
OTHER EVENTS
Lady’s Church, Fulham (corner of
Stephendale and Tynemouth Roads). Holy Rood House (Centre for Health
Bring food to share. Further information and Pastoral Care)
Veronica Seddon 0208 979 5902.
Website: www.holyroodhouse.org.uk,
01845 522580
Teesside Group
First Friday of each month. Eating Noddfa Retreats, Penmaenmawr, N
drinking talking and shared liturgy. Wales
Varied programme. Details Julia Oct 31 – Nov 2 Storytelling with Patricia
McBride, 01325 337336
Stoat and Mary Warrener
Tyne & Wear Group
Lunchtime first Friday. Shared liturgy.
Eating, drinking and talking. Further
details from Brid Fitzpatrick 0191 243
1782, brid.fitzpatrick@bbc.co.uk
OTHER NETWORKS

Holland House, near Pershore,
Worcestershire
Women’s Poetry Weekend, 10th
Anniversary, with Nicola Slee. Friday
evening 13 February until Monday
after lunch 16 February. £200. Further
information Gillian Limb: glimb@dsl.
pipex.com, 01932 867374

CWO Annual Gathering
11th October 10.30 to 5.00. 76 Church Action for Justice Events
Rd Bebbington, Wirral CH63 3EB. Further information from: Ann Farr,
info@catholic-women’s-ordination.org. ann.farr@lineone.net
uk 0790 421 0010
London Centre for Spirituality
Womenchurch
The Church of St Edmund the King,
Meets in and around Reading area. Lombard St EC3V 9EA. Tel: 020 7621
Details Carol Boulter. c.boulter@ioe. 1391 email: info@spiritualitycentre.org
ac.uk
Women in Theology (London Group)
Meets every six weeks at St. Benet’s
Chaplaincy, St. Mary’s College,
Mile End Road, London. Further
information: Lillalou - 020 8764 6743
e-mail: angelhughes@tiscali.co.uk
RC Caucus of LGCM
Website: www.rccaucuslgcm.co.uk.
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered
Catholics, parents, families and friends,
are welcomed at Masses on 1st &
3rd Sundays of each month, 5.00 pm,

Regular prayers & vigils
Coventry : Vigil. Prayers for Peace: every
third Tuesday of month in Chapel of
Unity, Coventry Cathedral. Campaign
against the Arms Trade: every 3rd
Saturday in Dresden Square, Coventry
10am-12 noon
Campaign against the Arms Trade:
every 3rd Saturday in Dresden Square,
Coventry 10am-12 noon
Hereford Cathedral. Prayers for Peace.
Every Tuesday 13.05 - 13.25.
Birmingham near Barclay’s Bank,
New Street. Vigil for people of Iraq &
Kosova.
Last Thursday each month 5 - 6pm. and
second Saturday 11am - 1pm.
Aldermaston Women’s Peace Camp 2nd full weekend of each month. Tel:
01865 771046
Burghfield Women’s Peace Camp 4th
full weekend of each month. Contact
01703 554434.
London: CWO Vigil at Westminster
Piazza 6 - 7 pm 1st Wednesday of each
month.
Scotland: CWO Vigil outside St. Mary’s
RC Cathedral, Edinburgh. 5.30-6.00pm
first Thursday each month.

Deadline for Calendar submissions

20 October 2008

Send to Veronica Seddon
42 Priory Road, Hampton TW12 2PJ

veronica@seddons.eclipse.co.uk
NOTICES RECEIVED AFTER
THIS DATE WILL NOT BE
INCLUDED IN THE NEXT ISSUE
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Women Word Spirit

t h e v o i c e o f c at h o l i c w o m e n ’ s n e t w o r k
AND t h o s e i n t e r e s t e d i n s p i r i t u a l i t y, t h e o l o g y, m i n i s t r y a n d l i t u r g y

A network of women who
• believe that the gospel speaks about freedom from oppression and calls women to full participation
in all aspects of life and the church as a matter of justice
• have found strength from sharing our experiences, feelings, ideas and visions
• are a network of individuals and local groups, co-ordinated nationally by a core group formed at
the annual general meeting
Our aim is to provide a network of support that will:
• empower women to grow and mature in their spiritual life
• work towards the participation of women in every aspect of church life

• encourage and enable women to engage in theology
• create new ways of worshiping together

Membership of Women Word Spirit is open to all women who support the aims of the network. Members pay an annual subscription,
and are entitled to vote at the AGM, stand for the CORE group and receive the journal ‘Network‘. Others (women or men) are invited to
subscribe to ‘Network’. Annual subscription rates If you can commit £1 a week to the Network, please consider taking out the sustaining
subscription, which is an annual discretionary subscription. If you cannot meet either of the amounts, please adjust your subscription; we
do not want the set rates to stop anyone from joining.

Member/subscriber [waged]:
£20.00
[Overseas rate same as UK]
Member/subscriber [unwaged]: £10.00
Sustaining subscription:
£52.00
Donation
TOTAL ENCLOSED

£_______
£_______
£_______
£_______
£_______

Please write in block letters
name
                                     
address
                                     
                                     
postcode
                                     
telephone
                                     
fax
                                     
email
                                     
Please tick here if you DO NOT wish your

name & address included in the WWS Directory

You can pay by STANDING ORDER
Please pay to Girobank plc (72-00-05),
for the credit of Women Word Spirit A/c No 02261404
the sum of £_______ (figures) __________________________
_______________ (in words)
on (date)_______________ and thereafter monthly/quarterly/
annually until further notice.
DETAILS OF ACCOUNT TO BE DEBITED
Name of account____________________________________
Bank
                                     
Branch address                                      
                                     
postcode
                                     
Bank Sort Code_____________________________________
A/c No
                                     
Date
                                     
Signed
                                     
Please return (with your cheque, postal order, or standing order form) to:
Mary Warrener, WWS Contact Secretary, 31 Homeway Road,
Evington, Leicester LE5 5RH. Tel 0116 273 5810.

Finding out about the network
For more information about Women Word Spirit, contact:
Mary Warrener
31 Homeway Road
Evington
Leicester LE5 5RH
0116 273 5810
email warrener@geoffandmary.fsnet.co.uk

If you would like information about local groups and activities,
contact the following:
Birmingham

Paula McGee

0121 426 2842

Bristol

Sheila Birtchnell

0117 973 2092

Cheltenham

Judith Lorman

01242 515640

Coventry

Cathy Wattebot

02476 675216

Cornwall

Doreen Freeman

01726 884 361

Croydon

Hilary Choy

020 8660 8396

Dorset

Joan Regan

01308 427857

E Midlands

Patricia Stoat

0115 950 9773

Faversham

Meridy Harris

01227 751030

Chris Begg

01795 534359

Liverpool

Carol Jones

0151 737 2617

N London

Freda Ogunade

020 8881 5549

S London

Lala Winkley

020 7928 9364

Tyne & Wear

Brid Fitzpatrick

01912 431 782

Portsmouth

Verena Wright Lovett

02392 610 026

Teesside

Veronica Readman

01740 644257

Stratford/Avon

Mary Chowen

01789 552187

Wales

Jan Curry

01633 678789

Warrington

Mary Leslie

01925 263319

York

Kathleen Howard

01904 707302

