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Dear Sisters, Associates, and Friends of Mercy, 
The theme of this issue of The MAST Journal is "Reading Contemporary Theologians." In 

planning, the questions posed by Aline Paris, R.S.M., were several: "What theologians are having 
an impact on us, what themes are significant to these theologians, and how can we present their 
thoughts in an accessible way? 

Margaret Farley writes from an ethical-ecclesial perspective about the tension between a con­
ception of the church as a community of faith that does not act inclusively toward women, and a vi­
sion of church that is worldwide. Choosing a broader vision of world-church will inspire women to 
reach out ministerially beyond their own culture to relieve the suffering of women across the other 
side of the globe. Her special concern is women affected by the AIDS crisis in Mrica. 

Marilyn Sunderman considers the theology of grace as treated by Karl Rahner, S.]., the in­
fluential German dogmatist. She offers in parallel the perspective of Leonardo Boff, a liberation 
theologian from South America. Why show the consistency ofBoffwith Rahner, especially on the 
theme of grace located in relationality? It is because the parallels demonstrate that liberation 
theology is well-grounded in traditional dogmatic categories and should not be dismissed as sus­
pect because it arises from a non-European social location. The" orthodoxy" ofliberation theol­
ogy was an issue under] ohn Paul II. 

] anet Ruffing introduces MAST readership to her research on Elisabeth Leseur, a French lay­
woman (1866-1914), married, who lived her faith in a social climate that was often hostile to reli­
gion. Leseur's embrace of the communion of saints resonates with a post-Vatican II generation. As 
a woman, she was not recognized in her day as a theologian. Still, her spiritual writing in the form 
of her journals and letters is evidence of a mature theology and she deserves a wider reading. 

Where will abidingly fruitful and new theological voices arise? Three theologians from the 
southern hemisphere, and "non-north" culture are represented in this volume. Theresa Lowe 
Ching surveys issues that ground Caribbean theology. She implies that there cannot be a Euro­
pean-style theology in the abstract for her region. The social problems of post-colonialism, social 
fragmentation, and economic vulnerability are so compelling that anything said about God must 
speak to people in this reality. Likewise, the Institute's relation to Mercy ministries in the Carib­
bean should address the unique social history of the region. 

Mary Therese Sweeney, C.S.]., shared with me her translation from the Spanish of a book 
(The Risk ofjesus Christ) on religious life by Simon Pedro Arnold, O.S.B., a Benedictine living in 
Peru. In the chapter featured in this issue, Arnold proposes that the renewal of religious life 
should be judged by whether members are starting from and living as human pe~sons, in con­
trast to living a role created by having professed vows. 

Mary Therese also sent me a recent book by Ivone Gebara, a Brazilian ecofeminist theologian, 
and itwas a reminder of the importance ofGebara'swriting. Mary Hunt of WATER (Women'sAlli­
ance for Theology, Ethics and Ritual) located in Silver Spring, Maryland, alerted me to a thesis 
written by Pamela M. Cobey at Weston] esuit School of Theology in Massachusetts some years ago. 
On reading it, I thought her personal engagement ofGebara's life and work was solid and useful. I 
am grateful to Pamela Cobey for hours of resurrecting text from a computer in her basement and 
for permitting her extensive scholarship, directed by Prof. Francine Cardman, to be edited. 
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Agenda for Women in the Church of the Saints 
Mercy Life Conference* 

Margaret A. Farley, R.S.M. 

"Our Church is the church of the saints." "Our 
Church is the church of the saints." I heard 
the renowned French theologian, Yves 

Congar, repeat these words in a lecture that he 
gave in 1966 at Saint Xavier College in Chicago. 
He was addressing what was then and is now the al­
most desperate need to develop an ecclesiology (a 
theology of the church) that will not ignore the 
problems of the church as institution, but will more 
readily free us as disciples of Jesus Christ bonded 
together in a community of faith and action. 

Over the years since 1966, I remembered 
nothing of what Congar said in his lecture except 
this repeated refrain: "Our Church is the church 
of the saints." When I taught a course this past fall 
on Roman Catholic Ecclesiology and Ethics, I 
searched for the text of Congar's lecture. I found 
it, and I discovered that the refrain did not appear 
throughout the lecture (as I had remembered it), 
but was, rather, Congar's ending of his lecture with 
a quotation from the great French writer, Georges 
Bernanos. The fuller text goes like this: "Our 
Church is the church of the saints ... To be a saint, 
what bishop would not give his ring, his mitre, his 
crozier, what cardinal his purple, what pontiff his 
white robe, his chamberlains, his Swiss guards and 
all his temporal power? Who would not wish to 
have the strength to run this admirable risk? For 
sanctity is an adventure, it is even the only adven­
ture. [They] who have once understood this have 
entered into the heart of the Catholic faith; [they] 
who have felt trembling in their mortal flesh an­
other terror than that of death, a super-human 
hope. Our Church is the church of the saints ... All 
this grand apparatus of wisdom and strength, of 
supple discipline, of magnificence and of majesty, 
is nothing in itself unless charity animates it. But 
mediocrity seeks in it only a solid assurance 
against the risks of the divine. What matter! The 
least little [child] in catechism class knows that the 
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blessing of all the churchmen put together will 
never bring peace except to those souls already 
prepared to receive it ... No rite dispenses from 
love. Our Church is the church of the saints."J 

I begin this afternoon with this text because 
our church is even more troubled today than it was 
in 1966 (which, right after the council, was a time of 
hope). I am supposed to talk on the Roman Catho­
lic Church and the life it provides for women. I have 
not the heart to do a critique in the same way I have 
done so many times before, and besides, I think 
you, we, all know the important and profound fem­
inist critiques of major Christian structures, doc­
trines, and practices. We know from our own expe­
rience as well as our study of history and theology 
what most of the problems are and perhaps even 
what most of the possibilities are. If you have come 
to the point to which I have come in the past year, it 
is almost unbearable to hear one more piece of bad 
news about the church-scandal, continuing op­
pression, lack of truthfulness and integrity, and last 
week yet one more document against gays and les­
bians written by someone who has read the rule 
books but does not know concrete people whom 
the rules oppress. So, I will not rehearse these 
problems and critiques. 

Neither can I simply wax eloquent on possibili­
ties. Yet I believe, with Congar and Bernanos, that 
our church is the church of the saints-not "saints" 
in the sense of those who hold a model before them 
and continually measure their own sanctity, not 

Our church is even more 
troubled today than it was in 
1966 (which, right after the 

council, was a time of hope). 
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"saints" who are preoccupied with their own salva­
tion, but "saints" who are or are becoming, little by 
little, persons whose hearts grow wide and deep, 
whose minds are open and truthful, whose courage 
is strong when it absolutely needs to be. In other 
words, our church is a church of sinners, yes (we 
know this; we are focused on this every day, whether 
we like it or not); but it is a church of those genuine 
members who at least want to love with a love that is 
wise and just and true, stretching to God and to 
neighbors near and far. 

I will not ignore my assignment for today, but I 
will try to meet it by doing three things. First, be­
cause we do need a better understanding of our 
church, I will address the issue of institution, the 
church as institution. I will try to do so against the 
background of feminist theologies of church. Sec­
ond, I want to speak about the church as a "world 
church," and what this means for women across cul­
tures, and across time as well as space. Third, I will 
try to say something about a women's agenda for 
our church, and in our church for our world. Each 
of these three parts of my presentation are ex­
tremely complex. I will, therefore, be able only to 
address the proverbial tip of the iceberg. 

Faith and hope must indeed live 
deeply in each individual heart 
and soul, and love must grow 

from within. But the truth is that 
the only way you or I came to 
know about Jesus Christ was 

through the church. 

The Church as Institution: Burden and Grace 
I am not one who thinks that religion in general, or 
Christianity in particular, can live and flourish in the 
private hearts of individuals alone. Faith and hope 
must indeed live deeply in each individual heart and 
soul, and love must grow from within. But the truth 
is that the only way you or I came to know about J e­
sus Christ was through the church-through the 
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sacred texts compiled and passed down through the 
ages, and through the beliefs and hopes and actions 
of others who have shared their lives within a tradi­
tion and community of faith. 

I know that I might have awakened to a sense of 
the transcendent without a church or temple or 
mosque. I might have experienced genuine revela­
tion of the sacred in our world and beyond, and 
tried to understand what this was to mean for my 
life in relation to others. The Spirit of God blows 
where it will. Yet, religion implies solidarity-union 
with God, with all of creation, with other human 
persons. Christianity in particular comes from a se­
ries of unique communal events: the Covenant with 
Abraham and Moses, the revelation of the proph­
ets, the Passover of Jesus Christ. These historical 
events need corporate memory, and interpreta­
tions of their meaning and their call must be sus­
tained through time. To say this is to acknowledge 
the historical (and not only transcendent) dimen­
sion of the church. As Karl Rahner puts it: God, 
without ceasing to be a God of infinite mystery and 
incomprehensibility, "nonetheless wills to be a God 
of ineffable closeness, and does not revoke this 
will."2 This means that our encounter with God 
takes place in the concrete facticity of history, where 
we live and work and worship. As Con gar observes, 
"The idea of a non-institutionalized religion is 
sociological nonsense."3 

But if institutions are necessary, and as such 
can be mediators of revelation and grace, they are 
also burdens. Dorothy Day referred more than 
once to Romano Guardini's expression, that the 
church is the cross on which Jesus continues to be 
crucified. And it is impossible to separate] esus 
Christ from the cross. 4 Out of her own experience 
of anguish at the tragedy of the denial of Christ in 
the poor, Daywrote, "I loved the Church for Christ 
made visible. Not for itself, because itwas so often a 
scandal to me ... one must live in a state of perma­
nent dissatisfaction with the Church ... ,,5 In 1981, 
Karl Rahner, too, wrote with pain about the church: 
"The Church today-this may (and must, if the 
preacher is to be credible) be said without preju­
dice-is a burden; a burden which may not be 
thrown off, since that would be fatal in the long run 
to Christian faith ... ,,6 This burden, Rahner con­
tinued, must not be concealed; a person" ought to 
feel the whole weight of the often terrifYing history 
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of the Church ... and it is only when the scandal of 
the cross ... is honestly accepted ... that this bur­
den can be turned into a blessing .. .',7 

How shall we make sense of this? Our lives in 
history are limited, culturally constructed to a great 
extent. Every form of our knowledge is partial, sub­
ject to error as well as limitation; every human 
agent is capable of human and inhuman choices; 
every human plan is subject to good, but also to 
evil. Institutions tend to reflect more dramatically 
the darkness than the light in human individuals. 
However necessary institutions may be, and how­
ever graced by the Spirit of God, they remain hu­
man, subject to error as well as limitation, both 
helping and hurting the struggles of human per­
sons to live together in peace and in love. It is a mis­
take (often made) to think that the bulwark against 
inevitable institutional contradictions, failed mem­
ories, abuses of power, is to retreat to authoritarian­
ism in governance or dogmatism in teaching. The 
truth is that institutions as institutions are saved in 
the long run-kept true to their vision and call­
only by humility and charity, by willingness to ad­
mit mistakes, by recognition that their structures, 
practices, and roles are always only means and 
never ends in themselves. This is as true for the 
church (indeed, more so) as it is for any institution. 

There is as yet, in my view, not a completely ad­
equate theology of the church as institution. There 
are, however, clues for the development of such an 
ecclesiology. Some of these clues are to be found in 
feminist theologies, though elsewhere as well. The 
most useful feminist interpretations of the church 
include as institutional guidelines: equality among 
believers (at least as a goal), unity (but unity in di­
versity), pluralism in interpretations of even com­
mon beliefs (such as contained in the creed), advo­
cacy for those who are poor, hospitality to those 
hitherto prevented from sharing a common table, 
partnership with strangers as well as friends, limi­
tation of power in order to nurture the participa­
tion of all, unending efforts to interpret the heart 
of the gospel as good news for people who have had 
so much bad news in their lives.8 

For the church to live according to such guide­
lines, institutional vil·tues (and not only personal vir­
tues) need to be cultivated: institutional virtues of 
humility, integrity, kindness, patience, a sense of 
dignity, joy, compassion, peace of heart and mind, 
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zeal for the reign of God's justice and mercy, and 
above all and in all, a brave charity that surpasses 
all explanation or understanding. (You will recog­
nize these virtues as the ones advocated by St. Paul.) 
These guidelines and these virtues are not utopian, 
though they have an eschatological goal; they need 
to be pursued in the present moment, though they 
will be realized only in the final reign of God. 

All of the possibilities and cautions, guidelines 
and practices, that I have just described become 
even more important when we look to the church as 
a "world church." I turn, then, to my second set of 
considerations: "world church" and its implica­
tions particularly for women. 

Institutions as institutions are 
saved in the long run-kept true 
to their vision and call- only by 

humility and charity, by 
willingness to admit mistakes, by 
recognition that their structures, 
practices, and roles are always 
only means and never ends in 

themselves. 

The Church as World Church 
It is commonplace today to advocate the encultur­
ation of Christianity insofar as it is to exist in many 
historical and cultural contexts of the world. But 
ours is the time when the concept of "world 
church" finally can be given content, when we rec­
ognize that the Christian gospel is not meant to be 
only or even primarily a western European or 
North American gospel exported like the rest of 
western culture to other parts of the world. At last 
we realize that God's self-revelation can not only be 
received in every language, but given; and that we 
stifle its possibilities when we claim nearly total 
control over its forms. 

Karl Rahner was the first to articulate the con­
cept of "world church" in the wake of Vatican II. He 
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observed the massive significance of this develop­
ment for Christianity as a whole. He likened it to the 
leap that was taken when Christianity moved from its 
Jewish location in Palestine and the surrounding ar­
eas to its new contexts in Hellenistic societies and ulti­
mately western Europe. On the other side of this 
leap, we tend to take it (that is, the fIrst leap) for 
granted; but in fact, under the leadership of Paul, it 
represented a radical new period in the history of the 
church. Think of the "abolition of the Sabbath" as 
traditionally observed, the abolition of circumcision 
as a requirement for Gentiles, the "transference of the 
center of the Church from Jerusalem to Rome, far­
reaching modifications in moral teaching, the emer­
gence of new canonical Scriptures with priority over 
the old, etc."g Today, Rahner argued, we are for the 
fIrst time living again in a period where a similarly 
radical transition from one historical and theological 
situation to another is taking place. "None of us can 
say exactly, with what terminology, under what new 
aspects, the ancient message of Christianity must be 
proclaimed in Asia, Africa, the Islamic regions, per­
haps also in Latin America, in order to make this mes­
sage really present everywhere in the world. The 
other peoples and cultures must slowly fInd this out 
for themselves .. ." 10 

We are for the first time living 
again in a period where a 

similarly radical transition from 
one historical and theological 
situation to another is taking 

place. 

I myself have had experience of the growing 
reality of "world church"-ten years ago in China 
and more recently in Africa. I have caught 
glimpses of just what this reality may mean for the 
development of an ecdesiology of a genuinely 
"world" Catholic Christian church and for the ex­
perience of women in this church as it moves into 
the future. A decade ago, the Chinese Christian 
churches had just emerged from the restrictions 
and persecutions of the Cultural Revolution. 
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Christian faith endured imprisonment and tor­
ture, humiliation and exile; and it survived to 
appear again in public worship and testimony. 
Restored by new constitutional protections of reli­
gious liberty, and accepting the government's re­
quirements of independence from foreign reli­
gious control, Christian faith (both Protestant and 
Catholic) was institutionally born anew. 

But when I was there, I found myselfwondering 
just what it now means to respect the cultural partic­
ularity of Chinese Christianity. The forty-year break 
in institutional history with the universal church 
took the form of, among other things, a loss of the 
history of Vatican II. Hence, participating in a 
Sunday Mass in N anjing, for example, did not seem 
at all like participating in a uniquely Chinese Chris­
tian liturgy. Though there were aspects of it which 
could be described in that way, the overwhelming 
impression was rather of a pre-Vatican II Mass-a 
Tridentine Mass in which ahnost everything was in 
Latin, including the public reading of the epistle 
and gospel, most of the singing, and all of the Mass 
prayers. Only the sermon was in Chinese. Since that 
time, I know that this has changed; the vernacular is 
used in worship, and Chinese forms of sensibility are 
emerging in the liturgy generally. Although much of 
its communal worship still seems shaped by forces 
other than Chinese culture, liturgies have a "charac­
ter" and a feeling, a tempo and a pattern, that may 
be deeply and uniquely Chinese. But only someone 
thoroughly familiar with, Chinese culture can really 
say whether this is so. 

Yet the question has kept pressing me: How 
Chinese is the Chinese church? How "Chinese" 
should it be? For that matter, how North American 
is the North American church? How Latin Ameri­
can is the Latin American church? How African 
can be the emerging adaptations in the Mrican 
church? In other words, how possible is it for the 
Christian gospel and Christian life to be either 
separated from or united with any particular cul­
ture? A Chinese scholar has said to me that "For 
the fIrst time there is a truly Chinese church. What 
it will become is up to the Chinese people. They 
have the Christian faith, and they will fInd their 
own forms of worship and community." But the 
meaning of this remains unclear to me. What does 
it mean to say that the Chinese (or Latin Ameri­
cans or Mricans) have the "faith"? 
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It is also still unclear to me what it means to 
identity a particular church in relation to a particu­
lar culture. For there are other complex questions 
that are unavoidable when we take seriously the is­
sue of the enculturation of Christianity in relation to 
any culture. One of these questions has to do with 
our need for critical distance from every particular 
culture. Recognition of the value of different cul­
tures and of obligations to respect the cultures of all 
peoples has coincided historically with appreciation 
of the need for critical distance. Hence, for example, 
just as western Christians are learning to respect the 
history and culture of the Chinese, they encounter a 
China that has been engaged in critiquing its own 
culture for the better part of a century. A Marxist-Le­
ninist socialism struggled to break the back of a cul­
ture of feudalism and rigid Confucianism; but the 
suffering caused by the new socialism led to critical 
distance from its cultural and political forms; and 
critics continue to resist aspects of Chinese culture 
(old or new) that only historical romantics or politi­
cal zealots still want to preserve. 

Feminists have in particular been concerned 
with a critique of cultures. Christian feminists are 
concerned with the critique and reconstruction of 
the Christian tradition and of its place primarily 
in western cultures. Like other cultural critics, 
they interpret the classics of the tradition from a 
critical perspective, exposing deficiencies, search­
ing for lost stories and symbols, raising up forgot­
ten or marginalized prophetic voices, reconstruct­
ing key aspects of the tradition with a hope for 
greater truth. Whatever fidelity to the gospel 
means, for feminists it does not mean protecting 
the patriarchal cultures in which most of Christian 
history has taken place. 

So what can it mean to be a culturally identified 
church? And what can it mean for Christians to re­
late to one another, with respect and love, as mem­
bers of diverse, culturally identifiable, churches? 
No doubt the first answer to both of these questions 
is that Chinese Christians, or Mrican Christians, or 
Latin American Christians themselves must be the 
ones to determine what "counts" as their culture 
and what "counts" as Christian faith. Respecting a 
particular Christian church within a universal 
church must mean trusting its faith enough to let it 
discern its own forms of worship, its own responsi­
bilities in supporting or resisting the powers of its 
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nation, its own understanding of the message of 
God through the Christian tradition in which it 
professes to stand. This cannot mean that the Chi­
nese church (or any other) can discern or live alone, 
without mutual help or accountability in relation to 
the larger Christian community across time and 
place. It does not mean that it can place no claim on 
other Christian churches, or that it cannot be 
challenged by them. It also does not mean that its 
religious experiences or its questions are in every 
way unique, entirely unshared by Christian com­
munities around the world. 

A fuller answer to the question of 
what it means for Christians to 

relate to one another across 
cultures and histories must 

focus not only on the 
distinctness and autonomy of 

one community, but also on the 
shared faith. 

A fuller answer to the question of what it means 
for Christians to relate to one another across cul­
tures and histories must focus not only on the dis­
tinctness and autonomy of one community, but also 
on the shared faith, shared hope, and shared tasks 
of all Christian communities. No culture is com­
pletely separate anymore; no culture is once and 
for all identifiable in and by itself anymore. More­
over, while the problems facing one part of the 
world are different from those that others face, 
there are few situations that do not gain from 
shared wisdom, especially if the wisdom is funded 
by a shared faith. 

My most recent experience with the world 
church is in Mrica (sub-Saharan Mrican countries, 
to be more precise). I do not have time here to de­
scribe (however inadequately) the diversity of cul­
ture, tradition, religious experience, that charac­
terizes this huge continent. The occasion of my 
working with Mrican religious leaders, and with Af­
rican women theologians and church workers in 
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particular, is-as you know-my being drawn into 
situations in which the AIDS pandemic rages across 
the land. I I I have heard of and seen directly the im­
portance of faith communities in the midst of this 
pandemic, and I cannot avoid the observation that 
religious traditions (world religions like Christian­
ity, Islam, Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism, as well 
as indigenous African religions) are part of the so­
lution to this massive problem, but they are also 
part of the problem. They are part of the solution 
in that they care for the dying and for the living, 
and they have begun to work at prevention and 
even advocacy for the needs of their people. At the 
individual, local, regional, national, and interna­
tionallevels, moving examples can be given of new 
initiatives and already long-standing efforts. Yet, 
they remain a significant part of the problem as 
well. Why is this so? 

Women, in particular, face layer 
upon layer of problems in their 

efforts to understand this terrible 
disease, prevent its spread, and 
care for those who are infected. 

In part, at least, it is because churches (and 
mosques and temples) have not recognized or ac­
knowledged their own roles in shaping beliefs, atti­
tudes, and practices that contribute to the spread of 
HIV/AIDS. Teachings about sexuality and the sta­
tus of women have converged with cultural beliefs 
and practices that lead to the stigmatization of per­
sons with AIDS. Women, in particular, in addition 
to being at disproportionate risk for infection, and 
bearing the greatest burdens of caring for the sick 
and dying, are also more likely to be stigmatized. 
Stories abound of the exile and even stoning of 
married women infected by their husbands, and of 
unmarried women raped and infected by men who 
think that sex with virgins will prevent or cure their 
own HIV infection. The standard response of reI i­
gious organizations has been to reiterate tradi­
tional moral rules regarding fidelity, chastity, and 
the obligations of women in relation to men. This 
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often serves only to heighten the shame and the 
stigma associated with HIV/AIDS and to promote 
misplaced judgments on individuals and groups. 

What does all of this have to do with world 
church, and with issues for Catholic Christian 
women across the globe? First, we have sisters and 
brothers in countless numbers in countries of the 
South who are threatened with grave illness, orwho 
are already sick unto death. Their lives are dis­
rupted; their families are disrupted; their ordinary 
hopes are challenged in every way. Insofar as these 
women and men and children share in our faith 
tradition, they have a special claim on us. Even if 
they stand outside our communities of faith, they 
have a claim on us; but how much more so if we 
share with them life in a world church. 

Second, the counterproductive teachings and 
rules given to them in their parishes and families 
are teachings and rules that our church has given to 
them, or at least reinforced for them. Insofar as 
these teachings harm them, keep them from the 
power, they need to resist illness and death, we are 
importantly responsible. Third, women, in particu­
lar, face layer upon layer of problems in their ef­
forts to understand this terrible disease, prevent its 
spread, and care for those who are infected. Some 
of the layers are profoundly cultural: cultural prac­
tices that keep women subordinate to men, disallow 
them serious choice regarding their own sexuality, 
and stigmatize them should they appear to diverge 
from what the culture expects of them, are so en­
trenched that transforming them can seem impos­
sible. Religious teachings in the same way can raise 
barriers against the understandings and practical 
options necessary to stop the pandemic in their 
own villages and towns. 

Here are tasks for African women, our co-be­
lievers. With all due caution not to appropriate 
their suffering to enhance our own stories; and to 
respect their cultures and their own incorporation 
of Christian faith; we must nonetheless stand in sol­
idarity with them, provide resources insofar as they 
need them and want them for their coming to­
gether to empower one another in the face of this 
disease, share with them the critical questions that 
they and we must ask-perhaps especially ques­
tions about the .role of patriarchal religions In 

making women invisible-until they die. 
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Women's Agenda in the Roman Catholic 
Church 
I think that all of you have more than enough in­
sight into an agenda for Roman Catholic women in 
and for women (and children and men) in the 
church and society. I will limit my own suggestions 
to making explicit what I hope may already be im­
plicit in what I have been saying about ecclesiology 
and about the reality of Christianity as world 
church. I will point to three clues for an agenda, 
corresponding to (1) women's stake in developing 
a theology of church, (2) women's responsibilities 
in a church as a world church; (3) women's pro­
phetic task in the church's work for justice. 

First, then, women's stake in developing a the­
ology of church: Current ecclesiology notwith­
standing, it has always been women who have had 
primary responsibility for passing on the faith of 
the church. This is why their own faith is sorely 
tested in a time like ours when the church appears 
all too often to be more burden than source oflife. 
But this is also why women above all must ask again 
and again: what is the core of the gospel? We must, 
in this inquiry, remember what we have experi­
enced and understood of the great treasures of the 
tradition: beliefs about God and God's envelop­
ment of all of us in God's own life; sacramental 
views of creation and the presence of God within it 
everywhere; the Eucharist, whereby we encounter 
God in the depths of our souls and encounter one 
another in those same depths-meeting, loving, 
embracing; the communion of all the saints in 
which we stand joined across the ages; the promise 
of an unlimited future; the capacity for free choice 
in determining our own destiny; the call to love 
with our whole heart and mind and strength. 

Passing on such treasures of our faith requires 
continual discernment of what is primary and what 
secondary, and of whose insights need to be incor­
porated in the voice of the church. Women, because 
they see what this gospel can mean in people's lives, 
must not underestimate the importance of new 
theological insights into the development of doc­
trine, the essentials and nonessentials among 
truths, the possibility of universal salvation, hope 
for this world and the next, the demands of justice 
that are part of every divine revelation. But this 
means that women must participate especially now 
(both through pmxis and through reflection) in the 
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development of the doctrine of the church-find­
ing ways to open the many rooms in the church's 
household (in the present, not only in a heavenly 
future), expanding its possibilities of spaciousness 
and freedom. Women must relentlessly resist struc­
tures that move believers to margins, that are con­
ducive to the distortion and debasing of the gospel. 
The ways of doing this will appear in every concrete 
context in which the church must continue to live. 

Current ecclesiology 
notwithstanding, it has always 
been women who have had 

primary responsibility for passing 
on the faith of the church. 

Second, women's responsibilities in the church 
as world church: Women may have a special insight 
into the radical shift that is necessary if the gospel is 
to be proclaimed and lived in cultures profoundly 
different from traditional western Christianity. For 
there is a sense in which new cultures emerge over 
time, not only across space; and today we as women 
live in a new culture, one that is not yet understood 
by many leaders of the church. We know the diffi­
culties of translating one worldview to another, one 
global perspective to another. Hence, we should be 
able to understand the dissonances that must be 
overcome when the gospel is spoken and heard 
throughout the world. 

Women must resist the tendency on the part of 
many church leaders to dismiss their new insights 
as simply those of western white women. When 
voices that they recognize rise from Latin America, 
Mrica, Asia, or anywhere else, then women from 
one place to another can stand in solidarity with 
one another. This is surely happening now. In fact, 
it is happening so strongly that, for example, some 
Mrican women theologians are being censured (for 
their "feminist" views), and they stand in particular 
need of support from across the world. 

Finally, women's prophetic task in the church's 
work for justice: Here I am almost tempted to be si­
lent, since what needs to be said is tired and worn 
among so many of us. Let me simply say that when 
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secondary, nonessential, church teachings lead to 
sickness and death, there is something wrong with 
the teachings, and they must be ignored or 
changed. This is as true for teachings about the use 
of condoms in Africa as it is about tubal ligation in 
the United States. Just as cultural practices may 
have been fine until they kill the people, so some 
teachings regarding human sexuality may have 
been fine (harmless, even if unfounded) until they 
kill the people. I know all of the reasons for "nego­
tiating" such teachings, and perhaps this is what 
needs to be done-that is, to go along with them at 
least in our policies and actions in order to safe­
guard a greater good, in order not to lose the possi­
bility of doing all the good that is possible in the 
name of the church. Even so, voices must not be si­
lenced. Whatever policies are adopted, and what­
ever actions taken, women must find ways to con­
tinue to speak for the people. If they do not, the 
compromises that are made will continue forever. 

Dorothy Day is remembered for her calm ac­
ceptance of church authority when it came to obe­
dience in action (not when it came to believing what 
she considered to be false teachings). At the same 
time, she wrote that we are obligated also to obey 
"the least ones-the least of my sisters and broth­
ers." We are, in other words, to be obedient to the 
needs and claims of every living thing, not only of 
the powerful, whether in church or society.12 

But let me end here. I need not say more. 
Women, as Dorothy Day also pointed out, must al­
ways "get on with the business ofliving.,,13 "No mat­
ter what catastrophe has occurred or hangs over­
head, [women] have to go on with the business of 
living.,,14 We can do so, strengthened by our belief 
that "God is greater than our hearts," 15 and greater 
than our minds. And "since for God a thousand 
years is as one day, and Christianity is but two days 
old, let us take heart and start now" 16 to do what is at 
hand for us to do-for the church of the saints. 

Farley: Agendafor Women in the Church of the Saints 

Notes 
* 
1 

Mercy Life Conference, Farmington Hills, Michi­
gan, August 7, 2003 
Georges Bernanos,Jeanne Telapse et sainte (1954), 
61-62,64-65, as quoted in Yves Congar, "Institu-
tionalized Religion," in The WOTd in HistoTY, ed. T. 
P. Burke (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1966), 
133-53. 

2 Karl Rahner, "Courage for an Ecc1esial Christian­
ity," in TheologicalInvestigations 20 (New York: 
Crossroad Publishing Company, 1981),9. 

3 J. O. Hertzler, "Religious Institutions," Annals of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science 
256 (1948),1-13, as cited in Congar, "Institution­
alized Religion," 134. Congarwants to understand 
"institution" in a minimalist sense as "a certain 
relatively permanent structure, prior to the indi­
viduals who find in it the model of their behavior 
and the indication of their role in the group." 

4 Dorothy Day, By Little and By Little: The Selected 
W,itings of Domthy Day, ed. R. Ellsberg (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 300. 

5 Day, 39. 
6 Rahner, "On the Situation of Faith," Theological 

Investigations 20: 21. 
7 Ibid,21. 
8 See, e.g., Letty M. Russell, ChuTch in the Round: 

Feminist InteTpretation of the ChUTCh (Louisville: 
Westminster/] ohn Knox Press, 1993; Rosemary 
Radford Ruether, Women-Church: Theology and 
Practice (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985); 
Mary E. Hines, "Community for Liberation," in 
FTeeing Theology: The Essentials of Theology in Femi­
nist PeTspective, ed. Catherine Mowry LaCugna 
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 
161-84; Francine Cardman, "Myth, History, and 
the Beginnings of the Church," in Covemance, Ac­
countability, and the FutUTe of the ChuTch, ed. Francis 
Oakley and Bruce Russett (New York: Continuum, 
2004); ElizabethA.]ohnson, "Going Fishing: Pa­
pal Primacy and the Words of Women," in The Ex­
eTcise of the PTimacy: Continuing the Dialogue (New 
York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1998), 
47-56. 

9 Rahner, "Theological Interpretation of Vatican 
II," Theological Investigations 20:85. 

10 Ibid,87. 
11 For a fuller account of this, see Margaret A. 

Farley, "Gender, Faith, and Responses to 
HIV/AIDS in Africa," Joumal of Feminist Studies in 
Religion 20 (Spring, 2004): 133-48. 

12 Day, 171-72. 
13 Ibid,340. 
14 Ibid, 341. 
15 Rahner, 179. 
16 Day, 336. 



------------------------

The Development of Caribbean Theology 
Implications for Mercy Re-imaginingJRe-Configuring 
Process 

Theresa Lowe Ching, R.S.M. 

T he decade of the 1970s 
was undoubtedly a major 
historical moment in the 

development of the Caribbean 
society. In the context of a world 
still marked by optimism and 
confidence in the ability of hu­
man reason and of science and 
technology to deliver a better 
world, a plethora ofliberal move­
ments erupted in the post-En­
lightenment period that focused 
on the victims of society. This 
tum is reflected in the quest for 
freedom from all oppressive 
forces, for personal autonomy, 
and for equality, peace and jus­
tice for all. Failure of the "devel­
opment" strategies to deliver the 
benefits being enjoyed by already 
developed countries brought 
into consciousness the oppres­
sive forces at work on all levels of 
Caribbean societal life. Hence 
Michael Manley of Jamaica has 
called for a "new economic world 
order" and his political vision of 
democratic socialism was an at­
tempt to reverse the negative ef­
fects of the historical legacy of 
slavery and colonial rule that was 
paradoxically the common and 
unifYing experience of Carib­
bean peoples, diverse as they 
nonetheless are in ethnicity, cul­
ture, and language. 1 

It is in response to this his­
torical moment that Caribbean 
theology emerged, similar, in-

deed to all paradigmatic shifts 
that have occurred in the devel­
opment of the theological enter­
prise.2 Thus in 1973, Idris 
Hamid published Troubling of the 
Waters, an edited collection of 
papers delivered at two confer­
ences that were held, one inJa­
maica and the other in Trinidad 
and Tobago.3 The issues dis­
cussed and the range of re­
sponses that were presented 
demonstrated well the interplay 
oflocal and global, the particu­
lar and the universal contexts as 
significant if theological inter­
pretation of historical events is 
to be an incisive, meaningful 
and integral response of faith to 
God's action in human life. 

In this essay, a brief overview 
of the development of theologi­
cal reflection in the Caribbean 
will be presented in two phases: 
Firstly, the decade of the 1970s 
extending into the 1980s that 
can be considered as falling 
within the period of modernity 
and the liberal quest for freedom 
and justice for all. Second, the 
period of the 1990s to the pres­
ent that has witnessed a decided 
shift from modernity to post­
modernity. The objective is to 
clarifY some of the issues appar­
ent in these shifts as they have 
impacted Caribbean life and 
elicited interpretations in the 
light of faith from within that 
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specific context and in reference 
to the challenges posed by 
post-modernity. Finally, some 
implications will be suggested 
for consideration in reference to 
the Sisters of Mercy of the Amer­
ica's project ofre-imagining and 
reconfiguring the Institute. 

Modernity and the Liberal 
Quest for Freedom and 
Justice 
The liberal quest for freedom 
and justice for all has marked 
modernity's rejection of all 
forms of domination and dog­
matism both religious and secu­
lar that have kept the human 
spirit in bondage. A reliance on 
human reason and confidence 
in the ability of science and tech­
nology to deliver endless prog­
ress was still very much the basis 
for optimism in the 1970s even 
after it had become obvious that 
the achievements of the Enlight­
enment were not equally attain­
able by all peoples of the world. 
In the Caribbean region, contin­
ued constraints on the develop­
ment of persons and society be­
gan to be felt even more keenly. 
The search for underlying 
causes thus led Idris Hamid to 
capture the basic problematic of 
the region in his assertion: 

Imperialism of the spirit is the 
most final and fatal subjection 
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any people could experience. 
This imperialism has done 
and is still doing its work 
among us. Yet it has not com­
pletely conquered. The hu­
man spirit in the quest for 
wholeness bounces back in 
myriad ways. In the Carib­
bean, the search of the human 
spirit for freedom, wholeness 
and authenticity has ex­
pressed itselfin various ways. 4 

cused on the mostly negative 
consequences on Caribbean life. 
Emphasis was placed on the ex­
perience of slavery and its dehu­
manizing effects on the m<TIority 
Black population of the region. 
The Black Power movement in 
the United States that triggered 
similar protest movements­
most significant of all, the 

As the decade of the nineties approached, 
the need became apparent for more 

systematic exploration into the questions 
that had arisen in the seventies and were 

resurfacing with greater urgency_ 

Hamid faulted the Church for 
being oblivious to that quest for 
freedom and for its unwitting 
complicity in the subjection of 
the spirit of Caribbean peoples. 
Other Caribbean theologians at 
that time joined in the critique of 
the missionary activity of the 
Church that equated Christianity 
with civilizing and introduced a 
"theology of imposition," an in­
terpretation of the faith that was 
imported from Europe and 
North America and was in many 
instances unrelated to Caribbean 
life. The consequent disregard 
for many aspects of Caribbean 
culture contributed to the deni­
gration of the humanity of the 
colonized. This resulted in a lack 
of personal identity and low 
self-esteem in the general popu­
lace, especiall~ among the un­
derprivileged. 

Further analysis of the im­
pact of European colonialism 
and the more recent North 
American neo-Colonialism fo-

Rastafarian movement-was 
perceived as bringing into clear 
focus the indignity imposed on 
the black person and the struggle 
for freedom and personal re­
spect. 6 A re-reading of the Bible 
from the perspective of the op­
pressed therefore became an im­
portant aspect of emerging the­
ology. The image of God as 
liberator became a primary sym­
bol of God's action on behalf of 
the oppressed. The image of a 
black Christ was sought in order 
to give meaning to solidarity with 
the Crucified and to make real 
the experience of redemption for 
the black person.7 

The anti-colonial mood that 
characterized theological writ­
ings of the 1970s continued into 
the 1980s. Ashley Smith's publi­
cation in 1984, Real Roots and 
Potted Plants, captures well the 
concerns that were voiced for 
theological reflection to emerge 
from the real life situation of the 
Caribbean context in order to be 

a meaningful interpretation of 
the Word of God for Caribbean 
peoples.s However, the often­
strident critique of the 1970s be­
came subdued as the world of 
the 1980s experienced what 
some interpret as a strong con­
sen'ative backlash in the resur­
gence of liberal free market 
economy and the reinstatement 
of conservative governments in 
many countries of the Western 
world and in the Caribbean. 

Towards the end of the de­
cade, the fall of the Berlin wall 
was followed by the gradual de­
mise of several communist 
states. The 1983 United States­
led invasion or liberation (how­
ever interpreted depending on 
one's political persuasion) of the 
island of Grenada with some re­
gional cooperation signaled a 
decisive reassertion of North 
American hegemony and the en­
trenchment of neo-colonialism 
in the Caribbean. Thus, in what 
Gerald Boodoo and others 
deemed a "lost decade," theo­
logical reflection in the region 
did not make significant ad­
vances.g The publications that 
appeared, mostly articles and 
talks given at conferences, dealt 
with issues already identified as 
having relevance to Church 
praxis in the Caribbean. 10 

As the decade of the nineties 
approached, the need became 
apparent for more systematic ex­
ploration into the questions that 
had arisen in the seventies and 
were resurfacing with greater ur­
gency at that time. Two major 
publications, Emancipation Still 
Comin' by Kortright Davisll and 
Caribbean Theology by Lewin Wil­
liams12 delved more deeply into 
the Mrican experience of slavery 
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and the cultural alienation that 
resulted from colonial oppres­
sion. A way forward was being 
sought and Kortright Davis in 
particular highlighted the po­
tential for "emancipation" that 
lies in Mrican values and the Ca­
ribbean spirit of resiliency, cele­
bration, creativity and freedom 
to counter the effects of persis­
tent poverty, cultural alienation, 
and dependency that he identi­
fied as the major problems that 
are endemic to the region. 

Shift from Modernity to 
Post-Modernity 
Contemporary Caribbean soci­
ety in the context of the present 
world order again reflects both 
the negative and positive aspects 
of the paradigm shift from mo­
dernity to post-modernity. Evi­
dence of the destruction of mod­
ern society in the fragmentation, 
diminishment, relativity, loss of 
meaning, limitedness, and apoc­
alyptic despair that are often 
identified as characteristic of the 
present age, along with the more 
positive values of imagination, 
sensitivity, emotion, warmth, 
tenderness, and humanity are 
also evident in the Caribbean re­
gion. The shift from modernity 
to post-modernity has been 
summarily described by Hans 
Kung as a shift from an ordered, 
hierarchical, dualistic and evolu­
tionary worldview to that of an 
interconnected, non-hierarchi­
cal, interdependent, inclusive, 
relative, dynamic, and holistic 
world view. This shift, Kung 
maintains, is not necessarily a 
destruction of values but rather a 
shift in values. The values of in­
dustrial modernity identified by 

Kung as "diligence ... rational­
ity, order, thoroughness, 
punctuality, sobriety, achieve­
ment, efficiency" 13 must still be 
preserved, lest as Gregory Baum 
warns, one becomes guilty of a 
post-modernist "innocent cri­
tique,,14 of modernity by disre­
garding such values. 

In this changed world con­
text, theological reflection in the 
Caribbean must begin to grapple 
more seriously with the issues 
that presently dominate societal 
life beyond those that persist 
from the 1970s and still remain 
justifiably the focus of many, for, 
as Boodoo puts it, " ... a quest for 
identity and unjust overcoming 
of fragmentation and alienation 
as was the case of the seventies 
and still is now in the nineties" 
bears repeating the reflections of 
the seventies. IS However, in a 
new historical moment, theology 
cannot merely repeat responses 
of the past. A self-critical analysis 
both locally and globally is neces­
sary to uncover the advances that 
have been made in the quest for 
greater fi'eedom and integral de­
velopment of persons in the Ca­
ribbean as well as the degree to 
which certain problems have per­
sisted or even worsened and now 
demand more adequate solu­
tions in the light of new questions 
that have arisen in the context. 

By way of identifYing some 
of the key issues that signifi­
cantly impact the Caribbean, 
perhaps even more than others 
at this time, and therefore need 
more urgent responses from the 
perspective of Christian faith, I 
would venture to suggest the 
following: 
~ Globalization and the in­

creasing gap between the 
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wealthy and the economi­
cally deprived both within 
Caribbean societies and be­
tween nations. 

~ Fragmentation in geo­
graphic spread, historical 
backgrounds, and political 
agendas. 

~ Pluralism in the mainly im­
migrant population ofvari­
ous races, cultures, and 
religious affiliations and 
traditions. 

~ Increased vulnerability from 
global terrorism, natural 
disasters, and diminish­
ment of natural resources. 

Globalization 
Globalization, a dominant sym­
bol of the post-modern era is 
widely recognized as having sig­
nificant impact on all aspects of 
human existence. Typically, the 
view from "above" is vastly dif­
ferent from the view from "be­
low" as Lee Cormie boldly puts 
it. From "above," infinite possi­
bilities are seen to have been 
opened up by science and tech­
nology especially in the areas of 
medicine, food production, 
communication, and space ex­
ploration. The vision of the 
global market signals, in 
Cormie's observation, a "new 
golden era of global growth and 
prosperity, expanding freedom, 
and a future of unimaginable 
progress.,,16 But as he and most 
Caribbean theologians are pain­
fully aware, not all countries 
share equally in the opportuni­
ties being offered to reach this 
desired goal. 

The view from "below" 
stresses rather the mostly nega­
tive impact of globalization on 
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the countries of the "south," "pe­
riphery," "third world," however 
one chooses to name the vast 
numbers of countries that for 
the most part are excluded from 
sharing the benefits of this new 
world and remain underdevel­
oped and dependent in a world 
economy. All the while, the gap 
between the wealthiest and the 
poorest continues to widen in a 
global political structure where 
the powerful wield unprece­
dented control over the power­
less, both within and among the 
nations. In the analysis offered 
by anthropologists, political sci­
entists, and economists in the re­
gion, all identify the same struc­
ture of inequity that pervades 
the region. The oppression is 
blatantly manifested in the pov­
erty, violence, and cultural alien­
ation that continue to stifle Ca­
ribbean life. 17 

conquest and distribution of the 
islands by the Spanish, British, 
Dutch, French, and at a later date 
by the United States of America. 
This historical heritage occa­
sioned fragmentation in the di­
versity of cultures, languages, and 
races in the introduction of a mi­
grant population of slaves from 
Africa, indentured servants from 
Asia (Indians and Chinese 
mostly), and colonizers from Eu­
rope. However, as Noel Titus ob­
serves, in that vast array of diver­
sity, there is the paradoxical 
common ground of historical leg­
acy for negotiating societal and 
national unity in the region. IS 

Over the years, the search 
for regional integration has 
been pursued with more or less 
success. Politically, attempts at 
forming a federation of the is­
lands in the 1950s failed when 
Jamaica withdrew its support. 

The gap between the wealthiest and the 
poorest continues to widen in a global 

political structure where the powerful wield 
unprecedented control over the powerless, 

both within and among the nations. 

Fragmentation 
The experience of fragmentation 
is certainly not new in the Carib­
bean. It has been endemic in the 
region from the very beginning 
not only in terms of the geo­
graphic spread of the islands but 
more significantly perhaps in 
terms of the history of colonial 

That same decade, however, wit­
nessed the expansion ofthe Uni­
versity of the West Indies and its 
establishment as a regional insti­
tution with campuses on several 
islands. Economic cooperation 
brought about the establishment 
of CARICOM (Caribbean Com­
munity and Common Market), 
which is presently recognizing 
the need for and pursuing a 

more holistic integration be­
yond the purely economic.!9 

At the present time, efforts 
to create a Caribbean Court of 
Justice to replace the Privy 
Council of England as a final 
court of appeal for the Eng­
lish-speaking Caribbean has 
stalled because Jamaica has 
brought to the fore procedural 
and constitutional issues that 
must be addressed for the pro­
ject to continue. Public debate 
on the issue is focusing, on the 
one hand, on the question of 
sovereignty and the need to 
break the dependency syndrome 
and, on the other hand, on the 
need to ensure the constitutional 
and democratic right of the peo­
ple to participate in this signifi­
cant decision-making process. 

Cultural and Religious 
Pluralism 
Another characteristic of the 
post-modern world that is signif­
icantly impacting the Caribbean 
region is cultural and religious 
pluralism born of the awareness 
of the relativity of historical exis­
tence and contexts, the per­
ceived absence of moral abso­
lutes and universal truths and 
the consequent shift to placing 
greater value on subjective expe­
rience and particular contexts. 
Within this global framework, 
positive recognition of the rich­
ness of diverse ethnic groups 
and cultures and the need for di­
alogue among the various reli­
gious traditions seem to go hand 
in hand with the increasing in­
stances of ethnic strife, territo­
rial wars, and terrorist violence, 
often politically inspired and re­
ligiously justified. 
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In the Caribbean regIOn 
where ethnic, cultural, and reli­
gious diversity has coexisted 
more or less peacefully, racial 
tension in particular continues 
to be held just beneath the sur­
face ready to erupt at moments 
of intense pressure, whether of a 
social, political or economic na­
ture. It is Allan Kirton's opinion 
that with the rise of "militant 
Hinduism" and "fundamentalist 
Islam" in the region (more espe­
cially in the Eastern Caribbean) 
the need to confront the issue of 
racism and to promote interreli­
gious dialogue have become a 
present and unavoidable imper­
atives.20 In this regard, the con­
tinued debate regarding Carib­
bean identity as more basically 
and, at times exclusively, linked 
with the Black experience 
vis-a-vis an interpretation that 
stresses the interweaving of eth­
nic and cultural influences in the 
creolization process that has 
marked Caribbean life since the 
early colonial days has taken on 
even more importance.21 

Increased Vulnerability 
The post-modern stress from in­
creased vulnerability of human­
ity and of the entire natural 
world has been shockingly im­
pressed upon the consciousness 
of all since the 9/11 terrorist at­
tack on the World Trade Centre 
in New York and since the un­
imaginable destruction of lives 
and property caused by the 
Asian Tsunami. In both events, 
what has become painfully obvi­
ous is human responsibility for 
the destructive and eventually 
uncontrollable forces that are 
unleashed in the attempt to 

In the Caribbean region where ethnic, 
cultural, and religious diversity has coexisted 

more or less peacefully, racial tension in 
particular continues to be held just beneath 

the surface ready to erupt at moments of 
intense pressure. 

exercise power and control over 
other human beings and to ex­
ploit the resources of the 
earth.22 In the case of the for­
mer, wars to stamp out terrorism 
and counter attacks continue the 
violence and wanton destruction 
ofpersons.23 In reference to the 
latter, global warming continues 
unabated with even more seri­
ous consequences for the envi­
ronment and human life. 

What has become evident 
on the world scene is even more 
obvious in the Caribbean region 
where the already limited re­
sources are diminished. Daily 
acts of violence terminate the 
lives of persons capable of mak­
ing significant contribution to 
the building up of society or with 
potential to do so. Destruction of 
the environment is now magni­
fying the effects of natural disas­
ters to which the region is prone. 
Depletion of natural resources is 
promoted by tourism, even 
though tourism is a major con­
tributor to the economy that is 
already under stress.24 

In light of the violence suf­
fered by the population, and ex­
ploitation of natural resources, 
David Korton charges that many 
in the "developed" nations and 
the privileged few in the "under­
developed" countries continue 

to live like "cowboys" in a "space­
ship" world. His description of 
these metaphors is instructive: 

The cowboys of earlier frontier 
societies, such as the great 
American West, lived in a 
world of sparsely populated 
expanses blessed with seem­
ingly inexhaustible material 
resources. Except for the pres­
ence of indigenous peoples 
who felt that they had rights to 
the land, everything was free 
for the taking, to be used and 
discarded at will for the earth 
to absorb and restless winds to 
scatter. The opportunities for 
those willing to work seemed 
limitless, and everyone who 
presumed that the gain of one 
must be the loss of another was 
rightly dismissed as short­
sighted and lacking in vision. 
Let each compete in search of 
his or her fortune with the ex­
pectation that the gains of each 
will in the end be the :B,ain of 
the community as well. 

On the other hand, he continues: 

Astronauts live on spaceships 
hurtling thorough space with a 
human crew and a precious 
and limited supply of re­
sources. Everything must be 
maintained in balance, recy­
cled; nothing can be wasted. 
The measure of well-being is 
not how fast the crew is able to 
consume its limited stores but 
rather how effective the crew 
members are in maintaining 
their physical and mental 
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health, their shared resource 
stocks, and the life-support 
system on which they all de­
pend. What is thrown away is 
forever inaccessible. What is 
accumulated without recycling 
fouls the whole. No one would 
think of engaging in nonessen­
tial consumption unless the ba­
sic needs of all were met and 
there was ample provision for 
the future. 26 

It needs no stretch of the imagina­
tion to conclude that the present 
global situation is untenable and 
holds dire consequences for all. 

ing new meaning to the 
Christian message. As he puts it: 

... notions of repentance and 
conversion, of vision, of re­
sponsibility, of revision of ear­
lier realities and positions, 
long-submerged by the suffo­
cating logic ofrigid cause and 
effect thinking, have surfaced 
again and are inspiring people 
who have long lost all hope, at 
the same time giving a new rel­
evance to Christian mission.27 

In the same vein, Lee Cormie 
sees a revival of the spiritual 

Post-modernism has laid bare not only the 
depths of the contemporary crisis but has 
provided as well fresh opportunities for an 
alternative vision and the making of a new 

world order. 

The Post-Modernist 
Challenge 
In exposing the limits of the 
modern agenda to deliver un­
limited progress and the con­
struction of a better world for all, 
post-modernism has laid bare 
not only the depths of the con­
temporary crisis but has pro­
vided as well fresh opportunities 
for an alternative vision and the 
making of a new world order. 
Theological reflection on these 
issues could therefore playa sig­
nificant role in bringing the 
light of faith to interpret their 
dynamics and to identifY a path 
forward with the guidance of the 
Spirit of God. 

Among the post-modernist 
challenges to the Enlightenment 
that David Bosch has identified 
is the "rediscovery of the teleo­
logical dimension" that is bring-

quest that seeks what lies beyond 
and offers hope for a "new begin­
ning from below."28 As men­
tioned above, Hans Kung identi­
fies values that mark the shift 
from modernity to post-moder­
nity in the hope that realizing a 
more viable alternative vision is 
possible. Harvey Cox has also 
claimed that the extraordinary 
growth of Pentecostalism signals 
a return to the primeval religious 
depths of humanity and the 
search for spiritual empower­
ment especially among the dis­
possessed.29 More recently, Cox 
has argued that a movement "be­
yond the secular" is presently 
shattering the "myth" of twenti­
eth century secularization. 30 

In the Caribbean, where the 
negative impact of the failed En­
lightenment quest is felt most 
acutely, there is even greater ur­
gency to embrace an alternative 

vision that is deemed more capa­
ble of creating the new world 
order that is so desperately 
needed and desired. In all its cri­
sis areas, the Caribbean region 
offers possibilities for analysis 
and the formulation of more ad­
equate solutions. Most impor­
tant is religious faith, the experi­
enced need for reliance on a 
higher power, and the spirit of 
hope against hope that still char­
acterize most of the people of 
the region. This bedrock creates 
openness to pursue a spiritual 

. quest for solutions. 

Implications for the 
Re-imagining and 
Restructuring Process 
Already the implications of the 
above for the re-imagining and 
restructuring project of the Sis­
ters of Mercy of the Americas are 
obvious. To raise some questions 
from the perspective of the Ca­
ribbean region, I suggest the 
following: 
~ How will the vision of the 

whole ensure that the par­
ticularity of the specific lo­
cal contexts within the 
United States and even 
more so within the coun­
tries beyond the United 
States, specifically in the 
Caribbean, be adequately 
recognized? 

~ How will the need for 
Mercy participation in the 
Caribbean regional inte­
gration process be bal­
anced with the Institute's 
quest for global unity and 
integration? 

~ How will the structure of 
governance ensure a clear 
distinction between various 
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regions of the United 
States and sovereign coun­
tries in the Caribbean in 
order to ensure a level of 
self-determination for the 
latter? 

~ How will the leadership 
model in the Caribbean 
communities ensure partic­
ipation in decision-making 
in accord with the princi­
ple of subsidiarity in a fash­
ion that takes account of 
Caribbean sensitivity to ex­
ternal control and their de­
sire for personal freedom? 

~ What strategies will be em­
ployed to incorporate the 
diversity of ethnic/cultural 
groups in the thrust to­
wards corporate unity? 

~ What strategies will be em­
ployed to realistically face 
the diminishment of Mercy 
communities in the region 
and provide for a Mercy 
presence that is truly Ca­
ribbean, iu touch with the 
realities of the region and 
committed to the empow­
erment of the people? 

Addressing these questions 
would likely involve the type of 
dialogue that would prove mu­
tually enriching and challeng­
ing. It would foster that "univer­
sal respect for otherness,,31 that 
is necessary for genuine accep­
tance of the cultural differences 
that Mercy is committed to em­
brace into a unifying whole. It 
would position Mercy to contrib­
ute significantly to the healing of 
a divided world and equip them 
to join more deliberately in the 
"movement" that Desmond 
Tutu perceives in his hope for a 
reconciled world. As he puts it: 

There is a movement, not eas­
ily discernible, at the heart of 
things to reverse the awful cen­
trifugal force of alienation, 
brokenness, division, hostility· 
and disharmony. God has set 
in motion a centripetal pro­
cess, a moving toward the Cen­
tre, towards unity, harmony, 
goodness, peace and justice, 
one that removes barriers. J e­
sus says, ''And when I am lifted 
up from the earth I shall draw 
everyone to myself," as he 
hangs from His cross with 
out-flung arms, thrown out to 
clasp all, everyone and every­
thing, in cosmic embrace, so 
that all, everyone, everything, 
belongs. None is an outside!; 
all are insiders, all belong. 
There are no aliens, all belong 
in one family, God's family, and 
the human family.32 

Summary and Conclusion 
In summary, theological reflec­
tion in the Caribbean, as in any 
specific context, demonstrates 
the dynamic interplay that exists 
between the universal and the 
particular, the global and the 10-
cal levels. In terms of the issues 
that have been the point of focus 
as representative of contempo­
rary post-modern worldview, 
the Caribbean region with its 
historical legacy of colonial and 
more recently, neo-colonial 
domination and the related con­
sequences of fragmentation, 
globalization, cultural/religious 
pluralism, and diminishment, 
all signs of the post-modern cri­
sis, can provide an excellent case 
study for deeper analysis. Such 
analysis is needed to find more 
adequate solutions' on all levels 
of human existence, but perhaps 
more especially in the theologi­
cal sphere where the light of 
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faith penetrates to the depths of 
human experience in its search 
for answers that are more in tune 
with the intention of God for the 
full flourishing of all humanity. 

However, it is not only the 
negative aspects of post-moder­
nity that are apparent in the Ca­
ribbean region. Many of the val­
ues that are affirmed as aspects of 
an alternative vision are already 
operative in the Caribbean. For­
tuitously, the lifestyle that many 
Caribbean people have been 
forced to assume is captured well 
in the image of the "astronaut" 
described above that Korton 
rightly claims is more appropri­
ate for this postmodern era. 

As Harvey Cox and others 
have suggested, a renewal of in­
terest in the religious dimension 
of human existence is also a sign 
of the times. There is no better 
moment for the Institute of the 
Religious Sisters of Mercy of the 
Americas to renew its vision and 
restructure its framework to 
make even more visible its mis­
sion of Mercy to serve specifically 
those most in need-the poor, 
the sick, and the uneducated. 

The Mercy presence in the 
Caribbean region, in view of its 
past and present situation in the 
global context is well positioned 
to provide a laboratory of rich 
experiences as a privileged 
space for examining the ques­
tions that confront contempo­
rary society and for seeking the 
response of Mercy faith praxis. 
Perhaps the post-modern spiri­
tual renewal will also challenge 
Mercy to become more securely 
grounded in a kenotic following 
of the Crucified God "for whom 
alone we go forward or stay 
back" even as we endeavor to 
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Grace and Lived Christianity in the Theology of 
Karl Rahner and Leonardo Boff 

Marilyn Sunderman, R.S.M. 

I n their writings, the twentieth-century neo­
Thomist, Karl Rahner, and the present-day 
Latin American liberationist, Leonardo Boff, of­

fer rich insights into the theology of grace. This es­
say provides a comparative study of grace and its 
implications for lived Christianity in the thought of 
Rahner and Boff. 

Rahner and Boff developed their theologies of 
grace within the context of the historical periods in 
which they lived. Rahner articulated his understand­
ing of grace in response to the particularistic view 
that characterized teaching on grace in his day. Based 
on the fact that whole continents of people lived out­
side the reahn of Christianity, Rahner conceptualized 
the notion of grace in universalistic terms. 

During Rahner's lifetime, Church teaching 
concerning grace was in agreement with The Consti­
tution on the Catholic Faith, a First Vatican Council 
document that espoused a dualistic understanding 
of reality. According to this document, two orders 
exist: the natural and the supernatural, nature and 
grace. The document maintains that grace is ex­
trinsic or added to human nature. In response to 
this teaching, Karl Rahner developed a theology 
that views grace as the offer of God's love that is in­
trinsic to existent human nature. 

Leonardo Boff also developed his theology of 
grace within a specific historical context, that is, the 
situation of oppression prevalent in twentieth cen­
tury Latin America. The Second Vatican Council 
document, Gaudium et Spes, served as a catalyst for 
Boff's theological reflections on grace. This docu­
ment emphasizes the "this worldly" nature of grace 
by stressing the importance of humankind's work­
ing in the here and now to develop a more just 
world order. Likewise, Boff's theology of grace 
insists that all efforts to transform sinful social, 
economic, political, and religious structures into 
liberating ones manifest grace in this world. 
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What follows focuses on Rahner and Boff' s ex­
ploration of the relational and Trinitarian, univer­
sal and gratuitous nature of grace; the primacy of 
experience in relationship to grace; nature and 
grace as inseparable realities; and the incarnate 
Logos as the archetype of grace. Within the context 
of these similarities, some variances in Boff and 
Rahner's theologies of grace are noted. The study 
concludes with a discussion of these theologians' 
understanding of the meaning and practice of 
Christianity in relationship to grace and a brief 
critique of their work in this area of theology. 

The Relational and Trinitarian Nature of 
Grace 
Karl Rahner and Leonardo Boff present the reality 
of grace in a relational and Trinitarian way. Rahner 
grounds his theology of grace in his notion of the 
"supernatural existential," by which he means that, 
prior to any response on the part of persons, hu­
man existence is endowed by God with the capacity 
to accept God's gratuitous offer of self-communica­
tion in love. According to Rahner, human beings 
"freely choose to ratifY or to reject that orientation 
which is itself the free gift of a loving God, but the 
orientation remains structured into their being."l 
In essence, Rahner views the "supernatural exis­
tential" as God's gift of the abiding human possibil­
ity of the experience of encounter with God. 

Since God is Trinity, God's self-communica­
tion to humankind in grace is threefold. 2 Accord­
ing to Rahner, the immanent Trinity, i.e., God in 
God's inner life, communicates self in the history 
or economy of salvation. God the Father shares self 
in the Incarnation of the Son and, likewise, the Fa­
ther and the Son communicate themselves in the 
bestowal of the Spirit upon humankind. 
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For Rahner, it is precisely as Mystery that the 
Triune God draws near to persons in grace. Rahner 
states: 

There is really only one question, whether this God 
wanted to be merely the eternally distant one, or 
whether beyond that he wanted to be the innermost 
center of our existence in free grace and in self­
communication. But our whole existence, born by 
this question, calls for the affirmation of this second 
possibility as actually realized. It calls out to this 
mystery, which remains a mystery.3 

Like Rahner, Boff describes grace relationally. For 
Boff, grace is the loving encounter between God 
and human beings in a relationship of mutual, on­
going revelation. Grace involves the "history of two 
freedoms, the meeting of two loves."4 By means of 
grace, a person participates in the mystery of the 
inner life of the Trinity.5 Boff and Rahner agree 
that grace enables a person to experience the 
transformative, enduring, liberating love of the 
Triune God who is Mystery. 

Grace provides opportunities for 
persons to deepen their 

freedom. 

According to Leonardo Boff, in the intra-Trini­
tarian life, the Father, Son, and Spirit experience 
love in totally freeing and self-diffusive ways. By 
means of an offer of love, the Trinity chooses to 
share its inner life with humanity. Along with 
Rahner, Boff emphasizes that the Triune God is 
vulnerable, inasmuch as God awaits each person's 
response to the divine offer oflove, which is grace. 

Boff maintains that each person who accepts 
the love of the Triune God is called to love others in 
the free, nonviolent, open, and vulnerable way in 
which the Triune God loves. Boff writes: 

For human beings, participation in God means be­
ing able to possess what in God is being; that is to say, 
it means being able to love radically, to give oneself 
permanently and to commune openly with all 
things. It means being able . . . to possess the 
"cortesia" of God ... to deal kindly and lovingly with 
all, even the unjust and the ungrateful (Luke 6:35).6 

Boff insists that, first and foremost, loving others is a 
labor of justice, since it entails being and acting in sol­
idarity with those denied their basic human rights. 

Grace as Transformative 
In their theologies, Boff and Rahner highlight the 
transformative nature of grace. Grace provides op­
portunities for persons to deepen their freedom. 
For Rahner, freedom, which lies at the heart of be­
ing human, is the "power to decide about oneself 
and to actualize oneself. ,,7 It is the capacity to grow 
by making decisions to love. As William V. Dych, a 
scholar on Rahner's writings, explains, "Freedom is 
the capacity 'to be' oneself in the most active sense of 
the verb 'to be,' 'doing' oneself or 'selving' .. .',s 

According to Rahner, the exercise of freedom 
offers the possibility of deciding for or against one­
self, i.e., or saying "yes" or "no" to oneself.9 In so 
doing, one says "yes" or "no" to God. Saying "yes" 
to self, and, thereby, to God is an event of grace. Ev­
ery such authentically free act forms eternity. In 
Rahner's own words: "Freedom is an event of some­
thing eternal. In our passages through the multi­
plicity of the temporal ... we are forming the eter­
nitywhich we ourselves are becoming." 10 

Rahner emphasizes the fact that God pro­
foundly respects each person's freedom. Hence, 
God patiently awaits each one's response to God's 
self-offer oflove. Rahner explains: 

The free act by which God's self-communication is 
accepted is itself the gift of God and can only be re­
alized as grace. Nevertheless, God gives and can 
give himself only by giving us the act of our free­
dom which accepts him. Hence, grace happens es­
sentially and can exist only as the deliverance of 
freedom towards God. 11 

According to Rahner, a person's affirmative re­
sponse to God's offer of grace divinizes him or her, 
since it involves the liberative act of letting self be 
grasped by Holy Mystery.' Through grace, one 
shares in God's holiness. 12 

In the exercise of human freedom, God is 
present as the ground or horizon of one's being. 
Each time one chooses to act lovingly, one be­
comes freer. Growth in authentic freedom, which 
is growth in grace, both shapes one's destiny and is 
the work of a lifetime. In his theology, Boff con-
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curs with Rahner that the choice to love is the exer­
cise of genuine freedom. 

In their theologies, Rahner and Boff also in­
clude a social understanding of grace. Boff treats 
this transforming dimension of grace from the per­
spective of Latin American liberation theology. 
Rahner does so from the lens of the Diaspora situa­
tion of Christians who live in circumstances wherein 
such realities as materialism and apathy toward reli­
gion offer little support for their personal commit­
ment to following] esus. Rahner touches on the so­
cial dimension of grace when he asserts that "love of 
neighbor ... is realized in deed and action; it has a 
sociological dimension, and must be realized in jus­
tice and the maintenance of a sphere of freedom for 
the others .. ." 13 

Boff grounds his understanding of social grace 
in his ltinitarian theology. As a communion of Per­
sons, the Triune God "lays the foundation for a so­
ciety of brothers and sisters, of equals, in which dia­
logue and consensus are the basic constituents of 
living together in both the world and the Church." 14 
Boff insists, "Only a society of sisters and brothers 
whose social fabric is woven out of participation 
and communion ... can justifiably claim to be an 
image and likeness (albeit pale) of the Trinity."15 
For Boff, the Trinitarian community serves as a 
model of participation and equality diametrically 
opposed to the blatant disregard of human dignity 
and rights by societies and institutions that create 
and maintain oppressive structures. 

For Boff, social grace entails the quest for inte­
gralliberation through the unmasking of ideologies 
and structures abusive of human diguity. Social grace 
includes "yearning to attain ... a more just and frater­
nal society."16 Social grace seeks to effect the libera­
tion of people "from economic, cultural, social, polit­
ical, psychological, and religious determinisms that 
play havoc with their freedom, enslave them and 
block the road to humanization." 17 In this regard, 
Boff emphatically declares that 

... in proportion as economic and social structures 
foster a greater participation by all in the economy 
and in society and create a greater symmetry 
among groups of persons, in that same proportion 
they signifY, to the eyes of faith, the presence of 
grace and the realization, in seed, of the Kingdom 
of God.I8 

The Universal and Gratuitous Nature of 
Grace 
According to Karl Rahner and Leonardo Boff, 
God's offer of grace is universal, that is, for all per­
sons everywhere at all time. Rahner's understand­
ing of the universal nature of God's offer of grace 
includes his notion of the "anonymous Christian." 
For Rahner, the "anonymous Christian" is Chris­
tian because the grace that she or he receives is re­
lated to Christ, though the person is unaware of 
this fact. According to Rahner, one who says "yes" 
to self by accepting his or her humanity also says 
"yes," at least implicitly or anonymously, to God's 
loving offer of self-communication. Boff agrees 
with Rahner that anyone who affirms his or her 
humanity, in effect, accepts God's loving self-com­
munication of grace. 

Rahner and Boff stress the gratuity of grace. 
Both assert that, by means of grace, God freely 
shares self with those whom God has created. 
Rahner reflects that the Triune God's self-bestowal 
in love to human beings is unmerited. According to 
Rahner, the Trinity's deepest desire is that each 
person experience the ecstasy of intimate commu­
nion with Godself. 

Grace and the Primacy of Experience 
In both Rahner and Boffs theologies of grace, ex­
perience is of primary importance. For Rahner, 
grace manifests itself in the day-to-day events of 
human life. Likewise, the operative principle in 
Boffs theology is that real life experiences are the 
locus of grace. For Boff, grace clearly manifests it­
self in the struggles of oppressed people to achieve 
religious, economic, political, and social liberation. 

Boff and Rahner emphasize the fact that a per­
son's self-transcending responses to the concerns 
of the neighbor are visible signs of grace. Rahner 

The operative principle in Boff's 
theology is that real life 

experiences are the locus of 
grace. 



22 Sunderman: Grace and Lived Christianity in the Theology of Karl Rahner and Leonardo Boff 

stresses that, in the very act ofloving another, one is 
reborn; one becomes a new self, Likewise, Boff 
notes that it is God's liberating grace that sustains a 
person in his or her efforts to love the neighbor 
who suffers from oppression of any kind. 

Nature and Grace 
Essential to Boff s theology of grace is his insistence 
that nature is suffused with grace. 1 9 In a similar 
fashion, Rahner insists that God created the natu­
ral order to be the locus of God's presence in the 
world. According to Rahner, nature and grace, 
though existentially inseparable, are distinct reali­
ties. Regarding this, Rahner writes: 

Grace is something really distinct from nature, 
given without obligation by God to nature, which 
confers, primarily upon man and through him in a 
secondary sense upon the world, a participation in 
the divine nature and divine life. Grace and nature 
stand thus over against each other, as in a true 
sense, adequately distinguishable entities.20 

Grace as Divine Action for Good in This 
World 
Rahner and Boff view the historical Jesus as the 
paradigm of grace. According to Rahner, Jesus 
represents the fullest possible manifestation of 
grace. In the Incarnation of the Logos, God, who is 
primordial Mystery, drew near to human beings in 
utter immanence. Rahner reflects, "It has been re­
vealed in Jesus Christ that this absolute, abiding 
Mystery can exist not only in the guise of distant 
aloofness, but also as absolute proximity to us, 
through the divine self-communication. "21 

In his person, Jesus definitively revealed the 
meaning of grace by rendering it incarnate in his very 
flesh. As Rahner explains, '} esus is that person who, 
in and through ... his obedience, his prayer and his 
freely accepted destiny to die ... lived out the accep­
tance of the grace bestowed on him by God.,,22 

Rahner describes the Incarnation as proto­
grace, the archetype of all grace. 23 By means of the 
Incarnation, God graciously inserted the divine 
self into human history. In and through Jesus, hu­
man nature achieved its apogee in terms of en­
gracement, since, in Jesus' very person, grace be­
came completely actualized. 

According to Rahner, "The Incarnation of God 
is ... the unique, supreme case of the total actual­
ization of human reality, which consists of the fact 
that man is insofar as he gives up himself, "24 This is 
so since Jesus' continual going out of self in love of 
others demonstrated his ecstatic way of being. 

For Rahner, Jesus' ultimate kenotic act was his 
crucifixion, wherein he surrendered himself to the 
mystery of God. According to Rahner, the Cruci­
fied One, who "sank into death, into the incom­
prehensibility of God, "25 is the irrevocable sign of 
the victorious activity of grace in the world. For 
Rahner, it is the crucified and resurrected Jesus 
who mediates grace to humankind. 

In Boff's theology, the image of Jesus as libera­
tor serves as the hermeneutical principle for devel­
oping a Christology from within the context of the 
oppression that has dominated Latin American so­
ciety in recent times. Boff's concern is that his im­
age of Jesus relates to the lived experience of 
present-day Latin Americans. 

Boff depicts Jesus as an imaginative, original, 
critical thinker who grounded his words and deeds 
in his extraordinary good sense. Boff stresses that 
Jesus' life, relationships, attitudes, and actions tes­
tified to the self-donating love that is the essence of 
the Trinity. Regarding this, Boff asserts: 

Jesus reveals ... himself as Son by, in the name of 
the Father, giving a start to the Kingdom in history, 
a Kingdom of freedom, of communion with out­
casts and full confidence in the Father. In this tas~ 
he also shows the liberating action of the Spirit. 2 

In his theology, Boff stresses that Jesus' attitudes 
and actions incarnated the radical pro-existence of 
the Father, the love of the Father for all. Likewise, 
Jesus communicated the plenitude of the love of 
the Spirit. In essence, for Boff, the incarnated Lo­
gos's teachings, healings, and other miracle work­
ings manifested the love that characterizes both the 
inner life of the Trinity and the relationship of the 
Trinity to the world. Jesus' ecstatic existence in­
cluded his commitment to a preferential love of 
poor persons. To this end, he challenged religious 
and social structures of his day that denied such 
persons their dignity and rights. In a word, Jesus' 
person and activities embodied what it means to 
live out a grace-filled praxis oflove. 

In their writings, Boff and Rahner emphasize 
that Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection experience 
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evidences the liberating power of grace. For Boff, 
through Jesus' suffering and death, he divested 
himself of any power against oppression except the 
power of love. According to Boff, by freely taking 
up the cross of death,] esus realized his humanity in 
the most complete way, since to be fully human is to 
be radically free. Through his death,] esus taught 
the truth that every cross human beings embrace in 
love is a pathway to liberation. 

In Boff's Christology, the risen] esus inaugu­
rated a new order. By experiencing in his being the 
goal of humanization, openness to God to the 
point of being completely filled by God,] esus re­
vealed that true human nature and destiny is to wit­
ness to the divine milieu in one's very being. Boff 
reflects upon what this means in today's world 
when he asserts: 

Wherever people see the good, justice, humanitar­
ian love, solidarity, communion, and understand­
ing between people, wherever they dedicate 
themselves to overcoming their own egoism, mak­
ing this world more human and fraternal and 
opening themselves to the normative Transcen­
dent in their lives, then we can say, with all certainty, 
that the resurrected one is present, because the 
cause for which he lived, sufferedh was tried and ex­
ecuted, is being carried forward. <7 

More so than Rahner, Boff emphasizes that 
the resurrection reveals the cosmic dimension of 
Christ. According to Boff, by means of the resur­
rection, the pneumatic Christ emerged, for whom 
the body is no longer a limit but rather a total cos­
mic presence and communion with all reality.28 
The resurrected, cosmic Christ attained the goal 
toward which all the forces of evolution point, i.e., 
definitive liberation. 

Grace and Lived Christianity 
For Rahner and Boff, the Christian life is one of re­
sponsiveness to grace. According to both theolo­
gians, the Christian life entails following ] esus 
rather than merely subscribing to a theory about 
him. Christian disciples accept Jesus as the ulti­
mate truth of their existence by making his law of 
love the law of their being. 29 Followers of] esus who 
accept the cup of suffering that life offers conse­
quently share in his triumph of life over death. 

In his writings, Rahner insists that the essential 
task of the Christian is to "be a human being whose 

depths are divine."3o The Christian realizes that 
"every human, historical experience ... mediates 
God's presence to us and our presence to the abso­
lute mystery.,,31 The Christian is aware that all the 
adventures, absurdities, and incomprehensibilities 
of human life32 can be apertures to the transcen­
dent God. In and through daily experiences, one is 
able to know God better. 

Rahner contends that Christians are called to be­
come mystics attuned to God's graced Holy Mystery 
in daily life. The mysticism of everyday life includes 

.. . experiences of "aloneness" ... when everything 
is "called into question" ... when the silence re­
sounds more penetratingly than the accustomed 
din of everyday life ... when one is brought face to 
face with one's own freedom and responsibility. 33 

Rahner's understanding of grace in relationship to 
lived Christianity includes love of God and neighbor. 
According to Rahner, "an ultimate transcendentality 
of the person radicalized by grace into the mystery of 
God and self-renunciation in love of neighbor repre­
sent the two aspects of the one Christian life.,,34 
Neighborly love is an act in which one experiences 
God directly and transcendentally.35 It is a "response 
to God's love [and] is sustained by God's love itself."36 
The act ofloving one's neighbor, which contains the 
whole mystery of human being,37 is an experience of 
the grace of salvation. 

For Rahner,just as loving God and neighbor is 
essential to lived Christianity, so, too, prayer, the 
fundamental act whereby a person surrenders his 
or her whole being and life to God who is Mys­
tery,38 is integral to human life. To be able to em­
brace the ineffable One in prayer, a person must let 
go and forget self. Regarding this, Rahner reflects: 

When and where a person accepts himself in the to­
tality of his existence and so experiences himself as 
one confronted with the incomprehensible mystery 
embracing his existence and letting him submerge 
himself more and more deeply in this mystery in 
knowledge and freedom, he is living out what 
prayer really is and means.39 

Rahner counsels pray-ers to open their hearts to 
God in silence in order to hear God's word. He ad­
vises them to learn to pray the everyday by experi­
encing it in a recollected way.40 Thus, Rahner en­
courages pray-ers to speak to God about their 
needs, life, obligations, loved ones, feelings, the 
world and its needs, dearly deceased, etc.41 
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For Boff, as for Rahner, lived Christianity en­
tails following Christ by adhering to his person and 
message. Along with Rahner, Boff insists that one 
who lives Christianity must seek to consistently 
concretize the "reality that Jesus of Nazareth 
thematized, radicalized, and exemplified,,42 the 
centering of self in God and service to others. For 
Boff, true followers of Christ attempt to express in 
their lives qualities Jesus exemplified in his life 
such as "openness to God and others; love without 
limits; a critical spirit in confronting the current so­
cial and religious situation ... and the primacy of 
persons over things.,,43 

According to Boff, following Jesus is a serious 
and radical commitment wherein one proclaims 
the "utopia of the Kingdom as the real and com­
plete meaning of the world,,44 and seeks to trans­
late this utopia into practice by contributing to the 
transformation of the world on the personal, social, 
and cosmic level.45 Boff reflects that utopic praxis 
is beatitudinal when he writes, "Faith demands that 
we look profoundly into the face of our brothers 
and sisters; love them; give them food, drink, and 
clothing; visit them in prison. For in so doing, we 
are being host to and serving Christ himself. ,,46 

For Boff, following Jesus necessitates entering 
into the "world of the other ... especially in relation 
to those most punished by life and history, the most 
needy.,,47 The true disciple of Christ embraces a 
praxis that promotes liberation from suffering, di­
vision, sin, and death, and liberation for life, love, 
grace, and plenitude in God.48 

In their theologies, Rahner and Boff insist that 
anyone who aspires to embody Christian values in 
his or her life must nurture a spirituality of continu­
ous conversion. For Boff, such conversion includes 
responding with ethical indignation to the "scandal 
of poverty and exploitation,,49 that exists in the 
world and working so that all human beings are able 
to "eat at least one meal a day, have a roof over their 
heads, and be helped with basic health care.,,50 

Boff concurs with Rahner that willingness to 
shoulder the cross of suffering is integral to lived 

Anyone who aspires to embody 
Christian values in his or her life 

must nurture a spirituality of 
continuous conversion. 

Christianity. For Boff, embracing the cross of Christ 
today means being and acting in solidarity with the 
crucified in our world, i.e., with those who are vio­
lated and impoverished by denial of their human 
rights. In essence, to carry Christ's cross is to align 
oneself, in fidelity to truth and justice, with such 
persons' liberative cause. 

Ecological Perspective 
One way in which Boff, more explicitly than Rahner, 
views lived Christianity is through the lens of ecol­
ogy. Of note, however, is the fact that Rahner does 
underscore the fact that the global community must 
collaborate in building a better world. Regarding 
this, Rahner stresses that "The task of completing 
creation ... appears as an intrinsic element in the 
one total redemption and divinizing will of God for 
a world in which his self-bestowal is achieved."51 In 
his eco-theological writings, Boff emphasizes that all 
that exists is created to be a symbol of the divine 
presence that inhabits the universe. According to 
Boff, the creator, cosmic God dwells in the universe 
and draws it "toward ever more complex, participa­
tory, and communing forms.,,52 

For Boff, the spirituality of lived Christianity 
demands that human beings embrace an attitude 
of" deep reverence and kinship toward the universe 
and ... compassion and affection toward all mem­
bers of the cosmic and planetary community. 53 
Such awareness of cosmic kinship will lead to hu­
man beings' collaboration as a global group in ef­
forts to secure the common good, which is the 
welfare of the cosmic community. 

In his writings, Boff stresses that working for the 
cosmic good entails affirming the mystery of the uni­
verse through engaging in efforts to protect it. This 
attitude of ecological affirmation grounds itself in 
deep sensitivity to the interconnectedness of all that 
exists. Thus, for Boff, lived Christianity demands cos­
mic solidarity, since everything exists in a grand web 
of relationship. Regarding this, Boff writes: 

The ecological question has to do with reach­
ing a new level of globalization, of world awareness 
and conscience, where there is a universal under­
standing of the importance of the earth as a whole, 
the welfare of nature and of humankind, the inter­
dependence of all, and the apocalyptic catastrophe 
menacing all creation. 54 
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According to Boff, inhabitants of the earth who 
live Christianity must discover the ecological di­
mensions of their responsibility for the integrity of 
everything that exists. Opting for planet earth en­
tails losing oneself in its wonders by adopting an at­
titude of gratitude for the "grandeur, m'-\iesty, ra­
tionality, and beauty of the cosmos and everything 
in it.,,55 It means exercising a healing posture to­
ward earth whenever it is wounded through as­
saults on its integrity. 56 

In his writings, Boff declares it imperative that 
the global community develop an economy of suf­
ficiency respectful both of the life of nature and 
humankind. Boff also underscores the need for hu­
man beings, as conservators of creation,57 to ex­
plore and adopt ethical uses of ever-increasing sci­
entific and technological advances as integral to 
the ongoing redemption of the earth.58 Through 
immersion in and caring for the world, human be­
ings encounter and honor God and, hence, find 
their own fulfillment. 

In essence, for Boff eco-spirituality requires 
that humankind embrace a new order based on re­
lationships among everything that exists in God's 
universe. By living in and by the grace of such con­
sciousness, human beings will contribute to the lib­
eration of the universe so that it might enjoy fuller 
forms of life and communion. Concerning this, 
Boff prophetically declares: 

Either humankind enters on a vast process of so­
cialization, with an open-ended and, therefore, 
cosmic democracy (living together with the stones, 
the plants, the waters, and the clouds, as brothers 
and sisters), and thereby preserves the sacred gift 
of being and life for all, or it runs the risk of a nu­
clear holocaust. 59 

Conclusion 
In their theologies, Karl Rahner and Leonardo 
Boff affirm that grace is both mediated historically 
and operative wherever genuine love and freedom 
exist. What follows is a brief reflection on some of 
the strengths and weaknesses in Boff and Rahner's 
theology of grace. 

A strength of both theologians is the fact that 
they do not reiry grace. Rather, Rahner and Boff ex­
plore the essence of grace in terms of relationality. 
Rahner especially examines grace in terms of sur-

render to Absolute Mystery. Boff and Rahner both 
highlight that grace, manifested in the love of 
neighbor, is an expression ofthe love of God. 

Another plus in Rahner and Boff's theology is 
their view of grace in universal terms. Both expand 
the horizon of God's self-offer beyond the bound­
aries of Christianity. Additionally, both theologians 
explore the meaning of lived Christianity as a re­
sponse to grace. Boff develops an understanding of 
lived Christianity to include a preferential option 
for both poor persons and the cosmos. 

A weakness in Boff' s theology of grace is that 
he fails to develop its prayerful dimension beyond 
his treatment of the Our Father from a libera­
tionist perspective in his work entitled The Lord's 
Prayer: The Prayer of Integral Liberation. Corre­
spondingly, it is notable that Rahner's theology of 
grace less than adequately treats grace from a 
socio-political perspective. 

In conclusion, both Karl Rahner and Leo­
nardo Boff masterfully present a theology of grace 
that has the potential to profoundly impact those 
who seriously commit themselves to living out their 
Christianity in faith and love. The fact that both 
Rahner and Boff ground their theologies of grace 
in their understanding of the Trinity and Christol­
ogy enables those who choose to follow Christ to 
explore more deeply and embrace more com­
pletely the implications such theologies have for 
gospel living in today's world. 
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T he gospel is the source of 
our Christian vocation and 
I propose to revisit the art 

of living in the fullness of the 
Good News of Jesus Christ. In ef­
fect, the foremost question for us 
concerns our fidelity according to 
the gospel. If our religious option 
is not a convincing alternative to 
live happily, then we will be into 
an unsupportable caricature. 

Return to Evangelical 
Spontaneity 
For the first disciples, the call 
was a total surprise. Nothing in 
their religious and social envi­
ronment could allow them to an­
ticipate that Jesus would pass 
through their lives and com­
pletely change their plans. I in­
clude, if we believe the evange­
list Luke, Peter, Andrew, and the 
sons of Zebedee. They did not 
listen to the words of Jesus (Luke 
5:1-11), who spoke to the 
crowds while they were fixing 
their nets. A simple, practical 

necessity (to use their boats as a 
place from which to speak) gave 
them the opportunity to come 
close to the Teacher. This abso­
lute surprise of the call is a very 
difficult experience today, espe­
cially in the context of Christian­
ity, in the majority of our Latin 
American countries. For our fel­
low citizens, religious life and 
the life of priests are sociological 
models located in a global con­
text like police or doctors. With­
out doubt, the surprise of the call 
is a condition of radical conver­
sion, which implies an encoun­
ter with Jesus. On the other 
hand, religious life, with its great 
visibility and prestige, conjures 
up bias-tainted associations in 
the imagination and collective 
unconscious. For religious, a re­
turn to the experiment of Jesus 

would be a surpnse. It would 
overturn these sociological 
models and challenge an as­
sumption that expects a return 
to forms of religious life that ex­
isted in the past. 

If we consider the surprise 
of God as a condition of a true 
religious vocation, we need to re­
turn to holy ignomnce. In the 
same way that the apostles were 
totally ignorant of this Nazarene 
and his way of proposing a life of 
commitment, we would be able 
to engage in imaginary forget­
fulness of enculturated Chris­
tianity. Will it not be necessary, in 
the same manner, to deprogram 
our images and erase cultural as­
sociations in order to return to a 
desert -like receptivity to 
evangelization? In this sense, 
the tidal wave of post modernity 

For religious, a return to the experiment of 
Jesus would be a surprise. 

27 



28 

has reduced religious imagina­
tion to news flashes on television 
as the Good News. The latent 
paganism and profound igno­
rance of religious tradition in 
postmodern urban youth creates 
a state of great potential for ex­
periencing evangelical surprise. 
Rather than looking in places 
well marked by traditional pas­
toral vocations, urban youth cul­
ture is a positive place for] esus 
to ask to borrow a boat. Holy ig­
norance, the discipline of forget­
fulness, and erasure of the dis­
kette of Christian imagination, 
are major conditions that under­
lie continuity and recruitment. 
Without doubt, the call for the 
necessity of re-evangelization of 
the consecrated life is more and 
more apparent. 

It is precisely the art of evan­
gelicallife that we want to explore 
in the following paragraphs. 
Refoundation of religious life im­
plies re-understanding living a 
fully human, fully evangelical, 
and fully consecrated way, all of 
which supposes a long process of 
healing, evangelization, and con­
secration of our customs and 
ways oflife. 

A Life Fully Human 
The principle condition of cred­
ibility of our proposal is a char­
acter fully human. If our life is 
not more human and happier, 
then it does not have a role in the 
world in seeking harmony be­
fore all. We need to reframe the 
human in all dimensions, and to 

How many pious infantilisms, justifications 
of ideology, and betrayals to simply being 

human, exist in our communities? 

Evangelical surprise and 
holy ignorance are characteristic 
of our new experience of God. 
The return to these attitudes 
promotes a choice of faith life as 
a simple baptismal commitment 
taken seriously. Consecrated re­
ligious do not do anything other 
than to live simply before God as 
the baptized. In other words, 
they try to return to the art of 
adoring in Spirit and Truth as 
] esus proposed to the Samaritan 
woman (John 4). Everything that 
impedes, obscures, or creates 
obstacles to this art of living the 
elements of our religious conse­
cration should be questioned in 
the name of the same gospel. 

ask ourselves if we are dehuman­
ized, and even cruel, in the name 
of observing the basic tenets of 
consecrated life. 

The first aspect of this hu­
manity of our life concerns real­
ism. A fully human life asks me 
to valiantly and realistically con­
front myself, my surroundings, 
the other, and the world. The 
reverse is inhuman, in a sense, 
because reality is avoided and 
concealed. How many pious in­
fantilisms, justifications of ideol­
ogy, and betrayals to simply be­
ing human, exist III our 
communities? 

In this line of realism, it is of 
prime importance to under-
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stand the risk of feelings and rela­
tionships. We desire to question 
the function of our relation­
ships, to ask ourselves if they as­
sume the affective human risks, 
both positive and negative. To 
welcome, without fear or judg­
ment, the reality of our own feel­
ings and those between persons 
is a condition to humanize our 
communities. 

Between these re-assumed 
feelings, there is a primordial 
space of learning of conflicts in­
herent in the experience of dif­
ferences. Within these diverse 
aspects of class, culture, sex, 
character, etc., the community is 
a school of fraternity, which 
keeps our collective experience 
from being artificial, vulnerable 
to crumbling under adversity, 
misunderstood or unaccepted 
by others. This experience is es­
pecially important in matters of 
obedience and subordination. A 
conflict, far from being seen as 
lack of discipline, is a primary 
occasion for mature solidarity 
and assumption of reciprocal 
responsibility in the community. 

For our consecrated life to 
fully recover its depth of human­
ity, it is also necessary to retrieve 
its character to struggle. All ofhu­
man life is a permanent conflict 
with material needs, spiritual­
ities, and with the metaphysics of 
our mysterious adventure on 
earth. A religious life that seeks 
to avoid the questions, crises, 
and challenges of the human 
struggle, simply repudiates the 
cross of Christ. I am worried, in 
this sense, about the terrible 
contrast between the material, 
intellectual, and affective condi­
tions of the life of the poor, 
where the great majority of 
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young religious come from on 
our continent, and the soft ways 
and exquisite lives of our com­
munities devoid of concern be­
yond the individual rather than 
relationships and matters of the 
spirit. A religious life that con­
tains simple asceticism, the rigor 
of the reality of the struggle, is 
requisite to refoundation. Our 
experience of God must sepa­
rate itself from sentimentalist 
accommodation and return to 
the austere combat of] acob. 

By the same logic, we must 
denounce all the subtle means 
we take to avoid failure and 
achieve success too easily. The 
cruel, postmodern, neo-liberal 
Latin American society has de­
veloped a capacity to tolerate 
failures that result in injustice 
and absence of compassion. In 
the same way, religious life can­
not encourage the seeking of 
cheap success where one accepts 
material and academic achieve­
ment, prestige, power, and the 
illusion of religious sanctity with­
out suffering. Considering all 
these experiences, I foresee that 
the double challenge is the seri­
ousness and credibility of our 
proposal to return to the gospel 
and to improve the humanity of 
our religious life as we know it. 
This implies a long process of 
healing, of re-humanization of 
the inhuman and the infantile. It 
means risking the loss of the 
sense of security that is unknown 
to adults who live at a subsistence 
level, or of those things which 
have been accumulated in our 
communities over time. This 
healing includes the seriousness 
of our work, our relations, our 
spirituality, our mission, our 
economic management and our 

Religious life cannot encourage the seeking 
of cheap success where one accepts 
material and academic achievement, 

prestige, power, and the illusion of religious 
sanctity without suffering. 

solidarity with the church and 
society that surrounds us. 

A Fully Christian Life 
Without attempting either to 
distinguish or strictly separate 
the human from the Christian, 
there is a specific Christian way 
of being human. If religious life 
is not human, it can't pretend to 
be worthy of the gospel, that is to 
say, Christian. But we do not 
only content ourselves with sim­
ple human secularism. Jesus re­
minded his followers to be dif­
ferent from the pagans who only 
love their friends or loan to 
those from whom they expect re­
turn (Matt 5: 46-48). Paul, in a 
letter to the Romans, affirmed 
that a pagan, who followed the 
law without knowing it, was 
better than a Jew who did not 
follow what he knew (Rom 
2:12-29). Here, we can also ask 
ourselves about the evangelical 
coherence of our lives, com­
pared with the moral and spiri­
tuallives of other people, about 
the difference between the be­
havior of the world, which we 
easily criticize, and ourselves. To 
weigh our declarations and 
needs by comparing ourselves 
with the people to whom we 
minister in our pastoral work, 
can we completely negate the 

mocking comment of, "They 
have the vow; I live it"? 

The gospel challenges reli­
gious life in its conformity to the 
Beatitudes. In which ways does 
our search for happiness find its 
inspiration in the model of the 
gospel? I speak of this paradoxi­
cal challenge because] esus asks 
us to wager our lives on the needs 
of our neighbors and on commu­
nion with the other. Christians 
are people who opt to embrace 
their needs as an opportunity to 
invite others to the banquet of 
life. Everything one enjoys in 
abundance is shared without cal­
culation and given without a limit 
to his or her generosity. 

The paradoxical challenge 
of the Beatitudes supposes that 
all of our lives will be focused on 
the permanent dynamic of con­
version. As indicated in the previ­
ous chapter, monks, from their 
origin, profess conversion oflife. 
The Christian life, in joining with 
others, is characterized by con­
stant interchange, by entering 
into a perpetual process of trans­
formation, and by evangel­
ization. It fits to ask ourselves if 
religious life attempts to dedicate 
itself exclusively to this evangel­
ization for permanent conver­
sion of its own members, and not 
to give the image of stagnation 
and pretension of having at-
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tained human perfection, rather 
than subtle accommodation to 
worldly values. Refoundation im­
plies constant and open ques­
tions about all aspects of being 
human. In the wounded and in­
jured world in which we live, the 
conversion of our lives has recon­
ciliation as its most noble goal. 
But true evangelical conversion 
alone can initiate the change in 
our relations. Our communities, 
if they are families of the con­
verted, have to be before all, 
crucibles and workshops of rec­
onciliation. This can't be accom­
plished by remaining at the pious 
level of effortless assertions. Rec­
onciliation is an option for life, 
an opening and an austere work. 
Our urge is to dedicate our major 
energies to the permanent recon­
struction of damaged or broken 
human networks. This is a place 
where prejudices of class, ideol­
ogy, and sensibilities paralyze the 
fundamental work of our com­
munities, as much in our internal 
networks as in external relations. 

Are we capable of asking 
ourselves if we are weavers ofhu­
manity, or if we are blocks to the 
new promise that the gospel 
brings to men and women? Are 
we being, like the clans of the 
primitive communities of Cor-

inth (1 Cor 1: 11-13) groups that 
divided themselves between the 
parties of Paul, Apollo, or 
Cephas, impeding the commu­
nity of Christ? Or, on the other 
hand, are we being the race of 
Sychar where Jesus offered the 
Samaritan woman a religion in 
sprit and truth in their conversa­
tion between the sacred hills of 
Samaria and Jerusalem? In 
these dramatic and sublime 
times, reconciliation and con­
frontation are simultaneously 
urgently needed in the church. If 
our communities are more com­
mitted to defend the ideologies 
that divide than to engage in a 
benevolent listening in a dialog 
of differences, then we are com­
mitting a grave historical sin, 
even if it occurs unconsciously, 
with the best of intentions. If the 
gospel is distorted once again, 
like so many times in history by 
its followers, and it becomes a 
cause of division and of violence 
at this moment on the verge of 
its transformation, we must give 
an account onjudgment day. 

Finally, a fully Christian life 
implies an intensive communi­
tarian experience as the City of 
God. We can't be truly Christian if 
we are distanced from the 
Church with which we are joined, 

If we justify ourselves alone and content 
ourselves with our charism, we are unfaithful 

to our vocation. The good of the 
neighborhood is more important and more 

urgent for religious life than the narrow 
completion of our specific works and 

charism. 
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and if we construct our religious 
communities as islands in forti­
fied isolation. Religious life has 
the feeling of a modest, inte­
grated, and specific role in the 
neighborhood. The Church, as 
we have described elsewhere, is 
central to religious life. If we jus­
tifY ourselves alone and content 
ourselves with our charism, we 
are unfaithful to our vocation. 
The good of the neighborhood is 
more important and more urgent 
for religious life than the narrow 
completion of our specific works 
and charism. We are neither free 
agents nor outsiders to the 
church, but we are the most hum­
ble and passionate of servants. 
Religious life attempts to leave 
aside all that reflects sectarianism 
and partisanship in order to feel, 
suffer, and love with the whole 
Church, diocesan, lay, and uni­
versal. It is from this ecclesial 
sense and for our vocation "from 
the center and from the edge" 
that we have remembered so 
many times that religious life is 
ecumenical by vocation. Our 
faithfulness, filial and adult, to 
the magisterium should not limit 
our courage to be open to the 
other. Together with the whole 
church, we leave behind the im­
age of the other as the stray 
sheep, and instead visit the cen­
turion Cornelius and admire the 
Syrophonecian woman. 

These four dimensions com­
plete the commentary: the con­
fonnity to the beatitudes, the road 
to conversion, the challenge of 
reconciliation, and the urgency of 
communitarian witness of the 
church in the neighborhood. It is 
this that causes me to think that 
our consecrated life needs to be 
re-evangelized. If, in the previous 
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paragraph we spoke of a healing 
of humanity for religious life, we 
also think that we need a purifY­
ing and liberating encounter with 
gospel fundamentals. 

A Fully Consecrated Life 
Only after we have revised the 
human and Christian fundamen­
tals of our religious life, can we 
return to speak of consecration. 
In the last chapter, we suggested 
a return to the "transitive" sense 
of the verb "consecrate." It is im­
portant to reject the concept of 
"consecration" as a passive sepa­
ration or as a place apart in world 
and the church. Consecration is a 
work and a permanent process. 
Secondly, we will look in these 
times of refoundation at religious 
life and the different dimensions 
of this transitive consecration. 

We give first place to con­
templation as the essential char­
acter of religious life. The reason 
for being of our option for life is 
God and God alone. A religious 
life that loses its contemplative 
edge, or does not pray, or allows 
its presence to be purely institu­
tional and routine, is destined to 
be a sad and absurd creature. 
Our choices of chastity, of shar­
ing goods, and of obedience will 
seem to be monstrosities if they 
are not sustained in the loving 
and passionate search for God. 
It isn't a surprise that a religious 
who has lost the "phone num­
ber" to God suffers extreme dif­
ficulties in giving meaning to his 
or her life. Such a religious may 
simply enter into a process of a 
double life which accommo­
dates, more or less seriously, the 
commitments of his or her life. It 

is impossible to be faithful 
without intimacy with God. 

I am concerned about the 
poverty and scarcity of spiritual 
food of many religious who are 
contented with the superficial 
and frivolous, but who are al­
most never truly nourished. On 
the other hand, I am bothered 
with the frantic restlessness of 
others who experiment with the 
latest novelty in spiritual ap­
proaches, which are never given 
time to deepen. This is a difficult 
and restive time in which to 
forge happy and solid spiritual 

31 

religious life has the primordial 
responsibility of reconciliation for 
the conversion of life. The per­
sonal, communitarian, and so­
cial reconciliation are for us a 
privileged place of consecration. 
We are consecrated for the sake 
of bringing health to relation­
ships. The disciple of Jesus is 
someone who has peace within 
himself or herself. Encounters 
with others happen in the spirit 
of one's vocation as son or 
daughter, and in a desire to 
bring about true fraternity and 
community. The artisan of peace 

I am concerned about the poverty and 
scarcity of spiritual food of many religious 
who are contented with the superficial and 

frivolous, but who are almost never truly 
nourished. On the other hand, I am 

bothered with the frantic restlessness of 
others who experiment with the latest 

novelty in spiritual approaches, which are 
never given time to deepen. 

personalities fed with substan­
tive food, and not the milk of in­
fants. The world waits for men 
and women of God whose credi­
bility is reflected in their follow­
ing the journey of Jesus. How 
many times do we encounter 
among ourselves the more frag­
ile and conforming personali­
ties, but few adults of faith? We 
need to fundamentally rethink 
the thoroughly contemplative 
dimension of our communities. 

As we raised the topic of 
speaking of a fully Christian life, 

is someone who sets aside the at­
titude of slave and who assumes 
the filial dignity in liberty and re­
sponsibility for one's brother 
and sister. A religious does this 
dedicated entirely to peace and 
reconciliation, remembering 
that he or she has been rescued 
by the cross of Christ. The work­
shop of consecration provides 
direction that peace needs com­
munity life and the daily chal­
lenges of fraternal dialogue, 
both inside and outside the com­
munity. This responsibility of 
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peace-making is of great impor­
tance in the world and the 
church of today. Is it worth the 
trouble to revise our attitudes 
and practices? Do people 
wonder if our witness actually 
meets the need for which we 
have been consecrated? 

St. Benedict spoke of the 
consecrated life as a school for di­
vine service, not only for liturgy 
and prayer, but for attending to 
Christ in our brothers, especially 
those most in need. The contem­
plative dimension of our conse­
cration is extended to the social 
setting. The liturgy of love is a 
daily celebration in humble ser­
vice, a concrete rite of the wash­
ing of the feet. If all Christians 
are servants, we religious intend 
to dedicate ourselves to this re­
sponsibility full time. And we 
know about our people, this 
characteristic of our testimony is 
best understood and embraced. 
There is no hour to call at the 
door of religious. People know 
that it is the house of God, and 
therefore the house of all, day 
and night. This dimension of our 
consecration is the most gratifY­
ing and most onerous since it fol­
lows us to the last corners of our 
ego, even including our privacy. 
But this was the same with] esus 
and his disciples who did not 
have time to eat and to whom the 
people reached when they in­
tended to escape to sleep for a 
short while apart. In this sense, 
the poor are our teachers whom 
we have come to serve. 

This consecration for ser­
vice asks our presence, whatever 
our style of service. Here, activ­
ism can easily infiltrate our con­
cerns about effectiveness and 
produce an angnish to save the 

entire world. In the words of] e­
sus, we know that "the poor will 
always be with us" (John 12:8). 
Our consecration to them does 
not mean that we make ourselves 
"things"; rather, we accompany 
them and respond from our lim­
itations to their cries and re­
quests. In the contemplative life 
that we have adopted, we always 
understand through our conse­
cration that service is first of all 
welcome and loving attention to 
the other, in his or her true need 
for God and dignity, and as those 
persons try to express those 
needs, and not as we imagine 
what those needs are. 

Finally, in addition to con­
templation, peace, and service, 
our religious life is dedicated to 
witness. The missionary dimen­
sion of the consecrated religious 
is not the teaching of faith alone, 
but the witness, the indubitable 
manifestation of the presence of 
the saving Christ in the world. 
Our use of words should follow 
the witness of our lives. As St. Pe­
ter said, we should always be 
ready to give account of our faith 
(l Pet 3: 15). This "give account" 
implies that we are willing to ini­
tiate the questions about our 
lives with our companions on the 
journey in the world. Ifcompan­
ions do not question us because 
our life does not raise questions, 
what value do we have to bear 
the word? Ifwe take the initiative 
to give account of our faith with­
out previous manifestations of 
faith in our lives, our words are 
ideologies without relevance. 

St. Benedict recommended 
that the monk speak only about 
those things that he had asked 
himself. This recommendation, 
it seems to me, has value to the 
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kerygma of the missionary and 
the teaching of the pastor. Your 
life has to speak strongly enough 
that others will question you just 
as] esus' adversaries and friends 
questioned him. The mission is 
to present the word as a response 
to the questions provoked, but 
one's life is the real witness. It is 
in this sense that we intend to 
unite contemplation, reconcilia­
tion, and service to kergyma for 
which we are consecrated. In the 
same manner, all the dimensions 
of our consecration are witness. 
The acceptance of the word 
specifies it is nothing but a con­
firmation of the implicit 
kergyma of our lives. 

On the other hand, the con­
secration for witness doesn't 
only imply communication of 
explicitly religious witness. It is 
presented within history, with its 
social, political, economic, and 
cultural aspects. We are citizens 
of the world before we are citi­
zens of heaven, and it is within 
our historical commitment that 
we demonstrate our option for 
the reign of God. 

In the same way that we pro­
posed to heal and re-evangelize 
religious life, we think that 
refoundation consists of re-con­
secration of our lives, in a transi­
tive sense, to the dynamic of the 
reign of God. This entails resist­
ing a tendency to privatize reli­
gious life along with a subtle 
urge to seek out secularly-de­
fined securities. 



Elisabeth Leseur's Spirituality of the 
Communion of Saints 

Janet K. Ruffing, R.S.M. 

Introduction 
The mystic, Elisabeth Leseur (1866-1914) cre­
atively and originally responded to the spirit of her 
times in the way she understood and practiced her 
faith as a lay Christian. I believe she deserves to be 
better known as an important lay figure in the his­
tory of Christian Spirituality.l The specific chal­
lenges she conn'onted were many. First, her mar­
riage at the age of twenty-three to Felix Leseur, an 
unbeliever in religiously hostile France, pro­
foundly threatened her faith, and she struggled to 
regain that faith and live a robust committed dedi­
cation to God. Eventually, she adopted an apostolic 
strategy of unconditional loving presence to her 
beloved husband as well as to many in their agnos­
tic circle. Second, her approach to spirituality from 
the beginning of her adult conversion was always 
thoroughly lay in character. She developed a rule 
of life that maintained a set of priorities related to 
her responsibilities within her marriage and fam­
ily. Unable to bear a child, Elisabeth responded by 
maintaining deep involvement with their extended 
families, as well as by developing her own intellec­
tual gifts through a disciplined program of study. 

Third, she experienced many forms of suffering 
in her life, enduring many illnesses and dying from 
breast cancer in 1914. She turned this physical suf­
fering as well as her spiritual isolation into a form of 
prayer and participation in redemption, making a 
pact with God offering her sufferings from breast 
cancer for the conversion of her husband. In addi­
tion to her physical and spiritual sufferings, Elisa­
beth constantly confronted deaths and life-threaten­
ing illnesses within her family. Her robust belief in 
the communion of saints gave meaning to these ex­
periences of suffering and loss and filled her with 
hope for future reunion in heaven and ongoing rela­
tionship with her beloved dead. 

Fourth, she had an expansive view of the world 
from extensive travel and reading. The Leseurs 
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counted among their friends, mUSICianS, artists, 
writers, philosophers, politicians, doctors, and law­
yers-believers and unbelievers alike. She recog­
nized a special call to reach out to unbelievers. Fifth, 
she participated in the developing lay movements of 
her time, deeply affected by the social teachings of 
Leo XIII and the evangelizing efforts of the embry­
onic Catholic action movement. She also embraced 
contemporary developments in Catholic theology 
and spirituality-the beginnings of historical criti­
cism and better understandings of the Scriptures, 
tlle early liturgical movement and a return to prac­
tice of frequent communion. She was deeply en­
gaged in trying to harmonize faith and reason, faith 
and democracy, faith and culture. In many ways, she 
was clearly an exceptional prototype of a happily 
married lay woman, educated in her faith, im­
mersed in society and carrying out in a secular con­
text the specific forms of the lay apostolate that Vati­
can II would envision a half a century later. 

Elisabeth and the Communion of Saints 
The theological theme that most informs Elisabeth 
Leseur's spiritual understanding and practice is a 
comprehensive intuition into the mystery of the 
communion of saints. Dom Germain Morin claims 
that this doctrine was "the great reality of her life, 

Unable to bear a child, Elisabeth 
responded by maintaining deep 
involvement with their extended 

families, as well as by developing 
her own intellectual gifts through 
a disciplined program of study. 
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finding in it the Christian meaning of her friend­
ships, her bereavements, her responsibilities, and 
her worries about those dear to her.,,2 She de­
scribes how she pragmatically understands this 
doctrine in all of her major writings-in her jour­
nal, in her letters on suffering, in her first commu­
nion treatises to her niece and nephew, and even in 
her letter to] eanne Alcan, published under the ti­
tle, "Advice to an Unbeliever."3 

Elisabeth's writings both assume 
and explicitly express a belief in 

the reality of this relational 
community among the living 

and the dead, as well as those 
yet to be brought into its web of 
relationship. She is convinced 
that these relationships are not 

interrupted by death, but 
continue vibrantly in the present 

beyond the grave. 

For Elisabeth, the communion of saints was 
both a philosophical and a faith reality. Deeply in­
fluenced by a number of prominent Catholic liter­
ary and philosophical writers in France at the end 
of the nineteenth century, she developed a spiritual 
vision of the hidden supernatural life of each per­
son, participating in a great exchange of spiritual 
goods with in the communion of saints. According 
to Georges Goyau, these writings "were dominated 
by the idea of the communion of saints and it was 
this that gave them their enthusiasm."4 

The doctrine of the communion of saints has 
historically carried a two-fold interpretation. Dur­
ing any epoch, one or another of these strands be­
came dominant. Its earliest meaning seems to have 
been a "communion in holy things." This meant 
participation in the intimate sharing oflife with] e­
sus and the followers of] esus through the sacra­
ments of initiation and a life of discipleship. One 
shares in the sacred mysteries, the Eucharistic meal 

that constitutes the community of believers. The 
second meaning is related to the cult of the saints: a 
communion among holy persons, living and dead, 
especially the martyrs. By Elisabeth's time, the doc­
trine implied an underlying social solidarity in 
grace that taught that an individual Christian had 
the ability to effect good for the whole body of the 
church. A contemporary of Elisabeth wrote this 
interpretation in 1904: 

Through the sacrament of initiation the baptized 
become members of the body of the Church: a body 
whose head is Christ, whose members are all the 
righteous, dead, living, and to corne, from the be­
ginning of the world until its final consummation. 
In addition, the holy angels themselves, to what­
ever hierarchy they belong, form part of this soci­
ety. By entering into the Catholic Church, the new 
Christians thus find themselves in communion with 
all the saints of earth and heaven.5 

Elisabeth's writings both assume and explicitly ex­
press a belief in the reality of this relational commu­
nity among the living and the dead, as well as those 
yet to be brought into its web of relationship. She is 
convinced that these relationships are not inter­
rupted by death, but continue vibrantly in the pres­
ent beyond the grave.6 A notion of a final consum­
mation fuels her hope that the future lies in God's 
hands and that she will not only be united with God 
in heaven, but also after her own death, she will be 
reunited with her beloved friends and family, espe­
cially her husband once he receives the gift of faith. 
This is a vision of the profound interconnection of 
loving persons that reaches from the past, continues 
in the present among saints on earth and in heaven, 
and leans into a future that encompasses even more 
satisfying relationships after death. 

Elisabeth clearly expresses the temporal di­
mensions of this mystery. All the living participate in 
this Christie life. The living include those who enjoy 
eternal life as well as those presently on earth. 
Among those on earth, a supernatural, spiritual 
communion exists among believers independent of 
physical proximity through partaking of the Eucha­
rist-effecting literally a communion in the Risen 
Christ among everyone anywhere in the world who 
shares in faith or in the sacrament. This supernatu­
ral communion extends beyond the moment of re­
ception of communion to a union of hearts and 
minds in personal prayer and in action for the good 
of others in daily life. Thus praying for one an-
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other's intentions, and uniting together in offering 
sacrifices or being lovingly present to another, and 
engaging in the spiritual or corporal works of mercy 
are all activities expressive of this communion. 

In Thomas Aquinas's treatment of the commu­
nion of saints, the view adopted by the Council of 
Trent, he combines these themes of participation in 
the spiritual goods of the church and the interchange 
between the persons themselves.7 Aquinas's conclud­
ing section about the church on earth stated: 

We should realize that not only is the power of 
Christ's passion communicated to us but that the 
meri t of this life and of all the goodness achieved by 
the saints is also common to all those in charity, be­
cause all are one, according to Ps 118:63. HI par­
take, Lord, in the good things of all who fear you." 
It follows that whoever is in charity partakes in all 
the good that is done in the entire world. But those 
for whom that good was especially intended have a 
special part in it. For one person can make satisfac­
tion for another . . . Through this communion, 
therefore, we obtain two things: first, participation 
in all the merits of Jesus Christ; then the communi­
cation of one person's good to another.s 

According to this theology, the members of the 
communion of saints on earth can effect the spiri­
tual good of others through intentional practices 
that draw on the grace of Christ. They can obtain 
spiritual benefits in the future lives of those on 
earth for whom they pray or offer their sufferings. 
They can do this only through their membership in 
the spiritual body of Christ. Thus, they share in the 
power of their head. She expresses these themes 
succinctly in a journal entry soon after her younger 
sister, Juliette, died: 

Elisabeth's liturgical practice and 
sensibilities are suffused with the 
sense of the intimate connection 

between participation in the 
Eucharist now as a foretaste of 

the life to come and her 
expectation of even greater joy 

in heaven. 

I believe that there is flowing through us-those on 
earth, those in purgatory, and those who have 
reached true life-a great unending stream made 
up of the sufferings, merits, and love of everyone, 
and that our least sorrow, our slightest efforts can 
through grace reach others, whether near or far, 
and bring them light, peace, and holiness. 

I believe that in eternity we shall find again our be­
loved ones who have known and loved the cross, 
and that their sufferings and our own will be lost in 
the infinity of divine Love and the joy of final 
reunion. 

I believe that God is love, and that suffering, in his 
hands, is the means his love uses to transform and 
save us. 

I believe in the Communion o[ Saints, the ,~sun~ction of 
the body, and life everlasting. 9 

It is in this theological context that Elisabeth prays 
and offers her sufferings for her husband's conver­
sion. Her vision of the communion of saints and of 
shared heavenly life is deeply relational. From the 
time of her First Communion,IO she had a vivid 
sense of heaven as participating in God's presence, 
and she looked forward to a reunion of those living 
on earth and the beloved dead with God in heaven. 
To Soeur Goby, she writes about her sense of conti­
nuity in loving relationships: "How good it is to 
love and to know that these great loving relation­
ships come from God and will return to him, and 
that after having grown through sorrow, these rela­
tionships will end in joy and in the most radiant un­
ion!"ll Thus, heaven meant shared life with God 
and reunion with all of her beloveds. 

Elisabeth's liturgical practice and sensibilities 
are suffused with the sense of the intimate connec­
tion between participation in the Eucharist now as 
a foretaste of the life to come and her expectation 
of even greater joy in heaven. She writes to Soeur 
Goby shortly before All Saints Day: 

We will be closely united in spirit during the next 
few days ... as our thoughts focus on the heaven we 
so desire, on the holy souls there, some of whom are 
dear to us, and all of whom we shall one day know 
or be united with again, on our blessed Lord, the 
center and joy of heaven, on the Blessed Virgin for 
whom we both have such filial affection. Let us 
think of the happiness that awaits both of us at the 
end of the darkness and sufferings of this world, 
knowing that we will be forever united in the full­
ness oflife, light and love that God is preparing for 
us and helping us attain. Ifa few hours spent closely 
united before the tabernacle could be so happy and 
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sweet, what will eternity be when, in addition to that 
unity, that full and lastingjoy, the beatific vision will 
also be ours and we will know and love God forever. 
Occasionally at communion we receive a glint of 
this eternal union, in the midst of the corporal bur­
dens and miseries that are part of the sufferings of 
life ... what will it ever be like when we have truly 
reached our destination? 

In our spiritual union, we remember the poor souls 
in purgatory, especially those dear to us, and for 
whom I hope we will be united in prayer. I love 
these two feasts of All Saints and All Souls. They 
constitute the communion of saints, one of the most 
consoling, beautiful and greatest joys of the spiri­
tuallife. For those who, like myself, can do so little 
by way of an active life, how sweet it is to know that 
in God's hands, pain and suffering become acts of 
bounty, and through the heart of Jesus are trans­
formed into sources of grace for others. 12 

In relationship to her husband, 
she could not bear to imagine 
heaven without Felix. Because 
he had not received the gift of 

faith, she suffered from the 
inability to share with him the 

spiritual reality that was so 
important to her. 

In relationship to her husband, she could not bear 
to imagine heaven without Felix. Because he had 
not received the gift of faith, she suffered from the 
inability to share with him the spiritual reality that 
was so important to her. She longed for a fuller 
communion of shared life in God than they were 
able to enjoy during their marriage. It was this she 
wanted so passionately and for which she made her 
secret pact with God, offering her suffering during 
her final illness for his conversion. 13 

After Elisabeth's death from breast cancer, her 
husband tells the remarkable story of his conver­
sion through his wife's direct influence from be­
yond the grave. 14 During the last few years of Elisa­
beth's life, Felix had become more sympathetic to 
her spiritual inclinations when he witnessed her 
forbearance during many periods of ill health and 

intense physical suffering. Because he saw that she 
drew strength from her religious practice, he would 
on occasion accompany her to church, go with her 
on a pilgrimage to Lourdes, and make the prepara­
tions in their room for her to receive communion in 
her last illness. As Elisabeth wrote to Soeur Goby, 
his attitudes were changing, but it was not yet faith. 
Felix had begun to glimpse something spiritual or 
supernatural about his wife at some of these mo­
ments, but could not let the thoughts in for very 
long because of his materialistic convictions. Elisa­
beth was convinced that only God can give the 
grace of faith and believed God would convert him 
after her death. On her deathbed, she had asked 
her sister to destroy her journal, but to save another 
document, her spiritual testament. Amelie pre­
vailed upon Elisabeth to let her preserve the jour­
nal as well because she suggested that it might help 
Felix understand his wife's life better and be of 
some comfort to him. 

Felix's Experience of Elisabeth after her 
Death 
After the funeral, Amelie gave Felix both docu­
ments. Bereft, he visited Elisabeth's grave daily and 
read her journal and eventually other books in her 
library. Although his reading had not yet displaced 
his philosophy, he said, "I learned to know Elisabeth 
and to love her truly, and I was glad that her 
thoughts had reached me in so direct a manner that 
I could preserve of her a complete and consoling 
memory, that nothing and no lapse of time would 
ever render less vivid." 15 Felix then recounts a series 
of uncanny experiences in which he felt he was influ­
enced directly by Elisabeth after her death. 

June 10, 1914, slightly more than two months 
after Elisabeth's death, he accepted an invitation to 
travel by car with a good friend who encouraged 
him to get out of the house and into the country­
side. The next morning, appreciating the beauty of 
the countryside, he experienced a vivid sense of his 
wife next to him saying, "I am grieved." He was 
emotionally overwhelmed and reasoned that if 
Elisabeth was alive as he had just experienced her, 
then there is a God and the existence of the super­
natural is true. This conclusion began to open his 
mind to the possibility of spiritual experience. 
Later in the day, Felix found himself compelled to 
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light a candle in Rocamadour, a place of pilgrim­
age for Elisabeth's intention. He then went to visit 
people closely associated with his wife-Mamie, 
her childhood nurse, and Soeur Goby her spiritual 
friend. On the way to Beaune to see Soeur Goby, Fe­
lix asked to go by way of Paray-le-Monial. He was 
drawn there purely by the memory of his wife's hav­
ing visited there once, although he remained con­
temptuous of anything connected with devotion to 
the Sacred Heart. He was quite unmoved by the 
Chapel of the Visitation but went into the Cluniac 
Basilica, and felt Elisabeth's presence again even 
more clearly than before. There he knelt and 
prayed fervently to Jesus, present in the tabernacle, 
with a true interior movement of his heart, as well 
as begging Elisabeth to pray for him. 

When he returned to Paris, he diligently tried to 
forget these experiences and threw himself into 
daily life. He tried to convince himself that he had 
felt nothing more than simple grief reactions, re­
membering his wife rather than experiencing her in 
a new way. He continued to read her journal daily 
and visit her grave, but resisted changing his beliefs 
in any way. Some three weeks later, he visited Chris­
tian friends in Rheims and discovered in his friend's 
wife the same kind of ardent faith Elisabeth had. 
"God was once more shining before my eyes." 16 

In July when he returned to Paris, he had to 
cope with the beginning of World War I and was 
commissioned by his company to transport all of 
their assets to Bordeaux for safe-keeping. By the 
time he tried to leave, the car he had hired did not 
materialize, and he managed to secure a seat in 
someone else's at the last minute. Mter driving 
south and transferring to a very crowded train, he 
again received direction from his wife, "Lourdes is 
the real object of your present journey; you ought 
to go to Lourdes; go to Lourdes."l7 

Although his thoughts alternated between this 
breakthrough of the supernatural into his con­
sciousness and his former rationalism, he felt as if 
Elisabeth was guiding his thoughts. Before going to 
Lourdes, he went to visit mutual friends in the 
Garonne valley and began to share with them what 
had been going on inside of him since he began to 
feel Elisabeth alive and guiding him. He even read 
some of her journal to them. He spent a week in 
Lourdes, revisiting the places he had been with 
Elisabeth in 1912. He kept to himself, but Elisabeth 

was with him everywhere. One morning, soon after 
his arrival, he prayed on his knees in the Grotto for 
the gift of faith, repeating this prayer each day. 
During this time at Lourdes, he felt at peace and his 
sorrow assumed fresh meaning. 

When he returned to Paris, he felt himself a 
changed man. He began to practice his faith again, 
to meditate on the Gospels, to read some of Elisa­
beth's Christian books. He visited the cemetery 
daily, reflecting and feeling encouraged to con­
tinue in this direction. He emphasizes that this pro­
cess lasted four months subject to no exterior influ­
ences, talking to no priest or religious. He then 
spoke to his parish priest, but was not yet ready to 
make his confession. A short time later, he met a 
friend who asked how he was doing. This friend 
helped him by making an appointment for him 
with a Dominican priest who later became his spiri­
tual director. Felix met with him as scheduled, 
made some changes in his life, and returned for 
confession two weeks later, completing his reconcil­
iation with the church by receiving communion. 

Felix's narrative is infused with 
his own incredulous feelings. 
How can such an unspiritual 

man experience such persistent 
connection with his dead wife if 

she is not somehow 
mysteriously living in some other 

way? 

Felix's narrative is infused with his own incredu­
lous feelings. How can such an unspiritual man ex­
perience such persistent connection with his dead 
wife if she is not somehow mysteriously living in 
some other way? He considers himself the most un­
likely subject for such irrational experiences. His 
conversion transforms his entire world. He realizes 
more than in all their married life how much his wife 
loved him, how much she suffered for him, how 
much she respected him as he was. He discovers he 
can only reciprocate this love by following Elisa-



38 RUffing: Elisabeth Leseur's Spirituality of the Communion of Saints 

beth's guidance and by embracing the source of her 
own love by gradually opening to the faith that is of­
fered through God's grace. Thus, his conversion 
narrative justifies and embodies the spirituality of 
the communion of saints that so inspired Elisabeth's 
entire spiritual life. Elisabeth's writings testifY to her 
belief in this interpenetrating spiritual world of life 
on earth and life in heaven. In this love story, Elisa­
beth's relationship with her husband is the means 
God uses to bring her beloved Felix into this same 
communion oflove after her death. 

As I began to read Elisabeth as a 
prototype of Vatican II laity, I 

realized that her treatises to her 
niece and nephew on the 

occasion of their first 
communions were articulations 

of lay vocation in distinctively 
gendered ways. 

A Note on Method 
My work on Elisabeth Leseur is historical and 
hermeneutical work on a well-documented lay 
woman. It began, of course, with my own interests 
when I first read most of her corpus. I was intrigued 
by her intellectual life, her feminism, her friend­
ship with a hospital Sister, and many other textual 
clues for which I was unable to account. My original 
research project was to translate her letters to 
Soeur Goby and write a critical introduction to her 
approach to suffering and her spiritual friendship 
with an active apostolic religious woman. When 
that plan expanded to become a volume in the 
Classics of Western Spirituality Series, it became an 
entirely different project. 

As a classic, it required writing a critical intro­
duction to texts from her entire corpus that I se­
lected for this volume and placing Elisabeth Leseur 
in her full historical context. In this short essay, I 
treat one of the central themes of her writings and 

try to make the case that the doctrine of the commu­
nion of saints was deeply believed and concretely 
appropriated in Elisabeth's life. The practices it in­
spired and the hope it engendered in her life had a 
particular historical shape that continued to de­
velop and unfold within the church and was re­
flected profoundly in Vatican II's Lumen Gentium, 
which devoted several paragraphs to this aspect of 
ecclesiology.lB The more I learned about Elisabeth 
and about Parisian Catholic life in the late nine­
teenth century among the elite upper class, the 
more I realized how much lay involvement in a vari­
ety of pastoral activities had already been promoted 
in France more than fifty years before the council. 
But there was also the uncanny convergence of a 
shared strategy ofloving presence among Elisabeth, 
Charles de Foucauld, and Therese ofLisieux. Some­
thing had to be going on in Catholic culture that ac­
counted for their approaches independently of one 
another. This I found in local French Catholic prac­
tice and teachings. 

I continued to shift my perspective as I discov­
ered more textual evidence through archival work 
in Paris and in Rome. These changes in my under­
standing of Leseur's significance informed my se­
lection of texts for the volume. Including her Jour­
nal was always part of the plan, but I chose to create 
a more contemporary translation rather than use 
thqse done in the first two decades of the twentieth 
century. As I began to read Elisabeth as a prototype 
of Vatican II laity, I realized that her treatises to her 
niece and nephew on the occasion of their first 
communions were articulations of lay vocation in 
distinctively gendered ways. The selection ofletters 
from those published under the title of Letters to Un­
believers, never before available in English, required 
representing each of the correspondents and the 
distinctiveness of her approach to each one. In' 
these, she demonstrates a model of genuine and 
authentic loving dialogue across differences of rei i­
gious belief. All were friends; all were different 
kinds of unbelievers-J eanneAlcan, a non-practic­
ing Jewish woman; Aimee Fievet, a single woman 
and professional educator; and Yvonne Le Gros, a 
believer married to Felix Le Dantec, a philosopher 
who published a book on atheism. Every so often, 
Elisabeth wrote to Le Dantec as well as to Yvonne, 
this longtime friend of Leseur's family. Sources in­
cluded nineteenth-century French histories in both 
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French and English, Elisabeth's unpublished let­
ters in typescript, photographs, testimony from 
the Transumption introducing Elisabeth's cause for 
canonization, letters and notes from her nieces and 
nephews, news paper clippings, a catalogue ofElis­
abeth's library, the original hand-written letters of 
Soeur Goby, her correspondent in her Letters on 
Suffering, never translated into English before, 
judgments of theological censors related to her 
status as servant of God, personal prayer books and 
missals, her first communion journal, a file folder 
that identified her with a moderate strand of 
French feminism, and much more. 

Elisabeth as Distinct from Her Husband's 
View 
Because Felix Leseur eventually became a Domini­
can priest and promoted the cause for his wife's can­
onization, he wrote extensive factual and interpre­
tive accounts of his wife's life in which he figures 
quite prominently. For Elisabeth to be interpreted 
today, her life needed to be retrieved and distin­
guished from her husband's interpretation and pro­
motion. All these other sources helped me establish 
a complementary, yet different view. Elisabeth 
Leseur's canonization process presents her as a 
long-suffering, spiritually abused wife at the hands 
of her unbelieving husband. Reticent about dis­
closing personal religious experience, the primary 
sources-her own writings-portray a woman who 
deeply loves her husband, has many interests in 
common with him, yet suffers from their differences 
around belief and religious practice. Felix's testi­
mony about how he came to understand and appre­
ciate his wife more deeply after her death through 
her continuing felt presence in his life convinced 
him of the reality of the spiritual world. 

Here we see a demonstration of the lived expe­
rience of the communion of saints in action in both 
of their lives, played out differently for each be­
cause of the differences in their starting points. 
Elisabeth lives, suffers, prays, and hopes on the 
grounds of this doctrine and its relationship to the 
whole of Christian belief. Felix encounters its ef­
fects in his life, the most unlikely agnostic subject to 
be having uncanny experiences, hearing voices, 
and praying for the faith he had spent a great deal 
of his life ridiculing and rejecting. Her canoniza-

tion process could present her as a doctor of the 
church, or as a model of religious tolerance and 
loving dialogue across difference, or as a model for 
spouses who do not share faith, or as a model for 
the fruitfulness of suffering. 

On a more personal note, while I was working 
on this volume, my mother was dying; I was experi­
encing the great divide between belief and unbelief 
within my family of origin; and I worked in French 
and Italian archives with back pain-my first clue 
that I had three herniated disks in my lower back. 
Elisabeth Leseur's writings continue to challenge 
me in terms of what I believe and how I respond to 
these enduring themes in human experience­
coping with physical pain, facing death and dying 
offamily and friends, and the isolation of being a 
woman of faith in a partially unbelieving family. 

As I was finishing this paper, I received a letter 
from another woman expressing the effective sig­
nificance of Elisabeth Leseur today. "For several 
years I have been interested in Elisabeth and hop­
ing for progress in her cause for beatification. My 
husband is an unbeliever as Felix was, so I like to 
think of her as my big sister in heaven! I think she is 
a marvelous example of holiness and hope for 
those of us who have been praying for years for the 
conversion ofloved ones." 19 

Notes 
1 For an earlier and more expansive treat-

ment of these themes see my: "Elizabeth Leseur: 
A Strangely Forgotten Modern Saint" in Lay Sanc­
tity, Medieval and Modern: A Sea,.ch fa,. Models, ed. 
Ann Astell (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2000), 117-129. 

2 Emilien Lamirande, The Communion of Saints. The 
Twentieth Century Encyclopedia of Catholicism, 
Vol. 26, Trans. A. Manson (New York: Hawthorn 
Books, 1963), 125-6. 

3 She wrote to Jeanne Alcan, this explanation of the 
communion of saints in second half of 1910 Elisabeth 
believed applied to non-believer and believer alike: 

Christians believe that a mysterious, spiritual soli­
darity exists among themselves and all other chil­
dren of the same God. We call this solidarity the 
communion of saints; the efforts, merits, and suf­
ferings of each individual benefit the rest. A similar 
law exists in the natural order, and if we think about 
it a little we shall be convinced that our words and 
actions have a deeper and more far reaching effect 
than we often imagine. Therefore, it is an absolute 
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duty for everyone who understands what "abso­
lute" and" duty" mean, to say and do nothing that is 
evil or even indifferent, since there is no neutrality 
in matters of morality. From that, arises the obliga­
tion to make a sustained effort on a daily basis to 
work at interior perfection, because, whether we in­
tend it or not, the effect we have on others will be 
the reflection and expression of what we are within. 
Let us create an interior treasure of noble thoughts, 
energy, and strong, intense affection, and then we 
may be sure that sooner or latel; perhaps without 
our being aware of it, the overflow will affect the 
hearts of others. Elisabeth Leseur: Selected ffiitings, 
Trans. Janet K. Ruffing. (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 
2005), 202-203. 

4 Adrien Dansette, Religious History of Modem Fmnce. 
Vol. 2, UndeTthe Third Republic (New York: Herder 
and Herder, 1961),320. Goyau gave this assess­
ment as cited in Dansette, "With Huysmans and 
Baumann, this writing acquired an exegesis of suf­
fering. With Leon Bloy, Claudel, and Rette a phi­
losophy oflife, and with Peguy an understanding 
of the life of the Church." 320. Although Dansette 
disagrees with Goyau and makes more distinctions 
among the way these writers applied Catholic doc­
trine to social concerns, Elisabeth was clearly in­
fluenced by these Catholic intellectual currents. 

5 Dom Germain Morin, cited in Lamirande, 24. 
6 She explains the influence of the saintly dead in 

the lives of those on earth to her niece in a first 
communIon essay: 

Your dear godmother Uuliettel eagerly looked for­
ward to this day and hoped for a complete union of 
all our souls, during your first sacramental encoun­
ter with Jesus. 

Who among us, if we are really Christians, can say 
that her hopes were mistaken, and that providence 
did not fulfill her intense desire? If only we knew 
how to withdraw for an hour into our depths, where 
God dwells, and how to contemplate the eternal re­
alities, as much as our weakness allows, we should 
grasp how much love and how much fulfillment of 
our desires is really hidden in our great sorrow. It 
only seems to feel more painful because it hap­
pened so close to your eagerly awaited first Com­
munion. No, dear, none of us will really be missing 
from our family gathering ... From now on, we will 
continue to experience your godmother's influ­
ence throughout our lives. She will guide our con­
sciences, strengthen our wills, obtain the peace and 
strength to accomplish our work in the world and to 
fulfill the particular mission given to each of us. 
Your godmother will do more for you than if she 
were still on this earth. She protects you and will 
continue to do so, and her love for you is greater 
now that she lives in God's infinite love. Selected 
ffiitings,I6S-169. 

7 Elisabeth had a much underlined copy of the Cate­
chism of the Council ofTnnt which reinforced this 
belief. 

S Cited in Lamirande, 29. Aquinas, Commentmy on 
the Creed (1273), concluding section. 

9 Selected Writings, 155-6. 
10 According to the notes she recorded in her Journal 

D'Enfance in preparation for her First Commu­
nion, there are more than twenty references to 
heavenly life. One of her own classmates died be­
fore their First Communion ceremony. In this 
journal, Elisabeth records an almost ecstatic expe­
rience imagining what heaven would be like and 
how wonderful it would be to be with God. She 
had a vivid sense of continuity between the pres­
ent life and the next life. Her first communion 
prayer book is organized according to the liturgi­
cal year. It includes many prayers, canticles, and 
hymns. For each major feast and liturgical season, 
a brief catechesis about why a feast is celebrated is 
followed by suggestions about appropriate disposi­
tions or attitudes one ought to cultivate in cele­
brating it, and resolutions one ought to make for 
one's own life. Manuel des Catechismes au Recueil, 
Billets, Cantiques, etc. par m. L'Abbe Dupanloup, 
Eveque d'Orleans (Parish: F. Rocher, n.d.), 4S-55. 

11 Letter XXVIII, Lettres su"za souffiunce, April 20, 1912. 
12 Lettns su"za soujJiunce, October 2S, 1911. 
13 I strongly contest Valerie Raoul's interpretation of 

Elisabeth's journal writing and her offering of her 
sufferings for her husband's conversion as emo­
tional blackmail. Raoul reduces Elisabeth's mysti­
cal sense of the communion of saints to purely 
commercial metaphors. Elisabeth does not write 
her journal for Felix's benefit. She agrees to save 
the journal in order to comfort Felix rather than 
coerce his conversion, a strategy that was not in 
harmony with her deep respect for people's indi­
vidual paths. "Women's Diaries as Life-Savings: 
Who Decides Whose Life is Saved?" Biography 24.1 
(2001): 140-151. 

14 See Felix Leseur's "Introduction" to The Spi,.itual 
Life: A Collection of Short Treatises on the Inne,. Life, a 
volume of essays written by Elisabeth that Felix 
collected in this volume, Translated by A. M. Bu­
chanan (London: Burnes, Oates, Washbourne, 
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The Theology of Ivone Gebara1 

Pamela M. Cobey, MDiv. 

Among the most gifted and needed theological voices for our time is that of Brazilian ecofeminist 
theologian, Ivone Gebara. She bases her theology within the perspective she has gained from living 
among poor women in the outskirts of Brazil. At the same time, Gebara speaks as a Latin American 
Catholic woman who has herself experienced oppression. Among her most controversial stances has 
been her relentless support for the legalization and decriminalization of abortion in Brazil-an effort to 
regulate and humanize an illegal practice that is in fact the fifth leading cause of death of all women in 
Brazil. Gebara's treatment of images of God, the divinity of Jesus, and patriarchy within the Church 
were troublesome for the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Her writings in these areas in fact 
led to her eventual silencing in 1995 for a period of two years at the request of Vatican officials. 

Introduction 
As a child, kneeling beside my 
bed in my grandmother's home, 
I prayed aloud, night after 
night, giving thanks to God for 
making me a girl. I thought it 
was better to be a girl. My grand­
mother never attempted to alter 
this conception. I continue to 
give thanks that I am a woman 
and for the gift of solidarity with 
other women. Sometimes I can 
sense the power of our solidar­
ity, especially in moments of re­
alization of the presence of di­
vinity within ourselves. It is as if 
there were a new sense of the In­
carnation occurring among 
women.2 Perhaps in relation to 
this, women are increasingly 
claiming their own voices from 
their own perspectives and their 
own inner authority. 

My overriding theological 
concern is for women and 
women's voices. These eyes of 
mine have beheld too much pain 
and suffering in this world. My 

analytical mind asks why there is 
so much suffering even as my 
dreams are tormented with the 
visions I am charged to remem­
ber. I do not believe that it is of 
God that we should permit such 
suffering to go on-suffering 
that could be prevented if 
wo/men, children, and creatures, 
were not treated as objects and 
property for the pleasure and 
purposes of a structure that bene­
fits primarily a white male elite.3 

Feminist to the core of my 
soul, I hope against hope for a 
world in which women do not 
suffer because of who we are and 
where we come from. I hope for 
a world that honors its children 
enough to foster a sustainable 

environment. I use my creative, 
imaginative, and feminist voice 
in service of the realization of 
this vision and I am not alone 
among women. The Church 
needs our voices. 

To hold women as a primary 
theological concern is signifi­
cant, for theology as a discipline 
has emerged from and has been 
controlled by men from within a 
system of patriarchy that holds 
women's commitment to women 
taboo. Yet, inA Passion JOT Friends, 
J an Raymond notes that such 
commitment is religious in a ba­
sic sense. The root of the word 
religion is the Latin, TeligaTe, 
meaning to tie or to link. 
Women's love for and commit-

Women are increasingly claiming their own 
voices from their own perspectives and their 

own inner authority. 
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ment to each other has the 
power to help tie women's lives 
together, to make connections, 
to unify and direct female exis­
tence in the world, to create a 
network of meaning that tran­
scends past and present.4 

mands of a male-defined "per­
petual state of emergency.,,6 

But where has this route re­
ally led us? I am a white woman. 
Perhaps because white women 
have benefited from patriarchy 
more than women of other races, 

The connections between women and 
among women are the most feared, the 

most problematic, and the most potentially 
transforming force on the planet. 

In my act of claiming women 
as my overriding theological con­
cern, I place myself among 
women who are demonstrating a 
comfortability with themselves as 
women worthy of concern. I hope 
to further the concern of women 
for each other. I hope that my 
voice among the voices of other 
women will give witness to the 
historically neglected and trivial­
ized voices/authority of women. 
With Adrienne Rich, I believe 
that "the connections between 
women and among women are 
the most feared, the most prob­
lematic, and the most potentially 
transforming force on the 
planet."s Choosing women as a 
primary concern is significant be­
cause for so long this has so often 
not been the case. We have been 
taught to be self-sacrificing, com­
pliant, ladylike, self-deprecating, 
silent. We have been taught that 
by this route we become good 
and holy. We have been taught 
that our concerns are not as im­
portant as other concerns. Mary 
Daly notes that women are for­
ever asked to place their concerns 
aside and to concede to the de-

white women have complied 
with patriarchy more and per­
haps as a result we have lost 
more of our essential selves. 
Don't cry for us. Cry for your­
selves. White women have lost 
their souls! These are the words 
of Kwok Pui-Lan in response to a 
woman who spoke of the sadness 
she shared with her daughter 
when they read together an ac­
count in reference to the ancient 
practice of Chinese foot-bind­
ing.7 In the loss of ourselves, in 
the loss of our identification with 
other women, we have lost our 
souls. Separation from ourselves 
is separation from other women 
and separation from other 
women is separation from our­
selves. These separations serve 
the order of patriarchy. 

I first met Ivone Gebara in 
1993 one afternoon in the home 
of a friend in the South Bronx.s 

We talked mostly about what the 
reality of poverty was like for 
women in the United States in 
comparison and in relation to the 
reality of poverty for women in 
Latin America. I had worked with 
mothers and babies for several 
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years in the South Bronx as a 
community health nurse. Ivone 
had lived among poor women in 
Camaragibe. She spoke of the 
need for a global theology to ad­
dress the situation among the 
world's poor in light of global 
economics. She seemed to be 
holding the lives of poor women 
gently and ever before her. 

Ivone Gebara: 
A Biographical Overview 
Sr. Ivone Gebara9 is a member of 
the Sisters of Notre Dame 
(Canonesses of St. Augustine), 
and was born in Sao Paulo. She re­
ceived degrees in philosophy 
from the Pontifical Catholic Uni­
versity in Sao Paulo and in philos­
ophy and theology from the Cath­
olic University of Louvain. Her 
doctorate in philosophy is from 
the Pontifical Catholic University 
in Sao Paulo. She has authored six 
books of feminist theology, pub­
lished by Vozes in Petriipolis and 
Paulinas in Sao Paulo, as well as 
numerous articles for Concilium, 
Orbis Books, and various national 
publications in Brazil. lO 

Gebara is the only woman 
on the editorial committee of 
the Latin American Theology 
and Liberation Series, placing 
her among the ranks of Leo­
nardo BoIT, Gustavo Gutierrez, 
and Jon Sobrino. Though 
Gebara's own social location 
may be among the privileged, 
she has chosen to place herself 
among the poor. Invited by the 
people, she has been living in 
Camaragibe, a poor Brazilian 
shantytown on the outskirts of 
Recife since 1986. She is a 
woman clearly committed to the 
concerns of women. 
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Gebara taught at the Theo­
logical Institute in Recife (ITER) 
from 1973 until 1989, when it was 
closed by the Vatican. The semi­
nary was instituted with the sup­
port of retired archbishop, Dom 
Helder Ci"mara. Its aim was to of­
fer seminarians and lay ministers 
alternative seminary training 
grounded in experience among 
the poor. The Vatican closed the 
seminary, alleging that the 
open-minded curriculum was 
not adequate for training young 
men for the priesthood. The 
conservative archbishop, Jose 
Cardoso Sobrinho, who replaced 
Ci"mara in 1989, was not in favor 
of the seminary's leftist leanings 
associated with its identification 
with liberation theology. 

Since the seminary's closing, 
Gebara has spent her time writ­
ing, giving talks, traveling, teach­
ing, and working with women's 
groups, while maintaining a pas­
toral presence in Camara gibe. 

Gebara's perspective has 
shifted over the years. She 
moved from a traditional ex­
pression of faith and theology 
toward liberation theology when 
she perceived the poverty of 
Latin American people and saw 
the urgent need for structural re­
form. Inspired by the writings of 
Dorothee SolIe, Rosemary 
Radford Ruether, and Mary 
Daly, Gebara widened her per­
spective as she took on a feminist 
lens in the early 1980s and she 
began to address the oppression 
of women within political, eco­
nomic, and ecclesial structures. 
More recently, aware of the rela­
tionship between capital­
ist-driven oppression of the 
earth and capitalist-driven op­
pression of the poor of Latin 
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A mother has some right over the life which 
she carries in her womb. If she does not 
have the psychological condition to face 

pregnancy, she has the right to interrupt it 
. Abortion is not a sin. The gospel does 

not even speak about it. 

America, she has taken on an 
ecofeminist lens. 

At a time when Brazil's Na­
tional Congress was looking at 
the question of legalizing abor­
tion and just after the release of 
the encyclical Uiritatis Splendor by 
Pope John Paul II (relating to 
Church teaching with regard to 
sexual morality), the popular 
Brazilian magazine, VEJA, in its 
October 6, 1993 edition, printed 
an "interview" with Ivone Gebara 
entitled, ''Abortion is Not aSin." I 
place the word interview in 
quotes because, although the ar­
ticle was printed as if it were an 
interview, the material for the ar­
ticle was actually pieced together 
from the interchanges of two 
journalists who communicated 
with Ivone in a variety of ways. 
Ivone was not given the opportu­
nity to edit or approve the article 
and some of her thoughts were 
distorted. Ivone is quoted as stat­
ing ''A mother has some right 
over the life which she carries in 
her womb. If she does not have 
the psychological condition to 
face pregnancy, she has the right 
to interrupt it ... Abortion is not a 
sin. The gospel does not even 
speak about it." In the article, she 
affirms her support for the legal­
ization and decriminalization of 
abortion as well as for state fund­
ing of abortions for poor women. 

She bases her support on her ex­
perience of poor women who are 
her neighbors in Camaragibe­
women she describes as economi­
cally and psychologically unable 
to care for one or more children. 
In the same article, Gebara chal­
lenges the ideology behind an 
all-male priesthood, celibacy 
within the priesthood, and con­
ceptions of a male, all-powerful 
and controlling God. 

In response to this article, 
the local bishop of the diocese of 
Olinda and Recife, Dom Jose 
Cardoso Sobrinho, informally 
met with Gebara on one occa­
sion, then wrote to her asking her 
to "rectifY her thought." Gebara 
wrote back to him, confirming 
her support for the legalization 
and decriminalization of abor­
tion. He wrote again to her or­
dering her to rectifY her thought 
or retract it. She responded to the 
content of the article in VEJA, ac­
knowledging that there were dis­
tortions of her thought within it, 
yet she again affirmed her posi­
tion in favor of legalization and 
decriminalization of abortion. 

The Presbyteral Council 
then sent the case to Rome for 
resolution. The Congregation 
for the Institutes of Consecrated 
Life and for Societies of Apostolic 
Life asked the president of the 
National Council of Brazilian 
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Bishops, (Jesuit) Dom Luciano 
Mendes de Almeida, to handle 
the situation. He met with 
Gebara and dismissed the case, 
convinced of "her sincere search 
for the truth and her concern for 
the pain of poor women." II 

Survey of Brazilian History: 
Implications for Women 
The context of violence within 
which poor Brazilian women live 
and from which Ivone Gebara 
theologizes, can be gleaned 
from Margaret Guider's 1995 

Ivone was silenced by her congregation in 
1995 at the request of the Vatican for two 
years. During that time, she was to go to 

Europe to study traditional theology. If she 
did not comply with the sanctions, her 

religious congregation was advised to "invite 
her to leave" her congregation. 

Other bishops, displeased 
with Almeida's resolution, col­
lected a file of Ivone's writings 
along with course syllabi and 
tapes of various talks and sub­
mitted them to the Congrega­
tion for the Doctrine of the 
Faith. An unsigned document 
from the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith sent to 
Ivone's religious superiors in 
Belgium concludes with the 
judgment: "She professes to be a 
feminist theologian. One has to 
note, nevertheless that she is 
neither Catholic nor Chris­
tian."12 In response to thisjudg­
ment, Ivone was silenced by her 
congregation in 1995 at the re­
quest, of the Vatican for two 
years. During that time, she was 
to go to Europe to study tradi­
tional theology. If she did not 
comply with the sanctions, her 
religious congregation was ad­
vised to "invite her to leave" her 
congregation. Gebara reluc­
tantly and tentatively chose to 
comply with the sanctions. 13 

book, Daughters of Rahab: Prosti­
tution and the Church of Liberation 
in Brazil. I follow her study in this 
review of the main points of Bra­
zilian history as it affects women 
in generaL 14 

The first Iberian explorers 
arrived in Brazil in 1500. Portu­
gal's claims to the land were in­
voked by papal authority, and 
the inhabitants of the colonized 
territory were claimed as Chris­
tians for the Church. Between 
1538-1840 more than five mil­
lion Africans are estimated to 
have been brought to Brazil as 
slaves. 15 Marginalized Portu­
guese women were exiled to 
Brazil to curtail the abuse of in­
digenous women and to serve 
the sexual needs of their coun­
trymen while working out their 
own salvation through the pro­
duction of Christian offspring. 16 
Captive indigenous women, en­
slaved Mrican women, and ex­
iled Portuguese women were 
"expected to supply the venereal 
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demands of their captors, mas­
ters, employers, and men with 
whom they shared their lot in 
life. As sex captives, sexual 
slaves, sexual workers, and sex­
ual companions, they were 
pressed into rendering further 
service to the colony as the des­
ignated labor force for increas­
ing its population." 17 Violence 
and brutality went unques­
tioned, as did the idea that their 
lives were expendable. Most 
women regardless of age, race, 
or social position were destined 
to be used and controlled by 
men for the exclusive purposes 
of sexual reproduction and 
sexual pleasure. 

By 1630, women began to 
outnumber men in some re­
gions. Mestiza/o and mulatta/o 
children were in abundance and 
with their mothers were com­
monly abandoned by the men 
who fathered them. Their lives 
were marked by disease, hunger, 
and poverty that were largely ig­
nored by ecclesial and colonial 
authorities although lay frater­
nities began to emerge, which 
did work to alleviate some of 
their misery. IS 

In the late 1600s, when the 
ratio of white men to white 
women came into balance for the 
first time, norms within the Bra­
zilian social landscape capitu­
lated to the governing ideology 
of the "Christian patriarchalfam­
ily." With the establishment of 
convents-prohibited until 1677 
due to the scarcity of European 
women, the need to foster popu­
lation growth and the disinterest 
of potential benefactors-the 
roles and functions of women 
were redefined. Female sexuality 
was placed under the control of 
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local authorities. As questions of 
"honor" took ascendancy in the 
patriarchal order, the contagion 
of dishonor differentiated wo­
men from each other by race, 
class, and sexual status'! 9 

In the late colonial period 
from 1713-1822, socioeconomic 
and political upheaval and insta­
bility influenced the widespread 
development of houses of prosti­
tution. Sexual trafficking of 
women increased as men seek­
ing mineral fortunes in Brazil's 
backlands sought to prostitute 
them. Women suspected of pros­
titution were sent to isolated, 
unpopulated regions-by im­
mediate design to restore moral 
order while by remote design to 
engineer population growth in 
these areas. 20 

In 1822, Brazil declared its 
independence from PortugaL 
Slavery was not abolished until 
1888. Numbers of abandoned 
foundlings rose, especially in 
large cities and prostitution 
among children as young as 
seven accelerated. Single, aban­
doned or widowed women-vic­
tims of a slave economy-had 
few opportunities for gainful 
employment. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, wealthy men 
created a demand for "courte­
sans," within a subculture often 
embedded in the underworld of 
narcotics. Increased trade and 
tourism increased the demand 
for "hotel prostitutes."21 

Brazil became a republic in 
1889. Like the U.S. constitution, 
the Brazilian constitution argu­
ably guaranteed the rights of 
those already privileged. Consti­
tutional separation of church 
and state allowed the Vatican to 
have control of the Church in 

Brazil for the first time. Foreign 
missionaries flocked to the area, 
often serving Brazil's privileged, 
but also serving the poor. 

Mter World War I, unregu­
lated spending after a period of 
economic growth led to severe 
economic problems. A populist 
dictatorship in the 1930s and 
1940s unraveled the threads of 
democracy. By the mid 1950s, 
high inflation and growing for­
eign debt led to a worsening of 
the standard of living for many 
in Brazil in spite of thriving in­
dustrial growth and agribusi­
ness. Following the nationaliza­
tion of all industries and efforts 
to bring about agrarian reform, 
in 1964 a repressive military dic­
tatorship emerged with conser­
vative support. 

During the "Brazilian mira­
cle" from 1968-1975, the Brazil-

45 

Military rule ended in 1984 
when Brazilians were given the 
right to direct elections under a 
new system of democracy. As a re­
sult of foreign debt, austerity pro­
grams cut spending on health and 
education, eliminated subsidies 
for essential foods and public 
transport, reduced the minimum 
wage, and focused economic re­
sources on export production for 
debt payment. Still, none of these 
measures reduced the debt bur­
den. More than twenty-four mil­
lion small farmers have been 
pushed off their land due to agri­
business.23 Most of the landless 
have migrated to the cities, set­
tling in favellas without water, san­
itation, or electricity. The num­
bers of children living and/or 
working on the streets are esti­
mated between ten thousand and 
thirty million. 24 

By the mid 1950s, high inflation and 
growing foreign debt led to a worsening of 
the standard of living for many in Brazil in 

spite of thriving industrial growth and 
agribusiness. 

ian economy underwent a period 
of profound growth, but the na­
tional income of the bottom 50 
percent of the population de­
clined.22 The military dictator­
ship amassed a huge foreign debt 
when western banks filled with 
Eurodollars and money from 
OPEC countries were happy to 
lend it. By the 1980s, the interna­
tional market declined and hy­
perinflation, international debt, 
and political corruption contrib­
uted to the socioeconomic mar­
ginalization of millions. 

With increasing urbaniza­
tion, the government encour­
aged colonization of the rain­
forests but most of the 
deforestation of the rainforests 
has been done for large-scale 
cattle ranching, profiting a few 
who export beef. 25 Ninety native 
groups in this century have dis­
appeared in the Amazon with 
the invasion and destruction of 
their land, massacres, starvation, 
and communicable diseases 
from which they had no immu­
nity.26 To pay its foreign debt, 
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Brazil has encouraged various 
grandes pTOjectos such as the con­
struction of iron ore smelters, 
further contributing to defores­
tation with the cutting of hard­
wood trees for charcoal fuel. The 
construction of the Tacuri dam, 
which powers factories that pro­
duce minerals like aluminum for 
export, displaced 25,000 people 
and submerged 900 square miles 
of rain forest. 27 

It was not until the late 1970s 
that the faces of the poor in Brazil 
began to be distinguished with 
greater specificity. Prior to then, 
the face of the generic poor was 
that of the male worker. It became 
apparent that women and chil­
dren abandoned by men who 
could not provide for them were 
the poorest of the poor. The num­
bers of single and abandoned 
mothers exploded in direct corre­
spondence to the development 
projects in Brazil's interior.28 The 
prohibitive price of marriage li­
censes made common-law mar­
riages of convenience the rule. Il­
legitimate children had no claim 
to their father's resources. With 
the rise of migration, fathers who 
otherwise would have provided 
for their children neglected such 
responsibility. In 1983, an esti­
mated four million children and 
women between the ages of fIf­
teen and thirty-five in a popula­
tion of 110 million were engaged 
in prostitution.29 Large numbers 
of women engaged in prostitution 
were Afro-Brazilian. Women who 
had worked as domestics, factory 
workers, and venders increasingly 
turned to prostitution enticed by 
the possibility of "earning more 
money in one night of prostitu­
tion than in a month of so-called 
honest work. ,,30 

The Brazilian Church's 
Response to Women 
While it is apparent that poverty 
is not the only or the most signifi­
cant causal factor contributing to 
the context of violence within 
which poor Brazilian women live, 
it took the Brazilian Catholic 
"church ofliberation" some time 
to come to an understanding of 
the interrelationship of factors 
underlying women's oppression. 
The Church of Brazil committed 
itself to the poor and oppressed 
in the 1960s in the aftermath of 
Vatican II and the second gather­
ing of the Conference of Latin 
American bishops at Medellin, 
Colombia. Guider's work, out­
lined in Daughters o/Rahab, shows 
that the Church largely owes its 
conscientization with regard to 
women's oppression to the na­
tional movement of the Pastoral 
da Mulher Marginalizada (P.M.M.) 
which met eight times between 
1974 and 1990.31 These gather­
ings of pastoral agents con­
cerned with the plight of women 
engaged in prostitution evolved 
over a period of time to include 
and then be dominated by the 
voices and agency of prostituted 
women themselves. 

The point was driven home 
that the experience of prostitu­
tion was not a deviation from the 
norm, but an example of the all 
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too common exploitation, 
subordination, degradation, and 
expendability of Brazilian women 
in general. As life stories were 
shared, it became apparent that 
many women entered prostitu­
tion as children and experienced 
multiple forms of abuse including 
incest. They highlighted the in­
terrelated dynamics of machismo 
and sexual discrimination within 
Brazilian culture bringing sexual 
violence, racism, and machismo 
to the fore as urgent issues.32 

These women began to recognize 
that their own internalized op­
pression was reflected in the 
Church's attitude toward women 
and sexuality and demanded that 
the Church promote women's 
rights and stop marginalizing 
prostituted women. They cited 
the plight of street children and 
their own situations of abuse as 
human rights issues. 

By 1990, the eighth gather­
ing of the P.M.M. was led by 
women and no bishops were 
present. They recognized that 
oppressive systems assured that 
women would not revolt through 
the perpetuation of women's 
self-identification as victims. 
They called for unified action 
among the marginalized. They 
became aware that most organi­
zations explicitly committed to 
human and civil rights for 

These women began to recognize that their 
own internalized oppression was reflected in 

the Church's attitude toward women and 
sexuality and demanded that the Church 

promote women's rights and stop 
marginalizing prostituted women. 
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women were not connected with 
the Church. Finally, the church 
ofliberation, aware of the cost it 
would incur if it acknowledged 
the relationship of machismo to 
the patriarchal ethos of the 
Church, the Church's complicity 
in women's oppression, the need 
for the conversion of the 
Church, and the conflict that 
would surely follow any support 
for women's rights with regard to 
their bodies or the Church's 
teachings on human sexuality or 
family, was unwilling or unable 
to align itself with the concerns 
of poor women as women. 

By 1990, the Church negoti­
ated a means for securing the fi­
nancial stability and ongoing vi­
ability of the P.M.M. by helping 
to provide resources to set in 
place an administrative staff and 
center in Sao Paulo known as 
Servicoa Mulher Marginalizada. 

Differing Theologies of 
Ivone Gebara and the 
Vatican 
Ivone Gebara told me the follow­
ing: "Sometimes people have 
said to me, "Your questions are 
the questions of the women." I 
have had to respond, "No. My 
questions are reflections about 
the situations of women." Let me 
give you an example. This hap­
pened about three years ago. I 
went to mass in a place not very 
far from where I live. We were 
going to have a meeting among 
women who were from groups in 
a rural area. They were all very 
poor women. The priest at the 
church where we were gathering 
told us that there would be a 
mass before our meeting. Then 
at the time of communion, the 

priest asked "Who among you 
are living with a man to whom 
they are not married?" Some 
women raised their hands and 
said "I am." The priest said, 
"The women who were not mar­
ried in the Church cannot re­
ceive communion." I felt sick. 
Then he said, "The women who 
have been married only by the 
state in a civil ceremony cannot 
receive communion either." I 
got up to speak and said "Fa­
ther." He was still on the altar 
and I could not go up on the al­
tar, but I said, "Father, this is not 
of the gospel. This exclusion is 
not of the gospel." He said, "I 
don't much like it but I have spo­
ken what I am required to." 
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afraid and have nothing and this 
is why they can follow a theology 
like this. These women do no 
even have the money to marry. I 
create a theology that goes 
against this current. ,,33 

At the most intimate level, 
the context from which Ivone 
Gebara's theology arises is the 
stuff of everyday life among 
poor women in Latin America. 
Ivone keeps her eyes and ears 
and heart open. She arises every 
day in time to begin writing at 
5:00AM and works until 9:00AM 
without interruption before she 
opens her windows to let in the 
sounds of the street, sending out 
a signal to the neighborhood 
that it is all right to knock on her 

The Church produces a type of theology 
marked by a kind of "purity" and exercises 

an oppressive power over women-over our 
bodies . .. 

I create a theology that goes 
against this current. 

What is important here is 
that the women who had sadly 
walked out in response to the 
priest did so because they did not 
have another conception of the­
ology that would allow them to go 
against what he said. This is the 
point of my work. I, as a theolo­
gian, reflect over this situation. 
The Church produces a type of 
theology marked by a kind of 
"purity" and exercises an oppres­
sive power over women-over 
our bodies. We all feel the cost 
of this situation. Impoverished 
women accept without question 
this type of theology. They are 

door and stop by for a visit. Her 
work for the rest of the day is ac­
complished piecemeal accord­
ing to the demands of whatever 
the day might bring. She ac­
knowledges that it is difficult to 
work under such conditions and 
that she does not know for how 
long she can keep it up, but she 
feels it is important to be where 
she is so that she does not lose 
sight of the difficult and some­
times violent reality of the peo­
ple in her barrio and she will stay 
for as long as she is able. Thus 
far, Ivone has managed to live 
and work in northeast Brazil for 
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Ivone notes that though she is not "for 
abortion" ... she insists that the church 

needs to listen to the cries of women who 
are pregnant in the midst of almost 

impossible circumstances and often as a 
result of sexual violence. 

twenty-four of her twenty-nine 
years as a Sister while eking out 
her living by teaching courses 
and doing workshops as well as 
by writing. 

Ivone notes that though she 
is not "for abortion," since she 
has spoken in favor of the legal­
ization and decriminalization of 
abortion, many women in her 
neighborhood have come to talk 
with her. She insists that the 
church needs to listen to the cries 
of women who are pregnant in 
the midst of almost impossible 
circumstances and often as a re­
sult of sexual violence.34 

There are women in these situ­
ations who do have abortions. 
Let us do what we can to help 
these women live. The govern­
ment has the responsibility to 
help women to live. If I am 
asked, ''Are you are for drugs?" 
I say "No. But the govern­
ments need to help those who 
are addicted, who are in this 
difficult situation." I believe 
that even though abortion is a 
different case, there are paral­
lels. We can say that pregnant 
women who are having abor­
tions need access to help from 
the public health system, to 
help from the hospitals, to psy­
chological help. We need to 
know how to put our feet in an­
other's shoes, to know how to 
work with social problems 
without having to resort to uni­
versalizing principles of ethics. 

The Church speaks of "the 
right to life." But what is a par­
ticular life actually like? Who 
has the right to life?35 

While the lives of women in 
Camaragibe is the immediate 
context for Ivone's theology, her 
theology also springs from her 
own deep passion for learning 
and her conviction that women 
have the right to think and to 
question. Theology is for her a 
tool that women can use to raise 
their own questions from their 
own experiences and to create a 
more just world. Theology as a 
tool is the gift that she shares 
with women. She is inspired by 
the life of Mexico's seventeenth 
century feminist, Sor Juana Inez 
de la Cruz. "It is not that I iden­
tifY with all of the sentiments of 
her baroque poetry. It is that she 
fought for women's right to 
think. She is a very important 
figure for Latin American femi­
nist theologians."36 

In spite of Ivone's commu­
nity's cooperation in her silenc­
ing, she insists that her passion for 
learning and thinking has been 
supported by her religious con­
gregation, the Sisters of Our Lady, 
Canonesses of St. Augustine. 

While the starting point for 
Ivone's theology differs from the 
Vatican, in that she speaks as a 
woman (who claims her right to 
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think) and in that she speaks 
from the context of her experi­
ence among poor women, 
Ivone's theology differs as well in 
that she speaks from an 
ecofeminist context. Consonant 
with feminist principles, the 
starting point for her theology is 
experience/life. Based on this 
experience, her theology ema­
nates from two underlying con­
victions: I) that all oflife is inter­
connected and related and 2) 
that all oflife is interdependent. 
These convictions lead her to 
embrace an ethical approach 
that is radically egalitarian. 

EccIesiology 
It is possible to see this in exam­
ining Ivone's ecclesiology which 
is revealed in her article in 
Searching the Scriptures, "The 
Face of Transcendence as a 
Challenge to the Reading of the 
Bible in Latin America."37 It is 
apparent that Ivone has a Vati­
can II understanding of the 
Church as communio, mystery, 
and "People of God."38 At the 
same time, Ivone speaks to the 
presence of the holy in all cre­
ation, not just persons. God is 
all in all. It seems that her con­
cept of church enlarges to in­
clude the entire cosmos. "Every­
thing that exists is relation and 
lives in relation, a vital energy in 
which we exist, a primary mys­
tery that simply is."39 

The human being lives in 
communion with all dlat exists. It 
is to this end that we might see 
ourselves differendy as humans in 
relationship with all that exists­
that we may be called at this point 
in time to let go of our projections 
that create anthropomorphic and 
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sometimes idolatrous images of 
God. Then we can recognize the 
many ways in which the mystery 
of transcendence that we have 
called God is present in our life/ 
experience as well as in the call to 
ethical action on behalf of life. 
Ethical action places us in solidar­
ity with all oflife. 

The radical egalitarianism 
that undergirds Ivone's theology 
is consonant with the Pauline use 
of the word ekklesia as illustrated 
by Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza.40 

The Greek word ekklesia trans­
lated as church, means "public 
assembly of the political commu­
nity" or "democratic assembly of 
full citizens." Ekklesia under­
stands the equality of its mem­
bers in terms of siblings in a fam­
ily and in terms of friendship. 
Though in reality only very few 
freeborn, propertied, educated, 
male heads of household actu­
ally exercised democratic gov­
ernment in the Greek city-state 
in which the notion of democ­
racy was constructed, this mean­
ing of church, says Elisabeth, 
derives from the classical institu­
tion of democracy that promised 
freedom and equality to all its 
citizens.41 She supports this con­
cept of ekklesia with the Pauline 
use of the word soma, indicating 
the body/corporation of Christ. 
Soma, Elisabeth argues, is best 
understood in relation to the 
popular political discourse of 
the time that understood polis or 
city state as a "body politic," in 
which all members were interde­
pendent (1 Cor 12:12-13).42 

Although Ivone has spoken 
of Elisabeth's conception of 
church as a "discipleship of 
equals" within the '} esus move­
ment," Ivone's theology of 

church is conceptually more sim­
ilar to what Mary Rose D'Angelo 
describes as "the reign -of-God 
movement." Noting that a "dis­
cipleship of equals" does not do 
full justice to the charismatic 
character of the movement itself 
since others in the movement 
also acted as prophets, proclaim-
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reign-of-God movement, the 
movement itself is God's 
reign. ,,45 Just as it took a com­
munity, then, to embody God's 
reign, neither can we be the 
reign-of-God alone. Nor can we 
responsibly place the burden of 
realization for this vision on the 
intervention of a super-hero 

Ivone Gebara notes as well that the image of 
the liberator God in practice "sometimes 

seems dangerous." Women are the pi etas of 
war games, accepting on their knees the 

murdered bodies of their loved ones. 

ing God's reign and manifesting 
God's spirit in cures and exor­
cisms, D'Angelo proposes that 
these women and men emerge 
from discipleship to appear as 
Jesus' "companions in the 
spirit.,,43 The gospels give us 
reason to see the movement 
rather than the person of Jesus 
as the locus of the spirit. From 
the perspective of the partici­
pants, "we should probably not 
speak of it as the Jesus move­
ment ... We need to think of it in 
terms of its primary concerns, 
perhaps to speak of it as the 
reign-of~God movement.44 

Such a vision is consonant 
with Ivone's egalitarian princi­
ples as well as her respect for the 
presence of God in all. Impor­
tantly, this vision decenters the 
idea of Jesus as a lone hero or 
Savior. In light of the interde­
pendence of life, an adequate 
soteriology demands that the 
locus of salvation necessarily 
resides within community. 
D'Angelo notes that "for the 

God or liberator Jesus. 
Ivone Gebara notes as well 

that the image of the liberator 
God in practice "sometimes 
seems dangerous. ,,46 Women are 
the pietas of war games, accept­
ing on their knees the murdered 
bodies of their loved ones; they 
have no decisive responses be­
fore a "masculine reason" that 
governs the world; they are ac­
complices in schemas devised 
for the development of weapons 
and the sake of profits. This im­
age ofliberation continues to re­
quire and to justiry sacrifices. "It 
issues invitations to become 
prophets and martyrs, to bear 
witness to the victory of life by 
means of death." 

Ethics 
Ivone Gebara's ethics should be 
situated within a larger context 
of feminist and ecofeminist eth­
ics. I have already noted that, 
for Ivone, we experience God in 
ethical action and that ethical 
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action places us in solidarity 
with all of life. She gives us ad­
ditional insight into her under­
standing of ethics in her essay, 
"The Trinity and Human Expe­
rience, An Ecofeminist Ap­
proach."47 She notes that our 
world seems to have increasingly 
turned to violence and exclu­
sion to solve its problems. We la­
bel things good or bad accord­
ing to the way they affect us. 

conceive an all-powerful and con­
trolling God in the image of the 
powerful of this world-a God 
difficult to reconcile with the trag­
edy of this world, a God whose 
goodness must always be de­
fended. We act with deference to­
ward this God, hoping to be 
treated with consideration. 
Rather, we are invited to find God 
who is transcendent but present 
within us, who calls us to a collec-

Feminist ethics situates the individual within 
the context of community and decisions are 

based, not only on what is best for the 
individual person, but for the sake of the 
whole community and for all of creation. 

Turning to violence is the es­
sence of evil. Evil is a relationship 
that we construct that destroys not 
only our individual lives, but the 
fabric of human life. Within the 
cosmos, we cannot speak. of good 
and evil, but rather of creative and 
destructive action. For example, 
the birth of our solar system re­
quired the destruction of others. 
While our Christian tradition 
teaches us that evil actions arise 
from selfishness and the excess of 
our passions, ethical evil is also 
the result of our limited under­
standing of ourselves in relation­
ship with other beings. It is our 
communion with everything else 
that assures our survival and 
well-being. Because of greed and 
perceived superiority, we create 
systems that function as barriers 
to "protect" us from one another. 
We fool ourselves, becoming blind 
to the ephemeral nature of our in­
dividual lives and projects. We 

tive ethic centered on saving all of 
life. Within a collective ethic, evil 
is the imbalance we create from 
our greed and desire for individ­
ual power. It is manifest as narcis­
sism, excess that is hoarded, the 
idolatry of superiority that in­
duces inferiority, the imposition 
of our gods on others, and exclu­
sive claims to salvation and knowl­
edge of God's will. Within this col­
lective ethic, what is experienced 
as destructive as a result of nature 
can lead us to compassionate ac­
tion. As well, the experience of 
emptiness (such as scarcity or 
lack) can unleash creativity.48 The 
gospel mandate to "Love your 
neighbor as yourself' is our way 
back to balance, but our neighbor is 
inclusive not just of humans but of 
plants and animals and all of the 
creative energies of the earth. 

According to Mary Hunt, 
ethics is core to feminist and 
ecofeminist theology, but it is 
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subordinate in importance to 
other disciplines, such as system­
atics, within traditional theol­
ogy.49 Classical ethics tends to 
prioritize theory and law over 
practical considerations while 
feminist ethics tends to priori­
tize the interdependent survival 
of all of life over law and theory. 
Classical ethics tends to privatize 
ethical actions that prevent us 
from seeing a situation within a 
larger context. An individual 
makes a choice: yes or no. Femi­
nist ethics situates the individual 
within the context of community 
and decisions are based, not only 
on what is best for the individual 
person, but for the sake of the 
whole community and for all of 
creation. At the same time, it is 
acknowledged that "the per­
sonal is political," meaning that 
what is relegated to the personal 
domain of women's lives, such as 
family and sexuality, has politi­
cal consequences and also that it 
arises from or is enforced by po­
litical choices/conditions/power. 

Feminist Ethics Is Always 
Contextual 
Ivone's article, "The Abortion 
Debate in Brazil," shows that her 
ethical reflection is in itself a 
manifestation of feminist ethics 
in action. 50 She begins by ex­
plaining that several years ago 
she was invited to reflect on re­
productive issues as they affect 
poor Brazilian women. As she 
became sensitive to the sexual is­
sues of her neighbors, she was 
drawn into solidarity with them. 
She discovered that poor women 
usually have no choice. They do 
not often use the word freedom, 
yet readily speak of slavery. 
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Legalization of abortion is not 
for them the promotion of a new 
arena of freedom, but a means 
and a minimum condition for 
dignity, and a way to avoid dying 
from illegal abortion. 

Black and indigenous wo­
men are the poorest of the poor, 
and their situation shows how our 
social and economic structures are 
built on racism and sexism. They 
are the first to die. The legaliza­
tion of abortion must be placed in 
this social, economic, and political 
context-it is only a step toward 
making their lives a bit more se­
cure. Criminalization of abortion 
in Brazil is supported by the 
church and state, but in reality, 
this law is only applied to poor 
women. Other issues that need to 
be addressed are housing, diet, 
employment, and health care. 
Moral principles such as an ab­
stract right to life upheld by the 
Church are important, but lose 
meaning in the face of concrete 
reality. A fertilized egg in the 
womb is more protected by patri­
archallaws than a living woman. 51 

The Church does not dem­
onstrate a genuine sense of 
personhood in a collective sense 
that understands that individual 
persons are connected to other 
lives. We survive together. We are 
responsible together. "From such 
a perspective a woman and the 
life in her womb are not two au­
tonomous beings ... A woman is 
an individual and collective per­
son with her own history, but a 
fetus is a 'project' of human be­
ing.,,52 Ivone acknowledges, "We 
[Brazilian feminists 1 want life for 
all, but we know this is not possi­
ble and so do not struggle to up­
hold principles at the cost of un­
necessary suffering of fully-

developed persons.,,53 She ends 
the article by taking into account 
the effects of backlash: the hier­
archical church can declare that 
we are not the church. She com­
mits herself to living out the snug­
gle while taking on the embod­
ied consequences of her actions. 
Ivone, like other feminists has 
raised questions that go to the 
very heart of the Christian tradition. 

Anthropology: 
Re-Interpreting Eve 
In the single most animated 
class I have ever experienced, 
Ivone Gebara deftly led her stu­
dents through a discussion on 
the origin of good and evil in 
Christian myth.54 Myths, Ivone 
began, are a tool that serve a 
purpose. They are in them­
selves neither good nor bad. 
They are filled with symbols 
that hold polyvalent meaning. 
Though myths come from the 
past, they provide in the pres­
ent a foundation for the way a 
society is structured. The story 
of Adam and Eve in the garden 
is used to explain the origin of 
evil. Why? There are so many 
other examples in Scripture 
that could have been used. Why 
not the first murder for exam­
pIe? Why not war? Politically, 
those who wrote the Scriptures 
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in a time when war was sup­
ported by the monarchy, could 
not define war as the origin of 
evil. And why was this story 
placed first in the Bible? Placing 
it first bolstered its power. 
Woman IS considered the 
source of evil. Eve spoke with 
the serpent. Eve ate the fruit. 
But tell me about Eve in this 
story. Eve decides, answered 
one student. She chooses. Eve 
has more power. She wants to 
know. She communicates easily 
with the serpent. She is curious. 
She questions. She does not 
conform. Eve chooses life in the 
moment. She transgresses the 
law. She is the first feminist. 
And what of Adam? asked 
Ivone. He is fearful. He accuses. 
Ivone returned to her lecture; 
the serpent is an ancient symbol 
of fertility, of nature, wisdom, 
and of other cultures' divinities. 
Perhaps this is an indication 
that goddesses still existed. Eve 
does not fear the serpent. But if 
the serpent is a symbol for evil 
in the patriarchal world, then 
evil was already there in the gar­
den before Adam and Eve 
shared an apple. 

This is not a myth about the 
origin of evil, but about the hu­
man condition. Adam and Eve 
inhabit a world where evil is al­
ready present within the system. 

Moral principles such as an abstract right to 
life upheld by the Church are important, but 
lose meaning in the face of concrete reality. 

A fertilized egg in the womb is more 
protected by patriarchal laws than a living 

woman. 
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This theory holds that Jesus intended that a 
church would develop following his death 
and foresaw the structure it would take so 

that the hierarchical nature of the church is 
divinely instituted. Vatican II did not displace 
this model, but it did place less emphasis on 

a chain-of-command approach and more 
emphasis on collegial responsibility. 

Women did not produce patriar­
chy. In this story, there is a fall of 
women's wisdom. What is nega­
tive is the law, not the serpent. 
Humans did not create evil. Hu­
mans can act wrongly. In our re­
interpretation, Eve has the face 
of a woman with power. The law 
is a prohibition for both Adam 
and Eve. Evil is the result of rei a­
tionship gone wrong. 

How was God portrayed in 
this story? Ivone again queried 
her students. God is untrusting. 
Stupid, responded one student. 
God did not want Adam and Eve 
to eat something good. He had 
little generosity. He was egocen­
tric. He was a punisher and a dic­
tator. He was a boss. An owner. 
Arrogant. In a different vein, 
one student offered, he could be 
considered paternalistic and pa­
ternalistic could be interpreted 
as good; he provided them with 
abundance, protected them and 
put limits on them for their own 
wellbeing. When was this story 
written, Ivone asked? It says it is 
written in the reign of Solomon. 
What were Solomon's interests? 
He would have been suspicious 
of women's wisdom. He had mil­
itary interests. He wanted con­
trol. And finally, what is the 

image of God in this story? The 
image of God is the image of Sol­
omon. If the image of God is the 
image of Solomon then what is 
the essence of evil? It is to take 
the power of the king. It is to be 
disobedient to the king. This 
myth supports the control of 
men and women by the law of 
the king. Social control is 
achieved in the control of plea­
sure, the control of culture, and 
the control of bodies. This myth 
serves theo-political purposes. 
God has the face of those who 
have power. Thus, Ivone con­
cluded at the end of the 
discussion, this myth is used to 
maintain and support hierarchy 
within society. 

Theology of Religious Life 
Anthropological understandings 
undergird differing theologies of 
religious life. The differences in 
theology of religious life exempli­
fied by Ivone Gebara on the one 
hand and by the Vatican on the 
other have their roots in different 
conceptions of authority proper 
to different ecclesiologies. As 
pointed out by Mary Aim Hins­
dale in an unpublished lecture on 
the subject of competing 
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ecclesiologies as they affect Sis­
ters, both the hierarchical model 
of church preferred by the Vati­
can currently and the church that 
is the "People of God" adopted by 
congregations of renewed Sisters 
in response to the mandates of the 
Second Vatican Council are based 
in Scripture. 55 The understand­
ing of the church as hierarchical is 
supported by the pastoral epis­
tles, especially I and II Timothy, 
and by Matt 16: 18 as well as by a 
certain use of "body of Christ" im­
agery that emphasizes the head­
ship of Christ rather than the mu­
tuality of members. The Church 
conceived as the "People of God" 
fits better within a charismatic 
model of church as evidenced es­
pecially in the early Christian 
community at Corinth. 

Justification for women's 
subordination (1 Tim 2:13-14) 
within the hierarchical ecclesi­
ology of the Vatican is supported 
by the pastoral epistles' appeal to 
the creation stories (Genesis 
1-3). Adam was created first, 
then Eve; Eve, not Adam, "was 
deceived and became a trans­
gressor." As described by Thomas 
Rausch, within the hierarchical 
model, authority is exclusively 
identified with those who hold of­
fice, all of whom are ordained 
men. 56 The principle of apostolic 
succession is key to the model 
such that it follows a chain of 
command beginning with Christ 
who passed it to Peter then 
through the apostles, to the bish­
ops, the priests and eventually to 
the laity (who hold no authority). 

This theory holds that Jesus 
intended that a church would 
develop following his death and 
foresaw the structure it would 
take so that the hierarchical na-
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ture of the church is divinely in­
stituted.57 Vatican II did not dis­
place this model, but it did place 
less emphasis on a chain-of­
command approach and more 
emphasis on collegial responsi­
bility for the Apostolic Tradition 
understood to be entrusted by 
Christ to the apostles and then 
passed on through the bishops. 
"The idea of a communal apos­
tolic succession (tradition, hand­
ing on) of faith is ancient-it 
goes back to Irenaeus who at the 
same time saw the actual (physi­
cal) succession of bishops I teach­
ers as being a sign of and ensur­
ing the continuity offaith."58 

Church authorities may be 
necessary for good governance, 
but they share in the church's 
teaching office like all others 
whose charism is based on pro­
fessional training and compe­
tence. Within such a model, the 
views expressed by those in au­
thority would be the expression 
of the beliefs of the faithful as a 
whole. Among the mandates of 
the Second Vatican Council 
taken up by congregations of Sis­
ters were three notable require­
ments: the religious institutes 
were to convene representative 
assemblies or general chapters 
within three years; these were to 
be preceded by consultative pro­
cesses involving every one of 
their members; and prevailing 
practices were to be set aside by 
the general chapter for a period 
of experimentation. 59 Nadine 
Foley points out that Sisters saw 
the mandate for total consulta­
tion as a call to incorporate the 
ideas of collegiality and 
subsidiarity enunciated in the 
Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church. They chose to embrace 

these ideals out of concern for 
the authenticity of the church's 
mission in the modern world. 60 

If there were to be a new 
Church, there would be a new re­
ligious life, Foley continues. 
Within a few years, Sisters real­
ized changes in lifestyle, changes 
in the orientation of their minis­
tries, changes in their internal 
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fact, properly laity. Sisters who 
once saw themselves as the ser­
vants of the hierarchical church 
began to see themselves as the 
servants of the community of the 
baptized. Many Sisters have em­
braced an eco-theology that en­
larges their focus of mission to 
include all of life. Ivone is 
among Sisters who have taken 

Church authorities may be necessary for 
good governance, but they share in the 

church's teaching office like all others whose 
charism is based on professional training 

and competence. 

organization and government, 
and changes in their leadership. 
Gradually, mature women en­
dowed with their own personal 
and religious authority lastingly 
embraced a participative and 
collegial form of religious life 
marked by the element of con­
sultation. As Sisters reflected on 
the charisms of their founders, 
they began to see them as per­
sons consumed with gospel zeal 
to meet the needs of the times 
and were inspired to let go of 
mmlstries that no longer 
seemed needed or relevant. 

While Sisters prior to the 
Second Vatican Council had de­
rived meaning from seeing 
themselves as separated from 
the concerns of the world and as 
occupants of an entirely sacred 
realm, renewed congregations of 
Sisters no longer separated sa­
cred from secular. Additionally, 
they took hold of the Council's 
assertion that Sisters were, in 

the renewal of religious life seri­
ously. She has referred to the 
model of community in which 
she lives as an "insertion 
model.,,61 Within such a model, 
Sisters do not live in large num­
bers in convents but in small 
communities in housing gener­
ally located in poor neighbor­
hoods. The goal for such com­
munities is to become a part of 
the neighborhood in order to be, 
in the words of Leonardo Boff, 
"God's witness in the heart of the 
world."62 

Within the hierarchical 
model of church undergirded by 
the theology of the pastoral epis­
tles, Sisters are regarded in what 
seems to me to be remarkably 
similar ways to the treatment of 
the order of widows in those same 
passages. Sisters, like widows, are 
to dress modestly, be silent and 
give up teaching insofar as their 
teaching does not serve the pur­
poses or designs of the hierarchy. 
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As women, Sisters are subordi­
nate to men and as women with 
an ecclesial identity, they must 
properly submit their authority 
to the hierarchy of the Church.63 

Because of such an under­
standing, Sisters can be at a high 
risk for silencing within the 
Church. For those Sisters whose 
lives are based on a theology of 
religious life that fits more 
within a charismatic model of 
church, it can be quite a contra­
dictory experience to be treated 
in the fashion in which the Vati­
can has treated Ivone Gebara, 
for example. By such treatment, 
the Vatican actually stifles the 
working of the Spirit among Sis­
ters and leaves them in a bind: 
Sisters are denied the possibility 
of using their gifts for the sake of 
the Church, which defeats the 
very purpose of their vocation. 
As well, those who would receive 
their gifts are impoverished. 
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63 This is underscored in 
Francine Cardman's essay, 
"'Religious' and 'Lay' as Sta­
tuses in the Church," in Au­
thOlity, Community and Conflict, 
ed. Madonna Kolbenschlag 
(Kansas City, MO: Sheed and 
Ward, 1986), 38-43 and in 
Mary Jo Weaver's essay, "In­
side Outsiders" in her 1985 
book, New Catholic Women (San 
Francisco: Harper, 1985), 
71-108. When Gov. James 
Blanched appointed Agnes 
Mary Mansour as director of 
the Michigan Department of 
Social Services in 1982, she 
took the position with the ap­
proval of her congregation 
and the archbishop of Detroit, 
Edmund Szaka. This, in spite 
of the fact that her job would 
entail the allocation of funds 
for Medicaid-funded abor­
tions. She made clear her posi­
tion that while she did not 
support abortion, she would 
not interfere with funding 
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abortion for poor women. 
Neither did she wish for the 
return of pre-legal abortion 
days that caused women "a 
good deal of suffering." 
Mansour was not the only 
Catholic to have been in such 
a sensitive position. Joseph 
Califano, former secretary of 
the department of Health, Ed­
ucation, and Welfare, Mario 
Cuomo, governor of New 
York, and the Catholic layman 
who was Mansour's immediate 
predecessor in Michigan did 
not provoke the sanction vis­
ited on Mansour. The ClUX of 
the matter as far as Rome was 
concerned was the fact that 
she took the position she did 
as a nun. In fact, it was more 
than her ecclesial identity that 
was at issue. It was also the fact 
that she was a woman, as evi­
denced by the relentless atten­
tion focused on Geraldine 
Ferraro's position on abortion. 
Ferraro's position was in fact 
much the same as that of many 
male Roman Catholic senators 
and representatives whose 
positions were not targeted by 
the Catholic hierarchy. 



Rights of Members 
The View of American Civil Law and the Perspective of 
Canon Law 

Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M., J.D. and Victoria Vondenberger, R.S.M., J.e.L. 

(ER) When a president denies a Sister in first pro­
fession approval for renewal of vows or advance­
ment to final profession, after a woman's many 
years of membership, whatever the reason, certain 
legal issues arise. Every member is a human being 
and a citizen, not only a woman baptized in the 
church and professing religious vows. Her rights as 
a human being and citizen also come into play es­
pecially because today the Sister is usually no lon­
ger in her twenties with most oflife ahead of her. 

(VV) Canonically, a Sister in temporary profession has 
few rights regarding continued membership in the In­
stitute. For the Sisters of Mercy ofthe Americas in the 
current structure, she is admitted to first profession 
by the regional president with consent of her Council 
(Constitutions § 39) and admitted to renewal of vows 
or extended temporary profession by the regional 
president with advice (consent not required) of her 
Council (§ 43). For admission to perpetual profes­
sion, the Institute president needs to have the con­
sent of her council and the recommendation of the re­
gional president (§ 43). In universal law, Canon 689 
requires that the competent major superior hear her 
council (not necessarily obtain their consent) and 
have "just causes" for exclusion from perpetual pro­
fession (Institute president) or from renewal of vows 
(regional president). Even serious illness which might 
prevent the woma n from su pporti ng herself wh ich 
was contracted after temporary profession could be 
considered a just cause for not admitting the woman 
to perpetual profession provided the illness was not 
caused by negligence of the Institute (689 §2). How 
could we as Sisters of Mercy inflict such violence on 
the life of an ill member? Only if the Sister has be­
come insane is the Institute obligated canonically to 
keep her and provide for her needs (689 § 3). 

(ER) A religious community should have internal 
structures which parallel the protections of basic 
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rights that the state requires of employers: objec­
tive standards to which employers are held 
accountable in decision making to terminate work­
ers, public norms that forbid discriminatory intent 
or conduct by employers, viable grievance proce­
dures by which a worker can ask for review of deci­
sions, and the availability of "union" protection. 

(VV) Each member of the Institute has all the rights of 
the baptized as well as those specified for religious in 
Church law. Canon 227 specifies that all lay mem­
bers of the Church (religious are laity according to 
canon law unless they are ordained clerics) "have the 
right to have recognized that freedom which all citi­
zens have in the affairs of the earthly city." We do not 
lose our rights as citizens when we make religious 
profession while we may choose to limit exercise of 
some of those rights such as ownership of property 
because of a vow of poverty. 

(ER) An important issue in preventing a woman 
from renewing vows or making final profession 
concerns a woman's property interests. Most tem­
porarily professed members of religious communi­
ties today did not enter immediately after high 
school so they have invested their work-life provid­
ing for their sustenance, their medical needs, and 
care for themselves in retirement. Thus, the real 
issue when a superior prevents a woman from 
remaining vowed is not only severance from the 

A religious community should 
have internal structures which 

parallel the protections of basic 
rights that the state requires of 

employers. 
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social and religious life ofthe community, but also 
the loss of medical and retirement benefits, and the 
impoverishment of having lost opportunity to ac­
quire property or build up investments based on 
one's credit record and work history. 

(VV) A woman religious as a member of the Church 
has the right (canon 231) to "decent remuneration" 
appropriate to the work she does. She also has a right 
to "social provision, social security, and health bene­
fits to be duly provided." As Sisters of Mercy, how 
could we be less than just with a member who has 
given of herself and her time and talents with the in­
come from her work accru i ng to the Institute d u ri ng 
her time of temporary profession? Do we not owe her 
provision for her future including her retirement years 
perhaps proportionate to the years of service she has 
rendered in the Institute? Even if the Institute has pro­
vided hereducation/trainingfor ministry, does she not 
still deserve means to provide for her future, particu­
larly if she may be ill and that is part of the reason for 
not permitting her to make final vows? 

(ER) The state regards the religious community, 
under its tax-exempt status as a nonprofit corpora­
tion, as the "employer" of the Sister-member from 
the time she becomes a candidate. The principle 
for dealing with a member equitably and legally is 
based on the position of the congregation as em­
ployer. While canon law states that a departing 
member cannot claim "back salary," the congrega­
tion still has a legal obligation to the member as its 
employee to compensate her, for example, for the 
equivalent of social security payments that would 
have been made by a secular employer for the em­
ployment positions she held. 

As Sisters of Mercy, how could 
we be less than just with a 
member who has given of 

herself and her time and talents 
with the income from her work 
accruing to the Institute during 

her time of temporary 
profession? 

This is all the more necessary if a congregation 
has paid the minimum social security payments 
while she was a member, while at the same time they 
funded a self-insured retirement program for 
members. A departing member should receive a fi­
nancial compensation for her retirement propor­
tional to the years she "worked for" the community 
as a membel: The same principle of equity applies 
to medical insurance and an extension of coverage 
for a certain period of time after departure, just as 
employees can obtain when they find themselves 
between jobs. 

It is usual for women entering religious life to­
day, many years after high school, to have acquired 
property, in the form of real estate, personal pos­
sessions, and financial investments, together with 
social security quarters, job-related pensions, and 
medical benefits. The human and civil rights of 
women who enter a religious institute in midlife 
should be protected, not jettisoned in the name of 
the vow of poverty as invoked by leadership who 
entered after high school. 

(VV) In many cases, women who come to religious life 
having completed high school and college are already 
prepa red for fu II ti me work so do not even receive 
from the community professional education and 
training during their years in temporary profession. 
How could we consider it just not to compensate 
them for the years of service within the Institute by 
providing adequate funds for them to begin lay life 
again and funds to begin their retirement plans? 

(ER) When a woman joins a religious congregation, 
she enters into covenant with the members. That is, 
she makes a contract to rely on the congregation 
for support, and to comply with the "rules" in re­
turn for security about her future. It is a violation of 
basic mutual contractual obligations to expect an 
entrant to assume the entire risk by giving up own­
ership or title to her property while the congrega­
tion assumes no risk and instead "holds the keys" 
by retaining lie right to dismiss her any time prior 
to final vows without due process, appeal, account­
ability for the reasons, or independent review. This 
condition for joining destroys the possibility of a 
true covenant or contract. Joining instead becomes 
a form of female servitude to patriarchal (matri­
archal?) authority and caprice. 
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(VV) One of the most basic rights that flows from natu­
rallaw and is restated in Church law is the right to de­
fend oneself and one's rights (canon 221). This right of 
defense is so basic that any act that violates it is null 
and void (example canon 1620.7), even an act of the 
supreme pontiff himself. Should the Constitutions pro­
vide ways that a temporarily professed Sister may ap­
peal the decision of a regional president not to allow 
her to renew vows or the decision of the I nstitute presi­
dent not to permit her to make perpetual vows? 

(ER) A theology of the vow of poverty should be re­
thought and brought into accord not only with the 
current realities of women's lives, but with the ex­
perience of Catherine McAuley. It takes acknowl­
edgment of our multifaceted identity as women, 
education in new areas, competent legal advice, 
and a more humane vision to devise means for pro­
tecting entrants' financial interests. This can be 
done through such standard means as trusts and 
joint-property titles. To require a midlifewoman to 
revert to the unpropertied state she had at eigh­
teen as the condition for first vows is not realistic. 
Nor is it fair and just, especially when a Sister in 
first vows must deal with confusion and conflict in 
the governance structure over who holds the power 
to decide whether she has a vocation or not. 

(VV) Besides the right of defense, each member of the 
Christian faithful has the right to choose a personal 
state of life (canon 219). Of course, the Institute 
should have some say about whether a woman is 
suited to membership in that Institute. However, ex­
cluding someone from continuing membership 
should be a most grave decision, not the whim of 
whoever happens to be in authority. The responsible 
authority must respect the right of this woman to dis­
cern and choose religious life in this Institute. Only for 
clearly just reasons (canon 689) maya woman be ex­
cluded from continuing in vowed mernbership. Re­
garding the idea of arranging a trust for the assets a 
woman possesses when she comes to religious life 

To require a midlife woman to 
revert to the unpropertied state 

she had at eighteen as the 
condition for first vows is not 
realistic. Nor is it fair and just. 

which would be maintained until she might make 
perpetual vows when she would cede ownership be­
cause of a vow of poverty, such an arrangement could 
be provided by the Constitutions of a religious insti­
tute, which would then be respected by universal 
Church law. 

(ER) A substantive injustice-indeed violence-is 
done to all members by lack of a viable review pro­
cedure by which leadership is held accountable to 
the congregation for processes that deny approval 
for renewal of vows or advancement to final profes­
sion. It would benefit leaders and members alike to 
have education in the federal and state laws that 
protect women in the workplace, and revisions 
made to current congregational policies about "re­
tention" and "termination." 

IVV) The various commentaries on the 1983 Code of 
Canon Lawall note that in charity and justice, con­
cerns that would prevent a woman from continuing as 
a vowed member should have been pointed out to her 
by those responsible for her formation. The Canon 
Law Society of America commentary adds that, if a 
member in temporary profession cannot see that she 
is not physically or psychologically unsuited for the 
Institute, the competent superior should have re­
course to appropriate experts in the matter to assist 
the superior and the member in dealing with the is­
sues. If we as Sisters of Mercy would call our cowork­
ers and our world to justice, we must first be just 
among ourselves. 
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Discussion Questions 

(Arnold/Sweeney) '1f our life is not more human and happier, then it does not have amlein the 
world in seeking harmony before all. We need to reframe the human in all dimensions, and to ask 
ourselves if weare dehumanized, and even cruel, in the name of observing the basic tenets of conse­
cmted life . .. How many pious infantilisms,justijications of ideology, and betrayals tosimply being 
human, exist in our communities?" 

Arnold uses the criterion of "being human" as a test for the refoundation of consecrated 
life. What past practices in religious life were reformed because of this criterion? Are 
there other aspects of Mercy practice and governance that should be changed for the 
same reason-to promote a culture that is "more human and happier"? 

(Ching) '/I way fmward was being sought,and Kortright Davis in particular highlighted the po­
tential for "emancipation" thatlies in African values and the Caribbean spirit of resiliency, celebra­
tion, creativity,· and freedom to counter the effects of persistent poverty, cultural alienation, and 
dependency that he identified as the major problems that are endemic to the region. " 

Should Mercies concerned about social justice advocate "ending poverty" intheform of 
economic assistance from the first world? In what circumstances does mere "foreign aid" 
to the Caribbean perpetuate a form of slavery and dependency, preventing "emancipa­
tion" and interfering with the region's sense of cultural integrity? What conscious­
ness-raising is needed? What forms of support by Mercy Sisters would promote economic 
development, cultural pride, and regional autonomyin the Caribbean? 

(Cobey) '/It the most intimate level, the context from which Ivone Gebam's theology arises is the 
stuff of everyday life among poor women in Latin America. " 

What do you believe the Church should be saying and doing on behalf of women, besides 
its declarations about abortion? What are Mercy Sisters and Associates you know saying 
and doing on behalf of women? What difference does" everyday life among poor women" 
make on your personal ministerial choices? 

(Farley) "Dorothy Day is remembered for her calm acceptance of church authority when it came to 
obedience in action . ... At the same time, she wrote that we are obligated also to obey 'the least 
ones-the least of my sisters and brothers.' We are, in other words, to be obedient to the needs and 
claims of every living thing, not only of the powerful, whether in church or society. " 

What needs of what persons in church and society make a claim on you that are as com­
pelling for you as your belief in the fundamental doctrines of the church? 

(Continued on page 62) 
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(Ruffing) "She also embraced contemporary developments in Catholic theology and spiritual­
ity~the beginnings of historical criticism and better understandings of the Scriptures, the early litur­
gical movement and a return to practice of frequent communion. She Was deeply engaged in trying to 
harmonize faith and reason, faith and democracy, faith and culture. In many ways, she was cleady 
an exceptional prototype of a happily married lay woman, educated in her faith, immeTSed in society 
and carrying out in a secular context the specific forms of the lay apostolate that Vatican II would en­
vision a half a century later. " 

What aspects of the story of Elisabeth Leseur resonate with your formative education in 
the faith and practice of Mercy spirituality, and translation of your faith into the kind· of 
relationships you have with family and friends? 

(Sunderman) '/I strength of both theologians is the fact that they do not reify grace. Rather, Rahner and 
Boff explore the essence of grace in terms of relationality. Rahner especially examines grace in terms of 
sUTrender to Absolute Mystery. Boff and Rahner both highlight that grace, manifested in the love of 
neighbor, is an expression of the love of God. " 

What is your lived experience of grace? Is it a "thing" in the form of strength or help that 
comes to you from God? Or do you experience grace as arising out of interactions you 
have with other persons, that you recognize as God's presence? 
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