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Summer, 1993 

Ii, we celebrate three years of publication and we are grateful for your 
ny of you have written to tell us what you think about a particular article 
~es coming up. Please continue to write and to let us know how the 
JU and to those with whom we partner in community and ministry. 

the realization that although our layout and printing costs are manage­
us from operating with a responsible bottom line. Therefore, note the 
)n page 11 of this issue. Of course, those subscribing or re-subscribing 
Ibject to the previous lower rate. In addition, Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt, 
fiting the journal and I will become the executive director for the Mercy 
'gy. So, if you wish to write for the journal, please direct your ideas to 
. this issue. 

s issue and the question resounding in my mind is, "what are we, who 
:ns of Catherine McAuley's life, about? What are we about in health 
,orate ministries? What are we about as women in our church? What are 
:leed, women in the cosmos? What are we about as we retell the myths 
s for our parishes, our schools, our communities? Not only what are we 
attempt to be faithful to our legacy of solidarity with the poor and 

Illness of life in church and society . 

. beit out of context, suffice for a word of hope here. "God has been act­
ation was born." Thank God. But the challenge also resounds. "What 
I about?" 

With great respect for your work and prayer, 



Leading the Way: 
Women Religious in Healthcare 

Ellen Greeley, RSM 

I. THE HERITAGE 
Pioneer Healers: The history of women religious 

in American Health Care tells the moving story of the 
beginnings and growth of Catholic healthcare ministry 
across the United States, the wonderful perseverance 
of thoSe early sisters, and the significance of the heal­
ing ministry to the presence of the Church in this 
country. Through ministry to immigrants, the home­
less, and the sick of every class and creed, through 
epidemics of cholera, influenza and typhoid, through 
war, women religious brought healing and comfort as 
best they could, in the name and with the compassion 
of Christ. Their bravery helped break down bigotry 
and earned the esteem and trust of church and state 
leaders.' 

Alongside other Christian and public healthcare 
efforts of their time, and with the blessing of church 
authorities, the work of Catholic sisters took shape. As 
one physician described the development in his city, 
"Its growth has been steady and uniform, until we 
now lay the foundation of a magnificent structure 
which will remain for years ... a perpetual monument 
to the liberality and charity of its founders, and an asy­
lum for the suffering and afflicted of many genera­
tions."2 

Since in the beginning Catholic facilities were 
staffed exclusively by sisters, who learned nursing 
skills from physicians and from their own experience, 
sisters realized the need to attract and prepare lay 
women as professional nurses. In this effort they led 
the way in the United States.' A new field thus opened 
for the development and leadership oflay women. 

... women religious ... have 
been identified with Catholic 
health care in this country for 
more than a hundred years. 

With the assistance of physicians, trained lay 
women, nurses, and others, women religious 
administered and supervised every department of their 
institutions. For this reason they have been identified 
with Catholic healthcare in this country for more than 
a hundred years. 

The Present 
After a period of unprecedented growth in their 

own numbers and expansion of healthcare services, 
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the religious and societal changes of the 1960's 
occurred. Research now demonstrates the present 
trend: a twenty-year decline in the number of religious 
available to staff healthcare institutions. 

In a recently completed ministry study for the 
Leadership Conference of Women Religious, Anne 
Munley, IHM, analyzed data supplied by community 
leaders on the current distribution of women religious 
in eight categories of the healthcare ministry. The fol­
lowing graphic illustrates this distribution.' 

1991 Distribution of Sisters in Health Care by Percent 
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When community leaders were asked to project 
whether the number of members in these ministries 
(which they reported as 7,087 in 1991) would be like­
ly to change or remain the same by 1996, large per­
centages indicated that they anticipated decreases in 
full-time ministry and increases in part-time and vol­
unteer ministry.' 

Reflection 
Heroic women religious, with faith and business 

acumen, brought into being the Catholic healthcare 
structures of the church in the United States. One 
measure of their service: the 47,635,520 patients who 
received care in Catholic hospitals in1991.' 

It is clear, however, that diminished numbers and 
the aging of women religious are resulting in less visi­
bility in healthcare institutions and determining spon­
sorship decisions for the future. It is, in fact, the time, 
already contemplated by Doris Gottemoeller, RSM, in 
her article, "Institutions Without Sisters" when 
"women religious are nearly invisible in Catholic 
institutions--diminished in number, reduced in promi­
nence, and active chiefly through structures such as 
boards or mission-effectiveness offices.''' 

The following paragraphs briefly describe efforts 
toward mission effectiveness in Catholic healthcare, 



efforts initiated in the late 1970's through the vision 
and leadership of Concilia Moran, RSM, and contin­
ued today with religious sponsorsl1ip and ways by 
which religious and laity walk and share together as 
lay persons assume increasing responsibility for the 
healing ministry of the church. 

II. MISSION EFFECTIVENESS 
Although the presence of women religious in 

Catholic healthcare institutions has dramatically 
declined, the spirituality of service that characterized 
their ministry from the beginning is being preserved 
and renewed. 

Mission effectiveness, sometimes now called mis­
sion services, sponsorship assurance, philosophy 
implementation, values (or) mission integration, is an 
effort to continue the integration of Christian! Catholic 
teachings, traditions and values into every facet of 
Catholic healthcare life. In the diversity and complexi­
ty of healthcare today the aim is that the healing pres­
ence of Christ be visible-through rituals, symbols, 
corporate policies, and conduct. As Sister Concilia 
recognized, the effectiveness of the mission remains 
intimately linked now as in the early foundations, and 
the early church, with the growth of faith community.8 

In organizational terms, values rooted in the 
Judeo-Christian heritage and the traditions of the 
founding religious' community, such as compassionate 
care, respect, excellence, stewardship and justice, are 
operationalized through a continuing cycle of 1) artic­
ulation, 2) education, 3) implementation, and 4) 
assessment. Initial formation or ongoing formation in 
Catholic teaching and in the challenges of one's own 
faith commitment, while directed mainly to senior and 
middle management, are intended to foster an atmo­
sphere of hospitality and healing throughout the 
healthcare facility.' Whatever the organizational pro­
cess used, leaders are expected to internalize and pub­
licly model the values in their decisions and adminis­
trative style. 

The Mission Role 
The mission role or fuoction is to assist, challenge 

and support healthcare leadership in its effort to keep 
gospel values in clear focus. Beyond awareness-build­
ing and mission statements, beyond mentoring, the 
individual appointed to the mission role must be 
involved in "mainstreaming" values.to Strategic plan­
ning, selection of leadership, ethics, outreach efforts 
for the poor are some areas of mission involvement. 

By 1992, at least 85% of Catholic healthcare insti­
tutions which responded to a Catholic Health Associ­
ation survey reported having a defined mission imple­
mentation function. At least three-fourths of these had 
a full, or in smaller facilities, a part-time position. 
Another 15% had mission committees.1I 

Although women religious remain heavily counted 
on for mission administrative work, (according to the 
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CHA survey nearly 73% were either sponsoring group 
members or members of other religious congrega­
tions), a smooth transition is already underway. Except 
for the 1.7% who were clergy, over 23% of mission 
administrative positions were filled by Catholic or 
non-Catholic lay persons." 

Reflection 
Since the first housing, and then building of 

healthcare ministries, women religious have never 
imagined that they could accomplish the work alone. 
Under the banner of institutions named Mercy, 
Charity, St. Joseph, St. Jobo, St. Elizabeth or St. Mary 
-millions of laity have been attracted to serve. Under 
the direction of or side-by-side with women religious, 
medical professionals, benefactors and volunteers 
have created sacred places where members of the 
Body of Christ suffer and heal, are born and die. 

Catholic healthcare system leaders are now 
engaged in conversations and planning with all those 
committed to the continuance of the Catholic health­
care ministry. The forms of sponsorship that emerge, 
with God's grace, will extend this service of the 
church into the next century. As changes are made 
along the way, there are two corporate values in partic­
ular that women religious could emphasize. These val­
ues concern appropriate models for healthcare gover­
nance, and a need for a wider "selection pool" from 
which lay leaders could be drawn. Attention to these 
areas could do much to further a vision 2000 of 
Catholic healthcare. 

m. THE LAY LEADERSHIP MODEL: 
A CORPORATE VALUE 

As women religious relinquished their CEO roles 
in Catholic healthcare institutions, the administrative 
positions for the most part went to lay men who were 
already trained in various levels of management. 
Following is a diagram of the change by gender of 
CEOs since 1965.13 

Numbers of CEOs of Catholic Hospitals: 
All Religious, All Lay, Lay Male, Lay Female 
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While lay men did gradually assume leadership of 
Catholic hospitals, women religious retained sponsor-



ship and remained a significant presence in their insti­
tutions. As the LCWR data implies, however, this 
model no longer can or should be maintained. Reli­
gious sponsors, in fact, were challenged by the Com­
mission on Catholic Healthcare Ministry in 1988 to 
"plan now for a change to predominantly lay models 
of sponsorship" and further, "to develop and imple­
ment programs which identify, recruit, and prepare 
persons for leadership in the Catholic health 
ministry. "14 

What is the predominantly lay model for which 
we should be planning, and what persons should we 
already be preparing for leadership? 

There is little doubt 
about the model 

most needed in our time ... 
a model 

of collaboration. 

There is little doubt about the model most needed 
in our time. Journals and conferences stress its signifi­
cance and experience attests to its effectiveness. 
Women religious know it well: a model of collabora­
tion. A governing style that frees and empowers, the 
model employs a process of consensus-building, 
teamwork, and partnership. Examples abound: the 
Leadership Conference of Women Religious collabo­
rating with the Conference of Major Superiors of 
Men, and both ofthese leadership groups with bishops 
addressing concerns of Catholic ministry and retire­
ment needs of religious communities. Local collabora­
tion of lay and religious leaders with ecumenical and 
civic groups form, for example in St. Louis, the 
Archbishop's Commission on Community Health. The 
possibilities are endless and exciting. From the circle 
of a neighborhood-watch to environmental groups 
around the globe, a new way to live and work is being 
discovered. It is as if the earth itself calls forth a col­
laborative/ partnership model." 

We must ask our own healthcare institutions if the 
style of governing could be more collaborative, if all 
efforts possible are made to network with other groups 
in their area. There is a concern that Catholic health­
care groups in the U.S. are not yet fully collaborating 
with each other, and so not using a great power for 
good. Women religious still sponsor 57 health systems 
with several hundred facilities. Considering that "col­
laboration among Catholic providers of healthcare 
could help not only in providing healthcare but also 
lead to availability of healthcare for the poor and the 
possible emergence of new models of sponsorship," 
we know that we must find the way.!6 
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Selection of Lay Leadership 
Attention also must be directed to those being 

identified and prepared for leadership in Catholic 
healthcare. Healthcare policy analyst, Emily 
Friedman, assures us that an "inevitable change" is 
upon us. It involves a shift from a male-dominated 
physician profession to one dominated by women.!7 
Many lay women feel that "Catholic healthcare hasn't 
caught up with the women's movement." We see the 
modest showing of women on the diagram included 
here, and this suggests another but related area for col­
laboration. How can Catholic healthcare institutions 
best make the transition from a largely women reli­
gious/lay men picture of governance to a gender and 
racially gender-inclusive one? How can the image of 
highly trained, freshly groomed young men in line for 
administrative succession be balanced with lay 
women of equal capabilities who would bring to the 
decision-making table some similar but also different, 
equally valuable, competencies?!' What would a men­
torship program for outstanding women, especially 
Catholic women, look like? Could such a program be 
expanded for both qualified women and men of 
diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds? Women reli­
gious have the opportunity through the model of col­
laboration, through dialogne, cooperation and consen­
sus-building, through the nitty-gritty of planning and 
perhaps the testing ground of financial commitment, 
to bring into being such a mentorship program. 

Reflection 
Ninety-five percent of all Catholic healthcare 

sponsors are still religious communities of women.!' 
From these religious communities come nationally 
recognized leaders who have been helping to shape a 
new national healthcare policy for the United States. 
Among the pioneers on this new path into the future 
are the Mercy healthcare systems which have created 
a Leadership Development Pro-gram to develop lead­
ers who will carryon the healing ministry of the 
church through Catholic healthcare." 

As present sponsors of numerous health care 
walks and collaborators in many others, we pray for 
the success of alI'the transitioning, transforming 
efforts. We give thanks to God for our healthcare her­
itage and hold great hope for the future. 
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Why Corporate Ministry? 
Patricia McCann, RSM 

Last February the Omaha regional community 
invited me to reflect with sisters who serve on the 
boards of their sponsored ministries on the topic "Why 
Corporate Ministry?" Having served on a number of 
boards for the Pittsburgh regional community and 
aware of the complex realities of sponsorship in the 
1990's, I welcomed the opportunity to pursue this 
question. The fruits of preparation for that workshop 
appear in synopsis form in this essay. 

First, let me clarify my understanding of the tenn 
corporate ministry. Can the ministerial activity of a 
member of a religious congregation be anything but 
corporate? Whatever my current ministry, in that role 
my personal identity is necessarily integrated with my 
Sister of Mercy identity. It seems to me that the 
dichotomy between individual ministry (often "hands 
on" direct service) and institutional ministry is false 
and generates wmecessary tension. Gospel ministry in 
its inclusive nature embraces a botb/and rather than 
the divisive either/or stance. Hence, we might say that 
Sisters of Mercy engage in corporate ministry in indi­
vidual presence settings and in sponsored-institution 
settings. The challenge is to connect all of these areas 
enabling the resources of the haves to be shared with 
the have-nots. Catherine McAuley spoke of it as build­
ing bridges between the rich and the poor. 

Sisters of Mercy engage in 
corporate ministry in individual 

presence settings and in 
sponsored-institution settings. 

Our focus in this workshop is on the particular 
responsibilities of sister-board members and their role 
in regard to corporate ministry. Addressing the "why?" 
of corporate ministry in that context is critical and 
timely. Our institutions themselves and our sponsor­
ship of them have never been more complex. The last 
few decades dramatically challenge institutional 
resources, administrative structures, and decision­
making processes. Demographics which affect plan­
ning fluctuate with alanning rapidity. Major questions 
of health care and education refonn, both significant 
ministry areas for women religious, move to the front 
burner. In the late 1980's everyone began to talk about 
"windows of opportunity" for change. The Nygren­
Ukeritis study of the future of religious life in the 
United States released in 1992 uses similar language 
identifying a ten-year window for U.S. religious to 
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either embrace transformation or die. All of this has 
clear implications for what Sisters of Mercy might 
anticipate in the next 5 to 10 years, especially if we are 
to be credible in Claiming a prophetic stance. 

The American Heritage Dictionary defines trans­
fonnation as follows: To change markedly in form or 
appearance; to change the nature, function and condi­
tion of; to convert. Clearly, we are not talking about 
change for its own sake. Nor are we suggesting a mar­
keting model which promotes change to "keep the 
competitive edge," "be innovative," "position yourself 
for the next century." Some of these elements may 
need to figure into our realistic planning for the future, 
but the challenge we currently face is a deeper, trans­
formative conversion. Essentially an invigorating and 
animating concept, transformation is also a bit scary 
because of the depth of change it calls forth. 

Traditionally, women religious engage in ministry 
because it is the Gospel imperative. Ministry is at the 
core of who we are as Christians and as Sisters of 
Mercy. The New Testament reveals Jesus as one who 
both lived and preached care of the neighbor, outreach 
to the poor and oppressed. This Gospel animated 
Catherine McAuley. It provides the historical, prefer­
ential foundation situating the Mercy fourth vow: ser­
vice to the poor, sick and ignorant. (N.B. I am cd'n­
scious of the complexities of the word ignorant, but 
uneducated simply does not work as a substitute. 
Many educated people are afflicted with forms of 
ignorance - prejudice, bias, sexism, classism, etc.) 

Over the last century and a half Sisters of Mercy 
engaged in corporately sponsored institutional min­
istry because we found it an effective way to respond 
to the needs for which we were established. Our his­
torical experience yields massive amounts of learning 
which validate this. Read, for example, the stories of 
the early sisters of the Omaha community who estab­
lished hospitals in the mining towns of Colorado. 
They provide fascinating examples of how our for­
bearers plunged in and then found the resources to do 
what had to be done. Certainly 19th and early 20th 
century Catholic immigrants to the United States 
experienced that corporate ministry as effective. The 
schools, social services, and hospitals enabled them to 
deal with life, to assimilate, and to move into the 
mainstream. Through such institutions we pooled our 
resources and maximized their use. The question that 
comes to us now is how to reinterpret that history in 
terms of the present-institutions which have grown 
large and powerful, and upon which we have come to 
depend for our livelihood. A century and a half after 
our beginnings we find ourselves asking: Are we shap­
ing (Le. really sponsoring) our institutions or are they 
shaping us? 



In addition to fundamental concerns about good 
management, financial stability, etc., sponsorship con­
cerns focus on the values that shape us: The Gospel, 
Mercy charism, the Constitutions, .and our tradition. 
"Institutions Without Sisters," an article by Doris 
Gottemoeller, RSM, in Review for Religious, 
July/August, 1991, addressed sponsorship in terms of 
the current milieu of religious orders (declining mem­
bership, aging, limited resources). Doris noted that we 
sponsor institutions to "have a significant influence on 
the service which they provide." She defined siguifi­
cant influence as a combination of leg31 control and a 
"deliberately cultivated corporate culture." I want to 
focus on those elements, a significant influence and a 
deliberately cultivated corporate culture, as the essen­
tial "why" of our involvement in corporate ministry. 
(N.B. Corporate is used here in the sense of collective, 
together, communal.) 

We need to know what we are 
really about - not just what 
we have been about, but what 

we intend to be about now 
and in the future. 

A deliberately cultivated corporate culture refers 
to clarity of mission. Mission effectiveness camiot be 
left to chance. Not only is it important that we transmit 
clarity about our mission to the public, but it is essen­
tial that we first have clarity about that mission our­
selves. We need to know what we are really about -
not just what we have been about, but what we intend 
to be about now and in the future. That may not be as 
easy as it sounds. I worry sometimes about whether 
talking a good line diverts us from reality. Our chap­
ters, our mission statements, our prayers use language 
that is in harmony with our hopes, but the more chal­
lenging question is whether these words are in harmo­
ny with our lives. 

The physical presence of Sisters in our institotions 
does not by itself constitute significant influence or 
indicate the deliberate cultivation of a corporate cul­
ture grounded in the Gospel. This presents some spe­
cial challenges in the 1990's and beyond. Perhaps the 
dilemma is not simply the declining number of sisters, 
but the declining number of persons in touch with the 
founding spirit, the founding corporate culture. I think 
that founding spirit can most accurately be named as 
presence with the poor. 

Doris' article suggests that rendering institutional 
ministry effective requires conscious, deliberate, ongo­
ing choices and actions on the part of the sponsoring 
religious community. Sisters who serve on institution-
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al boards are key persons in making these conscious 
choices. If we £il!l! ill!. or aren't doing what we want to 
do in our institutions, is it worth being there? If our 
systems £il!l! Ill< or ~ any more resP9nsive to the 
poor than anyone else's, should we be there? If con­
forming, competing, and surviving require great 
amounts of money, personnel and corporate politick­
ing, are our energies being well used? 

The Institute Constitutions affirm our commitment 
to institutional ministry: 

As Sisters of Mercy we sponsor institutions to 
address our enduring concerns and to witness to 
Christ's mission. Within these institutions, we, 
together with our co-workers and those we serve, 
endeavor to model Mercy and justice and to pro­
mote systemic change according to these ideals. 
(Paragraph 5) 
The fact that.we sponsor institutions and our 

motives for doing so are inextricably linked. In lan­
guage that speaks of a collaborative mode we make 
explicit our intent to address the enduring concerns 
which come out of our history and tradition. These 
were named again in the Institute Direction Statement 
at the Buffalo chapter in 1991: the economically poor, 
especially women and children, and the multi-cultural, 
multi-racial reality that is our world today. As in 
Catherine McAuley's time ministry through our insti­
tutions is not restricted to the poor, but it always 
relates to them. The measure of our authenticity is the 
degree to which we succeed in connecting the able and 
powerful with the weak and powerless, the degree to 
which we affect health education and social systems 
so that they benefit all. 

We have to be diligent in evaluating ourselves on 
this. There are some dangerous traps. Institutionalize­
tion can become an end in itself. We can get preoccu­
pied with self-preservation, survival, success. We can 
be caught up in the capitalist, corporate whirlwind, 
i.e., "If it is successful, it must be good." We had some 
glimpse of the devastating potential of that philosophy 
in the national rejoicing over high tech weaponry dur­
ing the Gulf War, Operation Desert Storm. While hun­
dreds of thousands of human lives were lost in the 
most antiseptically evil scenario one can imagine, the 
nation extolled the effectiveness of missiles, machines 
and planes. Human ability to deceive ourselves that 
what we are doing is worthy is blinding. We can also 
be lured into life in the fast lane. We give our projects 
and plans holy names and even demonstrate the noble 
ends toward which they are directed, yet lose sight of 
the people who are affected in the process. To avoid 
such traps we need to again and again visit the value 
base which roots us, doing a good old-fashioned 
examination of conscience about the "deliberate, 
ongoing choices and actions" we make in relation to 
ministry. The traceable commitments of Sisters of 
Mercy from Catherine McAuley's day to the present 
frame that value base. 



Achieving board effectiveness in regard to mission 
also challenges us to take a hard look at the kinds of 
boards we create. Sometimes they are simply "old 
boys networks" with a few nuns sprinkled in the mix. 
That is shooting ourselves in the foot. I'm not suggest­
ing simply replacing the "old boys" with "old girls" 
would be any more effective. What I am saying is that 
to further the mission, boards have to be made up of 
really creative women and men who are one hundred 
percent committed to the animating vision and willing 
to do the work involved to implement it. They cannot 
simply be prestige gatherings for local cOl]lorate exec­
utives who like to list it on their resumes. 

While it is clear that sponsorship of institutions 
does have business dimensions and business implica­
tions, it is important to remind ourselves that our spon­
sorship of cOl]lorate ministry is not primarily a busi­
ness decision. We cannot stay in hospitals, colleges, 
academies or whatever just because they support us. 
It's not even enough reason to stay just because we've 
done it well. The question before us is what needs to 
be done now? In a sense it would almost be easier to 
start from scratch, but that is not where we are histori­
cally. The transformative experience undoubtedly 
brings us to some new beginnings, but not without 
some painful partings with the past. 

One of the things I am always acutely aware of in 
presenting this kind of reflection is how much easier it 

is to talk about than to- do. We seem so much better 
able to process transformation intellectually than in 
behavior. In the past thirty years women religious 
lived through some major periods of renewal and 
change in religious life. We \llso lived through the 
scaling of the socio-economic ladder by the Catholic 
immigrant community and us with them. These were 
perhaps a prelude to or the beginnings of major trans­
formation. While our focus today is on cOl]lorate min­
istry, it is clear that we need to situate that in relation 
to what is going on in the broader areas of religious 
life, the church and the society where we minister. I 
sense among sisters a feeling of being stuck, a tremen­
dous desire to "break through," and great difficulty in 
knowing how we can do so. The question of "Why 
corporate ministry?" goes hand-in-hand with the strug­
gle to understand anew and reaffirm our fundamental 
cOl]lorateness in community, and, through that, our 
relationship with the poor. We embraced cOl]lorate 
ministries because historically we found them effec­
tive ways to serve the needs of the poor. We are at a 
juncture where we need to face the new moment. 
What are the needs now? How do we want to be 
together? What can we do together? How can we best 
use the pool of resources that our history has brought 
us to in ways that will achieve the commitments we 
hold in our hearts, name in our documents and cele­
brate in our prayers? 

Questions for Discussion 
1. Is the mission cycle regarding institutional values: articulation, education, implementation, 
assessment/evaluation somehow at work in the formation and ongoing formation of those who work in your 
ministry setting? 

2. If a mentorship program for lay women were to be put in place for Catholic healthcare facilities, what ele­
ments would you want to see in the program? How might it be funded? Is there such a program in place for 
Jay women and for persons from diverse cultural/ethnic backgrounds in your area of ministry? 

3. Pat McCann questions whether we should be sponsoring institutions which are no more responsive to the 
poor than other institutions? What is the vision inspiring the institutions your regional community sponsors? 
Do you believe your institutions live this vision? 

4. "It is time for us to concentrate all our energies on giving birth to a new church, one that will indeed pray, 
think, act and suffer in ways that lead to the flourishing of her daughters." Following Aquin O'Neill's lead, 
what can you name that is coming to birth in your own work or in groups with whom you minister? 

5. Wainwright suggests a set of values that will reorient a patriarchal and dominative paradigm. Among them 
are reassessment of what progress means as opposed to process, and choosing an approach which honors 
power with/power within instead of power over. What expressions of these values do you see operative in the 
governance style of your regional community? In what organization structures can you make sure a discus­
sion of these values will be put on the group's agenda? 
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An Apostleship of Equals 
Mary Aquin O'Neill, RSM 

In the fall of 1992, shortly aher the National 
Council of Catholic Bishops' meeting, a group of 
women at the new Mount Saint Agnes Theological 
Center for Women in Baltimore began talking about 
the failure of the fourth draft of the pastoral letter, 
"One In Christ," to obtain a majority vote. I suggested 
designing a conference to be called something like, 
"What Went Wrong With the Pastoral on Women?" 
But Charlotte Rose Kerr, a Sister of Mercy who knows 
the thought forms of the orient, responded. "No, that's 
the old, negative thinking. Now we must engage in a 
new way. Think of the martial arts. They teach us that 
you waste your own energy trying to counter the force 
of the foe. Instead, the secret is to capture the energy 
in the other's movement and tum it in a new direc­
tion." 

I write just as the Easter season begins, having 
once more lived through the liturgical participation in 
what Christians believe to be the central mysteries of 
our life. It is the perfect time to think anew about fail­
ure, faithfulness and the future of women in the church 
we call Catholic. 

Continuing Revelation: The Fruits of Failure 
Anyone who follows the trends of publications in 

the fields of theology and spirituality writings will rec­
ognize that there has been a great emphasis on the 
theme of discipleship lately. The image used with 
increasing frequency by those who long for an inclu­
sive church is Elizabeth Schiissler-Fiorenza's felici­
tous term, "a discipleship of equals."! 

... a discipleship of equals 
expresses the certainty that the 
Christian way is open to both 

women and men. 

lnsofar as the term "disciple" connotes one who is 
following because still in training or still under the 
direction of one who takes ultimate responsibility, a 
discipleship of equals expresses the certainty that the 
Christian way is open to both women and men. This 
term implies that the following of Christ knows no 
distinction at that level. But the debate over the pro­
posed pastoral letter made it quite clear that disciple­
ship is not really what is at stake. 

While the bishops differed sharply on the extent to 
which the concerns of women had been adequately 
heard and addressed in the pastoral letter, the deeper 
and unacknowledged problem was that there was no 
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one there with the authority to judge. There was nei­
ther voice nor vote for women in the debate. Had there 
been, one of us could have argued that the document 
had become a statement of some of the bishops' con­
cerns about women, not a statement addressing 
women's concerns. 

Bishop P. Francis Murphy of Baltimore has point­
ed out that this pastoral letter was not prepared as had 
been the others.' That is, there were no invited papers 
by experts to shape the issues before the writing com­
mittee set to work. To do this, however, would have 
been to acknowledge an authority in women, for no 
list of experts could have excluded the women who 
have done original work on the very questions being 
addressed.' It is remarkable, I think, that in all the 
exchanges over the pastoral letter at the fall, 1992, 
NCCB meeting, only one woman theologian was men­
tioned: Sara Butler. The other authorities cited by 
bishops in the debate were ecclesiastical documents, 
Popes, Bishops and male theologians. The list includes 
Christifideles Laici, Gaudium et Spes, Inter 
Insigniores, Human Life in Our Day, Donum Vitae, 
Humanae Vitae, Pacem in Terris, Justice in the World; 
Popes John Paul II and Paul VI; Cardinal Bernardin, 
the bishops of New Zealand and Bishop John Sheets; 
Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, David Powers and 
Henry Adams.' 

A very telling moment in the debate occurred over 
the controversial use of the term "machismo." The 
bishops called on and deferred to Bishops Sevilla and 
Ramirez, who indicated that the term could be offen­
sive to hispanic Catholics. On the other hand, when 
one bishop called the fourth draft sensitive and open to 
the concerns of women, no woman was invited to 
assess that judgment on behalf of women. Make no 
mistake: the real issue for the Catholic church now is 
an apostleship of equals and how to achieve it in a 
church where ecclesial polity demands that women 
and women's works always surrender to the headship 
of men. 

But, some will say, isn't there already this equality 
in the church? Doesn't the teaching about complemen­
tarity mean· that women and men have authority in dif­
ferent spheres, that each has a role in the church 
according to God's plan? It is certainly true in nature. 
Clearly, only the man can beget and only the woman 
can conceive the new life that sustains the human race. 
It sounds so logical, the claim that the complementari­
ty of nature is replicated in the life of the church -
until you begin to think about it. Name a role in the 
church that only a woman can fill. Name the "authori­
ty" that belongs to women in the Catholic ecclesiasti­
cal world. I think the effort to do so will lead to the 
realization that the language of complementarity, 



when applied to life in the church, is totally mislead­
ing. 

The hard truth is that the complementarity of 
nature is neither replicated nor transcended in Catholic 
Christian life. Bishop Vaughan, in his now famous 
phrase, said it all: he cannot bear a child and women 
cannot be ordained. This is not because he lacks 
maternal feelings nor because women are without pas­
toral qualities. It is because God decided how things 
would be. This, then, is the bishop's theological argu­
ment: ordination is to childbearing as man is to 
woman. 

... there is no role 
comparable to ordination for 
women in the ecclesial order. 

Such an argument overlooks the significance of 
begetting in the natural order and fails to recognize 
that there is no role comparable to ordination for 
women in the ecclesial order. The asymmetry is sim­
ply missed, while complementarity continues to be 
asserted. Another way of looking at it, and I take it to 
be the force of Michael Novak's argument in a recent 
essay, is that ordination, too, is bound by the laws of 
nature.' Bound to the male by nature, by Christ, by the 
church? It makes an enormous difference. 

It is a great gift, I think, that such attitudes have 
been clearly and publicly articulated. Now it is possi­
ble to engage the argument without anyone denying 
that these opinions obtain among those who govern 
and teach the church. Perhaps it will be possible, as 
well, to develop an illuminating angle on why the 
church has nothing to say to single women. And, cer­
tainly, it underlines the need to scrutinize the use of 
sexual imagery to capture the meaning of life in the 
community called church. 

One thing is sure: the current situation for women 
resembles nothing so much as the communications 
exercise called "telephone operator." In the heady days 
of the late 1960's and early 1970's, when women reli­
gious worked assiduously to develop new and healthi­
er ways of interpersonal and organizational communi­
cation, experts would often put us through an experi­
ence in which we could only convey a message to 
another through a third party called the "telephone 
operator." The secret instructions to the operator were 
to change the message each time, so that the message 
actually given was substantially different from what 
was intended. Despite the fact that participants knew 
that it was an "exercise," the level of frustration quick­
ly rose and signs of anger began to show as time after 
time someone tried to get a message through to anoth­
er without having it garbled. 
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No other group in the church is restricted to this 
and only this experience; women are. In my own life­
time, two dramatic instances of this stand out: (1) the 
failed efforts of Theresa Kane, RSM, to get an oppor­
tunity to speak directly to the Pope and (2) the failed 
efforts of women to get their messages from the hear­
ings held prior to the writing of the pastoral letter to 
the body of bishops gathered in deliberation. No mat­
ter how important, the messages of women must be 
passed along by others and, unhappily, they are most 
often garbled in the passing. The course of the pastoral 
letter is paradigmatic: the trail goes from the first draft 
where the (unidentified) voices of women sounded 
against the heavily documented and named citations 
from ecclesiastical writings, to the fourth draft in 
which even the anonymous quotations had been 
dropped and the voices of women were totally 
silenced. 

At least since Inter Insigniores was published in 
1976 until this year of 1993, women who are theolo­
gians have been writing private papers for bishops to 
read, offering theological criticism and guidance to 
those who would wage the struggle on behalf of 
women in the church. None of us, theologians or bish­
ops, could have predicted, I think, that the issue of 
women in the church would tum out to be so different 
from the others. The profound conversion that the 
whole church needs to undergo with respect to the 
structures that perpetuate sexism and patriarchy is 
only now coming into view for the church in the 
United States, now that the debate over the pastoral 
letter has been accomplished. It is the great revelation 
of the nearly twenty-year engagement of the issues 
that now moves us to a new stage of development. 

A New Consciousness About Faithfulness 
In their very interesting book on feminine spiritu­

ality, Sherry Ruth Anderson and Patricia Hopkins 
comment that the most frequently heard worry 
expressed by women in the course of their interviews 
was that women were somehow being "selfish" if they 
took time for themselves. But one woman had this 
enlightening angle on the question. 

You know, doing something for yourself is like 
being pregnant. From the outside, being pregnant 
can look selfish. You take in all this extra food. 
You sleep more than usual. You are not as interest­
ed as you used to be in other people's lives, 
including the lives of your own family. But inside 
another life is growing. It needs quiet, nourish­
ment, and rest. Atfirst, no one can see this life, but 
that has absolutely no bearing on the matter. The 
inner life is growing and it demands your 
attention.' 
I would argue that it is time for Catholic women to 

heed the church's constant references to ourselves as 
ordained by God to bear new life. It is time for us to 
concentrate all our energies on giving birth to a new 



church, one that will indeed pray, think, act and suffer 
in ways that lead to the flourishing of her daughters. 

In every time of crisis for the church there have 
arisen groups of Christians who have presented the 
good news of the gospel in terms that spoke to the par­
ticular needs of those who felt misunderstood or 
neglected. Franciscans and Dominicans alike had their 
origins in such an effort. At our first chapter of the 
new Institute of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas, 
we, the daughters of Catherine McAuley, committed 
ourselves to stand in solidarity with women seeking 
the fullness of life and equality in church and society. 
If these are not to be empty words, they must be 
embodied in actions and in structures that will mean 
that we, too, have come that women might have life 
and have it more abundantly. 

Not for ourselves alone but for 
the good of the whole human 

race, we must find ways to pro­
mote the real abilities and con­

tributions of women. 

There is much talk of death among us these days. 
Despite the new Institute and the possibilities it offers, 
thinking sisters with whom I have conversed reflect a 
resignation about the end of religious life as we have 
known it. Many seem to think that faithfuIness means 
living out one's vows in service to the community and 
the church as it is. I say that we, no less than other 
women before us, are called to walk into that valley of 
death that is childbearing. The gospel demands that we 
affirm life in the face of death no less than our sisters 
who are caring for the next generation. We still have 
resources, we still own or have influence over impor­
tant institutions. If they cannot be used to promote the 
total well being of women in this time of crisis for 
women of the church, in what sense are they Mercy? It 
is not the church as it is that we serve, but the coming 
great church that is aborning in the rising of women, 
and with us all, the persons and matters we care for. 
Who knows what communities will spring up from a 
bold, public and wise commitment to bear in our bod­
ies this church, no matter the cost in suffering? 

A New Apostolic Succession 
In an apologia for the pastoral letter, Bishop 

Imesch said that, though the voices of women were 
not included, their concerns were expressed and those 
concerns can be identified as the contribution of 
women to the pastoral. Generations of women acting 
as spiritual guides, teachers, mystics, intellectuals, and 
leaders of communities working in the church have 
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shaped the issues and carved out new theological 
approaches. Yet the bishop who chairs the writing 
committee speaks as if expressions of concern repre­
sent the contribution of women to the pastoral. Isn't 
that because the work women do in the church rarely 
bears our names or goes to our credit? Isn't it, further­
more, that we think it "selfish" to worry about such 
things? How many of you reading this have drafted 
materials that go out under a man's name? Is it any 
wonder that women remain invisible and the authority 
of women goes unrecognized? 

Not for ourselves alone but for the good of the 
whole human race, we must find ways to promote the 
real abilities and contributions of women. But first, we 
need to believe in our own authority to do so. 

In a splendid talk before the Catholic Theological 
Society of America, past president· Anne E. Patrick 
drew an analogy between the first century Jewish atti­
tude toward food and the contemporary Catholic 
Christian attitude toward sexuality. In order for Jews 
and Gentiles to come together in one body called the 
church, the approach to food had to be rethought. 
Similarly, Patrick argued, Catholic attitudes toward 
sexuality will now need to be seriously reworked in 
order to create a church where male and female are 
truly "one in Christ.'ry A surprising fruit oflong medi­
tation on Anne Patrick's provocative words is that I 
now think it is time for women to follow the example 
of St. Paul. He who met the risen Christ was filled 
with a zeal to shape the message of the gospel with the 
gentiles, convinced that they, too, were called to 
equality in the body of Christ. In full consciousness 
that there was another person who met the risen Christ 
and received a commission from him, Mary 
Magdalene, can we not now claim our own apostolic 
commission to develop a tradition of interpretation 
and practice as vibrant and strong as that develop~d 
among the gentiles? 

This is how I suggest that we follow up on 
Charlotte Rose Kerr's wonderful insight about the 
martial arts. Let us make our homes places of feeding 
and being fed in the true meaning of eucharist. Let us 
develop there a language about God and a way of 
addressing God and each other that reflects our deep­
est experiences and insights. Let us come together to 
interpret the scriptures and to study the tradition. Let 
us imagine the church we long for through art, song, 
poetry and a recovery of the best traditions of women. 
Let us there not only express our concerns but carve 
out strategies for addressing them, strategies that will 
be faithful to the gospel and to the God who is wisdom 
as well as might. In whatever institutions we run, let 
us make sure that those who engage in the works of 
mercy with us know what women have done, read 
what women are writing, and learn what women are 
thinking .. 

An apostolic spirituality takes responsibility for 
the gospel and for the church, in whatever ways are 



possible and necessary. The nine years devoted to tbe 
pastoral letter proved definitively, I believe, tbat tbe 
body of bishops cannot do what needs to be done. It 
would be like asking tbe Jewish Christians to write a 
pastoral letter on tbe role of tbe gentiles in tbe church. 
Ah, but a Jewish Christian like Paul, convinced by a 
definitive encounter witb Christ of tbe wrongness of 
his ways, who tben identifies witb tbe marginalized 
otber: look what he can do. He can stand up to Peter 
when tbe time comes. But only if he has broken bread 
and prayed; discussed systematic, sacramental, pas­
toral and moral tbeology; confessed sins and even 
taken up a collection with tbose whose approach is 
very different from his own. 

That was possible for Paul, of course, because as 
he moved on to other things. The gentile churches 
continued tbeir life of worship and service, working 
out as tbey did so a tbeology tbat reflected tbeir partic­
ular appropriation of tbe gospel message. Can we who 
are women of tbe church do less for our kind? 

It is time to identify tbose among tbe bishops who 
have had tbe conversion experience necessary for tbe 
future. Then we ought to befriend tbem, invite tbem to 
tbe church in our homes, and interact witb tbe best tbat 
is in them witb all tbe honesty we can muster. The 
hour has come to tum tbe energy of opposition into a 
new direction for God's glory and tbe salvation of tbe 
world. 
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Singing a New Song of Woman and the Cosmos 
Elaine Wainwright, RSM 

Our myths can imprison as well as inspire us. 
When they no ionger reflect our deepest sense 
of who we are 
and who we can be, 

It is up to us to transform them 
by living our new vision, 
and sharing it with others. 

In doing this, 
we cleanse the obstruction of the flow of life force 

within us 
tapping deep roots which nourish the whole 
in ways we may never even know.' 

This reflection of Deborah Koff-Chapin captnres 
well the sitnation which confronts us radically day by 
day. Our myths both secular and sacred seem no 
longer to be able to provide us with a perspective on 
truth and wholeness which can empower us to respond 
creatively to the imminent destruction of our planet 
which we as a human community seem to be engaged 
upon. There are many reasons for our seeming inertia 
in the face of such planetary annihilation, the failure of 
our myths being only one. It is towards this, however, 
which I wish to direct our attention in this essay. In 
doing so we will find ourselves dealing with two sig­
nificant changes in our way of seeing and naming our 
world. They are the shift from a mechanistic to an eco­
logical world-view and from a patriarchal to a feminist 
perspective and they have come together in our time. 

... face the challenges of this 
day for the sake of women, for 
the sake of humanity, and for 
the sake of the planet itself. 

Before exploring them, however, I wiII direct 
attention to the failure of our myth or, in terms of the 
title of this essay, the need for a new song or a new 
story. This call for a new myth or transformation of 
the myth is itself not new. There are many contempo­
rary thinkers in the field of ecology and ecological 
survival who wonld suggest that we are in need of a 
"new story'? 

For a significant time women have similarly been 
aware that the Judeo-Christian myth, especially in its 
traditional telling, no longer provides them with suste­
nance for their journey out of patriarchy. Many of 
these women share the awareness that is expressed by 
Berry and find that there is need for a new story to 
sustain not only their feminist but also their ecological 
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journey. In this essay, therefore, I will explore the art 
of transforming our biblical myth so that it can enable 
us to sing a new song which wiII sustain us in our day 
to face the chaIIenges of this day for the sake of 
women, for the sake of humanity, and for the sake of 
the planet itself. 

The Art of Transforming the Myth 
Koff-Chapin, as quoted in our opening reflection, 

speaks of transforming the myth by living a new 
vision and sharing it with others. Adrienne Rich offers 
us a way of coming to that new vision, especially for 
those of us who stand within a tradition, often times 
against that tradition, but nevertheless seek to trans­
form that tradition. She speaks of "revisioning" and 
says: 

Re-vision-the act of looking back, of seeing with 
fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new criti­
cal direction---isfor us more than a chapter in cul­
tural history: it is an act of survival.' 
Later in the same article, she goes on to say: 
We need to know the writing of the past, and know 
it differently than we have ever known it; not to 
pass on a tradition but to break its hold over us' 
In order to undertake such a revisioning of the bib-

lical myth from what we could now call an ecofemi­
nist perspective, it seems to me that three things are 
essential. First, we must have explored carefuIIy our 
"new critical direction" or our contemporary experi­
ence in order to discover what is life-giving and what 
is death-dealing in that experience. What are the ten­
sion points which evoke for us the power and the pres­
ence of life, wholeness and newness at work in our 
universe? 

Such an exploration then takes us to the biblical 
text with new questions, questions which will enable 
us to search for what is life-giving and what is death­
dealing in our biblical myth. This approach is based on 
a belief that the biblical text is not innocent but has 
encoded within it images, attitudes and values which 
are in conflict with the revelatory and the life-giving 
in our day. Our concern wiII be with those images and 
stories which have shaped and serve now to legitimate 
many of t1ie attitndes and values which have brought 
us and our world to the brink of destruction. Our first 
questions therefore take us to the text with a certain 
suspicion. 

Having read against the grain of the text, however, 
in order to free our reading from the legitimating 
power of patriarchal and violent images and values, 
we then, as readers, are free ourselves to reclaim from 
the text those images, attitndes and values which can 
act powerfully in the reshaping of our myth. We can, 
indeed, tell a new story and sing a new song which can 



empower us in our work of transformation and which 
can legitimate new values, new attitudes and new 
images bursting with new energy. 

A New Spirit at Work in Our World' 
Before undertaking our engagement with the old 

story, both to critique and to reclaim it, let us tum 
briefly to our contemporary experience analyzed from 
an ecofeminist perspective. In this, I would like to 
draw out four key aspects of our current world-view 
which I believe are contributing to the destruction of 
our earth and the human community. These will be 
juxtaposed with another set of values which are 
emerging in places all around our globe. They are con­
tributing to what many name as a significant paradigm 
shift which is shaping an alternative future for human­
ity. 

As we listen to politicians and economic advisers 
propose a "new world order" in our day, progress 
seems to be one of the most consistent underlying val­
ues in all their discussions. Such progress is generally 
centered on human needs, focused on high technology, 
often at the expense of the earth and the human com­
munity. It is measured by productivity, especially eco­
nomic productivity. Globally it has led to destruction 
of many aspects of the ecosystem and a resulting 
break down of human networks that have supported 
life on the planet for centuries. 

Inter-connections and 
inter-relations are not only 

emerging as significant within 
the human community but 
within the universe itself. 

Currently, however, this principle of progress is 
being challenged by the emergence of new values. 
There is a recognition that the earth, the human crea­
ture and in fact all life belongs in a "living, interactive 
system comprised of interactive subsystems, interac­
tive species, and complex, dynamic, interactive pro­
cesses."6 There is, therefore, an emerging sensitivity to 
process so that life-values and life-rhythms other than 
economic productivity are valued within the human 
and ecological community. 

Progress, as described above, often goes hand in 
hand with a style of human interaction and relation­
ship to all forms of life that we could call power over. 
It is operative when decisions are made by those in 
power without any prior consultation- with those 
affected, without provision of available information 
and without consideration of the multiplicity of life 
and life-forms. As Starhawk observes, "The con-
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sciousness that underlies power-over sees the world as 
an object, made up of many separate, isolated parts 
that have no intrinsic life, awareness, or value.'~ 

There is a new spirit arising, however, that sees 
the human community patterned on relationships that 
find expression in what I will call power with.8 It is the 
type of power inherent in non-violent protest around 
the globe. It is available when people are working 
together, empowering one another and enhancing life 
in the cosmos. Closely allied to power-with is an 
understanding of power as power-within. This results 
from the emerging consciousness which understands 
the interactivity within a biocentric world. It is sensi­
tive to patterns of both life and death. It draws on the 
deep spiritual and psychic forces within the human 
community and the energy fields within the natural 
world. It is the consciousness which has often times 
negatively been associated with women and which 
women can now draw on positively and powerfully for 
the sake of the future. 

This new view of power characterized by inter­
connectedness and relationship makes us more con­
scious of the separateness and territoriality which 
would seem to aggravate much of our ecological cri­
sis. We are currently witnessing some of the fruits of 
such separation within an ethos of progress and domi­
nating power. Enormous foreign debts weighing on 
many developing nations are driving them to actions 
which are destructive of the world's ecosystems. Vast 
amounts of toxic waste from western industry are 
being dumped yearly within third world countries, 
Closer to home, industries pollute beaches and other 
water sources daily. We too know our own sense of 
separateness and territoriality. Boundaries, however, 
are also being broken down. Who would ever have 
believed that in our day we would have seen the end 
of the Berlin Wall as an active agent of division and 
separation? The work of the United Nations draws our 
attention to our interdependence in the technological, 
cultural, ecological and economic spheres. As Mische 
says, there are "new trans boundary systems and 
dynamics symptomatic of an emerging, though still 
incipient, global civilization.'" Inter-connections and 
inter-relations are not only emerging as significant 
within the human community but within the universe 
itself. 10 

It is this awareness of interconnections that has led 
many to link militarism, racism, colonialism, and capi­
talism to patriarchalism. In fact, many feminist SChol­
ars would suggest that it is the patriarchal world view 
which underpins all other forms of domination and 
oppression because of its hierarchy and dualism. Male 
is distinct from female, mind from body, subject from 
object, "man" from nature, spirit from matter, the 
rational from the emotional and all are placed within 
the hierarchy of superior and inferior. Women, there­
fore, like the earth, have been objectified, controlled, 
dominated, raped and plundered. This has led to a firm . 



conviction among many, especially women, that 
unless there are strong links between an ecological and 
feminist consciousness and an addressing of the need 
to dismantle patriarchal ideologies and structures, the 
ecological movement will not succeed in renewing the 
face of the earth. II 

A new consciousness, however, which we have 
already called ecofeminism and which seeks a voice 
for the "other" as both ecosystem and woman, has 
many characteristics. At its heart, however, lies the 
principle of inclusion. This inclusivity enables the 
dynamic interaction between the various aspects of the 
new emerging consciousness already discussed. It also 
empowers a life-enriching dynamic within and 
between all members of the human community and 
their environment. It allows the spirit, the power and 
the energy vitalizing all creation to come to full 
expression. 

Earth and sky, air and water, 
vegetation, animal and 

human life-
all share in life itself. 

From this analysis of our contemporary society 
arising out of the stories which are told to us or by us 
daily, our attention has been directed to certain princi­
ples which have shaped and are shaping our world 
views and constructions of reality which are in ten­
sion. This tension constitutes a dynamic groaning 
either towards new life or imminent death. Conscious 
of the power images have to shape our world con­
structs and of the power of the biblical story in that 
shaping process within western society, we tum now 
to an examination of some of these images. 

The Act of Transforming the Myth 
1. The Myth of Creation 

The first image encountered in the biblical myth is 
that of interrelationship between creator, universe and 
human creature in the opening chapter of Genesis. At 
a first reading of Genesis I, it is clear that one of the 
primary emphases is the dependence of all created 
reality on God as creator, established by way of the 
framing of each section of the great poem with the 
words, "God said .... and so it was." The universe is 
ordered according to divine determination and that 
order is hierarchical, and anthropocentric or homocen­
tric, culminating in the creation of the earth creature as 
male and female [Genesis 1:26-271. In fact, of all the 
work of the creator, only the human creature is 
addressed [1:28-301, emphasizing the homocentricity 
of the text." 

Aspects of this text, however, may provide us with 
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images which will assist the development of a new 
religious consciousness adequate for our world and its 
concerns. First, the word repeated throughout the 
entire text of Gen I: I - 2:4 is the verb bara. In the 
Hebrew Scriptures, it generally refers to the creative 
work of the divine power. We are invited to conSider 
the energy or sacred power active in the coming into 
being of the earth and its creatures, incll1ding the 
human creature. If we explore the numinous quality of 
this aspect of creative power, we may be led beyond 
domination and subjugation models. We might pause 
before the incredible power at work within the uni­
verse and see our human vocation both with and with­
in that power. Both humanity, divinity and the entire 
life system are joined in the extraordinary creative 
activity in which we are all involved. 

When we bring a feminist perspective to the word 
bara we discover it can also mean "to birth". If we 
take up this meaning then we decenter any reading 
which legitimates divine power as domination in a 
hierarchical mode. A different image claims the center .. 
It is that of giving life from and in deep connection 
with one's own life. There is separation and distinction 
but only in the context of a primary and fundamental 
grounding in profound interconnectedness. All of real­
ity, including humanity, shares this same origin. All is 
birthed from the very womb of divinity, shares in this 
very life force and therefore is connected in the very 
ground of its being. Earth and sky, air and water, vege­
tation, animal and human life-all share in life itself. 
This is a vision that is ancient and yet new and a 
vision which may enable us to save our planet. 

Just as our reading of the relationship between 
divinity, humanity and the universe can and must be 
different from that of the original author[s1, so too will 
our reading of the human vocation differ in the light of 
our critical questions. According to a traditional read­
ing of the Genesis text with its hierarchical ordering, 
the earth creature is given dominion over the other 
creatures, and the earth is put under subjection." Lynn 
White has instructively demonstrated how such 
images could be and indeed have been evoked to sup­
port a model of God or of divinity which is that of 
power over. The pattern followed by humanity in the 
world is an extension of that model. Humanity is made 
in the image of God and its rule over creation is a 
direct result of that image.14 

An alternative reading of this text, however, opens 
up for us new perspectives and indeed new challenges. 
It is clear that the notion of domination in Gen I :26 is 
that of royal power. Humanity'S vocation was to share 
in God's rule within the universe. Israel's prophets cri­
tiqued the negative connotations of such power and 
our ecological perspective today continues that cri­
tique. Psalm 72, on the other hand, gives us an insight 
into another perspective on the power given to human­
ity. In that prayer for the king and the king's offspring, 
the psalmist asks for the gift of "righteousness" and 



for "justice". The true authority given to the king is 
that which is a share in divine authority and that 
authority is such that it shapes or orders a universe 
where right relationships exist and/or are continually 
re-established. These right relationships concern the 
universe and all its resources, the human community 
and divinity. It is a prayer that there be an abundance 
of resources, that these be available to all in need, that 
oppression and violence cease and that peace be estab­
lished on earth. We could almost call it a prayer 
shaped by an ecological vision, except for the image 
of kingship, which would have little or no meaning for 
a psalmist today. Seen from this perspective, the 
human vocation celebrated in Genesis can be 
reclaimed not as one of "power over" but of "power 
with and within," sharing with life on the planet in the 
ongoing creative process. 

The words of power call us 
to remember the movement 

from birth to life and through 
death to regeneration. 

2. A New Style of Wisdom 
The transformation of our myth of creation so that 

it no longer supports "power over" or "separation 
from" in hierarchical ordering can be supported and 
supplemented by another source within the biblical 
stbry, namely the wisdom tradition. I can only point 
briefly to some aspects of this tradition which may 
contribute to our new story, our new song of women 
and the cosmos. I want to turn our attention to a 
woman's song, the Song of Songs. In it we hear indeed 
a new song of woman and the cosmos. In the opening 
stanza, the woman of song declares: 

Yes, I am black! and radiant---
... As black as Kedar's goathair tents 
Or Solomon'sflne tapestries. 
Will you disrobe me with your stares? 
The eyes of many morning suns 
Have pierced my skin, and now I shine 
Black as the light before the dawn.' 

[Song of Songs 1 :5-6] 
The pride and self-esteem of this woman's procla­

mation and the juxtaposition of that within a particular 
consciousness, does not characterize many of our sis­
ters. They are considered extremes--black and beauti­
ful' black and radiant-but they provoke us into a 
transformation of our own myth. This powerful juxta­
position, together with its reaffirmation in a number of 
ways in the short section quoted above, challenges all 
our neat categories and draws us into interconnected­
ness. 
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The black of the light before dawn reminds us to 
sing of cycles and seasons, process and transitions, 
mysteries which women know in their own bodies. 
The words of power call us to remember the move­
ment from birth to life and through death to regenera­
tion. No one movement can stand alone. All are inex­
tricably linked, just as the virgin, the mother and the 
crone are contained within each woman. Perhaps this 
very proclamation of the woman of song invites and 
challenges women in our world today to claim our 
womanhood, all that has been rendered other, shame­
ful, or hidden in the process of patriarchy, all that has 
been "disrobed" by demeaning stares. In doing this, 
we may then be empowered to allow a new voice, a 
new song to emerge from all people and all things that 
have been similarly rendered "other," worthless, or 
disposable in patriarchy's forward thrust. I use this 
word very deliberately as it captures a rather frighten­
ing patriarchal perspective which Yaakov Jerome Garh 
describes thus: 

Should man fall back from his destiny, a NASA 
official warns us, the confines of this planet will 
destroy him. Notice the three actors here: man, his 
destiny, and the Earth. The whole drama is enact­
ed along an axis of verticality (up = growth = des­
tiny = future = space [=man] .. down = regression 
= failure = Earth [= woman]), and the Earth's 
role is seen as destructive, confining, pulling man 
back from his destiny. Indeed the whole patriar­
chal cultural project has been seen as an enor­
mous extraterrestrial enterprise through which 
man acquires a soul distinct from his body, and a 
superorganic culture which perpetuates the revolt 
against organic dependence on the mother." 
The ancient Song, on the other hand, rejoices in 

creation, finding that it provides most fitting imagery 
to describe woman and man and the love they share. 
The interpenetration of all things, the sharing in the 
same earth, the same light, water and air is evoked: 

In sandy earth or deep 
In valley soil 
I grow, a wildflower thriving 
On your lOve .... 
Sweetfruit tree growing wild 
Within the thickets-
I blossom in your shade 
And taste your love . 
... Your voice clear as water 
Your beautiful body. [2:1-3] 
The conclusion to the song celebrates this con­

nectedness in a way which can provide us with a new 
song as women, as humanity in mutuality, and as per­
sons who experience interrelationship with the cos­
mos: 

Stamp me in your heart, 
Upon your limbs 
Sear my emblem deep 
Into your skin. 



For love is strong as death, 
Harsh as the grave. 
Its tongues are flames, a fierce 
And holy blaze. 
Endless seas andfloods, 
Torrents and rivers 
Never put out love's 
Infinite fires. 
Those who think that wealth 
Can buy them love 
Only play the fool 
And meet with scorn. [8:6-7] 
This song with its power, its imagery and its eroti­

cism has the capacity to shape a new mind and a new 
imagination in those who sing it. It is a reminder to us 
that our commitment to ecological transformation of 
the world will only be supported by a spirituality 
which compels us to sing and to dance and to make 
new music, new songs, new pleas or prayers for the 
sake of our universe. Our biblical tradition, along with 
many rich human traditions of Gaia, Sophia, Athena, 
and the many female manifestations of the divine, take 
us back to a time prior to patriarchy when humanity 
and the earth were in partnership. These traditions can 
provide us with new songs and dances and rituals. 
Starhawk addresses this need for a new spirituality, 
recognizing that it must be earth-based, and have with­
in it three basic components: immanence, interconnec­
tion, and community.17 It will draw on the old and will 
shape the new as is evidenced in one of her songs 
which she calls her "vision" of what is possible to 
reverse in the destruction of the Earth. I

' It needs to be 
heard in its entirety but here is a small portion: 

Hear the earth sing 
of her own loveliness 
her hillock lands, her valleys 
her furrows well-watered 
her untamed wild places 

She arises in you 
as you in her 

Your voice becomes her voice 
Sing! 
Your dance is her dance 

of the circling stars 
and the ever-renewing flame 

As your labor has become her labor 
Out of the bone, ash 
Out of the ash, pain 
Out of the pain, the swelling 
Out of the swelling, the opening 
Out of the opening the labor 
Out of the labor, the birth 
Out 0/ the birth, the turning wheel 

the turning tide. 

A Gospel Story 
As we draw together these fine threads that we 

have woven in the making of the new song of women 
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and the cosmos, I would like to tum to a gospel story 
which may also provide us with sustaining power in 
the transformation of our myth. It is only one story 
among many possibilities, the story of the woman who 
anoints Jesus in Matt. 26:6-13.19 

This story is set in a context of time running out. 
The reader has heard Jesus say just three verses before 
the opening of this story: "You know that after two 
days the Passover is coming, and the Human One will 
be delivered up to be crucified." (Matt 26:2). Our story 
opens with Jesus in the house of Simon the leper. This 
reminds us of all the territorial lines and boundaries 
which separate and confine, which Jesus crossed. As 
the story ends, Jesus, the wisdom of God among God's 
people, has broken boundaries, has crossed territorial 
lines, whether ethnic or religious, to shape a human 
community based on inclusion and interrelation. 

Our love, not just for humanity 
but for allUfe on our planet, 
must empower us to pour out 

our resources lavishly. 

It is in this setting that an extraordinary event 
takes place. A woman comes up to Jesus with a beau­
tiful alabaster flask containing very expensive oint­
ment, and she pours it lavishly over the head of Jesus. 
In a gospel story that has been concerned about the 
redistribution of resources in the new household of 
God, the community of the Earth, as Starhawk calls 
our universe, this woman uses her resources lavishly. 
She recognizes the imminence of the death of her 
friend and companion, Jesus. Her action has layers and 
layers of significance. It is an action of absolutely self­
abandoning love as was celebrated in the Song of 
Songs. It is focused on the loved one offering the 
strengthening and healing anointing that will enable 
Jesus Sophia to face the crisis ahead. It acknowledges 
relationship and interconnection, her pain in relation to 
his pain. It epitomizes the reordering of relationships 
and resources which Jesus has lived and proclaimed 
during his life and ministry. 

Such action symbolizes the new vision Jesus 
Sophia proclaimed, a new vision which seeks the 
interconnectedness of humanity and resources in a 
new Earth community. Expectedly, it provoked oppo­
sition. Even those who had been closest to that vision 
failed to recognize the significance of the woman's 
reaction and exclaimed,"Why this waste!" 

Just as the woman's action functioned symbolical­
ly in the gospel story, so too her story can function 
symbolically for us today in a world where time is 
running out. Women together with men are being 
called upon to reorder relationships and resources at 



this crucial time. Our love, not just for humanity but 
for all life on our planet, must empower us to pour out 
our resources lavishly. The healing anointing of that 
planet and its people needs this action. Jesus associat­
ed himself specifically with the poor who are always 
in need of compassion. So too, our healing anointing 
must focus on those areas of most imminent need 
while we do not forget the many other needs which 
will always be among us. We will have to develop a 
discerning heart that the woman of our story demon­
strates. 

We must remember and retell 
the story of the Earth in its 

fullness of interconnectedness 
and interrelations, 

a community of inclusion in the 
total sense of that term. 

The woman's action is celebrated by Jesus in a 
most extraordinary way." Truly I say to you, wherever 
this gospel is preached in the whole world, what she 
has done will be told in memory of her" (26: 13). This 
story is a significant aspect of the preaching of the 
gospel. It symbolizes the gospel message itself, not in 
the person of Jesus, but in the person of a woman 
whose actions are to be remembered. They are remem­
bered in the telling, the celebrating, but also in the 
enacting. Her story provides us with a model for 
action as women and men who seek to liberate not just 
ourselves as centers of the cosmos but seek to liberate 
the cosmos from its impending crucifixion. 

Conclusion 
This story of a woman from the Christian myth is 

perhaps a fitting place to end our beginning steps 
toward the transformation of not only that myth but 
the entire human-biblical myth. The affirmation of her 
story reminds us as we were reminded at the end of 
the Song of Songs that transformation of the myth 
must be accompanied by celebration of the myth. We 
must remember and retell the story of the Earth in its 
fullness of interconnectedness and interrelations, a 
community of inclusion in the total sense of that term. 
We must remember and retell the stories of women, 
our foremothers who have undertaken the process of 
re-ordering relationships and resources toward a true 
Earth community. I am reminded here of Hildegaard 
of Bingen whose vision of viriditas or greening power, 
creative power in the entire universe, is maybe even 
more vital for us today than it was in twelfth-century 
Rhineland Germany. I am reminded too of Rosemary 
Bell, an Australian aboriginal who speaks in the latest 
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edition of Women-Church of the creative wisdom and 
earth relationship which she and her aboriginal sisters 
and brothers share.'" The naming of those we wish to 
remember and retell in our new story, our new song 
could go on and on. These women, their stories and 
the story of the Earth are at the heart of our new myth, 
which we are indeed seeking to live and share with 
others. Returning to where we began these reflec­
tions: 

In doing this, 
we cleanse the obstruction of the flow of life force 
within us 

tapping deep roots which nourish the whole 
in ways we may never even know." 
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Review Essay: 
Evaluative Survey of Seven Current Bible Study Programs 

By Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt, RSM 

Early this year, I was invited by an editor of 
Modern Liturgy magazine, Kenneth E. Guentert, to be 
one of three reviewers for seven bible study programs. 
Very brief excerpts from my observations about the 
strengths and weaknesses of these programs are cited 
in the review article in Modern Liturgy 20 (April, 
1993). Here, however, I would like to offer a more 
comprehensive reflection on the materials I surveyed. 
Recent bible study programs are designed with basi­
cally similar audiences in mind: adult believers who 
are interested in knowing more about scripture, yet 
who are not taking formal courses in an academic 
institution. Depending on the author or program plan­
ners, this parish-based audience is assumed to have 
several other concerns: connecting scripture to life, 
getting training for diocesan or parish ministry, per­
sonal spiritual growth in prayer, sharing faith with oth­
ers, and building community based on a common 
reading of scripture. Against the presentation of scrip­
tural material, the programs "mix" the other compo­
nents (application to experience, prayer, sharing) in 
greater or lesser proportions. 

Text-Only Programs 
The Friendship Bible Series (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg-Fortress), for example, emphasizes every­
day family and work experience of the participants, 
who are forming community based on sharing their 
reflections. The scriptural texts are occasions for shar­
ing application to life, not material to be studied. 
Small groups, ecumenical or denominational, colle­
giate or high school retreat groups, with or without 
facilitators, can engage these themes. Booklets treat 
various text or thematic material, e.g.,"Parables," 
"Prayer," "Sermon on the Mount," and "Isaiah." Half 
the booklets in the program are written by laywomen. 
The format of the thin booklets is pleasing. "Clumps" 
of text and spacing make for easy reading in a paper­
back book size with formatting that reflects the ease of 
reading magazines. 

The New Testament Study Series (Mission Hills, 
CA: Benziger) is just the opposite. Written by a practi­
cal-minded Catholic priest (William A. Anderson), no 
assumption is made that readers have time to meet in 
groups or share with others. This series offers a sys­
tematic reading of each gospel, broken into short sec­
tions, with readable, non-technical commentary and 
paraphrasing of the scripture. Reading questions after 
each section call attention to main points of the scrip­
ture. This "program" is best understood as a set of per­
sonal study manuals, paper-back size, with the focus 
on comprehension of the scriptural text. It only mini-
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mally attempts to tie the reader's experience to the 
reading and learning project. Type is standard book 
print. No-nonsense printing has little aesthetic appeal, 
other than lines to divide sections, like a newspaper. 

... the integrated approach ... 
replicates what happens at 

the Roman Catholic liturgy, 
with texts from both 

OT and NT being read. 

Harper's New American Bible Study Program 
(San Francisco: Harper and Row) is another text-only 
program, a manual-size book that features ten themes 
based on God's relationship to believers, with a possi­
ble thirty-three sessions. A special feature of this pro­
gram is its integration of OT and NT material, though 
the strength of the program is its introduction of ()If 
books. This program presumes that the NT is read in 
light of the scriptural canon. A study group using this 
program would really benefit from a coordinator or 
teacher with some initial academic training in scrip­
tural studies. The Leader's Guide is quite thorough, in 
an exemplary way, with overviews and usable teach­
ing/leading suggestions to enhance p1lI\icipation. 

One benefit of the integrated approach is that it 
replicates what happens at the Roman Catholic liturgy, 
with texts from both OT and NT being read. The 
assumption seems to be that most participants would 
be more familiar with the gospels but lack a broader 
biblical context to understand theological, spiritual, 
and homiletic themes rooted in OT. "Assignments" are 
offered after each section, at the discretion of the lead­
er. 

Programs with Video and Audio Components 
In acknowledgment of the media age, the pro­

grams also vary in their use of videos and tapes; some 
programs do not. The videos and audio tapes can be 
distinguished by their varying levels of sophistication 
in such areas as camera work, posing of presenters, 
creativity in presenting material, and tie-in to the text 
of the manuals used by the program participants. 
Recently produced programs in wide use include The 
Paulist Bible Study Program (New York/Mahwah: 
Paulist Press) and Little Rock Scripture Study 
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press). Both include video 



accompaniments to their series. 
The video portion of Paulist's program is a lesson 

presented by male and female narrators (Lawrence 
Boadt, CSP, and Dr. Maria Harris). The IS-minute 
segments feature narration and visuals which empha­
size the scriptural text itself, with scholarly, historical 
and archeological data relevant to the period of com­
position. Professionally polished camera work, with 
variation from "armchair teaching" to charted breaks, 
to dramatic presentation to stills to footage from 
archeological sites all make the Paulist video the most 
sophisticated of the media components in the pro­
grams reviewed here. Some of my students who 
viewed portions of this video were unimpressed, nev­
ertheless. These are not music videos, one must con­
cede. 

The workbooks reflect attention to format, with 
good quality paper and readable type. Each unit 
includes several passages of scripture, and review sec­
tions for taking notes on major points of material in 
the videos. Prayer services are printed in the book, not 
just suggested, together with questions for journaling 
and faith sharing, and suggested time frames. 
Connection of scripture with experiences of the partic­
ipants is not overdrawn, but presumably emerges from 
the sharing. Parts of this program can be a bit "heady" 
and content-oriented. This survey does not attempt to 
be exhaustive about every book of scripture, but gives 
a comprehensive overview of themes, major texts, and 
historical-critical background of the books of OT and 
NT. It makes use of Boadt's Reading the Old 
Testament, and Pheme Perkins' Reading the New 
Testament, plus references to recent, popularly-written 
work of scripture scholars. All sessions presume a 
group meeting. 

The Little Rock Scripture Study program takes a 
more comprehensive and thorough approach to the 
text of each book of the bible. Study booklets break 
down the scripture into daily, continuous portions, 
with reflection-study questions on each day's reading. 
Each study booklet has a leader's guide and a booklet 
with answers to the study questions. There is also the 
relevant volume of the Collegeville Bible Commentary 
series (Liturgical Press), each commentary written by 
a different scholar. The booklets for participants are 
paper-back size, with emphasis on the printed ques­
tions; learning manuals include simple directions for 
reading scripture reflectively. This approach presumes 
that participants want not just an introduction or com­
prehensive overview, but intend to go systematically 
through each book. There isn't an inclusion of prayer 
services, journaling or faith sharing exercises. 
Emphasis is on private reading and reflection with a 
group meeting once a week or so. 

Reviewed for this survey, the video lectures #1-8 
for the NT, featuring Rev. Stephen Binz, S.S.L., are a 
somewhat unrelieved, solo presentation by a priest 
speaking from an armchair instead of a pulpit or podi-
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urn. The main variation is the setting in which Binz 
speaks. Sometimes it is "directed" outside, other 
times inside a Church, or against lovely brick architec­
ture. The content of these lectures is not the scriptural 
text, but important shifts in biblical theology since 
Vatican II. 2S-minute segments break into manage­
able units the principles and application of Vatican II's 
Dei Verbum. While the camera work is professional, 
the presentation is basically a "softened" classroom 
lecture, helped by breaks of charts outlining main top­
ics. My university students who viewed one of these 
Little Rock video lectures preferred the Paulist presen­
tation they saw later. Another class who saw the 
Paulist presentation first preferred the Little Rock lec­
ture they viewed afterwards. Whether reactions within 
a college classroom indicate anything significantly 
applicable to adult responses in parishes-I must leave 
the conclusion to those with more experience of parish 
life than I have! 

Mary Mauren's Scripture Share and Prayer 
(Seattle, WA) offers both videos and audio tapes, 
along with two 3-hole notebooks of materials which 
include input for the leader/instructor, and some hand­
drawn and typed handouts. This friendly lay-woman's 
program on the Pentateuch, which evolved since 1974, 
is somewhat dated in parts. Minor notes which dis­
tract: her non-inclusive language, and the publication 
of popularized biblical resources which seem to stop at 
1983. One section offers helpful suggestions for deal­
ing with Pentateuchal themes for pre-schoolers. This 
entire program, though, is a "home grown" affair, and 
has little sophistication or professional re-casting to it. 
This mayor may not be an advantage for some set­
tings. The videos are essentially what took place in 
her classroom; an earlier one records her giving a lec­
ture from notes at a podium; a later one has better 
camera work, and she is delivering the lesson in a 
classroom without notes in front of the charts she has 
drawn. For typical parish settings, the videos would 
not be useful. For someone who wanted to do an in­
depth study of the Pentateuch but couldn't take a 
course at a college or seminary, this could be a work­
able alternative, however. The audio tapes are essen­
tially her classroom presentations. 

For those beginning small group facilitation, 
Mauren's Creating Communities of Good News 
(Sheed and. Ward, 1992) may be a valuable resource, 
its suggestions for sharing applicable to adolescents, 
young adults, or simple, unsophisticated groups. 
Scripture Foundations, a set of materials on revela­
tion, church, overview of NT and overview of OT, is 
quite diffuse and therefore of questionable use in its 
present form for most adult groups. This entire pro­
gram is one that cannot easily be separated from its 
creator. 

Questions of Christians (ACTA Publications, 
Archdiocese of Chicago) makes a very creative use of 
audio tapes for supplemental input on the four 



gospels. Audio tapes reflect radio presentation at its 
best-a truly unusual feature when joined with a bible 
study program. As an alternative to costly videos, this 
media "solution" of first-rate audio tapes keeps the 
price of this program an attractive feature. For Mark, 
the resonant voice of the narrator who gives scriptural 
commentary, alternates with that of the program cre­
ators, a Catholic priest (John C. Massion) and a lay­
woman (Helen Reichert Lambin) who give directions 
to the facilitator on group management. The set of 
tapes on Mark, however, is somewhat distracting; it 
seemed to this reviewer that the group facilitation 
material should have been written or given on a sepa­
rate tape. But a valuable modeling is collaboration 
between a laywoman and priest. It is difficult to find 
the sections the facilitator is supposed to "play" to the 
group, Le. when and where to "tum on" the "guest lec­
turer." Participants have booklets with group exercis­
es, personal reflection questions, commentary to read 
at home, material to read along with the narrator on 
the tape, and points when they listen to the taped 
input. 

... most programs do not 
yet acknowledge the distinction 

of women's spiritual 
experience from men's. 

This program emphasizes real-life experience of 
the participants, which is presumed to incarnate the 
same questions about Jesus, life, and suffering that 
arose in the hearts of the first Christians. Gradually, 
the texts of scripture seem to be overtaken by the 
"application to real life" of the commentary on the 
audio supplement via anecdote, personal testimony, 
newspaper feature summary, short story, and memoir. 
Men's resonant voices dominate the narration on all 
tapes. The set on Luke features a rather long reading 
of Dickens' "A Christmas Story." Luke's gospel is 
broken down into themes, such as "Spirit," "Journey" 
and "Forgiveness." The tapes on John provide mov­
ing, contemporary autobiographical accounts of loss 
and love, light and darkness. The academically 
strongest presentation, most closely and creatively 
tied to the gospel, is the program on Matthew. The 
booklets are missalette size. Printed on the same sort 
of paper, they are best used soon after ordering, 
before the pages yellow. Emphasis in this program is 
on personal reflection, personal experience and con­
temporary application of themes to modem life. 

Summary Reflections 
There is a civilized struggle going on among these 

programs, which compete with one another on several 
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courts. It is no secret that women will form the prima­
ry audience for these programs and be the participants 
in them. As the Church undergoes change from Cleri­
cally dominated to laity-inclusive, some programs 
reflect this transition, in token gestures or in an 
attempt at a more fully collaborative style. How much 
a part of the program should women assume? The 
consensus seems to be that after women's voices are 
heard, we are still at a stage when the final and ulti­
mate authority only "sounds right" when it's a mascu­
line voice. While some programs feature women's 
voices and. women's scholarship, most programs do 
not yet acknowledge the distinction of women's spiri­
tual experience from men's. It seems presumed by 
most programs that women and men are no different 
when it comes to "application" of scripture to life. 
The applications tend to grow out of a virtue-based 
spirituality, which is already gender-defined in its pre­
sumption about the way Jesus "models" ideal 
Christian attitudes and behavior. 

Another tension lies in the perceived divide 
between institutional "academics" who deal with his­
torical data external to the scripture itself, and "real 
life folks" who are in touch with everyday experience. 
The Paulist Bible Study Program, the Little Rock 
Scripture Study Program, Mauren's Scripture Prayer 
and Share, and Harper's New American Bible Study 
Program give varying degrees of emphasis to the his­
torical context, and the meaning of the scripture as 
text, as a prelude to exercises which "apply" scripture 
to life. ACTA's Questions of Christians and 
Augsburg-Fortress' Friendship Bible Series represent 
the opposite pole: experience of the participants and 
building community based on sharing take precedence 
over historical data, and even the particularities of the 
scripture text itself. The Benziger New Testament 
Study series avoids both poles: just read the text and 
commentary and interpret accurately what the words 
and phrases mean. There are quite a number of M.A. 
and M.Div. 's involved in these programs. With the 
exception of the Paulist series (serious academic mate­
rial adapted, narrators are both Ph.D. 's, reference 
books by those with doctorates) and Little Rock series 
(the inclusion of the Collegeville Bible Commentary 
written by Ph.D. 's) the bias of the program developers 
seems to be against getting too many Ph.D.-and 
D.Min.- credentialed authorities involved, as though 
they "don't speak to ordinary people." 

A third tension lies in the concept of adult educa­
tion and the pedagogy appropriate for adults: should 
they read and study on their own, or should they talk 
and share as a source of learning about the text? Is 
personal prayer and reflection on scripture a greater 
source of learning, or is talking to others and hearing 
from others their responses? Is writing in a journal or 
talking to a group, reading or praying the best source 
for understanding? While all programs would say 
"all," each program reflects its own resolution of this 



pedagogical question. There is also no doubt a bias in 
. each program which reflects the introversion or extro­
version of its creators. 

A fourth issue lies in the concept of parish min­
istry and the "future of the Church." All programs 
presume that scripture has an essential place in this 
trajectory, but the question becomes, "What do you 
need to know?" on one hand, and on the other, "What 
should you be doing with what you know?" Those 
who consider a combination of programs, or emphasis 
on a single one, would be well advised to consider the 
distinction of scripture-training needed for various 
sorts of ministry. 

One great need in Roman Catholic communities in 
the next decade will be teachers of scripture and 
preachers of the gospel. There is a current, irre­
versible decline in numbers of ordained priests who 
will be available to preach and teach scripture. There 
is the authorization of ordained deacons to preach, but 
they are male. The number of laity engaged in aca­
demic programs related to scripture, overall, is on a 
slow freight train. Some current bible study programs 
resolve this demographic problem by creating leader­
less groups or conceive personal programs which 
don't depend on a teacher or facilitator educated in 
scripture. Essential basic knowledge is transmitted by 
"substitute teachers, " via video or audio tapes. The 
fact is, that most of these programs will work much 
better when someone with scriptural training is the 

facilitator/teacher. With the tension between experi­
ence-oriented and history-oriented approaches to 
scripture, there is a tendency to put a '~cap" on the 
amount of training in scripture a facilitator of a parish 
or diocesan study group should have in order to quali­
fy as a leader. In other words, if you have too many 
academic credentials, you may be disqualified. TIlls 
tends to alienate practitioners from academics in the 
field of scripture. 

1 see this uncertainty and tension as a "sign of the 
times," but also a stop-gap and transitional stage. My 
own bias, understandably, endorses a direction that 
encourages more people to become enrolled in degree 
programs at academic institutions which provide in­
depth training in scripture. The tension of these bible 
study programs lies in their attempt to reconcile the 
current situation of more laity interested (and needing 
to be interested in scripture) with recognition that 
more people with in-depth academic training in scrip­
ture are not available as leaders and facilitators and 
teachers. The danger is that without such training, we 
will become a de-historicized Church which is drown­
ing in the unstoppable high-tide of our own experi­
ence, feelings, reflections and responses. A de-histori­
cized and de-contextualized scripture will then be 
nothing but an occasion for "applying" a theme to our 
current life situation. Salvation history, on the other 
hand, presumes that God has been acting for a long 
time before this generation was born. 

Mercy Association in Scripture and Theology 
Annual Meeting 

Sunday, June 19 - Wednesday, June 22, 1994 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

Please join us if you are interested in scholarship and research in spirituality and 
theology. Remember, theologians and scripture scholars need philosophers, 

historians, literature scholars, and other interesteds! 

For details, call or write Maryanne Stevens, RSM, 
9411 Ohio Street, 

Omaha, Nebraska 68134 
(402) 390-9663 
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