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Dear Sisters, Associates and Friends of Mercy,

Mystics live in the same world as everyone else, but they count both temporal and
eternal dimensions as compelling. Sometimes the distinction between these worlds is
called “the secular and the sacred.” The gospel mandate is, “Render to Caesar what is
Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” The “church-state” polarity, interpreted from the
First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, implies a separation between the jurisdiction
of the state, and protection for the church zone to insure that government will not inter-
tere with religious freedom. As even semi-mystics will agree, these zones are not always
neatly separable. Religious persons may assume that since God's authority is greater
than worldly powers, those who serve God enjoy immunity from the lesser power of sec-
ular authorities. In this mythological structure, God ultimately trumps all Caesars.

However, in a recent spate of clerical sexual-abuse cases, Church-dedicated persons
have suffered a rude awakening from this long-held assumption of immunity from civil
authority. One illustration is the case of John Bollard, a former Jesuit seminarian at the
Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley who sued four Jesuits, including the president of
JSTB, and the California, Oregon and Maryland provinces of the society. He alleged
that for six years he was repeatedly subjected to sexual harassment by his superiors, that
he received pornographic materials through the mail from them, and that they made
unwanted comments, solicitations and invitations to him of a sexual nature. After
Bollard complained to the provincial in 1995 and 1996, and nothing was done, he left
the society, in what was legally [ramed “constructive wrongtul termination.”

The lower court granted dismissal of the case of sexual harassment. It accepted
the Jesuits’ argument that hearing the claim would involve the court in adjudicating
the relationship between the Society of Jesus and its clergy members, thus unconstitu-
tionally interfering with the church’s autonomy. (1998 WL273011 (N.D.Cal.))

On appeal, the Ninth Circuit Court reversed this decision and granted Bolard
the right to sue the Jesuits for sexual harassment. The unanimous three-judge deci-
sion determined that in such a case, Bollard had the same rights as a layperson, such as
a parishioner who is entitled to bring suit against a priest for sexual misconduct. Since
Bollard did not ask to be reinstated as a candidate for ordination, the court’s involve-
ment would not interfere with Jesuit autonomy in determining a man’s qualifications
for the ministry. Since sexual harassment was behavior the Jesuits rejected, there
would be no danger of the court’s entanglement with Church doctrine, belief or offi-
cial Church practice. (1999 WL 10756222 (Oth Cir, (Cal.))

It ts probably instructive for those of us with mystical heritage to distinguish all cit-
izens’ accountability to civil law from a claim of “ministerial exemption” because of
vows or dedication to religious concerns. The faith paradigm of
some persons includes a reflex to resist civil authority, reviving
the heroic spirituality of ancient martyrs persecuted by Roman
emperors. However, the decision in Bollard is not about the civil
authorities mounting a persecution against Catholics on account
of their faith. Bollard concerns accountability of all persons in reli-
gion to those civil standards which theology equates with obedi-
ence to God's commands., The decision indicates that here,
Caesar speaks as the friend of God.

%W,QS.%.

Floise Rosenblatt, R.S.M., Editor




Images of God and Self in the
Lives of Late Medieval Catholic

Fileen Chamberlain

At first glance, it might

W\ scem that there is not
4 Jmuch to connect contem-
porary feminists with medieval
Catholic women. Yet, a range of
contemporary scholars have re-
visited the lives of medieval
women mystics and uncovered
some surprising stories of coura-
geous, autonommous, authorita-
tive women, who spoke and
wrote with the type of authentic
voices contemporary feminists
often seek.

This study explores the
picture that has emerged from
recent feminist reassessments
of the lives of Catholic women
mystics in the late middle ages,
a time generally viewed as par-
ticularly negative for women. A
curious irony emerges from
this research. On the one hand,
history records that stricter
rules were imposed on women
religious during this period
and that there was a significant
loss of autonomy and authority
in women’s spiritual lives.! Al-
most total enclosure of women
religious was enforced, and reli-
ance on a male priest for spiri-
tval guidance became the
norm.? The influence and con-
trol of male clergy over the laity
(including nuns), increased due
to emphasis on their sole au-
thority to dispense the sacra-
ment in the form of the Eucha-
rist.3 The direct connection

between women religious and
the sacred was defined out of
Church doctrine.

Despite  these recorded
changes, feminist scholarship re-
veals another side to this story.
During the twelfth to fifteenth
centuries, despite retrenchment
of male clerical authority over
women religious, there was a
flowering of women mystics who
experienced direct communion
with God and “successfully” com-

communicate that sense to oth-

ers are reminiscent of the
findings in the ground-breaking
contemporary work, Women’s
Ways’ of Knowing. The authors of
Women’s Ways of Knowing forged
a new vision of human develop-
ment based on the experiences
of women as learners in a univer-
sity setting. They sought to artic-
ulate a vision of a fully devel-
oped self that did not neglect or
denigrate attributes that are

During the twelfth to fifteenth centuries,
despite retrenchment of male clerical
authority over women religious, there was a
flowering of women mystics who experienced
direct communion with God and
successfully communicated their visions and
experiences to others.

municated their visions and ex-
periences to others. A cluster of
women arose who were inspired
by the divine spirit of God with-
out clerical mediation, and felt
free to bypass clerical authority
despite Church policy. The un-
earthed writings by and about
these remarkable women mani-
fest not a loss, but a blossoming
of their sense of self and connec-
tion to the divine,

Ironically, their strong
sense of self and their ability to

manifest in women. They discov-
ered a path of development cul-
minating in a phase labeled
“constructed knowledge,” i
which women struggle to find
their own voices—their own way
of expressing what they knew
and cared about. According to
these findings, “constructed
knowers” ultimately want their
voices and actions to make a dif-
ference to other people and in
the world, and they succeed in
finding away to achieve this goal
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without losing themselves in the
process.4
This path to “constructed
knowing” seems to be an apt
way to describe the struggle of
many of the medieval mystics.
Similar to the contemporary
“constructed knowers,” many
medieval mystics learned to
speak in a unique and authentic
voice. They did not feel com-
pelled to work within the [rames
and systems provided by exter-
nal authorities, but instead cre-
ated their own frames, Rather
than extricate themselves from
the process of acquiring knowl-
edge, (as was the case in studies
on male development), these
women relied on themselves to
rise to a new way of thinking.5
Like the contemporary women
studied, the medieval women
mystics,
no longer wantfed] to suppress
or deny aspects of the sell in or-
der to avoid conflict or simplify
their lives . . . These women
want[ed] to embrace all the
pieces of the self in some ulti-
mate sense of the whole—
daughter, friend, mother,
lover, nurturer, thinker, artist,
advocate . . . There [was] an im-
petus to try to deal with life, in-
ternal and external, in all its
complexity. And they want{ed]
to develop a voice of their own
to communicate to others their
understanding of life’s com-
plexity.6
Medieval mystics fit the descrip-
tion of constructivists most aptly
in their ability to establish com-
munion with what they are try-
ing to understand; “They use the
language of intimacy to describe
the relationship between knower
and known.”” What is most nota-
ble about the lives of the late me-
dieval Catholic women mystics is

that listening to God—the one
with whom they are most inti-
mate, the one whom they are try-
ing to understand and with
whom they commune—does not
diminish the mystic’s capacity to
hear her own voice. The capacity
to speak with and listen to God is
accomplished while simulta-
neously speaking with and lis-
tening to the self.8

In light of the reported en-
closure and increased clerical

2) How did they view themselves
in relation to God?

The evidence shows that medi-
eval Catholic women mystics im-
aged both God and self in some
surprising ways. Their modes of
communicating their sense of
God and their relationship to
God did not match dominant
patriarchal notions of how a fe-
male self should be seen in rela-
tion to God.

Many medieval mystics learned to speak in a
unique and authentic voice. They did not
feel compelled to work within the frames and
systems provided by external authorities, but
instead created their own frames.

control over women religious,
what accounts for the blossom-
ing of women'’s sense of spiritual
authority during this period?
This study considers recent
feminist scholarship as it recasts
the lives of medieval women
mystics. Part | outlines contem-
porary feminist historical re-
trieval of previously unreported
material about the lives of
women. Part 2 discusses feminist
assessments of church history
and doctrine on women. Part 3
applies recent feminist theology
about the importance of meta-
phorical language for God to
human development to the lives
of the late medieval mystics.
Two questions are used as a
guide to the development of self
and voice manifest by the medi-
eval women mystics:
1) How did medieval women
mystics envision God?

By considering these ques-
tions, it is my hope that contem-
porary women may gain insight
into how and why these women
blossomed despite their circum-
stances.

I. Contemporary Feminist
Historical Retrieval

Contemporary feminist scholar-
ship is engaged in a complex en-
deavor. Feminists are absorbed
in virtually every intellectual and
practical realm, from science to
anthropology, history to litera-

ture, psychology to politics. The -

multidimensional, multidirec-
tional task taken on by feminists
combines a critique of the detri-
mental effects of patriarchy with

~ creative reassessment of the im-

portant, although previously un-
recognized, contributions made
by women throughout history.



Chamberlain: Images of God and Self

In this regard, feminist ef-
forts seem to contain both for-
ward looking and backward
looking dimensions. In some in-
stances, feminists are engaged in
constructing new ways of think-
ing within a given field. For ex-
ample, in the widely acclaimed
Women’s Ways of Knowing, dis-
cussed above, awhole new way of
conceptualizing and evaluating
human development emerged
from data that drew on experi-
ences of women.

Other feminists are in-
volved in revisiting the past and
reclaiming lost parts of history.
The distinction made by Gerda
Lerner, between history as it has
been recorded and history as it
occurred has been helpful to
these efforts. As she notes, it is
in recorded history that women
have been obliterated or mar-
ginalized.? Historian Elise
Boulding agrees:

We have created a myth called
the “Evolution of Mankind”
from our fragments. One of
the many strange things about
this myth is that it does not in-
clude women. The history of
humankind has been written
as if it were the history of West-
ern Man.

This awareness hasled to a surge
in feminist efforts to rediscover
lost aspects of traditions and un-
earth important stories about
women from history. By re-
searching the past for previously
neglected = material  about
women, feminists are beginning
to create a more accurate picture
of the history of humankind.
The importance of this pro-
ject, however, goes well beyond
the provision of greater accu-
racy. Feminist renderings of his-
tory show that so-called “western

civilization” has been marked by
patriarchy, and that patriarchy
has been extremely detrimental
to the women of this civilization.
Yet, what has only recently been
appreciated is that the psycho-
logical impact of not recording
and/or distorting the role of
women in history has been as
detrimental as the sexist prac-
tices that have caused direct in-
juries to women.

While the invisibility of
women in the historical record
makes the effort to include them
in a reassessment of history ex-
tremely difficult, even more
damaging is that “the fact of
women'’s invisibility in the re-
cord tends to pull feminists to-
ward the women-as-victim posi-
tion onh women” 1

The mental constructs ex-

“plaining the world have been

androcentric, partial, dis-

torted. Women have been de-
fined out and marginalized in
every philosophical system
and have therefore had to
struggle not only against ex-
clusion but against a content

that defines them as subhu-
man and deviant.

In many instances, it is the dis-
torted images of women as
taught to men and woinen, that
have been more detrimental to
women than de jure practices of
discrimination.

I1. Feminist Review of
Church History and
Doctrine

The problem of distorted im-
ages of women as deviant and
subhuman is perhaps nowhere
more obvious than in the Catho-
lic church. Church history as it
has been recorded provides a
relatively unidimensional story

about the subordinate role of
women in relation to male clergy
in the church and in relation to
men in the general society. This
has been achieved through the
combination of patriarchy and
androcentrism in the church.

Patriarchy, coined from the
Greek pater/patros (tather) and
arche {origin, ruling power, or
authority), is a form of social or-
ganization in which power is al-
ways in the hand of the domi-
nant man or men, with others
ranked below in a graded series
of subordinations reaching down
to the least powerful, who form a
large base. Religious patriarchy
is one of the strongest forms of
this structure, in that the power
of the ruling men is said to be
delegated by God and exercised
by divine mandate. !®

Androcentrism, from the
Greek aner/andros (male human
being), is the name commonly
given to the pattern of thinking
and acting that takes the charac-
teristics of ruling men to be nor-
mative for all humanity. In the-
ology, androcentrism ensures
that ruling men will be the norm
for language, not only about hu-
man nature, but also about
God.!* The androcentric per-
spective within church doctrine
has ensured that whenever a dis-
tinction has been made between
men and women, it has associ-
ated an inferior status to women.

Beliefs in the God-given in-
feriority of women, that women
have weaker minds and intel-
lects, that women are more sub-
ject to emotions and sexual
temptations than men; and that
women need to be ruled by men,
have been taught through the
centuries.!” It is impossible to
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calculate the devastating effect
of these teachings on women’s
development. Even extraordi-
nary women have had to strug-

While officially it is said that God is spirit and

have made it possible for many
women in the present to recon-
cile their feminism with their
Catholic faith.

so beyond identification with either sex, the
daily language of preaching, worship
catechesis, and instruction conveys a
different message: God is male, or at least
more like a man than a woman.

gle against these notions, which
deprived them of authority and
authenticity.!®

Contemporary  feminists,
however, have been working to
uncover the misogynist tenden-
cies of the Catholic church over
time. Feminist biblical scholars
have labored to reinterpret im-
portant texts within the tradi-
tion while feminist theologians
have highlighted the
androcentric norms at work in
the Church institutional hierar-
chy. In addition, feminist histo-
rians have been working to dig
up previously unreported or
underemphasized positive as-
pects of the lives of Catholic
women. All of this work has
helped provide women in the
present, who see themselves as
part of this faith tradition, a
much needed frame of reference
by which to view themselves, 17

As a contemporary Catholic
feminist, I have been greatly up-
lifted by this promising multidi-
mensional and multidirectional
work. By combiming a critique of
church doctrine on women with
a new perspective on the rich
history of women within the
church, contemporary feminists

I11. Application of
Contemporary Feminist
Theology to the Lives of Late
Medieval Catholic Women
Mystics

One of the primary contribu-
tions made by feminist theolo-
gians in the church has been to
shed light on the pervasive ex-
clusion of women from the
realm of public symbol forma-
tion and decision making. As
Elizabeth Johnson notes,
In the church, this exclusion
has been effective virtually ev-
erywhere: In ecclesial creeds,
doctrines, prayers, theological
systems, liturgical worship,
patterns of spirituality, visions
of mission, church order, lead-
ership and disciphline. It has

been stunningly effective in
speech about God.!8

The consequence of this exclu-
sion has been the subordination
of the needs of women to an or-
ganization designed chiefly by

mernt.

A. Feminist Theology on the Im-
portance of Language about God

Perhaps, the central criticism by
feminists within the church has

been directed to the virtually ex-
clusive use of male metaphors in
official discourse on God and
the destructive effect of this
practice on the spiritual lives of
women. In the eyes of Sandra
Schneiders, for example, “God’s
presumed masculinity has func-
tioned as the ultimate religious
legitimization of the unjust so-
cial structures which victimize
women.” !9 Similarly, she finds
that “{tihe masculinity of God
and Jesus has been used, in the
practical sphere, to deny the
likeness of women to God and to
Christ and to exclude them from
full participation in the life of
the Church.”20
Rosemary Radford Reuther
also has focused much of her
work on the connection between
male oriented “God talk” and
sexism.?! She notes that in the
Catholic tradition, God is mod-
eled after a ruling patriarch and
is seen addressing the class of
ruling men directly, while ruling
men are seen as God’s represen-
tatives on earth. Symbolically,
women become associated with
the servant class ruled over by
the patriarchal class. A symbolic
hierarchy is set up: God = Male
— Female.?? Women relate to
men as men relate to God.
While officially it 1s rightly and
consistently said that God is
spirit and so beyond identifica-
tion with either male or female
sex, yet the daily language of
preaching, worship catechesis,
and instruction conveys a dif-
ferent message: God is male,
or atleast more like a man than
a woman, or at least more fit-
tingly addressed as a male than
as a female. The symbol of God
functions. Upon examination,

ithecomes clear that this exclu-
sive speech about God serves
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in manifold ways to support an
imaginative and  structural
world that excludes or subordi-
nates women. Wittingly or not,
itundermines women’s human
dignity as equally created in
the image of God.?

disrespect toward their fellow
creatures. On the other hand,
speech about a beneficent and
foving God who forgives of-
fenses would turn the faith
community toward care for the
neighbor and mutual forgive-
ness.

The problem for contemporary Catholic
women of the exclusive use of male
metaphors for God, has perhaps been stated
most succinctly in the memorable words of
Mary Daly: If God is male, male is God.

The problem for contemporary
Catholic women of the exclusive
use of male metaphors for God,
has perhaps been stated most
succinctly in the memorable
words of Mary Daly: “If God is
male, male is God.”2%

Why is the way we talk about
God so important to these femi-
nist thinkers? Elizabeth Johnson
explains that the way a commu-
nity uses language to speak
about God implicitly represents
what the community takes to be
“the highest good, the pro-
foundest truth, the most appeal-
ing i:)ezmty.”25 The symbol of
God functions as the ultimate
point of reference for under-
standing experience, life, and
the world:

Such speaking, in turn, power-

fully molds the corporate iden-

tity of the community and
directs its praxis. A religion,
for example, that would speak
about a warlike God and extol
the way he smashes his ene-
mies to bits would promote ag-

gressive group behavior. A

community that would acclaim

God as an arbitrary tyrant

would inspire its members to
acts of impatience and

Speech about God shapes the
life orientation not only of the
larger faith community, but also
guides its individuals. God is the
focus of a person’s absolute trust.
Notions of God undergird and
implicitly give direction to all of
a believing person’s enterprises,
choices, and relationships:

The symbol of God functions.
Neither abstract in content nor
neutral i its effect, speaking
about God sums up, unifies,
and expresses a faith commu-
nity’s sense of ultimate mys-
tery, the world view and
expectation of order devolving
from this, and the concomitant
orientation of human life and
devotion.?

B. How did Medieval Catholic
Women Mystics Envision God?
Thy heart's desire shalt thou lny nowhere
But i1 mine own Divine Heart
And on My human breast.
There alone wilt thou find comfort
And be embraced by My Spt'rit.js
— Mechtilde of Magdeburg (12107-12977)

One of the noteworthy aspects of
the visions and writings of the
medieval  Catholic  women

mystics was that their 1magery
for God does not fit into a patri-
archal mold of a righteous judge
and warrior. Rather, their imag-
ery took on a wide range of new
and recovered elements from
pre-Christian times.

Perhaps the most far reach-
ing of all medieval reconcep-
tualizations of the divine came
from Julian of Norwich, the
fourteenth-century English mys-
tic.>® Julian sees God as an an-
drogynous figure with male and
female attributes:

And thus in our Creation God
almighty is our kindly Father,
and God Who is all wisdom is
our kindly mother, with the
love and the goodness of the
Holy Ghost—all of Whom are
one God and one Lord . . .
Thus 11 our Father God we
have our being, and in our
Mother of mercy we have our
reforming and our restoration,
in Whom our parts are united
and all made into perfect men,
by the yielding and giving
grace of the Holy Ghost we are
Rulfilled . . . for our nature is
whole in each person of the
Trinity which is one God, 38

In other instances, Julian uses
the image of mothering to de-
scribe the type of nurturing, lov-
ing, and disciplining a soul re-
ceives from God:3!

To the property of mother-
hood belong nature, love, wis-
dom, and understanding, and
it is God. Although our bodily
birth may be insignificant,
meek and humble compared
to our spiritual birth, yet it is
He Who enables creatures to
give birth . .. He is our Mother
in nature by the operation of
grace in humble part for love
of the higher part.?

Julian’s conceptualization of Jesus

is also far removed from patristic
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notions. She imagines Christ as
our “True Mother” who cares for
all of our needs beyond what any
earthly mother might do.??
Julian sees God, not as mono-
lithic warrior and judge, but as
an all-loving mysterious Trinity:
Father of our being, Christ as
birthing Mother of all, and Our
Lady, Mary Mother “in whom we
are all enclosed and born of her
in Christ.”3*

The conception of Christ as
nursing mother was not uncom-
mon among medieval women

you have denied, shall be inun-
dated with its overflowing
goodness.” Drawn close . . . to
the outlet of the Fountam of
Life, she fastened her lips
upon that sacred wound, and
still more eagerly the mouth of
her soul, and there she slaked
her thirst.3?

For a variety of other medieval
mystics, Christ was imaged as
food to a starving soul
Catherine of Genoa (1447-
1510), for example, imaged
Christ’s body and blood as the
food and drink that can satisfy

The conception of Christ as nursing mother
was not uncommon among medieval
women mystics. Several medieval mystics
graphically envisioned Jesus placing them at
his breast, allowing them to suck and be fed
as his child.

mystics. Several medieval mys-
tics graphically envisioned Jesus
placing them at his breast, allow-
ing them to suck and be fed as
his child. Beatrice of Nazareth,
the thirteenth-century Flemish
mystic, for example, meditated
on how Christ “fed her with
the milk of consolation and ma-
ternal affection.”®  Similarly,
Catherine of Siena (1347-1380)
had a vision of Christ as nursing
mother just after she drank the
pus from the diseased breast of a

sick woman:36

With that, he tenderly placed
his right hand on her neck,
and drew her toward the
wound in his side. “Drink,
daughter, from my side,” he
said, “and by that draughtyour
soul shall become enraptured
with such delight that your
very body, which for my sake

the insatiable hunger and thirst
of the human soul.?® In a vision
of the bleeding Christ, after a
Lenten confession, she envi-
sioned Jesus saying,
If by taking my blood and giv-
ing it to man to drink, I could
make known to him this truth

[about love], I would give it all
for love of him.”*

Hunger is the basic image of
Catherine’s desire for encounter
with God. Eating bread is the
metaphor used most frequently
to elaborate on the spiritual en-
counter with God:

Let us imagine that in the
whole world there was but one
bread and that it could satisfy
the hunger of all. Justtolook at
it would be to nourish oneself.
That bread is what a healthy
man would seek; and when he
could not find it or eat it, his

hunger would increase indefi-
nitely. Aware that that bread
alone could assuage his hun-
ger, he would also know that
without it his hunger could
never abate it,

Hadewijch, the thirteenth-century
Flemish poet and mystic also
used food as a basic metaphor
for Christ. Once, as she was
about to go to communion, she
reported having seen Jesus, “the
sweetest spouse of the soul,
standing at the altar,” with his
outstretched arms, drawing her
to him as she “desired the saving
reception of his body, in mar-
velous tasting.”"! In her poem,
“Love’s Seven Names,” she asserts,
Andswe do eat him, of this we can be
certain,
Buit because he remains so undevoured,
And so untouched, and so undesired.
Each of us remains uneaten by his and
separated so far from each other.
But let i who is held captive by these
chaits
Nof cease to eat his fill,
If he wishes to know and taste beyond his
dreants,
The Godhead and the Maihood!”

C. Feminist Theory on the Impor-
tance of Self Image

A second important criticism of
feminists within the Church has
been the negative light in which
church doctrine has portrayed
women and taught women to
view themselves. For example,
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274),
one of the most commanding
thinkers of all time in the Catho-
lic church, lived, wrote and had
much influence during the thir-
teenth century. Aquinas had a
view on the nature of female per-
sons as “something defective
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and misbegotien.”*® His views
manifest the misogynist andro-
centrism at work in Church doc-

trine on women:

Only as regards nature in the
individual 1s the female some-
thing defective and mishegot-
ten. For the active power in
the seed of the male tends to
produce something like itself,
perfect in masculinity; but the
procreation of a female is the
result either of the debility of
the active power, of some
unsuitability of the material
or of some change effected by
external influences, like the
south wind, for example,
which is damE as we are told
by Aristotle. 4

According to Aquinas, the natu-
ral consequence of the defect
manifest in women is the need
for women to be governed by
men: “by such a kind of subjec-
tion woman 1s naturally subject
to man, because in man the dis-
cretion of reason predomi-
nates.”*® From woman’s natural
inferiority in the order of cre-
ation, Aquinas “reasonably” de-
duces a host of consequences,
such as that children should love
their fathers morve than their
mothers; women should not be
ordained priests since priest-
bood signifies the eminence of
Christ and women do not signity
what pertains to eminence;
women should not preach since
this is an exercise of wisdom and
authority of which they are not
capable.46

When discussing “the hu-
man person” in non-gender
specific cases, church doctrine
consistently incorporates an
androcentric bias and thereby
undermines any aspect of what
might otherwise be a distinct
path to human development in

women. An obvious case in point
is the example of what consti-
tutes “conversion” in church
doctrine.

In classical theology, the
category of conversion connoted
the process of disowning oneself
or ego in order to be filled with
divine grace.‘” Feminist analysis
has pointed out that this ap-
proach can be fruitful when it is
spoken, as it originally was, from
the perspective of the ruling
male whose primordial tempta-
tion was likely to be the sin of
pride or self assertion over
against others, If pride is the
block on the path to God, then
decentering the ego may be the
best way to be filled with divine
grace.*® But when this language
is applied to persons already rel-
egated to the margins of signifi-
cance and excluded from the
exercise of self-definition, the
language of conversion as loss of
self, turning from love of self,
functions as a way to rob them of
power and maintain them i a
subordinate position:

Analysis of women’s experi-
ence is replete with the realiza-
tion that within patriarchal
systems women’s primordial
temptation is not to pride and
self-assertion but rather to the
fack of it, to diffuseness of per-
sonal center, overdependence
on others for self identity,
drifting, and fear of recogniz-
ing one’s own competence . . .
In this situation, grace comes
to [women] not as the call to
loss of self, but as empower-
ment toward self-discovery,
and affirmation of one’s
strength, giftedness, and re-
sponsibility . . . It involves a
turning away from demeaning
female identity and toward
new ownership of the female
self as God’s good gift.49

Perhaps more than any other at-
tribute, the late medieval wo-
men mystics manifest a strong
sense of themselves as “God’s
good gilts.” Despite heavily
androcentric Church norms for
human development and con-
version toward God, these
women resisted the trap, identi-
fied by contemporary feminists,
of failing to develop themselves
as agent of God.

D. How did Medieval Catholic
Women Mystics View Them-
selves in Relation to God?

When in a vision, Christ toeld
Gertrude the Great that he
would bring to pass whatever
she promised in his name, he
touched her tongue, saying,
“Behold, I give my words into
your mouth., »50

Women mystics of the late medi-
eval period seem not to have in-
ternalized negative ideas about
their femaleness, but instead
emphasize their specifically fe-
male bodily attributes as means
to greater unity and intimacy
with the divine.’! For example,
in numerous instances, women
mystics in this period describe
themselves as nursing, cradling
and fondling the Christ child. In
other cases, they imagine them-
selves as the child of Christ,
nursing at his breast, and even
experiencing the sensation of
teeding on the blood of Christ as
they receive the Eucharist.52
Another image that conveys
the sense of deep intimacy be-
tween self and God was that of
the woman mystic as the bride or
lover of Christ. Such images oc-
cur repeatedly in medieval writ-
ings. One of the most notable
such visions comes from
Hadewijch of Brabant, the
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Dutch mystic of the thirteenth
century. Hadewijch expresses
her vision of herself as Christ’s
lover in extremely memorable
erotic imagery:

desire and my humanity . . .
But after a short tiime I lost the
beautiful man in his external
form. I saw him disappear and
melt nto Oneness so [ could
no longer separate him as out-
side of myself and I could no

Although the institutional Church had
moved foward the view that clerical
mediation between God and the laity was
the primary mode of human connection to
God, the women mystics of medieval times
had some other ideas.

On a Pentecost I had a vision at
dawn. The mass was being cel-
ehrated in the church and Twas
there. My heart and my veins
and all my limbs shook and
trembled with longing ... and 1
felt in so fierce and terrible a
mood that I thought I could
not satisfy my beloved and my
beloved did not fil me en-
tirely: it seemed 1 might die
raging against myself and dy-
ing had to continue to rage
against myself . . . I longed to
enjoy my beloved, to recognize
and feel him in order to expe-
rience my humanity in fullest
measure by feeling his human-
ity . . . Then he came in the
shape and dress of the man, as
he was on the day when he first
gave us his body; entirely hu-
man and male, wonderful and
beautiful with a glorified face
he approached me in an atti-
tude of humility, as someone
who entirely belongs to an-
other. He gave himself to me
in the form of the sacrament,
in the form in which one usu-
ally partakes of it; and after-
ward he himself offered me the
Cup to drink with its taste and
form as usual. But then he
came te me himself, took me
into his arms and pressed me
to him; and all my limbs felt his
in the fullness of my heart’s

longer perceive him. It seemed
to me that we had become one
without distinction . . . And so 1
rested in my beloved in dread
and awe, so that I fully melted
into him and there remained
nothing of myself to myself; I
was transformed and accepted
into the spirit; and this vision
lasted for hours.
Another expression of oneself as
Christ’'s  lover comes from
Mechtild of Magdeburg (1210°—
12977):
Lord, now am T a naked soul
And thou a God most Glorfous!
O two-fold intescourse is Love Eternal
Which can never die.”

Despite the fact that certain in-
tfluential patristic figures, such
as Augustine and Tertullian,
had argued that women were not
created in the image of God,
numerous — women  mystics
seemed not to absorb this no-
tion. Instead, mystics such as
Catherine of Siena embraced
their femaleness as the avenue
through which they could most
closely experience imitatio Dei.
Catherine addressed God di-
rectly about how she viewed

herself in relation to God: “By
the light of understanding
within your light I have tasted
and seen your depth, eternal
Trinity, and the beauty of your
creation. Then when T consid-
ered myself in you, I saw that [
am your image.”?"

In her description of con-
templative prayer, Clare of
Assisi (1195-1253) wrote: “Place
your heart in the figure of the di-
vine substance! And transform
your entire being into the image
of the Godhead itself through
contemplation.”%6

Although the institutional
Church had moved toward the
view that clerical mediation be-
tween God and the laity was the
primary mode of human con-
nection to God, the women mys-
tics of medieval times had some
other ideas. Reassessment of the
writings by and about women
mystics in the Jate middle ages
reveals a story of women with su-
preme confidence in their own
connection to God, who devel-
oped a sense of authority and au-
tonomy despite Church doctrine
on their “natural inferiority”
and their need for male clerics as
an avenue to God.57

The German nun Hildegard
von Bingen (1098-1179), for ex-
ample, viewed herself’ as an in-
strument of God’s power, She
expressed total confidence in her
God-inspired gifts and referred
to herself as “God’s little trum-
pet.”®®  Hildegard character-
istically defied clerical authority
on several occasions and based
her defiance on her own “inner
light,” her direct relation to God.
She never doubted that her
mystical revelations were of
greater authority than Church
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commands. Rather than shrink
away from her divinely ordained
work, Hildegard compared her-
self to Moses, and did not hesi-
tate in her role as prophet and
spiritual leader:
Then in a true vision I saw
these tribulations had come to
me according to the exemplar
of Moses, for when he led the
children of Israel from Egypt
through the Red Sea iuto the
desert, they, murmuring against
God, caused great affliction to
Moses too ... So Godlet me be
oppressed in soimne measure by
the common people, by my rel-
atives, and by some of the
women who had remained
with me, when they lacked es-
sential things.5”

Hildegard overcame the obsta-
cle the church tried toimpose on
all women, of disbelieving her
own authority and ability to be a
spiritual leader and teacher.
One of the notable attributes of
the visions of the medieval Cath-
olic women mystics is the extent
to which they imaged their own
agency in bringing both God
and Jesus to the world for oth-
ers.% One such compelling vi-
sion of female agency is re-
ported by Christina  Ebner
(1277-1856), a German nun at
the Dominican convent in
Engelthal. As part ofher journey
toward re-living the life of Jesus
in imitatio Christi, she describes
her experience of giving birth to
her Lord Jesus Christ:
Atatimewhen shewaswelland
24 years old she dreamed that
she was pregnant with our
lord. She was so filled with
grace that every part of her
body felt this grace. And she
experienced such tenderness

toward the child that she had
to guard herself for his sake . . .

And after a while she dreamed

that she gave birth to him
without any pain and she expe-
rienced such extraordinary joy
that after she had carried it
within her for a while she felt
she could no longer deny it
and so she took the child in her
arms and brought it before all
those assembled in the refec-
tory and said, ‘Rejoice with me
. .. I conceived Jesu and now
have given birth to him’ and
she showed them the child and
when she was full of joy as she
walked around with him, she
awoke.51

1V. Conclusion

How do we begin to understand
the lives of people who lived so
many centuries ago? This is a
question that all historians must
ask of themselves.

Historians of women have
an additional question to ask.
How can we avoid the pattern of
the past, where women in their
own time come to realizations

uplifting. For me, perhaps the
most surprising aspect of the
lives of the late medieval Catho-
lic mystics was their total self-
confidence in their connection
to God and their agency in the
world. Despite a general lack of
respect for women in their cul-
ture, these medieval mystics
chose to lhisten to a different
voice and to view themselves as
agents of God.

Although the common, con-
temporary impression of medi-
eval women is that they lived
lives of total self-denigration,
without need for sel{-fulfilliment,
without authority, and without
impact in the world, the evi-
dence uncovered by recent
scholarship suggests that these
impressions are incorrect. On
the contrary, perhaps it is con-
temporary women who could
take a lesson from the medieval
mystics about how to cultivate

Perhaps it is contemporary women who
could take a lesson from the medieval
mystics about how to cultivate our own
sense of our divinely ordained authority and
communicate that authority to others.

about who they are, how impor-
tant they are to their world, but
where this self-awareness goes
unrecorded and is lost to future
generation: “So, generation af-
ter generation, they struggle for
insights others had already had
before them.”62

Material recovered by con-
temporary feminist scholars,
written by and about late medi-
eval Catholic women mystics, is
in many ways surprising and

our own sense ol our divinely or-
dained authority and about how
we can coimmnunicate that au-

thority to others.
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The Relationship of Ruth and
Naom1 in the Book of Ruth

Elizabeth Juhcm R.S.M.

(44 e’re not ready to start, we haven’t finished
connecting yet.” Thus spoke a woman
presumably voicing the concerns of those

who were seated near her at a table in the cafeteria
of the Wellington Catholic Center, which in the
evenings became my classroom. This incident took
place at the end of the first half-hour of the first
class. It was a three-hour class in a series of six
classes on women in the New Testament. The
woman was one of twelve Pakeha (i.e., New Zea-
landers of European descent) and two Irish women
in their 40s and 50s. Most had university degrees
and were a mixture of practicing and non-
practicing Catholics, two Anglicans and one Pres-
byterian. Two were unable to pay the $50 (US$25)
course fee. The women were seated in three groups
discussing their responses to study questions based
on reading material mailed to them three weeks
prior. The first article was about women in Medi-
terranean societies at the time of the New Testa-
ment. The second article was about the omission of
stories of women from the Lectionary. The task for
cach group was to record four or five significant
points from the discussion of their individual an-
swers. They were then to share those points with
the large group. When the woman made the above
comment, I was very conscious of the material to be
covered during the next six weeks. I therefore ig-
nored her concern and continued with mine,
During the next five weeks, I encouraged the
participants to sit in different groups as they took
part in the various activities and tasks, but noted
that they chose to remain in the first evening’s
groups. Upon reflection, it seemed to me that
bonds and connections had been established in the
first week that the women wished to pursue. What
were these bonds and what did the woman mean by
saying, “We haven’t finished connecting yet”? How
significant are relationships for women? Can rela-
tionship be proposed as a governing category of

11

the spiritual life for women today? Are there stories
from the biblical tradition that speak to this issue of
women’s experience? How can they be reappro-
priated for today?

Many commentators on the book of Ruth sug-
gest that Ruth’s oath of loyalty to Naomi (1:16-17)
is one of the most beautiful and profound expres-
sions of affection and love to be found in all litera-
ture. As Phyllis Trible writes passionately:

Consequently, not even Abraham’s leap -of faith

surpasses this decision of Ruth’s. And there is

more. Not only has Ruth broken with family, coun-
try, and faith, but she has also reversed sexual alle-
giance. A young woman has committed herself to
the life of an older woman rather than to search for

a husband, and she has made this commitment not

“until death us do part” but beyond death. One te-

male has chosen another female in a world where

life depends upon men. There is no mme racical
decision in all the memories of Israel. !

Iwould like to examine the book of Ruth as a classic
text and focus on the relationship between Ruth
and Naomi. Their fiiendship may be viewed as a
helpful model for relationships among ordinary.
Women’s spirituality, our way of being and doing
in the world and our effort to appropriate Christ’s
saving work, concerns who we are before God, be-
fore others, and before all creation. It 1s our jour-
ney toward wholeness and fullness of life, leading
to a concern for others and all creation.?

In my experience, women’s spirituality 1s nour-
ished by generative friendships. These friendships
allow us to speak and hear the truth of our lives and
call forth creativity and inventiveness the like of
which we could never imagine. The area of
women’s relationships is a significant topic for spir-
ituality today for three reasons: First, Joann Wolski
Conn suggests that for women the possibilities for
humanity/spirituality are restricted in that most
models of human development peak at autonomy,
while women’s experience indicates that maturity
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must include not only autonomy but relationship.?
Second, she contends that Christian teaching and
practice have significantly contributed to the re-
striction of women’s maturity i that women have
been consistently taught to value only one type of
religious development—self-denial and the sacri-
fice of one’s own needs for the sake of others.
Third, in describing the effects of male dominance
in the area of spirituality, Sandra Schneiders states
thatwomen have rarely been encouraged to imitate
the great women of salvation history. She main-
tains that the predominance of Christian warfare
over friendship as a model for the spiritual life has
expressed the concerns, interests, and experience
of men and excluded women’s.* For these three
reasons, the topic of women’s experience of rela-
tionship is significant in spirituality today.

Method

Spirituality as an academic discipline is intrinsi-
cally interdisciplinary due to the multi-faceted na-
ture of the object of its study, i.e., transformative
Christian experience.? In proposing relationship
as a governing category of the spiritual life for
women today through an examination and
reappropriation of the Book of Ruth, I shall em-
ploy one of the constitutive disciplines, scripture,
as well as several of the problematic disciplines,
feminist theology and women’s psychology. I em-
ploy the “appropriative method” proposed by
Michael Downey, which involves three interrelated
steps: description, critical analysis and constructive
interpretation.®

First, 1 describe the spiritual life as experi-
enced by the two main characters in the story, Ruth
and Naomi. Using the method or approach of nar-
rative analysiswithin a feminist framework, I exam-
ine the historical and literary background to the
story.” As a method of biblical interpretation, nar-
rative analysis holds that the text functions as a mir-
ror in projecting a certain image of a narrative
world which influences the reader. This method is
well suited to the narrative character of Ruth since
it facilitates the transition from the meaning of the
story in its historical context to its significance for
the reader today. Although women’s lives were not
the prime concern of the biblical authors, the au-
thor of Ruth places two women center stage and

introduces issues of special concern to women. 1
will pose to the text questions about women’s lives.

Second, [ analyze the friendship between Ruth
and Naomi using the disciplines of women’s psy-
chology and feminist theology. Jean Baker Miller
suggests that each person becomes a more devel-
oped and more active individual only as s/he is
more fully related to others and the relationships
grounded in mutuality lead to the empowerment
of all those concerned.® I shall use some of the as-
sumptions about women’s psychology and feminist
theology to examine whether or not the relation-
ship between Ruth and Naomi affords a model of
mutuality and empowerment appropriate for
women today. Mary Hunt argues that contempo-
rary theology pays little attention to the issue of
friendship, vet everyone has friends. She claims:
“Friendship is a useful theological construct.
Friendship illuminates questions of ultimate
meaning and value.”® As response, I employ the
approach of feminist theology to examine this
statement. 1?0

Katherine Zappone contends that a crucial
shift in spirituality’s meaning for the twentieth
century resides in the importance associated with
interdependence or relationality and that this

Women have rarely been
encouraged to imitate the great
women of salvation history. The

predominance of Christian
warfare over friendship as a
model for the spiritual life has
expressed the concerns,
interests, and experience of men
and excluded women s.

conviction should guide our lived experience of
relationships.!! Some current research on the
theme of interdependence affirms that this a
more natural way of surviving in the world than in-
dependence. The refationship between Ruth and
Naomi affords a model of interdependence for or-
dinary women.
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The book of Ruth can be described as a classic
text, one continually open to new interpretation.
As Carol Newsome and Sharon Ringe state:

Women's questions about women of biblical times
and about the implications of the Bible for women’s
lives reflect the fact that for good or ill, the Bible is a
book that has shaped and continues to shape hu-
man lives, communities, and cultures in the West,
as well as those in other parts of the world under the
hegemony or influence of Europe and North
America, 12

Step 1: Description

Narrative Summary

During a famine at the times of the judges, a native
of Judah, Elimelech, went with his wife Naomi, to
Moab in the hope of a better future. His death left
Naomi with two sons who eventually married two
Moabite women, Ruth and Orpah. Like Naomi,
they were widowed and thus the three were alone in
a patriarchal society. Naomi decided to return to
Judah where the famine was now over and told her
daughters to return to their mothers’ homes.
Orpah reluctantly obliged, but Ruth, in a passion-
ate outpouring of devotion and fidelity, chose to
remain with her mother-in-law:

Do not press me to leave you or turn back from fol-
lowing you! Where you go, I will go; where you
lodge 1 will lodge; your people shall be my people
and your God my God. Where you die I will
die—there will I be buried. May the Lord do thus
and so to me and more as well, even if death parts
me from you (1:16-17). -

Once back in Bethlehem, Ruth won the favor of
Boaz, a kinsman of Naomi, eventually married him
and gave birth to a son which assured security for
both women.

Literary Analysis

Most commentators agree that there is no clear evi-
dence concerning the time of the book’s composi-
tion, its setting or its purpose. The usual dating
gives a range from some time after the later period
of the monarchy down to the post-exilic period. It
is generally categorized as a Hebrew short story
since the four characteristics of this genre can be
found init: (1) thework is composed in a distinctive
literary style with elevated prose and semi-poetic
rhythmic elements; (2) there is an interest in typical
people combined with an interest in mundane

affairs; (3) it is both entertaining and instructive
and the reader is invited to participate in the joys
and sorrows of the characters; and (4) the reader is
impressed by the author’s artistry and creativity. 13

Most commentators remark on the extraordi-
nary literary achievement of the book of Ruth, cit-
ing its flawless style rarely paralleled before or af-
ter.1? The work is easily divided into four scenes
according to its four chapters. The first and last
balance each other through contrasting themes,
e.g., emptiness/fullness, death/life. These form a
framework for the middle chapters in which the
main action takes place. Furthermore, this main
action is framed by conversations between Ruth
and Naomi. Within the middle two chapters there
is further evidence of balance in that in chapter 2
everything takes place in the open, in public, in
the light. The opposite is true for chapter 3.1°
Within the structure, women and men move be-
tween life and death in open and deliberate ways,
while God works between blessing and curse in
ways that are hidden and fortuitous. '

Edward Campbell Jr. deals in detail with the
questions concerning the canonical status and canon-
ical place of Ruth as well as the various textual tradi-
tions.'” Lack of evidence makes it impossible to
answer questions of historicity, although the individ-
ual scenes themselves are historically plausible. While
the story dominates the whole book until the geneal-
ogy (4:18-22), it then becomes subordinated to the
background of the history of the Davidic line.!®

There are a number of significant themes
which commentators suggest: loyalty, the impor-
tance of clan relations and God’s ultimate faithful-
ness, providence and redemption. The narrative
structure of the book illustrates the theme: “from
emptiness to fullness.”!? By this is meant that the
main characters in the story begin with nothing
and end with abundance. It is story without villains
in contrast to the stories of other women: Susanna,
Esther, and Judith.

Direct speech isavery significant aspect of the
book occupying fifty-five of the eighty-five
verses.?0 It is the medium through which charac-
ter and relationships are developed. Ruth’s deter-
mination and courage are only completely made
clear when she speaks to Boaz on the threshing
floor. In addition, Naomi’s feelings concerning
her loneliness are only fully made clear in two
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speeches (1:11-13, 20-21). Speech is also used to
reveal information to the reader such as that con-
cerning the redeemers.?! Chapter 2 begins with
Ruth speaking to Naomi (v. 2) and ends with Na-
omi speaking to Ruth (vv. 18-22). The movement
of their day surrounds the movement in the field
(v. 3andv. 17). This circular design leads Trible to
conclude that both it and the content yield a femi-
nist interpretation: the women shape their story.
They plan (v. 2), they carry out the plan (vv. 3-17)
and they evaluate it (vv. 18-22),%2

The book emphasizes the crucial
importance of a correct
understanding of the way
humans cooperate with God. Do
these two Moabite women
become a model for how God
should act?

Some commentators wonder whether the au-

thor was a woman since there is a female perspec-
tive throughout and it is women’s initiative and as-
sertiveness which drives the story’s action. Initial
references to “his wife” and “his two sons” are re-
versed and become “her husband” and “her two
sons.” Moreover, Orpah and Ruth are told to re-
tmurn to “their mothers’” houses.” All characters are
set in reference to Naomi, although Ruth is the
center of interest.2?

Examination of the Relationship between Naomi
and Ruth
Ruth is a story of women’s friendship set within the
larger theological concept of God’s fidelity.?? The
voluntary female bonding described is unique in
the Bible and in considering how the book lends it-
self to appropriation in support of women’s bond-
ing, J. Cheryl Exum makes the [ollowing point:
Itis generally accepted in criticism today that gen-
der, race, ethnicity, social location, and a range of
other factors influence the way we read. Indeed
there is nothing to stop readers reading as they
please, finding in texts the meanings they are look-
ing for. But the text does play a role in the reading
process. Texts need readers to actualize them, but
readers need texts to actualize.

As a relationship between a Moabite and an Is-
raelite, the friendship between Ruth and Naomi ex-
ceeds what might be expected from the most suc-
cessful relationship between daughter-in-law and
mother-in-law.?® Ruth decides to throw her lot in
with Naomi totally and go wherever she goes. In
joining fates and forces, their bleak future is trans-
formed because the closeness between the two
women fuels their creativity and allows them to ac-
complish together what they could not have done
alone. Their collaboration ensures their security. In
freely combining forces and accepting each other,
one offers wisdom and guidance, the other the en-
ergy and fertility required to secure their future.

As a radical act of courage, Ruth’s promise of
life-long commitment to Naomi is remarkable;
Naomi’s God, Naomi’s people, Naomi’s life, in fact
even her final resting place will be Ruth’s.?” Ruth is
utterly committed to the older woman. To begin
with, she meets Naomi’s loneliness with her pres-
ence. Naomi voices a very negative self-image as she
argues for separation and can see little hope for the
future (1:11-13), but Ruth “matches her with passion-
ate hyperbole as she insists on non-separation.”??
She shares Naomi’s grief, but points to the future.
Later in chapter 2, Ruth leaves Naomi in her si-
lence, but returns with symbols of life and hope.
She urges Naomi to look beyond her loneliness.
The older woman eventually takes up the chal-
lenge and becomes a woman of initiative, able to
believe that she is wanted and secure. Thus, Ruth
moves Naomi from “emptiness” which is the lat-
ter’s greatest suffering to “fullness.”

Ruth’s declaration shows profound atfection
for her mother-in-law, but it goes deeper than feel-
ing. Her appropriation of Naomi’s existence and
fate and all that that involves is at the expense of
her disappropriation of her own.?? Without Ruth,
Naomi would be a widow with no support, prop-
erty, or purpose in life. But through Ruth’s loyalty
and cleverness, her future is secured.

The book emphasizes the crucial importance
of a correct understanding of the way humans co-
operate with God.?® Naomi prays that God will
deal kindly with her daughters-in-law as they “have
dealt with the dead and with me” (1:8b) Do these
two Moabite women become a model tor how God
should act? It is they who appear to have set hesed
in motion and Ruth continues this by not
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abandoning Naomi.?! Later she will again become
God’s hesed to Naomi.

Ruth accepts the responsibility of providing
tfor herself and her mother-in-law. She does not sit
down and wallow in self-pity or wait for divine in-
tervention. She accepts the lot of the poor person
and makes use of the resources that are available to
her. When Naomi invokes the fiesed of the Lord,
she bases the blessing on not her own experience
from the past since, for her, the past has meant only
famine, living among a strange people, and the
deaths of her loved ones. Rather, she invokes the
blessing on the basis of the gracious hospitality that
her daughters-in-law have shown to her family.
These foreign women are being held up as models
of the kindness that is expected by the Lord. Before
she is faithful to her new husband, Boaz, Ruth first
shows hesed to another woman. In this story,
Ruth’s fesed to Naomi (1:10) actualizes God’s
hesed to Naomi (2:20) and Ruth is a Moabite!

Despite the patriarchal setting, the story of the
women'’s courage is quite remarkable. Orpah was
prepared to leave her homeland and all that was fa-
miliar to her to be with her mother-in-law; Ruth de-
termined to do so. Naomi’s wish was to leave both
Orpah and Ruth in Moab, even though this would
have meant a solitary journey and solitary future
for her. This future would be one of powerlessness—
awoman unattached to a man in such a patriarchal
world was powerless. As a childless widow (as were
Orpah and Ruth), Naomi belonged to a group with
little power in Israelite society.

The story reflects a historically grounded situ-
ation in which the most important task politically
and personally for women was motherhood and
the bearing of sons. In the climax to the story, a typ-
ically patriarchal blessing is given to Boaz:

May the Lord make the woman who is coming into
your house like Rachel and Leah, who together
built up the house of Israel. May you produce chil-
dren in Ephrathah and bestow a name in Bethle-
hem and, through the children that the Lord will
give you by this young woman, may your house be
like the house of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Ju-
dith (4:11b-12).

If Ruth is to be like Rachel and Leah, she must also
emulate Tamar whose courage proved to be out-
standing according to Judah whose son Perez, she
bore.

A remarkable passage, which highlights the
significance of the relationship between Naomi
and Ruth, follows three verses later. The women, in
speaking to Naomi about Ruth, attest to the fact
that Ruth means more to Naomi than seven sons
(4:15b). Since seven is a symbolic number for total-
ity and since a woman’s prestige within society was
significantly influenced by the number of her sons,
whatever bond existed between Naomi and Ruth
was obvious to others and impressive.

In addition to Ruth’s passionate speech at the
beginning of the story, other passages give evidence
of the intensity of her devotion to the older woman.
Ruth “left” her mother and father (2:11) and
cleaved (dabegah) to Naomi. This same language is
used about the first couple in Eden (Gen 2:24).
Moreover, in cleaving to Naomi, Ruth assumes the
closest physical position a woman in the scriptures
takes.3? Further uses of the word again focus on
women’s relationships, as both Boaz and Naomi
urge Ruth to cleave to the women in the fields (2:8,

Ruth accepts the responsibility of
providing for herself and her
mother-in-law. She does not sit
down and wallow in self-pity or
wait for divine intervention. She
accepts the lot of the poor person
and makes use of the resources
that are available to her.

21). It is in being with women that both Ruth and
Naomiwill find safety. We are not told explicitly that
Naomi returns Ruth’s affection. We do know, how-
ever, from chapter 1 that Naomi is concerned for
her daughters-in-law and begs them to return to
their mothers’ houses. Naomi ignores Ruth'’s pres-
ence at the end of that chapter: “I went away full, but
the Lord has brought me back empty” (v 21).

Later however, Naomi acknowledges their fa-
milial bonds by speaking of a relative of “ours” and
one of “owr” redeemers. Commentators also point
out that there are signs of Naomi’s feelings towards
Ruth, even before the story actually begins, since
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Naomi had already proved her love for and accep-
tance of her throughout the latter’s barrenness.
Moreover, the fact that Naomi strongly advised
Ruth to remain in Moab, which would have meant
Naomi’s giving up the last connection she had to
her dead son, indi-
cates her concern for
Ruthy’s future happi-

ness. Rather than
hold fast her link to
her dead son

through Ruth, she
wishes Ruth to re-
main with her own
people where pre-
sumably life will be
better for her than
among
Obviously, as read-

ers we can find evi-

dence of mutual con-

cern and loyalty without the narrator having to be
explicit. It is interesting to note that the narrator

does not tell us that Ruth loved Naomi. Rather, the

women of Bethlehem attest to this fact (4:15). In
this, we can find evidence, then, that Ruth’s love for
Naomi was obvious to others, for it is in this verse
that the storyteller makes Ruth the subject of the
only use of the word “love.”34

As Trible concludes:

Asawhole, this human comedy suggests a theologi-
cal interpretation of feminism: women working out
their own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is
God who works in them. Naomi works as a bridge
between tradition and innovation. Ruth and the fe-
males of Bethlehem work as paradigms for
radicality. All together they are women in culture,
and women transforming culture. What they re-
flect, they challenge. And that challenge is a legacy
of faith to this day for all who have ears to hear the
stories of women in a man’s world.?

Step 2: Analysis

The Theme of Interdependence

What do recent conclusions from the scientific
world have to say about relationship? Research in
physics illustrates both how fundamental and how
central the concept of interdependence is. By anal-
ogy, the concept can be a theme for women’s
spirituality.

O Murchu believes that our ability
to relate both mutually, i.e., in ways
which enhance others and allow
us to be enhanced by them, as
well as ethically, is innate to
being human and is the pivotal

strangers. 5% element of our spirituality.

Physicists propose that quarks, which are sub-
atomic substances and the most basic elements of
nature, function in a relational mode. They can
only be studied and understood in a relational con-
text. To date it has not been possibie for scientists
to isolate a quark or
substantiate its iden-
tity as an isolated
building block. What
quarks demonstrate
is the existence of
patterns of interre-
lating energy, sug-
gesting  complex,
tangled webs of rela-
tionships. Matter is
interdependent and
interconnected.

In arguing that
our capacity to relate
may be the most ha-
sic element of our spiritual makeup as a human
species, O'Murchu describes how the prevailing
understanding during ancient times was that life
was a unity. Within this unity, everything was inter-
related and interdependent.30

O’Murchu notes that it is difficult to identify
the precise factors that enabled us to develop our
capacity to relate as a human species. It would ap-
pear that even before we learned to speak (about
100,000 years ago) human beings were able to re-
late. O’Murchu suggests that our survival was prob-
ably aided more by a cooperative mode of relating
than a competitive one. Furthermore, he wonders,
in the light of anthropological studies, whether hu-
man beings are more cooperative than competitive
by nature. O’Murchu believes that our ability to re-
late both mutually, i.e., in ways which enhance oth-
ers and allow us to be enhanced by them, as well as
ethically, is innate to being human and is the piv-
otal element of our spirituality. Our whole under-
standing of what life is revolves around our ability
to relate and the need to do so in mutually and spir-
itually beneficial ways.37

As an analogy with physical energy, the rela-
tionship between Ruth and Naomi illustrates the
“natural” qualities of cooperation, mutuality, and
interdependence rather than competition. Just as
one is unlikely to find an isolated individual in the
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natural world since everything must be considered
in relationship to something else, so also can the
reader imagine the two women. It is their relation-
ship that sheds light on their individual identity. It
is their interdependence that creates strength as
“patterns of henevolent energy.”®

The Voice of Feminist Theology
Reclaiming the relational mode as the primary dy-
namic of life at every level of existence 1s probably
the most profound and most provocative claim of
feminist  spirituality. On  this all  other
understandings—imaginational, conceptual, phil-
osophical and theological-—hinge. Relationship
lies at the heart of reality and is the core interaction
and value around which everything revolves.?
Like O'Murchu, Margaret Farley attests to the
importance of relationship for feminists, claiming
that this concept is at the heart of feminist theory in
general as well as in feminist theology, psychology,
sociology, and political theory.40 Persons and all
reality have a profoundly social and relational
character. Farley notes that while relationships for
women are very important, the nature of their im-
portance is still being explored. For example, some
feminist theories of moral development contend
that the sustaining of human relationships is at the
heart of women’s experience. But there is debate as
to whether this means that women and men are es-
sentially different, that is, whether gender deter-
mines the priority given to relationships over au-

tonomy, or whether the well-being of both women

and men requires respect for individual freedom as
well as the capacity for relationship.

Within a patriarchal framework, all relation-
ships are presumed to function from the top
down.*! People are expected to know their place on
the ladder and to keep it. There is much emphasis
on difference and isolation, and usually identity is
obtained from dualistic categorization in which all
things (including people) are understood in terms
of what they are opposed to. However, there is a
strong movement, particularly among feminists, to
view the world more in terms of both/and values
rather than either/or values. In this viewpoint, the
essential nature of all life is relatedness, and identity
is obtained from the context of relationships. Hu-
man experience tells us that we can never fully un-
derstand or explain relationships. There is always

an element of mystery. It is this prevailing sense of
mystery and immeasurable quality that gives rela-
tionships both vibrancy and depth. (In analogical
relation, elements in nature e.g., quarks, all share
this same mysterious binding force which indicates
the relational bond of all reality.) But the relational
mode of being with its emphasis on interdepen-
dence, radical equality, participation, and commu-
nity, requires a very different set of paradigms from
the hierarchical mode. Relationships within an in-
terdependent system require openness, trust, and
freedom rather than their hierarchical opposites.

The paradigm of human relationships is
marked by equality of power, mutuality of freedom
and responsibility, love that is other-centered yet
neither neglectful nor destructive of the self and fi-
delity . . . For many feminists, not surprisingly, the
model and the goal of human relationships is
therefore friendship.??> How then do we under-
stand friendship among women today? What is its
significance? Indeed what constitutes a friend?

Friendship is defined as “freely chosen rela-
tionships in which one intends the well-being of the
other.”3 Friends are those who try to live out
equality and mutuality, love and justice as qualities
of their relationships, while all the time paying at-
tention to one another in a focused way. As friend-
ships deepen, attempts are made to change social
and economic structures that divide people and to
build relationships of integrity that ground justice
work. Hunt notes how this understanding of
friendship contrasts greatly with the patriarchal
model based on Aristotelian hierarchical catego-
ries.** She asserts that the latter model is used as
the foundation of almost every non-feminist treat-
ment of friendship,*® The patiarchal model is
grounded in men’s experience of having fewer and
fewer friends as they ascend the ladder of inti-
macy.‘}6 In contrast, women befriend and are be-
friended in multiples, beginning with oneself, then
with others, creation, and the Divine. Therefore, in
this feminist understanding, “friends” scarcely ex-
ist in the singular because friendship is always a
self-involved relationship, automatically plural. It
begins with women’s self-affirmation, for it is only
then that women can discover without fear the self
of other women.

To bond or connect with other women, women
need first of all to be companions to themselves, to
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befriend themselves.*” Women’s friendships deny
the need for men to be central to every human ex-
change. Instead, women can choose to put other
women first in relationships of equality and mutu-
ality. Central to the dynamic of mutuality are reci-
procity and vulnerability.’® Reciprocity involves
give and take with each person being prepared to
be an active agent in the relationship. Vulnerability
means that we allow others to virtually change our
lives, knowing that we are all essentially linked and
~ that we cannot make it on our own.
Mary Hunt calls for more theological attention
to friendship:
Friendship has been discussed rarely in Christian
theological literature. This strikes me as peculiar in
a faith wradition where laying down one’s life for
one’s friends is landed . . . Women’s friendships in
particular are virtually ignored as data for theologi-
cal reflection. They are passed over, as is women’s
experience in general, in the few examples of note-
worthy friends that one finds in theological
sources.49

Hunt notes that women’s friendships in patriarchal
contexts emerge as much out of necessity as out of
attraction. Women friends help one another sur-
vive and thus they have a social component to
them. For Hunt, three themes dominate women’s
friendships: attention, which is essential to the de-

committed to a common vision” and a “relation-
ship of joy.”5 She develops this understanding
into a mode! of the relationship of God to us and
the world and our relationship to God and the
world. It is a mode! which stresses mutuality, com-
mitment, trust, common vision, and interdepen-
dence. We are friends of the Friend of the world 5%

When we place the relationship between Ruth
and Naomi in dialogue with the voice of feminist
theology, the connections are obvious. Hunt’s
three dominant themes of attention, generativity,
and community (recall the women at the end who
proclaim Ruth’s love for Naomi) are evident. Ruth
and Naomi care for each other and, in thelr care,
call forth from each other enormous creativity. In
addition, there are examples of mutuality, equal-
ity, and vulnerability, which are characteristics of
women'’s friendships. The story illustrates how
both Ruth and Naomi were able to become active
agents in the relationship and how they both al-
lowed the one to change the other’s life.

The Voice of Women’s Psychology

Feminist psychologists have pointed out that the
concept of relationship has been determined by
only half of the world’s population. In other words,
men have interpreted both their own experience
and women’s. In response to this situation, Conn

In a study of women s relationships, psychiatrist Jean Baker Miller
observed that women s sense of personhood is grounded in the
motivation to make, enhance, and maintain relatedness to others.

velopment and nurture of friendship; generativity,
which calls forth truths and talents in areas such as
poetry, music, theology etc., as well as the psychic
and physical space to survive; and community,
which emerges slowly as a network grows between
friends who share similar values and who nurture
one another.?? '
Sallie McFague contends that of all relation-
ships friendship is the most free.?! Tt is also poten-
tially the most inclusive.52 All other relationships
are bound by duty, utility, or desire. What one ex-
pects from a friend are trust, i.e., reliability, con-
stancy and loyalty. For McFague, friendship “is a
free, reciprocal, trustful bonding of persons

advocates a developmental psychology that gives
equal value to women’s and men’s experience.® In
contrast to what some developmental models sug-
gest, she believes that every phase of human matu-
ration involves both autonomy and attachment.
Maturity involves independence from fusion with
the other (family or religious authority) in order to
have relationships of intimacy that are deeper,
more complex and more inclusive of diversity.

In a study of women’s relationships, psychia-
trist Jean Baker Miller observed that women’s
sense of personhood is grounded in the motivation
to make, enhance, and maintain relatedness to oth-
ers.? In addition, she discovered that women tend
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to find satistaction, pleasure, effectiveness, and a
sense of seif-worth if they experience what they do
as arising from and leading back into a sense of
connection with others, Thus, they become more
developed and active only as they are more related
to others. To discuss her findings, Miller draws on
Judith Jordan’s understanding of empathy as a
“cognitive and emotional activity in which one per-
son is able to experience the feelings and thoughts
of another person and simultaneously is able to
know her/his different feelings and thoughts. "57 As
such empathy requires a high level of cognitive and
emotional integration, Miller cites the research of
J. Swrrey concerning the question of how people
actually learn empathy and the central place of mu-
tual empathy in all psychological development.
For Surrey, an “experience of mutual empathy of
‘being with’ means ‘being seen’ and ‘feeling seen’
by the other and ‘seeing the other’ and sensing the
other ‘feeling seen.””%8

Miller contends that relationships involving
such mutual empathy are growth-promoting rela-
tionships, These relationships produce the follow-
ing results for each woman involved: vitality and
energy, a more accurate picture of self and other, a
greater sense of self-worth, a feeling of being more
connected to the other, and a greater motivation
for connections with other people beyond those in
the specific relationship, a greater ability to take ac-
tion. These characteristics are produced by the in-
terplay between women rather than by what is done
by each individual or what goes on in each individ-
ual. Thus each person, for example, acquires more
ability to act as a result of her response to the other
person in the relationship and the other person’s
response to her. Action emerges out of the inter-
play between the women, not out of one woman as
sole actor.

It is not at all difficult to align the relationship
between Ruth and Naomi to the these themes in
women’s psychology. First of all, Ruth’s beautiful
pledge of loyalty is a clear example of one woman’s
connection to another. Ruth realized that she needed
her relationship with Naomi, whose voice of wisdom
was able to call her forth and to help her understand
who she was. Similarly, Naomi needed the younger
woman to restore her to her true self, to help her see
life in death, to bring her from “emptiness” to “full-
ness.” In addition, I believe that the relationship

Each person in a relationship
involving mutual empathy
acquires more ability
to act as a result of her
response to the other
person in the relationship
and the other person s
response to her.

between Ruth and Naomi can be described as an ex-
perience of mutual empathy i Surrey’s terms. We
see both women grow and develop, and the charac-
teristics of a growth-promoting relationship de-
scribed above such as vitality and energy are evident.
Obvious examples are Ruth’s encounters with Boaz
and Naomi becoming Obed’s nurse as well as her
movement from an experience of “emptiness” to
“fullness.” The vitality and energy of the relation-
ship are produced through the dialogue between
Ruth and Naomi. They plan and act, not alone, but
in response to the other.

Step: 3 Constructive Interpretation

The Nature of a Classic

How do we recognize a spiritual classic? Can the
book of Ruth be considered a classic text? David
Tracy argues thata classic, a text in which we recog-
nize the disclosure of truth, lives as a classic only if it
finds readers willing to be provoked by its claim to
attention.® The purpose of a classic is to challenge
our complacency, break our conventions, provoke,
shock and transform our horizons. The book of
Ruth has the potential to do this for women, Hav-
ing been formed by my culture, I brought my own
pre-understanding with its questions, opinions,
fears, hopes, expectations to the text and then ex-
perienced the “claim to attention” that Ruth ex-
erted on me.%” Ruth is a text that has the power to
persuade and move readers to a response, which is
the task of a classic.

Phillip Sheldrake maintains that classic texts
“bring us into transforming contact with what is en-
during and essential in our religious tradition.”®!
Friendship, as illustrated by the relationship of
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Ruth and Naomi, is an enduring and essential tra-
dition, and its value still has relevance. Ruth, con-
sidered as a classic text, can bring us into trans-
forming contact with this value. Finally, Tracy
argues that classics must be {reed to allow them to
educate us in the realities which as noble and true
are public.%2 Ruth holds aloft the value of women’s
friendship as something noble, true, and public.

Reappropriation

Denise Lardner Carmody suggests that friendship
between women such as that between Naomi and
Ruth requires a reli-
gious agreement. She
maintains that, with-
out a union of heart
and mind as well as a
common surrender to
divine mystery, it is
unlikely that two po-
tential friends will be
able to plumb the
depths of their possi-
bilities.®® The narra-
tor underlines the re-
ality that the women’s
bonding is ultimately
a religious one, in which Ruth entrusts herself to
the God of Naomi. Ruth has glimpsed something
of Naomi’s God and embarks on a journey of faith
with her mother-in-law. There are no details of the
physical journey, but it would have taken them at
least a week to cross the Arnon River, trek through
hilly country until they reach the Jordan, then cross
the river and descend into Bethlehem. If the two
women traveled alone, it would have been danger-
ous. Did they travel on foot or use donkeys? The
long, wearying journey must have made them cling
more closely to each another. In all probability, as
they were trekking back to Bethlehem, the hard-
ships of the journey would have been shared
amidst much talk, the bonds nurtured, the rela-
tionship deepened, and a brighter future en-
visioned.

Women today have such “journeys” to make.
Can ordinary middle class women in first world
countries at the beginning of a new century bring
their questions to this text and find answers?%* Can
the story of Ruth question and challenge their

The narrator underlines
the reality that the women s
bonding is ultimately a
religious one, in which Ruth
entrusts herself to the God
of Naomi.

lives? Today’s audience may have questions which
the text does not address. First, the text accepts
without question the setting of a patriarchal cul-
ture. This culture determined that women’s first
duty was to produce a male heir, and it left her in
abject poverty if she had no connection to a man,
Second, the text does not question the society in
which the “business” is transacted by men at the city
gate—"business” which involves the lives of the
women who are seen as elements in a financial
transaction. Third, women today would have seri-
ous questions to ask about the levirate marriage
custom onwhich the story is based. This custom re-
quired that a widow
had to make herself
available to her hus-
band’s close relative in
order to continue her
husband’s name.

However, other as-
pects of the story can
easily be reapprop-
riated. Ruth is a story
that says much about
friendship between wo-
men. It models wo-
men’s ways of plan-
ning, taking risks and
evaluating. It illustrates fidelity. It shows the re-
wards that come when burdens are shared and
women combine their efforts to overcome adver-
sity. A woman can choose to put another women
first, and make another woman the primary recipi-
ent of her fidelity and affection.

As a story of women’s friendship, it is a key
scriptural text and deserves to be proclaimed

loudly and frequently as the Word of God.
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common regard marked by trust, affection and
respect for difference (Women, Earth, and Creator
Spirit, p. 27).

O’'Murchu, Reclaiming Spirituality, p. 108, It is
important to note the word “reclaiming,” for, as
Sallie McFague attests, the radical interrelatedness
of everything is not a novel insight. Rather, the
view that we are isolated and independent
individuals is the more recent understanding
(Models of God [Philadelphia: Fortress], p. 166).
Tarley, Margaret, in Diclionary of Feminist
Theologies, ed. Letty Russell and J. Shannon
Clarkson (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John
Knox Press, 1996), p. 238.

O'Murchu, Reclaiming Spirituality, pp. 106 -107.
1hid.
Hunt, in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, p. 123,
Tbid.

Although basing his work on Aristotle’s and other
significant male thinkers’ understanding of
friendship, Paul Wadell acknowledges his debt to
feminist ethicists who point out that if existence is
relational, then friendships are not something
that we have. Rather they are shapers of who we
are. The interconnectedness of all life is such that
our actions and responses make a difference.
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Through our friends, we are put in touch with the
deepest and most promising aspects of our selves
(Friendship and the Moval Life, [Notre Dame,
Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989],
p. 161).

McFague cites a study of American males which
concluded that friendship was largely noticeable
by its absence (Models of God, p. 157).

Patriarchy divided women and encouraged them
to see other women as competition for men’s
attention and protection.

Zappone, The Hope for Wholeness, pp. 67-85.
Funt, Fierce Tenderness, pp. 9-10.

Ibid., pp. 151-164.

McFague, Models, p. 159.

Ibid., p. 164.

Ibid., p. 171.

Anne Carr draws attention to the fact that the
metaphor of God as friend meets with objections
philosophically because there can be no real
equality between God and human beings. But she
argues that, in New Testament terms, the
compassionate love of God is revealed in the
image of friendship (John 15:15), which
demonstrates God’s love as desiring and giving
humankind the equality of friendship
(Transforming Grace [San Francisco: Harper &
Row, 19881, p. 150).

Joann Wolski Conn, “Toward Spiritual Maturity,”
in Freemg Theology: The Essentials of Theology in
Fewinist Perspective, ed. Catherine LaCugna (San
Francisco: Harper, 1993), p. 255.

Jean Baker Miller, What Do We Mean by
Relationships?, pp. 1-13.

Ibid., p. 2.

Tbid. '

Tracy, David. “The Classic.” Chap. 3 in The
Analogical Inagination ( NY: Crossroad, 1989), pp.
108-115.

Ibid., p. 119.

Philip Sheldrake, Spirituality and History
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books), p. 172.
Tracy, “The Classic,” p. 130.

Denise Lardner Carmody, Bible Women:
Conlemporary Reflections on Biblical Texts (New York:
Crossroad, 1998), p. 35.

Unfortunately, since it only features twice in the
Lectionary in Year 1 and never in Year 2, chances
are limited for hearing it proclzimed, let alone
preached, as the Word of God (see note 25).
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Carol Rittner, R.S.M.

Education: Our Heritage—Our Fut

In Memory of M. Concilia Moran, R.S.M. (1930-1990)

“Let us fit the young women
for earth without unfitting
them for heaven.”

Catherine McAuley

[I” crcy—the principal path
1 marked out by Jesus
b ¥ o fOr those desirous of
following him.” These words of
Catherine McAuley proclaim
both her response to the experi-
ence of God’s provident love and
her expectation of those who
joined her in ministry.! How of-
ten have we read or heard these
words. But what do they mean?
How are they incarnated in our
lives and manifested in our min-
istry? How shall we carry Mercy
into the twenty-first century?
We gather these days from
many parts of our fragile earth a
planet torn by conflict and
soaked in blood, but also burst-
ing with life and open to trans-
formation, ever so beloved in
spite of everything. We gather
from all parts of Ireland, north
and south, from England, Africa
and the Americas, and from
other places as well. We gather
“to reflect together on our heri-
tage, to address our present real-
ities and to envision our future
as Catholic and Mercy schools in
anew century.” We gather as Sis-
ters of Mercy, as co-ministers of
Mercy, as colleagues and friends
to engage issues and questions
surrounding “our heritage” and

“Harnett,

“our future.” As we do, let us do
so in solidarity as we Step into
the Past, Stand in the Present,
and Dance into the Future.

I thank all of you for the in-
vitation to speak at this Mercy
Education Conference, “Sharing
Our Heritage, Shaping Our Fu-
ture.” I am conscious that I
“stand on the shoulders of gi-
ants”—-Catherine McAuley,
Mary Anne Doyle, Mary Vincent
Frances Ward, and
many, other Sisters of Mercy—
all of them women of faith and
generosity. Like us, they wanted
to leave their mark in life.
Catherine McAuley, writes Sister
Mary Vincent Harnett in the
Limerick Manuscript, “was con-
vinced that Almighty God re-
quired her to make some lasting
efforts for the relief of the sulfer-
ing and instruction of the igno-
rant . . .”? Catherine and her
early companions wanted to
make a difference for good in
this world.

My topicis, “Our Heritage—
Our Future.” My presentation
has three parts—you might
think of it as a three-step jig,
which to paraphrase our Kitty
McAuley, “Hurrah for [jigs],
makes the old young and the
young merry!” My three-step jig
goes like this:

First, in “Step into the Past,”
I'want to illuminate our heritage
and say a few words about
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Catherine McAuley and how 1
think she has inspired and
in-spirited “Mercy unto thou-
sands” for nearly 170 years. Sec-
ond, in “Stand in the Present,” 1
deal with the charism of “Mercy”
and the values that underpin our
long heritage i education
through values of compassion,
hospitality, justice, and excel-
lence. ¥inally, Iwill treat “Dance
into the Future,” as I suggest
some questions we might con-
sider as we carry our Mercy vi-
sion and values in education for-
ward into the new millennium.

Catherine McAuley and the
Charism of Mercy

The period between Catherine’s
birth in 1778 and her death in
1841 was a season when “unem-
ployment was high in Ireland,
especially in urban areas where
poorhouses and workhouses
multiplied as fast as factories.
Rapid industrialization as well as
crop failure impelled hundreds
of farmers to migrate toward ur-
ban areas for assistance and em-
ployment.”? Catherine was born
into what could be described as
“comfortable, upper middle-
class circumstances,” although
after her father’s death, her
mother’s “inability to manage
her financial matters occasioned
a gradual descent into poverty
for the McAuley family.”*
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From her parents, Catherine
inherited a twofold legacy. As
Johanna Regan and Isabelle
Keiss write in their book, Tender
Courage,

Her father’s religious fervor
crossed with her mother’s intel-
lectnal  independence; her
mother’s gentility and ability to
associate in society crossed with
her father’s identification and
involvement with the poor, the
outcast and the downtrodden.

While the repeal of the British
penal laws had begun in the de-
cades before Catherine’s birth in
1778, the residue of years of le-
gal discrimination against Cath-
olics clung to some peoples’
hearts the way pollution clings to
buildings in our cities today. In
addition, the social and eco-
nomic reality of Ireland was
marked by extreme wealth and
extreme poverty, straining the
few welfare systems available to
poor people.® Like the Ireland
of our time-—and mighi I say,
the America of our time as
well—it was possible to avoid the
poor if one wanted to, but
Catherine did not. She opened
her eyes and her heart, and she
addressed her reality.

Sister Regina Kelly-—the
finest teacher I ever had—
described Catherine 1n a little
booklet she wrote more than
twenty years ago:

A remarkable woman once
walked the poorest sections of
Dublin city, saddened and
stunned by what she found
there—ignorance,  neglect,
disease. She was appalled by
the all too visible hunger and
hopeless prejudice. The poor
had overwhelming needs—the
poor always do. These Irish
poor had no way out, caught as
they were in a bitter struggle of

political-religious ideas and
ideals that denied them food,
freedom, property and educa-
tion. This woman knew there
was something she had to do:
she comforted, she prayed, she
instructed, she consoled; she
returned again and again.
Finally she started an nstitute
of women religious who could
bring to those in need the in-

future she could not have imag-
ined. The enterprise has been
shaped and reshaped by diverse
times and circumstances, and by
the needs and challenges of each
particular venue where our
Mercy foremothers have estab-
lished and carried on the mis-
sion of Mercy.® Whether it is

As educators in the Mercy tradition,
we participate, in one way or another,
in an enterprise begun by the energies

of a woman who created a future
she could not have imagined.

comparable quality of God’s
mercy. Who was this woman of
compassion and prayer? [Who
was this ] Socialite turned so-
cial worker, lady of fashion
who lived among the poor,
woman of wealth who had no
money, activist who early
learned the discipline of sanc-
tity[?] Her name was Catherine
McAuley In nine-
teenth-century Dublin, which
Catherine labeled “one scene
of wretchedness and sorrow,”
poverty and ignorance ap-
peared to be taken for granted.
Distressed by the misery of the
poor, she was one of a few ex-
traordinary women who began
to care for those for whom, to
all appearances, no one else
seemed to care.

As educators in the Mercy tradi-
tion, in institutions influenced
by the spirit of the Sisters of
Mercy because operated, statfed
and often owned by congrega-
tions of Sisters of Mercy, we par-
ticipate, in one way or another,
in an enterprise begun by the en-
ergies of a woman who created a

Zambia or Brazil, the Americas
or South Africa, Australia, New
Zealand, Guam, the Philippines,
England, or Ireland—north and
south-—we are shaping and re-
shaping the tradition.
Catherine McAuley was
fifty-three years old, an “older
woman,” when she established
the Institute of the Sisters of
Mercy in Dublin. Between 1831
and 1841, she personally
opened twelve of the fourteen
original Convents of Mercy, per-
sonally traveling throughout
Ireland and to England to make
these foundations.® This ener-
getic Irish woman was commit-
ted and focused, making present
the Mercy of God in her world.
She was a “realist with a
practical turn of mind . . . a
shrewd observer who responded
to the challenges of her time ina
manner at once novel and rele-
vant.”'Y Her vision for the Insti-
tute of the Sisters of Mercy was
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clearly and concisely expressed
in the original constitutions:
“The principal aim of the Con-
gregation is to educate poor
girls, to lodge and maintain
poor young women who are in
danger . . . and to visit the sick
poor.”

We are focusing on educa-
tion, not because the other min-
istries in Catherine’s time were
not important, but because, as
Sister Angela Bolster writes in
Catherine In Her Own Words, visi-
tation of the poor convinced her
“that permanent improvement
for Dublin’s slum dwellers could
only come through provision of
education.”!! Why? Because ed-
ucation is a basic human right.

develop their talents, to acquire
skills, to learn how to think and
express themselves, to develop
insight about life, about the
world, about one another, about
God. The goal of education is to
train the whole person to be at
once intellectually discerning
and humanly flexible, tough-
minded and openhearted; to be
résponsive to the new and re-
sponsible for values that make us
civilized. It is to teach us to meet
what is new and different with
reasoned judgment and human-
ity. We who are involved in the
grand enterprise of education
teach so that people can develop
their intellectual, moral, ethical,
and physical selves. We teach so

We who are involved in the grand enterprise
of education teach so that people can
develop their intellectual, moral, ethical,
and physical selves.

Article 26 of The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, pro-
mulgated by the United Nations
in 1948, declared, “Everyone has
the right to education . . .” Pope
John XXIIT emphasized educa-
tion as a basic human right in his
1963 encyclical, Pacem in Terris
{(“Peace on Farth”). Every human
being has “the right to a basic ed-
ucation and to technical and pro-
fessional training in keeping with
the stage of educational develop-
ment in the country to which he
or she belongs” (#13). Catherine
recognized these rights a century
and a half earlier.

To educate is to provide
schooling—to provide opportu-
nities for people to learn, to

they care for themselves, earn a
living, provide food and shelter
for themselves and for their fam-
ilies, so that they can contribute
to what our Jewish sisters and
brothers refer to as tikkun
olam—"the healing and repair of
the world.”

“Education is a social enter-
prise; it involves the well-being
of groups as well as individuals.
Education, power, and rights—-
political and economic—have
much to do with each other.”12
Human rights can withstand ty-
rannical forces only if attention
is paid to education, and in nine-
teenth-century Ireland, Catho-
lics, poor and rich alike, for too
long had suffered at the hands of

tyrants.  Perhaps Catherine
knew, even before Paulo Freire
himself, that education must
lead to “conscientization.”

Coupled with Catherine’s
conviction that the poor must be
educated was her equally strong
conviction that women must be
educated, a value not highly re-
garded in the nineteenth cen-
tury. (Regrettably, this is still the
case in many places around the
world. If more women were edu-
cated, I think we would speak
less about the “feminization of
poverty.”) “No work of charity,”
wrote Catherine, “can be more
productive of good to society or
more conducive to the happi-
ness of the poor than the careful
instruction of women . . . since
whatever station they are des-
tined to fill, their example and
their advice will always have
great influence and wherever a
God-fearing woman presides,
peace and good order are gener-
ally to be found.”!® These are
powerful words, all the more so
because they remind us that she is
not thinking only of poor women,
and in a world that diminished or
dismissed women, and in a
Church that was patriarchal from
“head to toe,” and still is.

She once told her close
friend Frances Warde that edu-
cating women was of “utmost
importance.” Why? Because wo-
men were the “link between the
high and the low classes.” Today
we do not like to use such termi-
nology as “the high and the low
classes,” but in her day, Ireland
was a class-conscious society,
Catherine McAuley and those
first Sisters of Mercy who en-
gaged in “the careful instruction
ofwomen” intended that women
have power, and use it for good
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in society. Above all, women were
to be educated for the serious
purpose of social change and not
for social ornamentation or to
enhance their marriageability.

The Mercy Heritage in
Education

Conscious of our past, we now
focus on the charism of Mercy
and on values which underpin
Mercy education in the Roman
Catholic tradition: justice, com-
passion, hospitality, and excel-
lence.

What do we mean when we
say “Mercy”? “The word has
good and authentic connota-
tions, but it can also have inade-
quate connotations, even dan-
gerous ones . . . The danger is
that it may seem to denote sheer
sentiment, without a praxis to
accompany it . .. Mercy can con-
note the alleviation of individual
needs but entail the risk of aban-
doning the transformation of
structures.”'? We can educate
the poor, but fail to critique—or
enable the poor themselves to
critique—the causes of poverty.
We can educate young women,
but fail to analyze the patriar-
chal structures that conspire to
keep women subservient, quiet,
and powerless in society. As Sis-
ter Patricia Smith, a member of
the Baltimore regional commnu-
nity in the United States, said,
“The term ‘Mercy’ sometimes has
suffered from disempowering m-
terpretations.” Mercy, for exam-
ple, “can refer to ‘being nice,’ en-
abling unhealthy behaviors, or
keeping the peace. But mercy is
something quite different . . .
mercy is a kindness of the mind
that mirrors the spaciousness of
the heart.”!® It is “a mode of

relationship and a power that is
wounded by the suffering of oth-
ers and propelled to action on
their behalf now.”16 Mercy is a
basic attitude toward the suffer-
ing of another, whereby one re-

and extending the reach of
Mercy from Thornhill College
in Northern Ireland to Shauri
Moyo Parish in Kenya. Not only
is she involved in teaching math
to slum children and m trying to

Do not underestimate the power
of your influence on young women
and their willingness to commit
a few years of their lives in service
to God s people.

acts to that suffering In such a
way as to eradicate it and its
causes. It 1s “an action, or more
precisely, a reaction to someone
else’s suffering,”!” That is why
people who practice the princi-
ple of Mercy literally put their
lives on the line.

I met a young woman, edu-
cated by the Sisters of Mercy and
their colleagues at Thornhill
College in Derry in 1992, at
Thornhill’s annual prize-giving.
Her name is Moire O’Sullivan;
she’s twenty-three now, a gradu-
ate of York University with a
B.Sc. in chemistry. My friend
Sister Deirdre Mullan encoun-
tered her on the street in Derry
right after she had graduated
from York University. Deirdre
asked her what she planned to
do now that she had her B.Sc.
“Sister,” she said, “it’s ‘pay back
time.” I've been given so much.
Now it’s my turn to share.”

Today, Moire O’Suilivanisa
lay missionary with the Mill Hill
Fathers in Nairobi, learning
Swahili, working in the slums,

let them know they are loved
and valued as human beings.
She also is involved in social
analysis with the Shauri Moyo
Parish group as they protest
against “land grabbing” by the
powerful who want to keep the
poor destitute and powerless.
Do not underestimate the
power of your influence on
young women like Moire
O’Sullivan and thewr willingness
to commit a few years of their
lives in service to God’s people.
Do not undervalue the influence
of Mercy education and its
power to encourage Mercy grad-
uates to stand in solidarity with
people who are denied their
rights in Nairobi—or in Lim-
merick, Dublin, Derry, Belfast,
or London. Catherine’s “great-
est influence as a teacher came
from the recognition that she
lived by the values she im-
parted,” and so, too, will ours. 18
To remember Catherine
and our “heritage of Mercy” is to
risk living dangerously, which
brings me to two related values
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underpinning Mercy education:
compassion  and  justice.
Catherine often said that “Com-
passion should be our animating
principle in undertaking the
duty of instructing children or
adults, since they are made in
God’s image.”lg But what is
compassion? Compassion is
sympathetic consciousness of
another’s distress and a desire to
alleviate it. Parker Palmer calls it
“love.”? To be compassionate is
to love tenderly, to love with an
awareness of the capacity of the
other to be wounded, to suffer
pain. To be compassionate is to
discover the pains of the world in
one’s inner center and to re-
spond to them. To be compas-
sionate is to know that nothing
human is foreign to oneself. To
be compassionate as an educator
is to be understanding, or as the
late Sister Corita Kent putit, “T'o
stand under,” which I suggest
means to hold up, to support—
firmly, but gently. Compassion
1s not a virtue for “sissies” but a
stance In life for the “tough-
minded” who are also “tender-
hearted.”

Dorothee Soelle, a German
Christian theologian, decries a
lack of compassion, and writes
against a “new form of human
development that is purged of
compassion,” that perceives hu-
man beings as “singles,” that
promotes “consumerism as the
aesthetic fulfillment of human-
kind,” that “thoroughly disposes
of every sort of Christian or so-
cialist vision of humanity as so
much obsolescence,” and that
argues “there is no common
good whereby human beings
feel responsible for what hap-
pens in their village, or their

“part of the city, or to their neigh-

bors and children.”?! Cognitive
development is not enough in
our Mercy schools if we intend to
educate young people to be in-
formed, committed citizens of
their respective villages, cities,
countries. Cognitive develop-
ment alone will not “nurture in
students . . . A positive attitude to
responsible citizenship within
the European Community,” as
your “Mercy Philosophy of Edu-
cation” advocates.?? We must
teach students to care to learn,
but at the same time, to learn to
care,

If we take our faith sericusly,
we will commit ourselves to scrip-
ture study—I don't mean that we
will all get degrees in theology,
but we will read and study the
texts that hold sacred the collec-
tive memory of the ancestors in
faith—from  Abraham, Isaac,

He has sent me to bring the good
news to the poor, to proclaim lib-
erty to captives, and to the blind
new sight, to set the downtrodden
free, to proclaim the Lord’s year
of favor” (Isa 61:1-2). When did
he get himself in trouble? When
he began to speak to the people
about Isaiah’s prophecy (Luke
4:21), When did Jesus find him-
self in political trouble? When he
tried to put into practice the
teachings of the prophets. T sug-
gest that if one were to study the
life and wntings of Catherine
McAuley, the same could be said
for her. For example, consider a
text from the prophet Micah,
“What does the Lord ask of you?
Only this, to act justly, to love ten-
derly, and to walk humbly with
your God” (Mic 6:8).

“[T]o act justly” requires both
critique and alternative. Walter
Brueggemann, the well-known

To be compassionate as an educator
is to be understanding, or as the late
Sister Corita Kent put it, To stand
under, which | suggest means to hold

up, to support firmly, but gently.

Rebecca and Ruth, to the commn-
nities of the beloved disciples and
apostles of Jesus the Christ. To do
so, however, is to risk living dan-
gerously—ijust like Jesus, and just
like Catherine. When did Jesus
provoke the most opposition?
When he studied and read from
the prophet Isaiah, “The spirit of
the Lord has been given to me.

scripture scholar, writes, “when
God does justice, it is not modest
or polite or understated. It is an
act of powerful intervention. It is
like Moses in the court of Pharach
msisting on freedom. It is like Na-
than sent to David (2 Samuel 12)
who will not tolerate such rapa-
cious action. It is like Elijah thun-
dering against Ahab and Jezebel
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when Naboth has been done in,
for the sake of land (1 Kings 21).
God is a lover of justice, which
means God intervenes for the
poor and weak against the power-
ful who have too much (Ps 99:4)
[like Moire O’Sullivan and the
people of Sauri Moyo Parish in
Nairobi] . . . justice is no holding
action in order to maintain equi-
libriam. It is rather an active in-
tervention aimed at the transfor-
mation of social power.”23 “To
know God is to do justice.”?*

Justice is not a romantic
ideal for another world. “To do
Jjustice” is to immerse one’s self
in the difficult, dirty, demand-
ing, day-to-day work in this
world of redeploying social
power and transforming social
systems. It is the high profile
work of people like Nelson
Mandela and Mary Robinson; it
is the lower profile work of peo-
ple like Moire O’Sullivan and
Angela Hegerty, another Mercy
graduate who works with the
Committee for the Administra-
tion of Justice in Northern Ire-
land. It is the often unheralded
work of so many Sisters of
Mercy, their colleagues, and stu-
dents who instruct the ignorant,
care for the sick, and serve the
poor, in the classroom, in hospi-
tals and clinics, in parishes and
community centers, on the road
with travelers and refugees, and
in meetings with government of-
ficials here, there, and every-
where.

Educational  institutions
that bear the mark of Mercy
must try to inculcate in students,
staff, and members of Manage-
ment and Governing Boards a
sense of responsibility for this
world, the conviction that it is

possible to find creative re-
sponses to the threats and
promises facing the twenty-first
century. This brings me to an-
other value underpinning
Mercy education: hospitality,
the creation of a free and
friendly space where one can
reach out to strangers and invite
them to become friends.?” The
word’s origin conveyed a sense
of receiving the stranger as a
welcome guest in one’s home.
“Today the virtue might require
Christian persons to under-
stand themselves as guests in the
home of Mother Earth; to wel-
come into the home of their
hearts persons considered
strange; to open the doors of na-
tion and state to shelter those
without home and family.”26
For Catherine McAuley,
hospitality was “as much a mat-
ter of being at home with oneself
as a matter of being at home with
others.”?” While we must always
offer our guests a “comfortable
cup of tea,” we must go one step
more as educators and offer our
students an example of open-
ness and receptivity to people,
ideas and questions. There can
be no narrow-minded thinking
in our Mercy schools; no lack of
enthusiasm for life and intellec-
tual exploration; no bigotry and
prejudice about “the other sort”
or “those ones.” We must exem-
plify hospitality in an educa-
tional sense as well as in a social
one. This means creating “sale
spaces” in our schools and class-
rooms where students can en-
gage issues and ask questions,
where they can experience an at-
titude on our part that mirrors
the thought of the poet, e.e.
cummings when he wrote, “I'd

rather learn from one bird how
to sing / than teach ten thousand
stars how not to dance.”

The late Henri Nouwen re-
flected, “One of the greatest
tragedies of our culture is that
millions of young people spend
many hours, days, weeks and
years listening to lectures, read-
ing books and writing papers
with constantly increasing resis-
tance.”?® Why? What has hap-
pened to us as educators if we
can no longer inspire students
with a passion for learning, with
the desire to grapple with new
ideas and profound questions?

For those ofus in the Roman
Catholic tradition, we admit that
for too long our Church has fo-
cused on giving answers rather
than encouraging questions.
Questions are more lmportant
than answers. Answers atm to set-
tle things whereas question aim
to “unsettle” things. People are
less likely to savage and annihi-
late each other when their minds
are not made up but opened up
through questioning. Answers
have their place. They can even
be essential, but “questions de-
serve lasting priority because
they invite continuing inquiry,
further dialogue, shared wonder,
and sensitive openness. Ques-
tions can relate people to one an-
other, especially students and
teachers; they may even focus
concern about the common good
in ways answers rarely can.”*"

Catherine McAuley was a
questioner. She questioned pov-
erty, hunger, bigotry, ignorance,
and powerlessness; she ques-
tioned religious life, bishops,
priests and solicitors. She ques-
tioned her early companions in
Mercy. How else could she have
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become the “inspired, creative
innovator” she became, as you
put it in your “Mercy Philosophy
of FEducation.”®® Innovators
question, probe, try out new
ideas. They risk new per-
spectives; they try to see things
from a different perspective.
Catherine would encourage us
expand the traditional 3 Rs—
reading, ‘riting, and ‘rithmetic,
She might suggest that we add 3
C’s: curiosity, creativity, and
courage. We have to prepare stu-
dents to take exams; education
has to facilitate the acquisition
and development of appropriate
tools, heuristic methods for suc-
cessful searching. Education also
should encourage inventiveness,
not unthinking conformity. In
Catherine McAuley’s spirit, we
can be exemplars of personal
and intellectual hospitality, open
t0 new perspectives, new ques-
tions, even new answers to old
questions. We can create space in
our schools and classrooms, in
ourselves and in our students so
that together we welcome ques-

of Mercy service, whatever our
ministry. We are called to pro-
vide the highest quality of ser-
vice 1n all our ministries, not
least of which is education. “The
callrests . . . in a profound rever-
ence for ]‘:)15:1‘30rls.”31 Why? Two
practical reasons were voiced by
Catherine McAuley. We must
teach “kindness and patience”
because doing so is “indispens-
able,” but teaching “kindness
and mercy . . . will not suffice
without a solid foundation of a
good education and a judicious
method of imparting knowl-
edge.” The second reason fol-
lows on the first: “Ifwe in Catho-
lic schools are not efficient
teachers, our schools [will] de-
generate, [and] our scholars will
seck education elsewhere.”32
The call to excellence
should not “suggest uncritical
imitation of the latest techniques
and theories but rather a con-
stant awareness of the new in or-
der to evaluate and adapt the
better partsfinsights.”3® Excel-
lence is not rigidity. Excellence

Catherine would encourage us expand

the traditional 3 Rs reading,

riting,

and rithmetic. She might suggest
that we add 3 C s:
curiosity, creativity, and courage.

tions that keep us open to in-
quiry, dialogue, and wonder.
Sister Helen Marie Burns,
vice president of the Sisters of
Mercy of the Americas, believes
that “a call to excellence” is a
consistent theme in the tradition

is not omniscient teachers trying
to fill pupils’ heads with vast
amounts of data which in due
course are decanted mnto exami-
nation booklets whose contents,
to a large extent, will determine
who will be deemed worthy of

continuing on to the next level
of education. No, excellence is
enabling every student to
achieve her or his potential. Ex-
cellence is a teacher who loves
teaching, who is prepared every
time she steps into the class-
room. Excellence is a teacher
who knows how to expand the
traditional structures of educa-
tion into one that will fit the
evolving needs of our world. Ex-
cellence is instilling in everyone
associated with the ministry of
education—teachers and stu-
dents, principals and staff, par-
ents and Boards of Governors,
bishops and ministers of educa-
tion, Sisters of Mercy and lay col-
leagues that education is
lifelong.

The Future of Mercy
Education

We “dance into the future,” not
by imposing a singular vision of
our future as Catholic and mercy
schools in a new century, but by
posing some questions for fur-
ther discussion. How do we envi-
sion such a future? Does our vi-
sion include developing places
of excellence where we prepare
students for jobs in booming
economies, or in developing
ones? Excellent schools, after
all, do contribute to economic
development and to moving
countries forward in the high
technology effort. An excellent
school will adopt demanding
standards to support an educa-
tional program aimed at passing
on an intellectual and cultural
heritage. But what else do
schools pass on?

Schools that are excellent
contribute to keeping a nation
strong so as to enable them to
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compete m the twenty-first cen-
tury. But is that all they will con-
tribute? How shall we imple-
ment  Catherine  McAuley’s
admonition to her first Sisters of
Mercy when she said, “Let us fit
the young women for earth with
out unfitting them for heaven.”
Does our vision of excellence m-
clude a willingness to teach
Catholic and Mercy values
across the curriculum and not
just in  religious education
classes? What does fidelity to the
Church mean? Does it mean ad-
herence to the magisterium and
its authority, to the laws of the
Church and the command-
ments? Will our schools be Cath-
olic, with a capital “C” or catho-
lic with small “c¢”? What's the
difference and how does it
matter?

Does being “C/catholic and
Mercy” include sensitivity to
women’s experiences, to
women’s ways of knowing, to the
suffering women feel in a hierar-
chical church that too often pa-
tronizes women but seldom
takes them sertously? Will our vi-
sion of the future as C/catholic
and Mercy schools reclaim
women’s experience, women’s
wisdom, women’s spirituality,
women’s relationships? Can we
do so without diminishing or de-
meaning men?

Does our vision include eco-
logical consciousness? Will it
promote an awareness and an
understanding that we cannot
go on destroying our natural re-
sources and continue to survive
as a species? How will our
schools affirm the interconnec-
tedness of all life and being? Will
we become more sectarian
rather than less? More tribal

rather than less? Will we em-
brace the values of the gospel or
the values of the marketplace?
Will we encourage our students
to “speak truth to power” or will
we teach them, “Whatever you
say, say nothing”? Will our stu-
dents become technological wiz-
ards but moral midgets? Will
their vision be broad and deep,
sensitive and embracing, or cold
and calculating, small minded
and mean spirited? Ideally, our
vision of education mcludes an
awareness that every person is
created in God’s image and like-
ness, and that no one lies outside
the reach of our concern.

Our future depends on edu-
cation, on the awareness that ev-
ery mind, every person is a pre-
cious resource. But education as
learning, is not an end in itself.
What do I mean? Perhaps a story
will help me explain.

There once was Rabbi who
asked his students how they
could tell when the night has
ended and the day begun.

“Rabbi,” said one of his stu-
dents, “You can tell when the
night is ended and the day be-
gun when you see an animal in
the distance and can tellwhether
itis a cow or a horse.”

“No,” said the
“That’s not correct.”

“When you look in the dis-
tance and can tell if it is an or-
ange tree or an apple tree,” an-
swered another,

“Wrong again,” said the
Rabbi.

“Well then, tell us, when is
it?” asked his students,

“You can tell when night has
ended and the day begun,” said
the Rabbi, “when you look into
the face of any man and

Rabbi.

recognize in him your brother;
when you look into the face of
any woman and recognize in her
your sister. If you cannot do this,
no matter what time of the day it
is by the sun, it is still night.”

If our schools are to have “a
future as Mercy and Catholic
schools in a new century,” then
our vision must affirm that every
person is made in God’s image
and likeness, that one lies out-
side the reach of our concern,
and the outcome of our educa-
tional effort must be that we can
tell when night has ended and
day begun. It we can’t do that, it
won’t mater what our vision of
education is because we won't
have a future in the twenty-first

century . @
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Jesus: A Feminist Mystical

Perspective

Janet K. Ruffing, R.S.M.

Introduction

¥ hen we answer Jesus’ question: “Who do
[ you say that I am?” and the you who re-
sponds is a woman conscious of her fe-
male experience as a member of the community of
believers, we begin to glimpse both the struggle
and theological creativity of Christian feminist
theologians and mystics of our own day. This accu-
mulating, critical reflection on and reconstruction
of the Christ symbol for women 1s characterized by
a number of features. Reformist Christian femi-
nists find sutficient good news and emancipatory
possibilities within Christian tradition to advocate
a critical recognition of the religious legitimization
of gender discrimination fostered by Christianity
in its various cultural contexts. They criticize this
discrimination as a betrayal of the “dangerous
memory” of Jesus’ own ministry, behavior, teach-
ing and that of the original community of co-equal
disciples which formed under the sway of God’s
Spirit mediated through Jesus’ life, death and
resurrection.

Feminist Perspective as Liberation Theology

This feminist critique, retrieval, and imaginative
reconstruction of the Jesus tradition and its under-
standing of Christology is a form of liberation
theology. These theologies begin with the concrete
experience of the oppression or injustice experi-
enced by a particular group of people within a par-
ticular cultural and social location. Within Chris-
tianity, the dominant group encourages oppressed
persons passively to accept their social oppression
and the suffering it entails by identifying them-
selves with the suffering Jesus rather than naming
and resisting socially caused suffering. Critical con-
sciousness asks these questions: “Who is made holy
by passive resignation to suffering?” “Who benefits
from this resignation and acceptance of an unjust
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social or economic status?” “Who in power in the
church or in society participates in this same suffer-
ing?” “Who thinks a particular form of suffering is
good for members of a completely diflerent social
group?” “Have members of the group who suffer
participated in theological reflection on their situa-
tion?” Historically, liberation theologies which de-
veloped first in Latin America, then in other parts
of the third world and in African-American com-
munities here, were developed by male theolo-
gians who ignored the specific ways women experi-
ence oppression in addition to their
marginalization by virtue of race, ethnicity, reli-
gion, or class. Thus, rather rapidly, women theolo-
gians began to voice the unique oppression of
women, giving birth to feminist liberation
theologies.

Today, Christian feminism struggles to be in-
clusive. It is no longer the reflection of primarily
white, middle and upper-middle-class women of
North American or European backgrounds, but
now includes womanist reflection authored by
Afro-American women, mujerista reflection by His-
panicwomen, and reflection by third-world women
from all parts of the world.! No woman now claims
to speak for all women, but each theologizes from
her own cultural and class perspectives. Thus,
women recognize that patterns of domination and
submission are present world-wide yet vary in sig-
nificant ways.

Questions for the Reader’s Reflection

As you read my reflections, I invite you to notice
how you have personally related to Jesus and the
narratives and theologies through which we under-
stand him. In what ways do you identify with Jesus
through the lens of gender and culture? As a
woman, do you experience the maleness of Jesus to
be theologically significant? Have you experienced
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the maleness of Jesus to be an obstacle to your full
participation in the ecclesial community? Have you
experienced the maleness of Jesus to be an obstacle
in your spiritual development or in your relation-
ship to God? If you have enjoyed mystical experi-
ence, how has Jesus been involved? Do yourelate to
Jesus as other and as sexual partner, or as someone
with whom you identify as “another Christ”? If you
are leshian, how does this sexual orientation aflect
your relationship to Christ? As a man, how do you
identity with or relate to Jesus? What about Jesus
makes you uneasy about your masculinity? For
both men and women, how has your experience of
the Risen Christ been empowering or liberating?
These are all questions which deeply affect the pos-
sibility of mystical intimacy with God through the
Jesus symbol as well as our own identity as Chris-
tians and our participation in our various ecclesial
communities. Although these questions may seem

Feminist theologians look
to the future. They advocate
a vision of a new human
community based on the
values of mutuality and
reciprocity.

irrelevant to some, they are now occurring to chil-
dren as young as five years of age in Roman Catho-
lic experience.

One of my women students reported this
christological conversation between her nine-year-
old son and her five-year-old daughter. Mollie
gives this reply to her mother’s question, “What is
the most holy time for you?”

Mollie:“When we all go to the mall and you buy me
presents and I feel like I'm the baby Jesus.”

JP: “You know the baby Jesus was a boy!”

Mollie: “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter, JP.”

Their mother reported another conversation
in which JP was struggling with the androcentric at-
titudes of another boy and said, “Boys are better
than girls because God was a boy.” JP muses to his
mother, “I'd like to know more about Mary.” This

wondering about Mary seemed to be his only way
out of this impasse he finds himself in between the
voices hie hears in his boys’ world and his sister’s re-
sistance to them.

Feminist Christolog‘y

The core insight of feminist reflection on Jesus rec-
oghizes the androcentric bias of the cultural con-
texts and thinking which shaped classical
christological belief about Jesus and about how
Christians ought to behave. Thus, feminist theolo-
gians seek to unmask this bias, reveal its oppressive
and distorting effects on women’s lives in the
churches and in society, and resist it on the basis of
discovering and promoting other more liberating
strands within the tradition itself as normative for
the community. The theological assumption such
women hold is that women share equally with men
in the dignity of being fully human; thatwomen are
equally redeemed by Christ; that God wills not
women’s oppression and diminishment, but their
full flourishing; and that the historical life and min-
istry of Jesus demonstrated such an inclusive inten-
tion and actual relationship with women despite
the patriarchal culture which shaped Jesus’ own
humanity. Furthermore, feminist theologians look
to the future. They advocate a vision of a new hu-
man community based on the values of mutuality
and reciprocity; this new commnmunity represents
what the community of disciples, called church,
who gather in the name of Jesus, is meant to be-
come now, not merely projected as a vision for the
next life. In summary, this process represents basi-
cally three steps: analyzing the situation of sexism,
searching the tradition and naming what contrib-
utes to the oppression, and finally searching the
tradition for what liberates.?

Sexism

After thirty years of the contemporary women’s
movement and beginning with Vatican II in the
church, sexism 1s understood to be discrimination,
marginalization, exclusion, invisibility, and subhu-
man treatment on the basis of gender. This dis-
crimination includes subtle psychological pres-
sures as well as forms of sexual harassment and
sexual violence. Sexism 1s recognized as a social sin
and one of the “signs of the times” of God’s Spirit
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moving in the world to right this injustice. Sexism is
culturally constructed through the ideoclogy of
patriarchy—that is, structures shaped by males for
males in which power is exclusively in the hands of
males who are themselves ranked in a series of
graded subordinations, with the least powerful be-
ing at the base. Women do not fit at all in this struc-
ture except as defined by the men to whom they be-
long as wives, daughters, etc. Women who belong
to men higher up in the power pyramid outrank
the women who belong to men lesser ranked.
Within most societies today, the structures of family
life, social life, political life, economic life and
ecclesial life are predominately patriarchal. In soci-
eties such as ours in which the women’s movement
has effected legal changes making job discrimina-
tion on the basis of gender illegal, women can oc-
cupy positions in the structures so regulated. How-
ever, they do so as “honorary males” and are
usually successful if they can conform to the mascu-
line rules of such structures.

Sexism also occurs in patterns of thinking
which take the humanity of male human beings
and make it normative for all. The adult male is the
model of the appropriately human. Women are not
considered fully “human” in their own right, and
their way of being, thinking, doing, structuring life
and organization is not considered to be equally
good or appropriate and is resisted when women
attempt to create organizational change. The so-
cial and economic analysis of the recent U.N. Con-
ference on Women held in Bejing offers a
world-wide, multicultural analysis of gender dis-
crimination.?

Feminist Critique of Christology

Within the theological tradition, virtually all of the
most influential theologians were both male and
androcentric in their thinking. Feminist critiques
have adequately demonstrated the anti-woman
bias assumed as normal in the tradition which pres-
ents women universally as temptress, identified
with Fve and with evil—in Tertullian’s charming
phrase, “The devil's gateway”—or as not possess-
ing the image of God in hersell, (Augustine) or is
rejected as a “misbegotten male” because of her
embodiment. (Aquinas).4

Furthermore, the Christ symbol has been used
inwayswhich are oppressive for women. According

to Mary Daly, “If God is male, then the male is
God.” If, according to Augustine, “a woman is in
the image of God only when taken together with
the male who is her head,” while “as far as the man
is concerned, he is by himself alone the image of
God just as fully and completely aswhen he and the
woman are joined together into one,” then women
and men do not fully and co-equally embody hu-
man nature nor are both equally the image of God.
Presently within Roman Catholicism, the insis-
tence that only a male can act in persona Christi and

The insistence that only a male
can be symbolically suitable for
ordained ministry is the most
blatant expression of an
androcentric Christology being
used against the full flourishing
of women s humanity in order to
preserve male sacral power.

so be symbolically suitable for ordained ministry is
the most blatant expression of an androcentric
Christology being used against the full flourishing
of women’s humanity in order to preserve male sa-
cral power. The maleness of Jesus is thus used to
deform the image of God, restricting it to exclu-
sively male gender, to make the male the norm of
the truly and fully human, and to enforce an unjust
structure of power domination within the churchit-
self. This latter social experience within Orthodoxy
and Roman Catholicism is, according to Rosemary
Ructher, creating a serious church/world split.?
The churches now teach that gender discrimina-
tion against women in society is wrong, but appar-
ently not in the churches.

Daly claims that even more harm is done to
women by idealizing the image of Jesus as sacrificial
victim. Within a tradition that denies women the
possibility of identifying with the role of priest, she is
forced to identify exclusively with the role of victim:
sacrificial love, passive acceptance of suffering, hu-
mility, meekness, etc.® Protestant theologian Rita
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Brock argues that various theories of the atonement
cause even more damage to women. For her and
others, Christology supports the patriarchal family
by its father-son language and she refers to God the
Father’s acceptance of his son’s death as “cosmic
child abuse.” Brock’s work has particularly focused
on the struggle of Asian-American women and vic-
tims of sexual abuse.

Feminist Retrieval of Women’s Mystical
Tradition

While it is true that many women have experienced
negative effects from the androcentric theological
tradition related to Jesus, Carolyn Walker Bynum
and numerous other feminist historians have con-
sistently shown that the mystical tradition, while of-
ten assuming the androcentric cultural frame of
reference in which theology developed, has also
had liberating effects on women.” Bynum’s work
sensitively explores the actual and creative ways the
complex and ambiguous symbolism related to the
Christ figure has functioned in women’s spiritual
lives. Symbols cannot simply be created anew ac-
cording to logic. Symbols function in far more am-

While other men resisted these
women, Jesus in his maleness
authorized, called, empowered,
and supported them through
their prophetic callings and
mystical experiences.

biguous ways within their particular social and cul-
tural contexts. For instance, numerous women
mystics and reformers developed their relational,
empowered selves in relationship to Jesus who
both nurtured their development into selthood
and made concrete demands on them requiring
them to teach, preach, found convents, convert,
console and present often another face of God to
people. Joan of Arc was compelled by her mystical
voices to lead the French army. Teresa of Avila un-
dertook the reform of the Carmelite contemplative
tradition. Catherine of Siena cultivated the

spiritual development of her lay community, influ-
enced lfocal politics, and dictated her theology of
the spiritual life in a visionary state, Julian of
Norwich offered an alternative theology of the
mothering Jesus and the compassion of God at
time when the theology of the atonement had
taken on extraordinarily vengeful forms.

This radical mystical empowerment of women
was the only form of legitimization women had
apart from traditional authority such as a queen
might exert. This spiritual empowerment also
made them potential objects of intense persecution
in the form of witch hunts, heresy accusations, and
other sanctions. Within the situation of patriarchy,
many women have found in Jesus a countervailing
form of masculine empowerment. While other
men resisted these women, Jesus in his maleness
authorized, called, empowered, and supported
them through their prophetic callings and mystical
experiences. A couple of my favorite examples are
Gertrude the Great’s mystical affirmation of her
counseling ministry in which she found she spoke
for God in her reconciling words.

And another time when she prayed for someone. ..
the Lord replied: “Whatever anyone hopes to be
able to obtain from you, so much without a doubt
she will receive from me. Moreover, whatever you
promise to someone in my name, I will certainly
supply . ..”

After several days, remembering this promise of
the Lord without forgetting her own unworthiness,
she asked how it was possible . . . the Lord replied:
“Is not the faith of the universal church that prom-
ise once made to Peter: Whatever you bind on earth
will be bound in heaven, and firmly she believes
this to be carried out by all ecclesiastical ministers.
Therefore why do you not equally believe because
of this that T can and will perfect that which, moved
by love, I promise you by my divine mouth?” And
touching her tongue he said, “Behold 1 give my
words into your mouth.”

Another is Teresa of Avila’s vision in which when
she complained that all the books that had helped
her grow in her spiritual life had now been burned
by order of the Inquisition, Jesus replied, “Do Not
be afraid, I will be for you a Living Book.”?

The Afro-American womanist tradition ac-
cording to Kelly Douglas asserts, “Jesus Christ means
that God is real. Christ brings God down to earth.
Christ is God’s actual presence in the daily lives of
African-American women. Christ is a living being
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with whom African-American women have an inti-
mate relationship.”!® There are several dimen-
sions to thisrelationship: Christis a friend and con-
fidant with whom they intimately share their pains
and sorrows of being black and female in a hostile
society; Christis a co-sufferer, intimately in solidar-
ity with their sufferings; Christ is a healer and pro-
vider helping them take care of their needs; and
Christ is a liberator working through them to liber-
ate their community from its complex forms of
oppression.

Feminist theologians ask: Can Christology be
developed in such a way that it no longer encour-
ages women to be passive victims within families
and societies and offers women the energy, cour-
age, and hope to work for change, and move out of
oppressive situations if necessary? The over-
arching feminist theological principle is whatever
enables the full humanity of women (and men) to
flourish is redemptive and of God; whatever dam-
ages this is non-redemptive and contrary to God’s
intent.

Feminist Liberation Thealo@r

Ellen Leonard identifies five approaches to Chris-
tology in contemporary feminist theology which
take into account women’s reflection on Christ in
the light of their gendered experience. These are
new insights into the meaning of Jesus the Christ
for the coming century:
1. Beginning from the Jesus of history as prototype
2. Beginning from the Jesus of history as iconoclastic
prophet
3. Relocating Christology in the community
4. Envisioning Christ as the incarnation of female
divinity

5. Envisioning Christ’s humanity in female teris. !

For my purposes, I am presenting Illlen Leonard’s
original analysis in an order which differs from
hers. T begin with the reconstruction of the Jesus of
history as both prototype of a liberating Christol-
ogy for women and as indication of God’s desire for
the flourishing of women. The retrieval of the his-
torical Jesus which in itself does not exhaust the
Christ mystery, an experience of on-going rela-
tionship through the Spirit of Jesus within the be-
lieving community, has enormous implications for
us. Elizabeth Johnson is fond of saying: “If God

became a human being, then it matters enormously
what kind of human being God became.” While the
various quests for the historical Jesus yield limited
information about him, nevertheless, the data
serves as a corrective to our various pious images of
Jesus that bear little or no resemblance to the his-

Can Christology be developed
in such a way that it no
longer encourages women
to be passive victims within
families and societies?

torical Jesus. Flizabeth Johnson among others
draws on this witness of Jesus’ ministry, death, and
resurrection and the tradition of wisdom Christol-
ogy. She identifies the following features as sup-
portive of women’s flourishing:1?

1. Jesus’ preaching proclaims justice and peace for all
peoples, inclusive of women. The vision of the reign
or basileia of God which he proclaimed was a commu-
nity where every human person is valued and all
interrelate in a mutually respectful way. This inclu-
siveness was particularly expressed in his table com-
munity with the poor, with sinners, tax collectors and
prostitutes. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza claims that
Jesus and the praxis of the earliest church is a proto-
type rather than an archetype. From the perspective
of the present experience of women’s struggle for lib-
eration, esus calls forth a community of co-equal dis-
ciples which was submerged and often oppressed his-
torically by ecclesiastical patriarchy, and which invites
women today to move into the future in a such a disct-

pleship of equals.

2. Jesus’ naming of God as Abba can be liberating
for women because Jesus’ Abba is the opposite of a
dominating patriarch. Rather, this compassionate,
intimate, and close Abba releases everyone from
patterns of domination and subordination.

3. Jesus’ partiality for the marginalized included
women at every turn. Jesus treated women with
grace and respect, healed, exorcised, forgave, and
restored women to shalom,
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4, Feminist interpretation of the stories of women
in the Gospels shows that Jesus called women to be
disciples despite androcentric attempts to inter-
pret these women out of the tradition whenever
possible. These women were part of the missionary
group that traveled with Jesus.

5. All of the Gospels show that women witnessed both
Jesus’ death and resurrection, that Jesus explicitly
commissioned them to tell their brothers. Thus
women were included in his community not as subor-
dinate to males but as equals in the community.

6. In the early decades of the Christian community,
there is strong evidence, massively documented by
Fiorenza,'? that women were missionaries, preach-
ers, teachers, prophets, apostles, healers, speakers
in tongues, leaders of house churches.

7. Contemporary interpretations of the death of
Jesus make the connection between Jesus’ revolu-
tionary, prophetic behaviors of inclusion which so
severely challenged the religious power holders of
his day that they had him executed as a political
revolutionary. Feminists have argued that his in-
clusion of women was among his socially destabi-
lizing activities.

They assert that Jesus’ message of good news to the
poor and his inclusive practice is what is to be car-
ried into the future by his followers. Jesus is a para-
digm for iberating personhood, inclusive of all of
redeemed humanity, every culture and people of
the world. Thus the image of Christ must take on
ever new forms “as woman, as Black and Brown
woman, as impoverished and despised woman of
those peoples who are the underside of Christian
imperialism.”!* Thus, if Jesus as the Christ is a uni-
versal image of redemption, it is totally appropri-
ate to represent Jesus in every ethnic identity and
both genders.

Relocating Christ in the Community

According to Leonard, other attempts to trans-
form the image of Christ focus either on a Spirit
Christology or in the community of believers it-
self. Ruether emphasizes a Spirit Christology
which focuses on the post-resurrection experience
of the community in which Jesus’ spirit is poured
out on all who believe, women equally with men.
Both men and women were baptized into this

same spirit and both men and women were under-
stood to be in the form of Christ. In this way, each
Christian is in persona Christi. The Risen Christ is
represented by the entire community of believers.
Rita Nakashima Brock wuses the phrase
Christa/Community where she relocates Christ in
“the community of which Jesus is only one histori-
cal part so that the community generates the
erotic power which heals and thus becomes the lo-
cus for redemption.”!® However we understand
this aspect of Christology theologically, T think
this experience of believing Christians that each
embodies the Christ is the spiritnal or mystical ex-
perience from whence emerges empowerment
and action despite the constancy of church
preaching, practice, and teaching which denies
this Christic reality in practice but which we know
in our deepest faith experiences.

Envisioning Christ as the Incarnation of
Female Divinity

Elisabeth Fiorenza and Elizabeth Johnson have
both retrieved the feminine image of God as
Sophtia from the biblical tradition. They both talk
about Jesus-Sophia. Fiorenza talks about Jesus as
Sophia’s child, according to the Q tradition, and
Johnson of Jesus as the embodiment or incarnation
of the feminine divine Sophia.l® This strategy re-
vives the ancient wisdom tradition and lifts it up for
our assimilation. If Sophia is the feminine personi-
fication of God’s creative and saving involvement
in the world, then Jesus is no longer only a son to a
male father-God, but also Sophia’s child. The ex-
clusively masculine gender of God relentlessly re-
inforced by the use of male pronouns is broken.
Jesus can be an androgynous, tricky, male/female
embodiment. Others simply focus on God as
mother or female and also employ non-gendered
images for God as well as retaining some masculine
images.

Envisioning Christ’s Humanity in Female
Terms

The final strategy Leonard describes is that of envi-
sioning Christ’s humanity in female terms. This
strategy values women’s concrete embodiment in a
positive way as medieval women realized: if God
became flesh, then women could achieve religious
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transcendence precisely through their embodied
practices. The tradition of Mother Jesus which
largely disappeared after the Reformation has
strongly reemerged in the last thirty years. In
Julian of Norwich’s theology, Jesus’ nurturing love
for all humanity is evoked in her use of Mother
Jesus.

But our true Mother Jesus, he alone bears us for joy
and for endless life, blessed may he be. So he car-
ries us within him in love and gravail, until the full
time when he wanted to suffer the sharpest thorns
and cruel pains that ever were or will be, and at the
last he died. And when he had finished, and he had
borne us so for bliss, still all this could not satisty his
wonderful love.

Prior to the Reformation, such androgynous,
gender-bending images of Christ were common.
They drew richly on women’s embodied experi-
ences of childbearing, birthing, nurturing and make
connections to Fucharist and Jesus. Thus, they en-
able women to directly identify their embodied ex-
periences in sustaining life and the suffering that
entails as an access to the holy. Woman-Christ in-
cludes female embodiment in the image of Chuist.
This image tends to ofter strength in the present ad-
versity, but it continues to collapse the feminine into
what remains a male image. Woman herselfis not so
clearly of herself in the image of God. Women may
still have “to become virile or male” themselves,
crossing over to include the masculine in order to be
in the image of God and of Christ.

Rosemary Ruether suggests that a Spirit-
Christology may overcome this androgyny. This
means that when Jesus pours forth his Spirit in the
Christian community, both men and women equally
image/embody the Christ. The story of Blandina’s
martyrdom demonstrates this poignantly:

Blandina was hung on a post and exposed as bait
for the wild animals that were let loose on her. She
seemed to hang there in the form of a cross, and by
her fervent prayer she aroused intense enthusiasm
in those who were undergoing their ordeal, for in
their torment with their physical eyes they saw in the
person of their sister lim who was crucified for them, that
he might convince all who believe in him that all
who suffer for Christ’s glcngr will have eternal fel-
lowship in the living God. !

Contemporary Women’s Experience and
Images

In my experience and in that of many other
women, women are both increasingly conscious of
their oppression in the church and creatively inno-
vating within the tradition. While many women in
the pews remain without the rich resources for a
more woman-affirming relationship with Jesus
emerging trom the technical scholarship of women
theologians, artists, and popularizing materials
which encourage women to develop and pray with
feminine images of God, others have been strug-
gling with naming the destructive effects of nega-
tive Christologies and creatively re-imagine a Jesus
who wills women’s flourishing. My directees speak
about powerful and beautiful images of God as
Sophia as well as a fully woman-affirming relation-
ship with Jesus. They relate to and image God as
maternal. They increasingly claim their own em-
hodiment as an extension and image of God’s body
despite the ofticial teachings which deny it. I poi-
gnantly remember my first experience in Berkeley
years ago, when a pregnant clergywomen presided
at Eucharist speaking the words, “This is my body.”
Texperienced in her pregnant body the connection
of women’s life-creating, life-giving experience in a
way I never could have nnagined without that lit-
urgy. One woman I interviewed described this
lovely experience of Jesus as healer:
I was working with a massage therapist, a holistic
practitioner. She was working on this shoulder, and
she sort of delineated a triangle, and told me to
close my eyes, and to breathe deeply, and to
breathe in light, and to put that light in my shoul-
der. I often have the experience of the presence of
Jesus with her, when she's working. At first I had
the experience of Him behind her, and then it was
as if His hand became her hand. And then—al-
though her hand was more fingers, touching
me—it was like His palm was on my shoulder, and
the three nail holes in His hand were the three
points of . .. the triangle. And I experienced, an tm-
age I guess, of the triangle at first becoming very lu-
minescent, and then that . . . that light kind of
growing and spreading, almost as a flame. And it
was very, just very strongly the feeling that that was
coming from the nail holes in the hand. [EC10]

Another described her unfolding christological re-
flection and experience:
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I'm not sure if I am a Christian in terms of classical,
Christian believing, Jesus is the Son of God, what-
ever, or that Jesus is God. When I think of Jesus,
God, myself . . . is that here I am. Here'’s Jesus
standing before me, and saying before all of us
“You want to know what it’s ike to be a human be-
ing which is to be like God? Look at me.” And so 1
look at Jesus and I say, I live in the Father and the
Father lives in me and I live in God, God lives in
me, God and I are one, Jesus and I are one. Some-
how we are all connected. For me, the connection
with Jesus is very strong but it’s not necessarily be-
cause I say Jesus is God in a classical language but
that love has connected us all and we’re all kind of
in this together in some giant circle . . . It's quite
personal and quite present and quite real though
not differentiated. And in fact, impacts my outer
world. AsTam impacted . . . who I am on the inside
has become more connected with who I am on the
outside, so there’s that integration . . . The way I
move in the world is different. (WC6)

In our feminine Mercy tradition, we once had black
ebony crosses with an ivory inlay in the center, no
corpus. We were told we were to be the corpus,
identified with Christ in our performance of the
works of mercy. One of our artists, Celeste Marie

Nuttman, paints Mercy crosses in the style of Taize

which depict the historical works of Mercy per-
formed by specific regional communities or institu-
tions, by encoding in her icons the faces of pioneer
and contemporary Sisters of Mercy in all of their
ethnic and cultural particularity. Only the Christ is
on the cross, the women of Mercy and their collabo-
rators are Christ active in the world today.

The experience and power of Jesus continues
to inspire, empower, and engage us today. The cur-
rent practices of domination and subordination
within the Roman Catholic church daily counter-
sign an inclusive and liberating Christology. At the
same time, God’s Christic Spirit in the world and
especially within women’s experience and the ex-
perience of feminist men, invite and impel us into
ever deeper contemplation of this profound faith
reality and into liberating action and celebration
which allows Christ and Christianity to be experi-
enced as ‘good news” for women. @

Notes

(This presentation was originally given at a
Contemplative/Seminar, Jesus for the 21st Cen-
tury, at Mercy Center in Burlingame, California,
June 18, 1998).

1 For a brief account of African-American womanist
christological reflection see Kelly Brown Douglas,
“Christ, Jesus™ in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies
ed. by Letty M. Russell and J. Shannon Clarkson.,
Kentucky: Westminster /John Knox Press, 1996.

2 This entire account relies heavily on Elizabeth
Johnson, Consider fesus: Waves of Renewal in
Christology. New York: Crossroad, 1991. See her
entire chapter on “Feminist Christology,” p. 97 ff.

% See The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action

from the Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing,

China 4-15 September 1995, New York: United

Nations Department of Public Information, 1996.

Johnson, pp. 100-102.

For a brief account of the feminist critique of

Christology see Ellen Leonard, “Women and

Christ: Toward Inclusive Christologies” Terento

Journal of Theology (6/2 1990) pp. 266-285 and

Francine Cardman, “Christology” in Dictionary of

Feminist Theologies, pp. 40-3.

6 Leonard, p. 271.

7  Carolyn Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1982, Holy Feast and
Holy Fast. Berkeley: University of California Press,
1987 and Fragmeniation and Redemption. New York:
Zone, 1991,

8 Gertrude the Great, The Herald of Divine Love,
trans. Alexandra Barratt. CF 35 Kalamazoo:
Cistercian Publications, 1991, Book 1,14, p. 83.

9 The Life of Tevesa of Jesus, trans. E. Allison Peers
New York: Doubleday, 1960, Chapter 26, p. 247.

10 Douglas, Dictionary of Feminist Theology, p. 39.

11 Leonard, p. 273ff.

12 Johnson, pp. 54-55.

13 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her.
New York: Crossroad, 1983,

14 Rosemary Ruether, cited by Leonard, p. 278.

15 Leonard, pp. 278-9.

16 Elizabeth Johnson, She Who Is. New York:
Crossroad, 1992 and Flisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza,
Jesus: Miviam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet. New York:
Continuum, 1995,

17 Julian of Novwich, Showings, trans. and ed. by
Edmund Colledge and James Walsh. New York
Paulist Press, 19%8, chap. 60, p. 298. See Bridget
M. Meehan, Exploring the Feminine Face of God.
Kansas City: Sheed and Ward, 1991, for texts and
illustrations of feminine images of God and of
Jesus.

18 Rosemary Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk. Boston:
Beacon, 1983, From The Acls of the Martyrs of Lyon
and Vienne, CE 177, cited by Ruether, p. 131.

ZINS




Review of Mary Sullivan’s
The Friendship of Florence Nightingale
cmd Mary Clafre M oore

Eloise Rosenblait, R.S.M.
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Florence Nightingale and Mary Clare
Moore. Philadelphia: University of
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B ary Sullivan, R.S.M.
d (Rochester), Ph.D., is
¥ 8 professor of language
and literature at the Rochester
Institute of Technology. Scholars
have already published various
editions of some of the esti-
mated 14,000 letters of Florence
Nightingale (1820-1910) the
English reformer of public
health care. Through research
in the Bermondsey convent ar-
chives as well as Nightingale ar-
chives in London, Sullivan's
original work is her focus on the
ten known letters written by
Mary Clare Moore (1814-1874)
the founding superior of the Sis-
ters of Mercy in Bermondsey, to

Florence Nightingale, and to the -

correspondence of Nightingale
addressed to Moore as “Revd
Mother” over the twenty-year
period of their friendship, which
concluded at the death of
Moore.

Nightingale, who never
matried, lived to be ninety, out-
living Moore by thirty-five years.
The forty-seven letters which are
the basis for the commentary are
published by Sullivan for the
first time in most cases. Her aim

is to show not only the friend-
ship, but the influence of Moore
on Nightingale’s spiritual devel-
opment. Ultimately, Sullivan
says, “1 hope that readers will
find here convincing evidence of
the attractiveness and quite spe-
cial character of the woman
whom Florence Nightingale was
pleased to treasure as a friend”
(p. 185).

Sullivan admits in her well-
crafted and synthesized intro-
duction, which exists as a most
useful text apart from what fol-
tows, that the letters she has
identified may not be the only
ones which exist, since nuns’
names and identities are con-
fused in secular records. There
are also unexplained gaps in the
Nightingale-Moore exchange
for several years. Occasionally,
Nightingale supplies a note of
“burn” to her letter, (at points
when she has been self-depre-
cating or especially critical of
persons in political office). As
feminist historians commonly
note, much of the record of
women’s contribution to society
in past centuries has been
marginalized or demeaned in its
importance. This is also true for
the work of Catholic nuns, whose
initiation of political and social
change on behalf of the poor has
also been largely ignored, even
by teminist historians in general
and historians of nineteenth
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century England in particular
(p. 185). Sullivan’s volume re-
sists both tendencies and en-
larges the record, not of a single
woman, but of the partnership
between two of them.

The twenty-year friendship
was begun in 1854 during the
first months of the Crimean War
(1854-1856), when Nightingale,
at the age of thirty-four, had been
named by the British govern-
ment to be superintendent of fe-
male nursing in the military hos-
pitals in Turkey and the Crimea
during the war with Russia. Mary
Clare Moore, along with several
other British Sisters of Mercy had
responded to a request for volun-
teer nurses from their bishop. In
Scutari, Turkey, under condi-
tions of great deprivation, Moore
served under the supervision of
Nightingale, whose gratitude
and recognition of her service
was to last even beyond Moore’s
lifetime. By contrast, with both
comic and tragic consequences,
the Irish Mercy Mary Francis
Bridgeman, resigned and re-
turned to Ireland rather than
work under Nightingale. Prior to
their departure, Nightingale was
referring to her and her compan-
ions as the “Brickbats” (p. 58).
The tensions between Irish and
English flared even in Turkey,
with Irish Jesuits refusing to min-
ister the sacraments to the party
of English nuns stationed there.
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Alter the war, they both re-
turned to England. Nightingale
became effectively an invalid for
the next fifty years, residing in
London, but ceaselessly review-
ing field reports from English
outposts in Turkey and India
and advocating for change in
army sanitation, public health,
nursing, nurses’ training, work-
house nursing and public health.
The tragedy of the Crimean War
was that most of the casualties
resulted not from war wounds,
but from diseases brought on by
unsanitary conditions. Lack of
clean water, lack of knowledge
about health and sanitation, in-
efficient organization and man-
agement, politicization of the
healthcare budget, inability to
requisition and distribute need-
ed supplies in the field in a
timely way, and the unreliable
supply of even the simplest of
treatments—prescriptions of port
wine and brandy—also contrib-
uted to the death rate, These ele-
ments in the story emerge from
complaints in Nightingale’s let-
ters, her affirmation of Moore’s
assistance, and Sullivan’s histori-
cal commentary.

Moore lived at Bermondsey,
most of the years as superior,
from 1841 to 1874, After her re-
turn from the Crimea, she re-
mained in residence, and under-
took the expansion of services at
Bermondsey and purchased
property to consolidate its con-
vent and school. She weathered
political conflicts with Arch-
bishop Manning over the staff-
ing of St. Elizabeth’s hospital.
Until his death in 1870, Moore
worked closely with the local
hishop, Thomas Grant for nine-
teen years, as secretary, advisor

and co-worker, without “any
quarrel.” (p. 166) Despite bad
health, Moore supervised re-
pairs and renovations to build-
ings, directed retreats, advised
novices in formation, prepared
the manuscript of Catherine
McAuley’s Sayings for publica-
tion, and kept up a correspon-
dence with Sisters of Mercy in
Ireland, England and Australia.
(pp. 159-160).

Some historians have con-
cluded that Nightingale, a prac-
tical-minded Anglican, had little
use for spirituality or mysticism,
and valued only a faith which is-
sued in helpful action to relieve
the needs of others. Nightingale
typically used the image of pro-
ductive action, “cleaning out
your own gutters” as a mark of
respect for spiritually-inclined
persons such as Moore. Evidence
indicates that Nightingale was
convinced Roman Catholic doc-
trine was erroneous, and was
critical of aspects of Ignatius and
Teresa’s teachings because in
her mind they fostered attitudes
of passivity and submission
without independence or free-
dom of thought (p. 165). How-
ever, as several letters indicate,
Nightingale was grateful to
Moore for the loan of spiritual
reading books. From them,
Nightingale copied passages,
for example, from John of the
Cross (pp. 110-11), Catherine of
Genoa, Catherine of Sienna (p.
112), and Teresa of Avila (p.
187) whom she also praised (p.
184). She also read Gertrude of
Helfta (pp. 44-46). Nightingale
referred to her spiritual teach-
ing as her “stuff,” and planned
to publish the collection of her
excerpts and religious commen-

tary which exist in manuscript as
“Notes from Devotional Au-
thors” (p. 45).

Nightingale continually
reverenced the Catholic Mary
Clare Moore as war-mate from
the Crimea, sister at arms in the
struggle for social reform, com-
panion i the fight to overcome
poverty and ignorance, spiritual
mentor, religious inspiration,
and confidante. Sisterhood and
commitment to the needy tran-
scended denominational differ-
ences. It was not necessary to be-
long to the same church to do
the same charitable work.

This wonderful collection of
primary literature, tied together
with Sullivan’s intelligent, spare
historical commentary, shows
the enduring friendships of
women whose religious zeal
once inspired them to risk their
lives and health to serve the
medical needs of men on the
battlefield. But the zeal ran deep
and strong, and nurtured a com-
mitment lasting all their lives to
serve both men and women,
adults and children, in health,
education, and social reform.
“The essence of the work of
Florence and Clare” Sullivan
concludes,” was to relieve misery
and address its causes.”

This book is another classic
volume in Mercy literature. Part
of its genius is its clarity, choice
of interesting details to high-
light, and its combination of
genres—literary  commentary,
archival exactness, historical
chronicle, and narrative cohe-
sion. Sullivan synthesizes pre-
sentation of epistolary text with
commentary that locates the let-
ter in the biographical contin-
vum of Nightingale and Moore.
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Political controversies, such as
the one over Vatican I's declara-
tion of papal infallibility, are wo-
ven into the narrative (p. 166).
As Sullivan notes, Mary Clare
Moore was a trusted companion
of Catherine McAuley and “is ac-
knowledged to be the person
who most closely assisted
Catherine in preparing the orig-
inal manuscript of the Rule and
the Constitutions of the Sisters
of Mercy” (p. 3).

Thus, to enter the world of
these letters is to come close to
the original charism and energy
that inspired the foundation of
the Sisters of Mexrcy.

As Mary Clare Moore was
dying, Florence Nightingale
wrote to an unidentified Sister at
the Bermondsey convent: (p.

176).

12/12/74
Dear Sister

I know not what to write.

Perhaps she is at this moment
with God.

But this we know: She could
scarcely be more with God than she
was habitually here: & therefore all
things are well with her, whether she
be there or still here;

Tt is we who are left motherless
when she goes.

But she will not forget us:

I cannot say more.

I'send 2 or 3 Eggs for the chance.

And T have got a little game
which I'send: for I think you, & per-
haps others, must be so worn out
with watching & sorrow that per-
haps you cannot eat.

And you know she would wish
you to eat.

We pray with our whole hearts
to God.

Ever yours
F.N.

Autograph: Archives of the Sis-
ters of Mercy, Bermondsey

-

Sometime between 1870
and 1872, Florence Nightingale
wrote a note which alludes to her
own choice not to marry, yet her
conviction that she acted as a
“Virgin Mother.” Tt also ex-
presses the esteem in which she
held the work of others, like
Mary Clare Moore, whose ma-
ternity was resided in “their de-
fense of the vulnerable, their
empowerment of the weak, and
their formation of daughters
and sons trained to perform with
discipline the work to which they
themselves had been so stead-
fastly committed.” (p. 182)

Who are those who have had

the most influence over us?
over the world?

Who have been our real spiri-
tmal fathers & mothers? The

real fathers and mothers of the
world?

Virgin Mothers?
Virgin Fathers?
Christ to the world?
St. Teresar

Mrs. Fry?

J.S. Mili?

& let each one consult his or
her own experience.

These Virgin Fathers &
Mothers have sometimes been
married—sometimes not heen
childless.

But it is not over their own chil-
dren that they have had influ-
ence. It is over others. They
have brought many to perfec-
tion—out of darkness into light.

(BL Add. MSS 45843, £. 306).
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mote'd more (,OHClllatOI'y, less combative approach for settllng disputes,

Elizabe'th !ulian, is_ a Sist:ér of Mercy from W’eiiingwn, Aoteai*oa New Zealand, where she has been pr.'é'pér'iﬁg' :

student téachers to teach in Catholic schools aswell as adult education. She holdsa B.A, and B. Ed. from Massey - -

University, Palmerston North ANZ and an M. Ed.from Boston College. She has done researchon the relation- -

ship between biblical texts, Mercy spirituality and the indigenous tribal rituals of New Zealand. Currently sheis -
a candidate in the Doctorate of Ministry program at Catholic Theological Union, Chicago, where she is complet—'__'

mg her thesxs on the splrktuahty of women who teach in Catholic schools in ANZ

Carol I!ii!nef R, S M (Da]las PA) holds an M.A. in Enghsh from University of M'uyland an M T S f1 om St L

John's Seminary in Detroit, and a D.Ed. in Higher Education Administration from Pennsylvania State Univer- -

sity. She is Distinguished Professor of Holocaust and Genocide Studies at the Richard Stockton College of New = -
Jersey. Her film, “The Courage to Care,” was nominated for a 1984 Acadeimy Award in the Short Documentary .
category. With Sondra Myers, she edited The Courage to Care: Rescuers of Jews During the Holocaust. Wlthjohn i
Roth, she edited. Memory Offended: The Auschwitz Convent Controversy, and Different Voices: Women During the Holo-: "

caust. She ‘has contributed chapters to several books and written numerous essays about the Holocaust. Her:

most recent publl(,dtlol’l 18 The Holocaust and the Christian World, edited with Stephen Smith and Irena Stemfeldt Rt

intended for presentation to Pope John Paul IT on his visit to Yad Vashem in March 2000, For the past ten years,
Rittner has beén involved with Holywell Trust, a community development organization in Derry; Northern Ire-

land dedi_catéd to peaceful solutions to conflicts there. She also serves with the London-based Aegis Trust;a”.

non-governmental organization developing strategies to combat poteniial genocides around the world. =5

Janet Iﬁlfﬁhg, R.S.M. (Burlingame, CA), holds a Ph.D. from the Graduate Theological Union in.Berkei'ey. énd.'_

is assoctate professor in the graduate division of religious education at Fordham University, chairing a concen- - -
tration in spirituality and spiritual direction. She has lectured on spirituality and spiritual direction in Ireland, -

England, Australia, and India. She has written numerous articles and has authored Uncovering Stories of Faith:

Narrative and Spiritual Divection. Other publications include “The Gifts of Celibate Friendship and Intimacy”in’*
Horizons (1998), “Celibacy and Contemplation (1997) and “Going Up into the Gaps: Prophetic Life and Vision: -

in FnFormation (1998) “Supervision and Spiritual Developmierit: The Conventional post-Conventional Divide”

in fournal of Supervision and Training in Ministry (1997), “As Refined by Fire” in Living Prayer and Resastmg the

Demon of Busyness in Spiritual Life. She is a regular contributor to The MAST Journal.

Eloise Rdsenblali, R.S.M. (Burlingame, CA) is the editor of The MAST Journal and a founding member of
WELS (see Chamberlain, above). Her Ph.D. is from the Graduate Theological Union (1987); she served there -

as associate dean of faculty from 1997-1999. Currently she is studying law. Recent publications include “Gen-. . -
der, Ethnicity and Legal Considerations in the Hemorrhaging Woman’s Story” in Transformative Encounters:
Jesus and Women Reviewed, ed. by Kitzberger (Leiden: Brill, 2000}, “The Present and Future Status of Women'in'
Religion and Theology,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion (2000); “Collaborations: Jewish and Chrlsuan_"

Feminist Biblicists” in The Way Supplement (2000) and “Edith Stein” in The Holocaust and the Christian Wm Id, ed
by Rittner (above) R




1. (Chamberlain) “Feminist historians have been working to dig up previously unre- .
ported orunderemphasized positive aspects of the lives of Catholicwomen. All of this' -
work has helped provide women in the present, who see themselves as part of thiSE_'_ [
'faith tradltlon a much needed frame of reference by Wthh to view themselves '

Discussion Questions e

. Are the maternal activities of women toward children a service to God oran unflge of 3
whio God is? Is the address of God as 11u1’smg mother, lover or friend too “soft”

ground theology? How do these nurturing images of God appeal to women you' T

know? Do such images reflect the needs of women today or reinforce a “status quo S
sp1r1tu'1hty? - : : '

2.J ulian) “Ruthisa story of women'’s friendship set within the larger theological con- =~

cept of God’s fidelity...Ruth decides to throw her lot in with Naomi totally and go
wherever she goes. In joining fates and forces, their bleak future is transformed be-"- - ="
cause the closeness between the two women fuels their creativity and allows themto = -
accomplish together what they could not have done alone. Their Collaboratlon ens o
sures their security. In freely combining forces and accepting each other, one offers.
WISdOIn and gmdance, the other the energy and fertlhty requn"ed to secure then*'_ U

future.”

.Wh'a.t friendships have you been graced with that allowed you.,.lik:e Naormni and Rﬁth ki | :.}"

“to accompllsh together what they could not have done alone”? If collaboration in’
ministry cannot always produce friendships outside the workplace, what features of
ﬁlendshlp are necessary to sustain a viable ministerial and wor kmg partnershlp?

3. (Rittner) “For those of us in the Roman Catholic tradition, we admit that for too_-"-"-}:
long our Church has focused on giving answers rather than encouraging questions. "= .
Questions are more important than answers. Answers aim to settle things whereas =~

questions aim to “unsettle” things. People are less likely to annihilate each other
when their minds are not made up, but opened up through questioning.” -

When you hear a person raise questions, and unsettle things, is your instinct to make

peace, to ignore the question, to give an answer, or to suppott the question? Howdo

you evaluate whether a question is useful for opening up minds, or whether what is .-
actually needed is an answer or a different question?

4. ('R'uf'ﬂng') “Have you experieneed the maleness of Jesus to be an obstacle in youf

spiritual development or in your relationship with God? If you have enjoyed mystical -

experience, how has Jesus been involved? Do you relate to Jesus as ‘other’ and as a
sexual partner, or as someone with whom you identify as ‘another Christ’...How has
your experience of the Risen Christ been empowering or hberatmg?”

How does this discussion affect a) mystical intimacy with God thr()ugh the]esus sym—'

bol; b) our own identity as Christians; ¢) our participation. in our various eccles1al'. o

commuunities?




Information for New Subscribers and Current Readers

New Subscription: The MAST journal is published three times a year by the
Mercy Association in Scripture and Theology. To subscribe, please fill out the coupon
below or a copy of it. Make your check payable to The MAST Journal and send to Julia
Upton, R.S.M., Center for Teaching and Learning, St. John’s University, 8000 Uto-
pia Parkway, Jamaica, NY 11439,

Back Issues: If you are interested in obtaining a back issue of The MAST Jouwrnal,
issues are available at $3.50 per copy plus postage. Bulk rates to one address are nego-
tiable. Please send all requests to Julia Upton, R.S.M., St. John’s University, 8000
Utopia Parkway, Jamaica, NY 11439.

Address Change: If your address is incorrect, or if you have changed your mail-
ing address, please send that information to Julia Upton, R.S.M., St. John's Univer-
sity, 8000 Utopia Parkway, Jamaica, NY 11439, or email to Uptonj@stjohns.edu.

Issue Didn’t Arrive: If'your subscription is up to date and your issue of the jour-
nal did not arrive (and you know the issue has been published, the grapevine says!),
then write to Julia Upton, R.S.M., St. John’s University, 8000 Utopia Parkway,
Jamaica, NY 11439, or email to Uptonj@stjohns.edu.

Want to Write: If you have an idea for an article, or you have a talk or article you
would like published in The MAST Journal, please send the article or inquiry to Floise
Rosenblatt, R.S.M,, MAST Office, 1121 Starbird Circle #4, San Jose, CA 95117,
Please include a complete return mailing address on all correspondence or contact
her by e-mail at erosenl121{@cs.com,

I wish to subscribe to The MAST Journal for:

One year Two years —

($15.00 U.S.; $18.00 outside 1.5.) {$25.00 U.5.; $30.00 outside U.S.)
Name

Address

Please make payment by international money order, check drawn on U.S. bank, or U.S. currency.
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MAST, the Mercy Association in Scripture and Theology, met for the first time in June 1987 at Gwynedd-
Mercy College in Gwynedd Valley, Pennsylvania. Called together by Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M. and Mary Ann
Getty, twenty Mercy theologians and Scripture scholars from fourteen regional communities formally estab-
lished the organization to provide a forum for dialogue and cooperation among Sisters of Mercy and associates.
The stated purpose of the organization is to promote studies and research in Scripture, theology, and related
fields; to support its members in scholarly pursuits through study, writing, teaching, and administration; and to
provide a means for members to address current issues within the context of their related disciplines.

MAST has been meeting annually since then, usually in conjunction with the annual meeting of the Catholic
Theological Society of America, and the organization now numbers fifty, with members living and working in
Australia, Canada, the Caribbean, Central and South America, as well as in the United States. Julie Upton,
R.SM. currently serves as MAST’s executive director, MAST will hold its annual meeting at Mercy Center,
Burlingame, California, June 4-6, 2000, prior to the CTSA in San Jose.

Members work on a variety of task forces related to their scholarty discipline. Present task forces include:
Scripture, healthcare ethics, and spirituality. In addition, the members seek to be of service to the Institute
by providing a forum for ongoing theological education.

Membership dues are $20 per year, payable to Marie Michele Donnely, R.S. M., MAST treasurer, Convent
of Mercy, 515 Montgomery Ave., Merion Station, PA 19066.

If you would like to be on the mailing list, call or write: Julia Upfon, R.S .M., Executive Director,
St. John’s University, 8000 Utopia Parkway, Jamaica, NY 11439 (718) 990-1861, or email to
Uptonj@stjohns.edu.

Since 1991, The MAST Journal has been published three times a year. Members of the organization serve on
the journal’s editorial board on a rotating basis, and several members have taken responsibility over the yearsto
edit individual issues, Maryanne Stevens, R.S.M., was the founding editor of the journal, and Eloise
Rosenblatt, R.S.M., currently serves in that capacity.
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