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Lecture Notes T-500

Feminist Theology

Charles W. Allen

Christian Theology, the Gospel & Liberation (again)

Some things bear repeating, so here goes.

I’ve defined Christian theology in this course as “making sense of the Gospel and all other truths that claim us most radically.”

Liberation theologians know better than many in earlier generations that all of us start with clusters of truths, not just one simplistic truth, that claim us so radically that we must live by them even as we question. Everybody stands somewhere, but nobody stands in just one place.

Let’s try the exercise in imagination that we used last week:

Imagine yourself living much of your life being told, in effect, that you’re practically nobody, but something within or around you (who knows where?) rebels and insists that you’re somebody. You’re refusing to be put in your place.

As you struggle to find your own voice, with its own irreducible value, you become increasingly aware of some rendition of the Gospel, and you find it transfiguring your own efforts, providing you with new resources to insist that you’re somebody in community with others.

Now a new rendition of the Gospel emerges, shaped by your own struggle to be somebody, but also having shaped and continuing to shape your struggle.

We saw last week that this is how the spirit of liberation and the Gospel become inseparably intertwined. Both are truths with their own distinctive voices that can claim us most radically.

For Christians, I propose, the spirit of liberation is the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ, even if others speak truthfully of that spirit in other terms (and I believe others do speak truthfully in other terms, but I can’t speak for them).

But for liberation-oriented Christians the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ is the spirit of liberation, even if others try to make of it an instrument of oppression or an “opiate of the people.”

Christians involved in liberation movements are often accused of starting with a different Gospel, but in actuality it’s much more complicated than that. Since everybody stands somewhere, and nobody stands in just one place, all of us will tie the Gospel with other truths that claim us most radically.

Why should tying the Gospel with the spirit of liberation be any less legitimate than tying it with something more settled? In fact, can a Christian speak of something as elusive as the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ without being biased in favor of truths that disrupt the status quo?

Feminist Theology’s Critical Principle

Feminist theologians have been particularly singled out as starting from a norm different from the Gospel itself. And some of them might agree and say, “So what?” 

But I have wanted to keep reminding us that talking about fundamental norms is much more complicated than that: the truths that claim us most radically will always interpermeate one another to the point that where it becomes difficult to pin down a starting point that is not both unified and diverse. 

(As a Trinitarian, of course, I have no problems with starting that way, since I believe that God is both unified and diverse.)

Statements comprising what Rosemary Radford Ruether calls “the critical principle of feminist theology” are examples of truths that claim her and other feminists most radically. 

“Whatever diminishes or denies the full humanity of women must be presumed not to reflect the divine or an authentic relation to the divine, or to reflect the authentic nature of things, or to be the message or work of an authentic redeemer or a community of redemption ... What does promote the full humanity of women is of the Holy, it does reflect true relation to the divine, it is the true nature of things, the authentic message of redemption and the mission of redemptive community.”

Now this might seem to stand in tension with some traditional renderings of the Gospel, but not all of them, and not mine (so I believe, anyway).

Note that Ruether disallows using this principle as an excuse for reverse sexism:

“Women cannot affirm themselves as imago dei,” she says, “in a way that diminishes male humanity.  Women, as the denigrated half of the human species, must reach for a continually expanding definition of inclusive humanity—inclusive of both genders, inclusive of all social groups and races.”

On the other hand, there are post-Christian feminists who remain persuaded that there is no way to reconcile these truths with any recognizably Christian rendition of the Gospel, traditional or otherwise.  (These include Mary Daly and Daphne Hampson.)

Christian feminist theologians are not persuaded of this.  They believe that renditions of the Gospel can be stated that are both recognizably Christian and in keeping with feminist theology’s critical principle.  Indeed they regard the principle as an integral component of the Gospel itself.

But I don’t think Christian feminist theologians intend by this to deny that their critical principle stands at least relatively on its own.  (How else could it function critically?)

Mary Daly thus has a legitimate point to make in her response to the argument that Jesus was a feminist: “Fine.  Wonderful.  But even if he wasn’t, I am.”
 I would have to agree with her. A “Gospel” that does not promote the full humanity of women is no Gospel at all, and not worthy of anyone’s assent.

Those of us who think that the connection between the Gospel and feminist theology’s critical principle is obvious are probably overlooking all the work done in the past 30 years to cultivate that connection.  To most people in most cultures it has never been obvious.

In fact, what makes feminism and feminist theology so significant is its claim to unmask a form of oppression that seems, wittingly or not, to have been built into the very fabric of (perhaps) every society we are in a position to know much about.  

(Some exceptions have been proposed, but there is considerable debate among feminists and others about whether these really are exceptions: Matrilineal and Goddess-worshipping societies can be and have been as patriarchal as any others.)

Thus, while some feminists have become reluctant to speak of women or women’s experience as uniform or universal categories, there does seem to be a component of women’s lives that looks pretty nearly universal: In most respects women find themselves marginalized in relation to the centers of power in the cultures they inhabit.  And even the exceptions here seem to illustrate the rule. 

Serene Jones adds an important caution here:

[O]ne will not find a single, easily identifiable, transhistorical thread called “patriarchy” that winds through all … periods and ties them neatly together. The forces that oppress women are historically variant and institutionally mediated and not, as the term “patriarchy” suggests, the product of a great, universal conspiracy of men against women (79).

That said, however, it is still true that “the domination of women by men reaches back for centuries” and that “some [or many?] men have intentionally oppressed women for their own benefits” (79).

So it is all the more noteworthy that in the past several decades women have found their own voices in spite of the scripts they have inherited. Something unprecedented is at work here that promises (or threatens) to reconfigure radically practically every established way of doing things. I view it as a promise, not a threat, and greet it as a resource for enriching and deepening the Gospel.

But for Christians it does mean turning a much more critical and suspicious eye on our heritage, including Scripture itself. 

All these traditions are fraught with patriarchal constructions, to the point that some feminists wonder why anybody would depend on them. Christian feminists, like other Christians committed to liberation, respond that it is these same traditions that provide them with some of the most powerful tools for critiquing not just themselves but any tradition.

One of those tools, as Jones shows us, is precisely the Christian analysis of oppression and liberation in terms of sin and grace, allowing us to be honest about how all of us participate (in our own ways) in forces of oppression far greater than we can master, and all of us can participate in forces of liberation far greater than the forces of oppression can master. It’s a message of sober realism and stubborn hope.

Like others, Christian feminists are willing to take Paul at his word. If they catch him preaching a Gospel different from the one so forcefully stated in Galatians 3:28, turning his back on the woman he greeted as an apostle in Romans 16:7, they will denounce him. And the same goes for any other Biblical writer.

And I will reiterate: this is still a way of being faithful to Scripture, even though I’m sure many of you remain unconvinced.

Strategic Essentialism

I have chosen to have us read Serene Jones’s work in its entirety because I find it to be one of the most theoretically astute and practically radical works in the area of feminist theology. 

For me, at least, it exemplifies (on an academic level) one way in which all theology could be done, by men as well as women, by the overprivileged as well as the underprivileged (though theologies done from different standpoints will always look different).

I am particularly intrigued and encouraged by the way she develops the practical concept of “strategic essentialism.” This is her distinctive version of “the new scandal of particularity.”

Essentialism believes that it is helpful and necessary to generalize about the particular things or people we encounter, including women.

The dangers of doing this ought to be obvious, as it can lead to stereotyping and prejudice.

Nevertheless there are feminists who are essentialists, who want to identify “essentially feminine” characteristics that can be celebrated and encouraged in a culture that has downplayed them.

What happens, though, if other women don’t find themselves described or empowered by these supposedly universal characteristics? Is a woman who doesn’t feel especially “nurturing” or “tender” a defective woman?

Essentialists are always in danger of failing to notice that the “essences” or “universals” they speak of are the products of their own highly particular thinking and speaking. Universals are never as universal as they seem. They do not fall ready-made from heaven.

This is where constructivists enter the picture. Constructivists do recognize that we play an active role in the concepts we frame or inherit. Some go so far as to say that universals or essences are nothing but human constructs. 

So many feminist constructivists are suspicious of the very idea of gender differences, since the category of “gender” is a cultural product that can itself be “deconstructed” and “reconstructed.”

We could debate the relative strengths and weaknesses of essentialism and constructivism for years. People have been doing that already. The easiest thing to show is that both can have disastrous consequences. Both can perpetuate an uncritical celebration of the status quo, or lead to imperialism.

Jones insists that some form of essentialism is necessary because “people simply cannot live without a view of human nature that includes ‘essentials’ or ‘universals’” (47).

But unlike traditional essentialists, Jones insists that we must pay constant attention to how these universals are functioning in practice, always ready to revise or adapt our generalizations in light of specific contexts.

I may be spending too much time on this point, but Jones is addressing an issue that has been of crucial importance for me for many years, and the position she stakes out both converges with and illuminates some of the things I have tried to say, starting with my doctoral dissertation on practical wisdom (or phronesis) as a model for theological reflection.

Practical wisdom recognizes that in practice universals and particulars always inform each other in unpredictable ways. 

I like to say that universals work “elastically” rather than rigidly; they keep particular contexts related even as the contexts stretch and twist the ties that connect them. And it’s only in that mutual give and take that we can see what there is to see. It’s another kind of conversation.

You can read more on this if you want to in some of my Encounter articles on the CTS website.
 

Part of the reason I’ve spent so much time on this is that it is precisely Jones’s strategic essentialism that allows both feminist theory and Christian convictions (at least her Christian convictions) to encounter each other in a way that lets each to reshape the other radically while still respecting the other’s integrity.

When writing as a theologian, Jones transforms strategic essentialism into “eschatological essentialism,” which is “rooted decisively in a theological vision of an already/not-yet future—a vision of God’s will for a redeemed humanity where all persons live in right relation to God and one another” (54).

While willing to stake a claim on this theological vision, eschatological essentialism, like its counterpart, also “recognizes the need for constant revision and critique of the vision it proclaims” (54).

Feminist theory’s strategic essentialism, and Christian feminist theology’s eschatological essentialism, both display a “bounded openness” to the other’s insights and challenges.

Cartographies of Grace

This is the methodology that Jones uses in her feminist critique and recovery of several traditional Christian doctrines. Interestingly the Christian doctrines she selects turn out to be the very ones we looked at in our first reading: justification, sanctification and sin, to which she also adds a feminist ecclesiology (or doctrine of the church).

Note also how the chapters are structured: one on feminist theory, the next on Christian convictions re-mapped through feminist theory. 

Feminist theories of “woman’s nature” re-map Christian understandings of justification and sanctification; feminist theories of oppression re-map Christian understandings of sin; feminist theories of community re-map Christian understandings of ecclesiology.

In the traditional Protestant understanding of justification, the self-assertive self is exposed, judged, undone, loved unconditionally, and given a new graced identity as simultaneously justified and sinner (simul iustus et peccator).

In the traditional Protestant understanding of sanctification, the one who has been thus “undone” and yet unconditionally loved is then “re-created and redirected toward the goal of praising God and living in just and faithful community” (58).

Feminist theory looks at this and asks what to make of these doctrines if the self’s brokenness lies not so much in self-assertion but in “self-dispersal.” 

(Maybe not every woman experiences herself that way, just as maybe not every man experiences himself as self-assertive, but these are the cultural scripts we have all been encouraged to enact, and you can be sure that they shape each of us more than we realize.)

In any case, Jones’s answer to this question is ingenious: she simply tells the story of God’s judgment and mercy in reverse, with sanctification coming before justification.

“The first word to meet the [self-dispersed, de-centered self] who enters the doctrine of the Christian life is one that constructs her, giving her the center and substance she needs to become the subject then judged and graciously forgiven” (63 emphasis added).

Jones makes similar moves with the Christian understanding of sin. First she offers a feminist, strategic essentialist analysis of women’s (and others’) oppression, in which patriarchy is only one factor involved in exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence (and the list is acknowledged to be incomplete).

Christian feminist theology interprets oppression in terms of sin, and for Christians, “sin” is a term that has meaning only in relation to a God whose uncompromising demands are the flip side of unconditional acceptance and promise. Without some glimpse of grace, we cannot recognize the brokenness in our lives as sin.

“In this way, when feminists of faith speak of oppression as ‘sin’, they shift its meaning by invoking a powerful sense of hope. When one sees women’s brokenness as sin, one is already proclaiming that all is not lost, that the eventual flourishing of women [and men and all creatures] will come as God promises” (110)

Jones, working with her congregation’s women’s group and looking at John Calvin, defines sin as “unfaithfulness”: “living contrary to divine purposes,” living in such a way that “women do not flourish but instead experience (and participate in) oppressive forces” (113).

The fact that all of us both experience and participate in oppressive forces, and that our lives started out that way, also gives new meaning to such daunting concepts as “original sin,” “total depravity” and “guilt.”

Jones sums all this up in terms I find most persuasive:

[F]eminist theologians … have a broader understanding of oppression than do feminist theorists. It allows them to be both less and more optimistic about he brokenness of our world, particularly with respect to women. The confession that sin is “original” forces us to remember that the fractures running through creation are deeper and more intransigent than sexist oppression, and that liberation from them involves more than simply banishing gender binaries. It involves being freed to celebrate the giftedness of creation and to praise the God who gives. Feminist conceptions of sin also provide hope for women’s liberation against what often seem daunting odds … Even though we may not currently have created perfected social structures and personal relationships that manifest the enveloping and freeing character of God’s grace, grace continues to define God’s undaunted love for humanity nonetheless. The graced character of sin-talk creates the security and sense of belovedness that enables us to honestly confront our own sinfulness—our daily shortcomings as well as gross wrongdoings. We can never be content with simply dividing the world into evil perpetrators and innocent victims because we recognize that sin implicates us all, just as grace embraces and opens us all. Knowing sin and living in the bounded openness of grace thus becomes a cause for rejoicing as much as a call to work for a future in which women (and all people) flourish (124-125).

“Bounded openness” is also the term Jones uses to sum up a feminist vision of community. This is also the term she uses to characterize the church, more as it should be than as it is. 

The church is bounded by its own identity-forming practices of “adornment,” but it uses these practices to construct “selves who are radically open to others and who refuse the safety of self-absorption” (174).

But as I said, this is more a picture of the church as it should be, not as we usually find it. The fact that the church as we find it rarely lives into this description often causes people like you and me to wonder why we bother with it. Jones provides one of the most helpful answers to that, and because the question will probably haunt most of you throughout the rest of your life, I ought to call your attention to it.

While I am aware of the church’s ongoing sinfulness, I experience it as a place where I can respond to the Christian and feminist call to live in and struggle with communities of diversity seeking justice. I find myself unable to worship God and love my neighbor in isolation from the Christian community; the very tissue of my faith resides there. As a feminist, I am deeply committed to creating communities in which women, in all their diversity, can be safe and flourish, and I realize that the church is not currently such a place. But I have also come to see, along with many other feminists, that opportunities to live in intentional and diverse communities are few and far between. The church remains one such place (161)

You should tuck that passage away somewhere, and haul it out when you’re ready to give up (which you will be over and over again).

I’ve discovered one more reason why I find Serene’s book so engaging. It’s because I find it very easy to sum up her Christian feminist vision in the following words: In eccentricity and brokenness, the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ embraces each and every one of us just as we are and draws us to embody that communion for all others, now and always. 

Those are my terms, but I was delighted to see how many of them were also her terms. She might want to rearrange mine, but since both of us are committed to “bounded openness,” how could I object?
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