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T
his issue of conscience  is  a celebr ation of rosem a ry  
Radford Ruether and everything she’s given to Catholics for 
Choice—spiritually, intellectually and personally. 

Rosemary has helped set the bar for what a Catholic theologian 
can be. Her work is unique because of her remarkable ability to put 

herself in another’s shoes, from early Christians to those of Mexican peasants 
(Lessons from Chiapas). It is what happens when, as Rosemary so aptly puts it, 
“you put yourself on the other side and you see things from the context of 
the oppressed.” 

Our work can sometimes be overwhelming in the face of a forbidding 
orthodoxy. Those of us who are Catholic and believe in the freedom of conscience 
needed a giant. And we have one in Rosemary. For women, for prochoice 
Catholics, for progressive theologians and social justice advocates, Rosemary 
reassured us that we, too, could not only be redeemed, we could also redeem. 

We saw her as one of our own, armed with enough intellectual vigor and 
honesty to defeat existing power brokers at their own game while teaching 
them about her—our—territory. 

The force of Rosemary’s curiosity flows around every barrier in its path, 
often turning “You can’t” into “Why not?” She finds “a substantial continuity” 
between contraception and women’s personhood (Women, Sexuality, Ecology 
and the Church), something we strive to place at the center of our work. She 
also sees no reason for faith to be excluded from the street—why shouldn’t 
theological discussions be advertised in pasta shops (Thoughts on Being 
Cancelled in Rome)?

Rosemary Radford Ruether knows what is at stake for anyone seeking to 
write their own “stories of women liberators.” She recounted: 

	 “Eku, a Fante woman of Ghana … led her people to a new land where they could 
find a good life, and risked her own life by tasting water from a pool to see if it was 
poisonous before allowing her thirsty people to drink.”

Like Eku, Rosemary found deep wells to sustain those of us thirsty for 
cutting-edge scholarship. At the forefront of her field, she drank fearlessly, 
heedless of the “poison” others may have thrown there, at times paying the 
price with lost opportunities, exclusion and demonization.  Her true courage 
is that she never flinched for a moment from her necessity to articulate that 
truth. That liberation from fear means that this movement will long go on. 
Her writing will continue to slake the thirst of those in need of new stories 
with a diverse cast of heroines.

This special edition of Conscience is a tour through a selection of Rosemary’s 
writings, including original articles, transcripts of speeches, book reviews and 
more. We hope you enjoy retracing her footsteps through some of the very best 
of progressive Catholic thought. 
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Reprinted from Vol. XXXI, No. 3, 2010

F
ew people have made their 
mark on modern Catholicism as 
decisively as feminist theologian 
Rosemary Radford Ruether. 
From her early days in the Civil 

Rights movement to her groundbreaking 
critique of the Catholic hierarchy’s patri-
archy and re-envisioning of Christian 
theology to her pioneering work in eco-
feminism, Ruether has made unique 
contributions to progressive Catholi-
cism. Her influential book “Sexism and 
God Talk,” among many other major 
works, helped usher in modern Christian 
feminism.

Conscience sat down to talk with Ruether 
recently in Atlanta, were she was attending 
the American Academy of Religion con-
ference, about her career and work with 
Catholics for Choice as she prepares to 
depart the cfc Board of Directors, which 
she has served on since the early 1980s. A 
career spanning nearly 50 years and the 
conclusion of her role on the cfc board 
notwithstanding, Ruether remains 

engaged in the study of theology, enthu-
siastic about feminist scholarship and 
deeply committed to her vision of Cathol-
icism. She was on four panels at the con-
ference addressing topics as diverse as 
decolonial interpretations of Mary and 
Christian Zionism.

Ruether’s life was imbued with the 
contradictions of Catholicism from the 
start. Her mother was Catholic and her 
father Episcopalian and she was raised, 
as she puts it, “Catholic in an ecumenical 
context.” It was perhaps inevitable that 
she herself would become a scholar of the 
classics and church history and one of the 
hierarchy’s most constructive critics. 
“My mother took seriously what she 
thought of as the high intellectual tradi-
tion of Catholicism but she was also 
critical of what she saw as superstitious, 
dogmatic Catholicism,” notes Ruether.

After receiving her BA in philosophy 
and history from Scripps College and 
marrying political scientist Herman 
Ruether in 1957, she entered Claremont 
Graduate School, where she earned her 
MA in ancient history in 1960 and her 
PhD in classics and patristics—the study 
of the early church “fathers”—in 1965. 
Despite her academic interest in church 
history, reproductive rights were never 
far from her mind. In 1964, when the 
question of whether the Vatican would 
officially approve of contraception was 
on everyone’s mind and she herself was a 
young mother balancing family and a 
career, she wrote a piece for the Wash-

ington Post Magazine entitled “Why a 
Catholic Mother Believes in Birth Con-
trol.” It eventually cost Ruether her first 
teaching job at Immaculate Heart Col-
lege in Los Angeles. “I had been hanging 
around with the Immaculate Heart Sis-
ters because the priest I was working with 
on Greek stuff was out there. And they 
asked me to teach. But some trustees rose 
up in wrath and said ‘you can’t hire her’ 
because of the Washington Post article,” 
Ruether recalls. “I remember the mother 
superior coming to me at the end of the 
first year and saying ‘I feel really terrible, 
but we are not going to be able to hire you 
for another year.’ ”

Ruether already had another job offer, 
teaching at the Howard University School 
of Religion, so it wasn’t a major career set-
back. But it did teach her a valuable lesson. 
“It gave me the basic message: don’t work 
for a Catholic institution,” she says. 

Teaching at the historically black 
Howard wouldn’t seem like a natural fit 
for a white woman schooled in the clas-
sics. But like other young progressive 
activists in the early 1960s, Ruether had 
become involved in the Civil Rights 
movement. “The chaplains at Claremont 
Colleges were involved in civil rights, so 
I got involved though them,” explains 
Ruether. “They developed a summer 
immersion program in Mississippi in 
1965—the summer after the ‘Freedom 
Summer’ when those civil rights volun-
teers were killed. I was there that summer 
with the Delta ministry.”

Rosemary Radford Ruether
fearless leader and changemaker  
for progressive catholic feminism

By Patti Miller

pat ti miller   is a former editor of and regular 
contributor to Conscience.
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inine Face of the Church” 
(1977), culminat ing in 
“Sexism and God Talk” in 
1983. “Sexism and God 
Talk” offered a radical cri-
tique of traditional Chris-
t ian t heolog y f rom a 
feminist perspective—a 
reimaging of the Bible and 
Christianity from a wom-
an’s point of view. “Sexism 
and God Talk” created 
what the New York Times 
ca l led the f irst “fu l l-
fledged feminist theology” 
within a Christian context, influencing a 
generation of feminist theologians.

The book provided a feminist ethic to 
rectify the traditional male-centered bias 
of Christianity, which, Ruether said, led 
to subjugation and robbed women of 
their full humanity. It was this humanity, 
wrote Ruether, that she sought to restore 

with a new vision of Christian theology. 
She wrote that the “uniqueness of femi-
nist theology lies not in its use of the 
criterion of experience but rather in its 
use of women’s experience, which has 
been almost entirely shut out of theo-
logical reflection in the past. The use of 
women’s experience in feminist the-
ology, therefore, explodes as a critical 
force, exposing classical theology, 
including its codified traditions, as based 
on male experience rather than on uni-
versal human experience.”

“I think the reason that feminist Cath-
olic theology was important at that time 
was because the Catholic hierarchy was 
the biggest problem – it has the most 
explicit and enforced theology that really 
impeded abortion and reproductive 
rights,” says Ruether. It was around this 
time that she joined the board of Catho-
lics for a Free Choice (now Catholics for 

The experience would shape her work 
in profound ways. “I got involved in 
feminism though the Civil Rights cri-
tique of male dominance,” she notes. 
“What you experienced in Mississippi 
was looking at the United States from 
the southern black side. You see the 
white dominance and the racism. That 
has always been very important to me in 
terms of social justice: that you put your-
self on the other side and you see things 
from the context of the oppressed. The 
feminism that I got involved in was 
rooted in social justice and in terms of 
seeing sex, race and class hierarchies, not 
the Betty Friedan kind of feminism.”

In 1967 Ruether published one of her 
most famous works, “The Church 
against Itself,” in which she criticized the 
inability of the hierarchy to “delve deeply 
enough to create a viable theology of 
radical change” on issues like birth con-
trol, marriage and sexuality because of 

its irrational commitment to outdated 
doctrines from the past. “In retrospect 
it becomes much more evident,” says 
Ruether today, “that it wasn’t that the 
church wasn’t able to develop a theology 
of radical change but that the leadership 
was determined to prevent change.”

Ruether taught at Howard for 10 years, 
taking time in the early 1970s to teach 
courses about women and religion at Har-
vard Divinity School and Yale Divinity 
School. “It was in these two years from 
1972 to 1974 that I was really developing 
my material. I didn’t think about Cathol-
icism in an isolated way. I thought of it as 
the broad western philosophical tradition. 
The Enlightenment was very misogy-
nistic, too.” Her work would result in a 
series of groundbreaking feminist theo-
logical works, such as “New Woman/ 
New Earth: Sexist Ideologies and Human 
Liberation” (1975), and “Mary— the Fem-

Choice). She had been 
involved with the organi-
zation for a brief time after 
its founding in 1973 but 
cffc had few formal pro-
grams to draw on the 
board’s expert ise and 
Ruether became involved 
with other projects. When 
a much larger and better-
f inanced organizat ion 
reached out to her in the 
early 1980s, she eagerly 
rejoined and qu ick ly 
became vital to cffc’s 

work of providing an alternative interpre-
tation of Catholic theology and teaching. 
“We actually have theologians on the 
board who are contributing a critical 
alternative theology on key questions of 
sexuality and reproduction,” says Ruether. 
“This has allowed cfc to give intellectual 
respectability to an alternative vision. 

Otherwise the assumption is that women 
who critique the Vatican’s position are 
just deviant, immoral people.”

In addition to helping develop the 
theological bedrock of much of cfc’s 
work, Ruether has had a long and per-
sonal involvement in cfc’s Latin Amer-
ican work with its partner organization 
Católicas por el Derecho a Decidir 
(Catholics for the Right to Decide—
cdd), traveling to Latin America to net-
work and speak, and, as in the United 
States, providing a theological underpin-
ning for the cdds’ work. Her interest in 
Latin America actually predated her 
work with cfc. “My mother was born in 
Mexico and I felt I had been robbed of a 
certain heritage, particularly the Spanish 
language. Somewhere in my thirties I 
started going to Mexico to do Spanish 
and became involved in Catholic libera-
tion theology circles, so picking up the 

“To me Catholicism is a community of a billion people who represent a range of 

things, so I don’t identify with the pope.”

Reprinted from Vol. XXXI, No. 3, 2010
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Latin American work with cfc and cdd 
was picking up a thread I had been 
working on.”

Ruether cites the growth of vibrant 
cdd organizations in Latin America as 
being among cfc’s most important con-
tributions. “Today we have several gen-
erations of the Latin American program. 
The formed themselves and have done a 
very good job of that. These are very 
sophisticated programs. They really 
understand how to appropriate the theo-
logical and canon law discourse. In sev-
eral places in Latin America, cdd  is 
integrally related to the struggle for legal 

change regarding abortion law and 
reproductive rights.”

Ruether’s work evolved and broad-
ened over the course of her career to 
include eco-feminist theology, which 
links the oppression of women and the 
domination of nature, themes which she 
explored in “Gaia and God: An Eco-
feminist Theology of Earth Healing” 
(1994). “The goal of this quest is earth 
healing, a healed relationship between 
men and women, between classes and 
nations, and between humans and the 
earth,” wrote Ruether in what became a 
classic on the subject. 

Another area that Ruether is pas-
sionate about—both as a scholar and a 
participant—is the Women-Church 
movement, which envisions grassroots, 
feminist liturgical communities freed 
from patriarchal models. “The women’s 
ordinat ion movement began in the 
1970s,” notes Ruether, “but in the 1980s, 
through the inf luence of women like 
Mary Hunt, they began to reject the idea 
of women’s ordination as simply trying 

to duplicate clericalism, which I was 
sympathetic to. So we said what we need 
is Women-Church, not women priests—
feminist based communities.” 

A s  she w rote  i n  her  1985  book 
“Women-Church,” “Christian feminists 
cannot wait for the institutional churches 
to reform themselves enough to provide 
the vehicles of faith and worship that 
women need at this t ime.” Catholic 
women, she wrote, “are beginning to 
recognize the need for autonomous bases 
for women’s theologizing and worship.”

“I have been part of the 
movement for a long time in 

terms of feminist liturgy,” 
says Ruether, who partici-
pates in a local group near her 
home in Claremont, Calif., although she 
notes the need to model grassroots, 
family liturgies for those who don’t just 
want to be a part of an all-woman group. 
And despite the many shortcomings of 
the institutional church, she remains 
upbeat about “her” Catholicism: “To me 
Catholicism is a community of a billion 
people who represent a range of things, 
so I don’t identify with the pope. My 
Catholicism is the progressive, feminist 
liberation theology wing of Catholicism. 
That is the Catholicism that I belong to, 
that I am connected to around the globe.”

Ruether has influenced generations of 
scholars from her teaching positions at 
Garrett-Evangelical Theological Semi-
nary, where she taught from the mid-
1970s until the early 2000s, and the 
Claremont School of Theology and Cla-
remont Graduate University, where she 
teaches today, and numerous books and 
visiting professorships. Two generations 

of her doctoral students are assembling 
a collection of writings reflecting on her 
work from multiple feminist theological 
perspectives covering feminist theology, 
colonization and globalization, and eco-
feminism, entitled “Voices of Feminist 
Liberation: Writings in Celebration of 
Rosemary Radford Ruether.”

Ruether, who will remain active with 
cfc as editorial advisor to Conscience and 
with other projects, continues to expand 
her horizons. Today her work is centered 
on transnational feminism. “The direc-

tion I am going in is not only ecumenical 
Christian but increasingly interested in 
gathering perspectives across ethnicities 
and religions. Claremont has one of the 
few programs that offer a PhD in women 
and religion and we just celebrated our 
20th anniversary. We have Mormons 
doing feminist studies and trying to do 
feminism in a way that challenges that 
tradition and we have more and more 
Muslims who are doing feminism.”

Ruether has been challenging traditions 
herself for nearly 50 years. Yet for her it is 
a joyful journey. “I have had a happy life,” 
she says, in no small measure due to her 
determination to find ways to express her 
work and worship outside the confines of 
institutional Catholicism. “I seek to sup-
port and widen the space for that Catholi-
cism,” she says, referring to her brand of 
global, progressive, feminist Catholicism, 
“and to create as many obstacles as possible 
for patriarchal Catholicism.” ■

Ruether worked tirelessly throughout Latin America paving the 
way for contemporary feminists, such those advocating for 
abortion law reform in Mexico City, above, on April 22, 1999.

“The feminism that I got involved in  

was rooted in social justice and in terms  

of seeing sex, race and class hierarchies, 

not the Betty Friedan kind of feminism.”
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T
he u.s.  rom a n c atholic 
bishops have issued the first 
draft of a pastoral letter in 
“ R e s p on s e  t o  Wome n’s 
Concerns.” This pastoral was 

written as a result of consultation with a 
wide range of U.S. Catholic women’s 
groups, ranging from the Women’s 
Ordination Conference to the Daughters 
of Isabella. During the hearings, which 
the bishops conducted in efforts to listen 
to these groups, Catholic women repeat-
edly suggested that the bishops either 
should refrain from writing a pastoral 
letter, since they were not qualified to 
speak on the subject of women, or else 
write a pastoral on patriarchy, not on 
women. Just as previous pastorals had 
been on systemic evils, such as racism or 
militarism and not on blacks or soldiers, 
so a pastoral on sexism should actually 
name that systemic evil and not the 
victims of that evil, as though they were 
the “problem.”

The bishops declined to follow these 
suggest ions, but they attempted to 
modify their claims to authority by 
t it ling their pastoral modestly as a 
“response” to women’s concerns and 
declaring that they in no way mean “to 

The Catholic Bishops’  
Pastoral on Women:  
A Flawed Effort
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

define women, to prescribe roles for 
them, or to tell them who they are and 
what they should do.” The result is a 
f lawed effort. The episcopal authors 
come across as desperately sincere, truly 
desiring to say and do the right things 
toward this “other half” of the human 
race about whom they realize they know 
very little. But their efforts are highly 
constricted. They do not feel empow-
ered to question any church teachings 
on such matters as birth control, divorce, 
lifelong celibacy for the unmarried, or 
the rejection of the ordination of women. 
They even repeat their refusal to sup-
port the Equal Rights Amendment (era).

The bishops use a spirited language to 
denounce sexism as a sin and to declare 
their own intention to repent of it:

	 We must and do pledge to reject clearly 
and consistently human structures and 
patterns of activity that in any way treat 
women as of lesser worth than men. 
When our actions do not conform to our 
ideals, all suffer. We, therefore, regret 
and confess our individual and collective 

failures to respond to women as they 
deserve. We call the people of God to 
join us in personal and corporate 
contrition for the sins of sexism that 
violate the basic tenets of our faith. 
(Pastoral, paragraph 41)

In spite of such statements, the bishops 
have little sense of what sexism is, as a 
part of a legal, social, political, economic 
and ideological system. They have not 
tried to study its history or how it has 
shaped the church itself, both institu-
tionally and ideologically. Consequently, 
their denunciations of sexism still func-
tion as a way of deploring personal fail-
ures of charity which, for some unknown 
reason, have abounded in our churches 
and societies. They are also caught 
between denouncing a tradition and 
using a tradition as though it were immu-
table. They don’t even seem to be aware 
of this as a problem.

Their basic theological starting point 
is Genesis 1:27 which they take for 
granted as meaning, and as having always 
meant, complete equality and partner-

Reprinted from Vol. IX, No. 3, May/June 1988

The bishops have little sense of what sexism is,  

as a part of a legal, social, political, economic and 

ideological system.

This article is reprinted from Christianity and 
Crisis with permission from the author, 
rosemary r adford ruether , who is a 
professor of applied theology at Garrett-
Evangelical Theological Seminary and a cffc 
board member.
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affirming women’s partnership with 
men in the family, in society and in the 
church. However, they are unable to 
carry this partnership model through 
in any of these areas. Their underlying 
presuppositions remain those of patri-
archal clericalism.

Their affirmation of the partnership 
of women and men in the family is 
severely restricted because they feel they 
have no adequate teaching on women’s 
reproductive rights, and even more, 
because their support for the values of 
motherhood is not matched by any cor-
responding affirmation of fatherhood. 
Women are said to have a “vocation” to 

ship between men and women. They 
ignore the fact that, for most of Chris-
tian history, this text was interpreted 
asymmetrically. According to Augus-
tine, men alone possess the image of 
God, and women are the image of God 
only when taken “together with the man 
who is their head.” More recent Catholic 
anthropology has moved from argu-
ments for women’s natural inferiority to 
arguments for their “difference” and 
complementary relations to men.

The bishops disregard these histor-
ical traditions for an anthropology of 
equivalence and partnership of equals. 
They seek to carry this through by 

F
or seventeen years, since 
the Supreme Court decision of 
Roe v. Wade, right-wing forces 
wishing to reverse the Court’s 
decision and recriminalize 

abortion have sought to wrap them-

Prochoice Is Prolife:  
Winning the Propaganda War  
for Reproductive Rights
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

selves in the flag of absolute virtue and 
claimed to represent the “right to life.” 
To defeat this crusade, it is imperative 
that the reproductive rights movement 
become much more persuasive in 
convincing middle-of-the-road Ameri-
cans that antichoice is antilife. It needs 
to make clear that the ultimate goal of 
the antichoice movement is both to 
recriminalize abortion and to block 

access to sexual education and contra-
ception, especially for poor women, 
teenagers, and poor nations, the very 
people whose lives are most devastated 
by unregulated reproduction....

The anticontraceptive effects of the 
recriminalization movement need to be 
highlighted because most middle Amer-
icans take access to contraception for 
granted. They don’t recognize the anti-
contracept ive bias of much of the 
recriminalization movement and its 
effects, especially on young and poor 
women and on impoverished nations 
around the world. In these nations, 
struggling with staggering demo-
graphic growth, malnourished babies 
are born to mothers already overbur-
dened with children they cannot care 
for. And they are dying every day by the 
thousands.

Antichoice is antilife! This is the motto 
we need to claim. Antichoice funda-
mentally opposes all the conditions—
cultural, social, medical, and legal—that 
promote the possibility of a woman 
being able to conceive and bear children 

highlights from future shock
Reprinted from Vol. X, No. 5, September/October 1989

rosemary r adford ruether  is Georgia 
Harkness Professor of Applied Theology at 
Garrett- Evangelical Theological Seminary 
and is a cffc board member.

From June 2-4, 1989, cffc sponsored a landmark conference—future shock: New 
Challenges in Ethics and Reproductive Health. Involving nearly three hundred people, 
the conference provided participants a forum for discussing a wide range of reproductive 
health care issues, including contraception, sexual ethics, abortion, new reproductive 
technology, and public policy. Below is an excerpt from a session.

motherhood, while men are never said 
to have any vocation to fatherhood. This 
means that parenting is, in fact, not a 
“partnership,” but a female job. Fathers 
“help” mothers in what remains essen-
tially “women’s work.”

In addressing women’s work in the 
world, the bishops recognize women’s 
rights to equal pay for work of compa-
rable value (despite refusing to support 
the era), and pledge to help the single 
mother with services such as day care. 
But they acknowledge that women work 
only out of economic necessity, to help 
their families. Women are never said to 
have a vocation in society. Thus their 
basic ideal remains the full-time mother 
who does not work. The bishops have no 
sense that it is precisely this model of 
women as unskilled dependents which is 
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the root of the feminization of poverty.
When the bishops turn to the topic of 

partnership in the church, all they can 
really offer is partnership of women with 
men in the ministry of the laity. They 
are ready to endorse this offer with a full 
array of new ministries, such as eucha-
ristic ministers, lay administrators of 
parishes and chancellors of dioceses. 
They even suggest that women should 
preach. But the ordained priesthood 

the catholic bishops’ pastoral on women: a flawed effort

conditions that will kill adult women 
as well.

It is not accidental that Catholic 
countries, where both contraception 
and abortion are discouraged, have 
higher abortion rates than countries 
where both are legal but where contra-
ception is encouraged. It is also well 
known that Catholics in the United 
States have a higher proportion of 
abortions than Protestants or Jews. 
Why? Quite simply, the combination 
of an anticontraceptive culture, com-
bined with hostility toward female 
sexuality and self-determination, pro-
motes the condit ions of unchosen 
pregnancy and hence recourse to abor-
t ion as t he unchosen but forced 
solution.…

Dr. Nafis Sadik, a Pakistani physician 
working with the United Nations Fund 
for Population Activities ...  recently 
gave a talk in London on the conditions 
for successful global family planning. In 
this talk she made clear that promoting 
women’s right to be the primary deci-
sion makers about reproduction is the 

key to successful family planning and 
that all programs neglecting women’s 
role have failed....

...  Family planning, whether it is 
p r o mot e d  o r  o p p o s e d  b y  m a le 
“experts,” typically has ignored or 
rejected women as the primary moral 
agents in reproduction. Women have 
been treated as reproductive vessels to 
be controlled by male priests, doctors, 
or social experts, not as moral agents 
in their own right.

This attitude toward women lies at 
the heart of the antichoice movement 
and links its adherents to those male 
family planners who design coercive 
methods of birth limitat ion. Both 
types of men deny the fundamental 
personhood of women as moral agents. 
Both types of expropriation of the 
womb fai l because they refuse to 
respect women as decision makers.... 
Only when women are fully affirmed 
as the primary responsible persons 
in reproductive decisions will sustain-
able life on earth become an attainable 
goal. n

when she wants them and is best able to 
care for them. It is fundamentally 
against the cultural, social, medical, and 
legal conditions that help societies limit 
demographic growth and so have some 
chance of providing adequate food, 
housing, education, and health care for 
those children who are born. “Life” in 
humans or any other species is not pro-
moted by unregulated birth but by 
planned and chosen births that are in 
harmony with the social means to sus-
tain the lives of those who are born.

Prochoice Catholics must unmask 
the facile and delusory rhetoric and 
tactics of those Catholics who equate 
antichoice with antiwar and who claim 
that both types of activism are a “seam-
less” continuum in defense of life. We 
must take responsibility to impress on 
the consciousness of our church and of 
our society that the real effects of the 
ant ichoice campaign w i l l  be t he 
recriminalization of abortion. Such 
recriminalization will not only fail to 
lessen the demand for abortion; it fact, 
it will exacerbate that demand under 

restricted to males because of Christ’s 
maleness. Women, like laymen, then, in 
some sense, do not really belong to the 
church, but are outside and “under” the 
church. This is reflected in the fact that 
the bishops still use the term “church” to 
refer, not to a community that encom-
passes laity and clergy, but to themselves 
as hierarchy. Basically, the bishops want 
women to be the subordinate “helpers” 
of the “church”—i.e. the clergy. n

remains permanently closed, by its very 
nature, as an icon of the male Christ.

Thus their theology of clergy and 
laity, like their view of family and society, 
remains dualistic. Oddly enough, this 
reverses the classical Christian tradition, 
where women were unequal in nature, 
but equal in grace. For the bishops, 
women and men are equals on the level 
of “nature”; i.e. the laity. But the sphere 
of grace, or the priesthood, remains 

Women are said to have a “vocation” to motherhood, while men are never said to 

have any vocation to fatherhood.
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T
he catholic church has a 
serious problem with women 
and with sexuality. Denigration 
of sexuality and of women is 
deeply embedded in Christian, 

especially Catholic, spirituality and prac-
tice, and it has affected profoundly not 
simply the church as a religious organi- 
zation, but also the cultures the church has 
shaped. I believe that the inability to see 
through to a reasonable ethical position 
on the legality of abortion (and its limits) 
in both Catholic church teaching and in 
American society has more to do with this 
tradition of hostility to women and wom-
en’s moral agency in matters of sexuality 
and reproduction than with ‘life’ and the 
valuing or nonvaluing of fetal life. At the 
root of the issue is the devaluing of wom-
en’s lives, women’s persons.

women as sinners
Already in the New Testament the strug-
gle over the status of women is evident 
The Pauline text of Galatians 3:28 that 
appears to dissolve patriarchal hierarchy 
and give equal value to women and men 
“in Christ” is countered by the deutero-
Pauline text of I Timothy 2: 11-15:

	 Let a woman learn silence with all 
submissiveness. I permit no woman to 
teach or to have authority over men; she is 

Women, Sexuality, Ecology,  
and the Church
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

to keep silent For Adam was formed first, 
then Eve; and Adam was not deceived but 
the woman was deceived and became a 
transgressor. Yet woman will be saved by 
bearing children ...

Here, woman’s subordinate status in 
creation and her primacy in sin are pro-
claimed; and they have been used as a way 
of rejecting the possibility of leadership 
for women in the church. Women are 
denied the attributes of speech, of self-
articulation, of autonomous personhood.

Instead, women are defined as subordi-
nate in the very nature of things, yet prone 
to insubordination. From this, sin came 
into the world. Woman’s subordination 
and silencing reflects both women’s cre-
ated and her sinful nature. Childbearing 
becomes her way of atoning for this sin. 
The very concept of sin is thus defined in 
a victim-blaming way toward women. 
Patriarchal domination over women’s per-
son, rather than being recognized as a sin 
against women, is proclaimed as God’s 
will and as woman’s deserved punishment 
for the sin of attempted self determina-
tion. This victim-blaming definition of 
women is continued and developed by 
church teaching down to the present day. 
St. Augustine denied that woman pos-
sesses the image of God in herself. For 
Augustine, woman exists in relation to the 
image of God only under the male as her 
head; in herself she images the body. The 
male, however, is fully the image of God 
whether or not he stands in relation to the 
woman. This is another way of saying that 
men are autonomous human persons, 
while women lack such personhood.

Thomas Aquinas added a biological 
argument to this view of woman as lack-

ing full personhood by adopting the 
(false) biology of Aristotle, in which 
women are defined as defective because 
of the process of gestation by which the 
female is produced. Lacking the fullness 
of humanity—mentally, morally, or 
physically—women are said to be inca-
pable of exercising leadership in either 
the church or society. Aquinas deduced 
from this that it was ontologically neces-
sary for Christ to have been incarnated 
in a male because only the male possesses 
the fullness of human personhood. It fol-
lows then that only a male can represent 
Christ in the priesthood. This argument 
that only men can be priests because only 
males “image Christ” continues to be 
echoed in Catholic teachings today.

church upholds sexuality taboo
One finds a parallel negativity toward 
sexuality and reproduction in Christian 
thought connected with the negation of 
women. In Levitical law woman was 
defined as ritually impure and excluded 
from any contact with men or the sacred 
places during menstruation and after 
childbirth. She was doubly impure if she 
bore a female child. These views were 
reaffirmed in Medieval Christianity, 
which excluded women from the church’s 
sanctuary. The ceremony of the churching 
of women reflected the Levitical cere-
mony of purification after childbirth. 
Medieval Catholicism decreed that faith-
ful couples should abstain from sexuality 
on Sunday, during Lent and other special 
days, and taught that deformed children 
were the result of sexual relations on 
forbidden days.

John Boswell, in his book The Kindness 
of Strangers: The Abandonment of Children 

This article was first present as a speech 
rosemary r adford ruether  gave April 7, 
1990 as part of a conference at Seattle 
University. A cffc board member, Ruether 
serves as Georgia Harkness Professor of 
Applied Theology at Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary and is the author or 
editor of more than twenty books, including 
Sexism and Godtalk and Faith and Fratricide. 
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in Western Europe From Late Antiquity to 
the Renaissance, has shown how this teach-
ing increased incentives to abandon 
handicapped children since they were not 
only a burden to the family but were also 
seen as shameful, the living proof of the 
illicit sexuality of their parents. Although 
the idea that handicapping conditions in 
children are caused by parental libidi-
nousness has disappeared today, what is 
striking in this tradition is the willingness 
of church leaders to construct a punitive 
view of sexuality as punished through the 
child, in total disregard for the welfare of 
the child itself.

Augustine taught that all sexual rela-
tions were degrading to the spiritual self, 
but that this was forgiven or allowed if the 
couple despised sexual pleasure and only 
engaged in sex for procreation. A second-
ary purpose of sexual relations was the 
relief of (male) concupiscence, i.e., pre-
vention of men from straying to other 
sexual partners outside of marriage. But 
any attempt to inhibit the procreative pur-
pose of the sexual act made sex, even in 
marriage, gravely sinful and equivalent to 
fornication, a teaching that still informs 
the Catholic rejection of contraception.

In the 1960s these anticontraceptive 
teachings began to be questioned by Cath-
olic moralists. By this time the rhythm 
method had been allowed for Catholics, 
but many couples found this method both 
ineffective and trying on their sexual lives. 
It meant that most of the allowed period 
for sexual intercourse fell during the wom-
an’s menstrual period. Both this and its 
ineffectiveness surrounded marital sexual-
ity with tense anxiety. By the mid-sixties 
the dissent from these teachings had 
grown so insistent that Pope Paul VI, dur-
ing the Second Vatican Council, convened 
a commission on birth control that 
brought together not only canonists and 
theologians, but physicians, sociologists, 
and married couples.

This commission met between 1964 
and 1967. The testimony of married cou-
ples about the rhythm method and its 
conflict with their understanding of mar-
ried love impressed many of the priest-
theologians deeply. Unfortunately 

commission member Carol Wojtyla, 
later Pope John Paul II, never attended 
the commission’s meetings. The final 
report of the commission accepted any 
medically recommended method of con-
traception as legitimate within commit-
ted marriage. However, several dissenting 
members of the commission wrote their 
own minority report, objecting to this 
conclusion. Contrary to a widespread 
misunderstanding, this was never an offi-
cial report, since the commission chose 
to issue only the one majority report.

Pope Paul VI, however, influenced by 
the dissenting members’ arguments that 
the church could not change its historic 
position on contraception, chose to reject 
the [majority] report of the commission 
and to reiterate the traditional arguments 
against contraception in the 1968 encycli-
cal Humanae Vitae. There was widespread 
dissent from this teaching by moral theo-
logians, priests, and laity. Some episcopal 
conferences tried to modify the statement 
by suggesting that Catholics could follow 
their “conscience” on this matter, while 
other bishops disciplined dissenting 
priests and theologians. The efforts during 
the 1980s to remove theologian Charles 
Curran from his teaching position in eth-
ics at Catholic University stems from this 
period. The consequence is that Catholi-
cism continues to teach a view of sexual 
ethics that has openly lost its credibility 
and is disregarded by most Catholics.

This heritage of negative teaching 
toward both sexuality and the status of 
women plagues the efforts of the Ameri-
can Catholic bishops to formulate a pas-
toral letter on women. The bishops have 
realized that there is growing alienation 
among Catholic women toward their 
treatment by the church. But the bishops 
are hampered by their inability to chal-
lenge either the teachings against contra-
ception or abortion or against women’s 
ordination. The bishops refused even to 
support the Equal Rights Amendment, 
since it was seen as opening the way to 
challenging these teachings.

The inadequacies of the pastoral on 
women are worsened in the new draft, 
issued at the beginning of April 1990. The 

language of partnership between men 
and women apparent in the first draft has 
been removed. Although the term “equal-
ity” is used, its meaning is tipped toward 
an anthropology of complementarity of 
different male and female “natures” 
favored by Pope John Paul II. The influ-
ence of the papal document on the 
“Nature and Vocation of Women” is 
evident through-out the new draft. In 
particular, arguments against contracep-
tion now appear and the arguments 
against the ordination of women are 
greatly extended.

The argument that women cannot be 
ordained because they cannot “image 
Christ” makes an absurdity of the bishops’ 
statement in favor of the equality of 
women in the image of God. Despite 
efforts to support various lay ministries for 
women in the church and to express con-
cern for the feminization of poverty, the 
message that continues to come across in 
the pastoral is that woman’s primary voca-
tion is motherhood, a calling unmatched 
by any parallel vocation of men to father-
hood; that careers for women are allow-
able for economic necessity but not as 
vocation; and that, finally, women are 
excluded from sacramental ministry by 
their very nature as women.

All of this makes very hollow the brave 
statement in the pastoral that “sexism is 
sin.” Several Catholic women’s groups, 
including women’s religious orders, have 
called on the bishops to recognize their 
inability to write an adequate pastoral on 
women and the inappropriateness of a pas-
toral that appears to make women, rather 
than sexism, the focus of the problem.

dissent on abortion denied 
In the 1970s and ’80s the furor over con-
traception appeared to disappear from 
Catholic public conversation, replaced by 
the issue of abortion. Many Catholics 
assume that the church has always taught 
that human life begins at conception. This 
is not the case.

There is substantial continuity between 
the issues of the status of women as per-
sons, contraception, and abortion. The 
prevalent view until the late nineteenth 

Reprinted from Vol. XI, No. 4, July/August 1990
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century was that human life or “ensoul-
ment” took place sometime between the 
sixth and the twelfth weeks. This was 
based on what was known of embryology, 
which showed that the embryo only grad-
ually developed human form. Following 
the Aristotelian view that the soul is the 
form of the body, the human soul could 
only be present when the body of the 
embryo had achieved a certain stage of 
development.

Recent studies have shown that the 
brain and lung development of the fetus 
only achieve the stage of development 
that allow viability outside the womb at 
the end of the sixth month. Even with 
modem technology, this threshold can-
not be pushed back before the twenty-
third or twenty-fourth week. Traditional 
Jewish law regarded the baby as a person 
only when it drew its first breath after 
birth, and Western law has followed this 
view. I believe that before viability one 
should regard the fetus as a potential 
human but not as having the same status 
as a person. This does not mean it is val-
ueless or a “mere piece of tissue,” as pro-
choice extremists have put it. But its value 
cannot be put on the same level as the 
viable and birthed baby.

Gestation is by its nature a develop-
mental process. One cannot deal with 
process by absolutist thinking. Gestation 
is the gradual development of the organic 
systems that can support the human pro-
cesses of breathing, feeling, and thinking. 
The soul or self is the interiority of this 
organic system, and it is Platonic to 
regard the soul or self as fully present 
before the organic system to support it 
exists or is sufficiently developed.

Unfortunately, contemporary Catholi-
cism has forbidden such discussion by 
claiming that the view of the soul as fully 
present even in the fertilized ovum, prior 
to any organic development, is the only 
legitimate one. Any removal of the fertil-
ized ovum from the process of gestation, 
even at the earliest stages, is said to be mur-
der. Dissent or public discussion of this 
teaching has been rigidly repressed. In the 
new Code of Canon Law, assistance in 
abortion is made one of the sins for which 

there is automatic excommunication.
It is not too much to say that submis-

sion to this teaching against abortion has 
become a kind of litmus test for legiti-
macy as a member of the Catholic church. 
Charles Curran was finally removed from 
his teaching position at Catholic Univer-
sity on this as well as the contraception 
issue, in spite of the fact that his teachings 
on these subjects were moderate and 
highly qualified, based on strict attention 
to Catholic ethical tradition. And the 
signers of the New York Times ad of Octo-
ber 7, 1984, which simply called for rec-
ognition that there was more than one 
legitimate standpoint among Catholics 
on this issue, were subject to continual 
persecution.

All of the religious women who signed 
the ad were told by the Vatican that they 
had to recant or be forced to leave their 
orders. Only after a very long process of 
harassment was this demand gradually 
settled with more vaguely worded state-
ments of recantation by most of the 
women religious signers. Lay Catholics 
who signed the ad have been regularly 
faced with efforts to cancel their speaking 
engagements.

The most disturbing aspect of this cam-
paign against dissent and open discussion 
among Catholics is its use as political cen-
sorship by the Catholic bishops. Some 
Catholic bishops have been using the 
abortion issue to tell Catholic politicians 
what they can say and Catholic voters who 
they can vote for. Catholic politicians, 
such as Geraldine Ferraro or Governor 
Mario Cuomo, have not actually sup-
ported abortion themselves but have 
merely argued against the criminalization 
of abortion on the grounds that, in a plu-
ralistic society, one cannot impose the 
teachings of one religious group on the 
whole society. This position also has been 
declared illegitimate by the bishops.

Since politicians with such a position 
also tend to be Democrats with more pro-
gressive views on other subjects, this cam-
paign against abortion constitutes an 
effort to bias the Catholic vote to conser-
vative and Republican candidates, who are 
also likely to vote for high military spend-

ing and against social welfare. Governor 
Cuomo has been forbidden by various 
bishops from even speaking in churches in 
some dioceses and told that he is likely to 
go to hell. In an era of dismal presidential 
options, a man who was seen in 1984 as a 
hopeful candidate for the Democratic 
nomination for the presidency has been 
virtually removed from running for 
national office by this one-issue crusade.

Although it might appear that the abor-
tion issue is very different from issues of 
contraception and the status of women as 
persons, I would suggest that there is sub-
stantial continuity between them. There 
are a few exceptions, but most of the 
groups opposing legal abortion for any 
reason are also against the Equal Rights 
Amendment, believe that women’s pri-
mary vocation is motherhood, and are 
fearful of family planning and sexual edu-
cation. The so-called “consistent life 
ethic” proposed by bishops such as Cardi-
nal Bernardin did not find favor with the 
vast majority of the anti-abortion move-
ment, who supported high military spend-
ing and capital punishment and opposed 
gun control and welfare spending. Their 
proclaimed concern for life shows little 
carryover to life after birth. These political 
affinities indicate that the motivation of 
the anti-abortion movement is primarily 
about patriarchal control over women and 
youth and not about concern for life in the 
broader sense.

A small segment of Catholic and Evan-
gelical antiwar activists have tried to pro-
mulgate an alternative by linking 
anti-abortion efforts with the struggle 
against war, poverty, and injustice. To be 
against killing, they argue, one must be 
against killing at all stages of life, including 
fetal life. They would argue that people 
on the Left, who oppose war and support 
a more just distribution of global wealth, 
are inconsistent when they accept a pro-
choice position on abortion. Although this 
appeal for a consistent life ethic sounds 
unassailable, I would argue that it is based 
on simplistic reasoning. At the very least 
it demands of those who hold it that they 
be consistent pacifists. The American 
Catholic bishops are not pacifists.
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It is very instructive to compare the 
rigidity of the American Catholic bishops’ 
teachings on abortion with the great flex-
ibility of those same bishops’ teachings on 
nuclear war. In the case of a pregnant 
woman faced with desperate health or eco-
nomic conflicts, no exceptions can be 
made. But nuclear arms build-up, which 
could end not only a few lives but perhaps 
all life on earth, not only for one genera-
tion but for all future generations, is 
treated with many qualifications. Nuclear 
deterrence is accepted as a principle, 
despite its dangers of unleashing an acci-
dental nuclear exchange and its draining 
of the global economy. The bishops seem 
to take for granted the right of men in 
power to make life and death decisions for 
vast masses of people.

One of the difficulties with sorting out 
the underlying issues in the abortion 
debate lies, I believe, in the misleading 
opposition of the terms “prolife” and 
“prochoice.” Most of the anti-abortion 
camp has little concern for life after birth. 
But the term “choice” is also misleading, 
since it suggests that abortion is a kind of 
morally neutral choice. This rhetoric con-
ceals the fact that no woman elects to have 
an abortion as her first choice. The deci-
sions to have or not have an abortion are 
forced on women because they have lost 
their real freedom of choice, the choice to 
have a child when they can really raise it 
properly. If one is serious about reducing 
the number of abortions, the primary and 
only effective way to do this is by amelio-
rating the circumstances that put women 
in this situation of involuntary and unbear-
able pregnancy.

What are those circumstances? They 
are, first of all, ineffective birth control. 
This includes methods that are ineffec-
tive as well as inadequate sexual educa-
tion to teach women and men how to use 
methods of birth control. It includes 
moral pressures against the use of birth 
control at all, as exemplified by Catholic 
anticontraceptive teaching. It includes 
the larger cultural context in which men 
regard the sexual conquest of women as 
a way of asserting their masculine prow-
ess and in which women feel the need to 

acquiesce to such sexual demands, even 
when unprepared against possible preg-
nancy, because they don’t feel empow-
ered to cross the male will. And it also 
includes the likelihood of female poverty 
for single women with sole responsibility 
for children. Most women don’t feel they 
can bear a child if there is no one else to 
help take responsibility for supporting 
her and her child.

Any society seriously interested in 
reducing the recourse to abortion will 
undertake a broad-based campaign to 
reduce all these circumstances prompting 
women to seek abortions. This means 
funding research for more effective birth 
control and also funding comprehensive 
sexual education designed to teach people 
how to use birth control. It means combat-
ing the kind of macho culture that makes 
male conquest of women and female 
acquiescence to such conquest the essence 
of masculinity and femininity. And it 
means addressing the poor economic 
prospects of women, which assures that 
most women alone with dependent chil-
dren will be in poverty.

Global studies have shown that legal 
restrictions have little effect on the actual 
number of abortions. For example, Ireland 
has stringent laws against abortion and 
limits access to contraception. Yet thirty 
thousand Irish women travel to Britain 
each year for abortions. What does reduce 
the demand for abortion is the widespread 
use of contraception, together with strong 
child support policies. The effect of these 
policies is reflected in the continuous 
decline in abortions in Scandinavian coun-
tries since the 1970s, when restrictions on 
abortion were lifted.

By contrast, the United States has the 
highest abortion rate in the industrial-
ized Western world, and Catholics 
within the United States have more 
abortions than Protestants. Most of the 
anti-abortion leaders are also against 
sexual education and contraception. The 
so-called prolife movement has held ral-
lies to prevent high school health clinics 
from providing contraceptive counsel-
ing even in public high schools, a strat-
egy endorsed by the Catholic bishops. 

Such policies perpetuate the circum-
stances that produce unchosen pregnan-
cies and abortion as well as neglected 
children of teenaged mothers.

In practice the actual policy goal of the 
anti-abortion movement has nothing to 
do with curtailing the need for abortions. 
If it wins the day, what it will basically 
accomplish is the criminalization of abor-
tion. The anti-abortion movement gives 
people the impression that if abortion 
were illegal, it would somehow magically 
disappear and this would “save lives.” But 
there is no such connection between 
criminalization and “saving lives.” The 
only result of criminalizing abortions is 
criminalized abortions. Abortion would 
continue, as it always has, but as illegal 
and unsafe, killing adult women as well 
as fetuses.

Those who promote the conditions 
making it likely that women will be invol-
untarily pregnant, and those who reject 
sexual education, contraception, and 
female moral agency in personal and sex-
ual relation, oppose abortion in theory but 
promote abortion in practice. It is not too 
much to say that the Roman Catholic 
church, by promoting female subordina-
tion and dependency and opposing con-
traception, is one of the major factors in 
the high abortion rate globally, especially 
in Africa and Latin America (as well as in 
other areas where institutional Catholi-
cism is highly influential).

Abortion is neither an unambiguous 
good or evil, nor is it morally neutral. It is 
always a tragic decision between two 
unchosen and undesirable options. Any-
one who is serious about reducing abor-
tions will start by asking about the 
conditions that promote this bad situation. 
This must begin by making abortion legal 
and safe. But we should not end with this. 
We must move on to promote research on 
safe and effective contraception, compre-
hensive instruction on the use of such 
contraception, adequate child support for 
women who want to bear a child but can-
not support herself and her child and, 
finally, a culture that affirms the woman 
as moral agent in the decisions that affect 
her life. Any church and society refusing 
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to support these policies is, in effect, pro-
moting abortion.

It is for this reason that Catholic women 
typically have more abortions than Prot-
estant women in the United States; Cath-
olic countries, including countries where 
abortion is illegal, have a high level of 
abortions. This was recognized more than 
ten years ago by many Italians. Italy had a 
stringent antiabortion law, inherited from 
the Fascist period, which made abortion 
illegal for both woman and doctor. At that 
time Italy also had the highest abortion 
rate in Europe, as well as a high rate of 
maternal deaths due to abortion, espe-
cially among poor women who could not 
afford expensive Swiss clinics.

In 1978 a new law was put in place in 
Italy allowing abortion on the woman’s 
decision through the first three months. 
This law provided counseling to instruct 
women in the use of contraception and 
also offered economic aid if she wanted 
the child but felt she could not afford it 
Italian proponents of this law defined 
themselves as seeking to reduce the need 
for abortions by ameliorating the circum-
stances of forced and unbearable preg-
nancy and enhancing women’s ability to 
make reproductive decisions.

In 1981 the present pope mounted a 
campaign to repeal this law. He was 
defeated by Italian voters two to one. 
Unlike American Catholics and many 
other Americans, Italians had not forgot-
ten that criminalization of abortion has 
nothing to do with reducing abortion or 
promoting “life.”

abortion and ecological context
 The purported concern of the antiabor-
tion movement for fetal life basically ends 
at birth. There is little real effort to help 
the woman thus induced to bear a child 
she didn’t feel able to raise actually do so. 
There is an assumption that simply by 
promoting more and more birth, one 
promotes “life.” But life is not promoted 
simply by an infinite number of isolated 
acts of giving birth. The authentic affir-
mation of life must be situated in social 
and ecological systems that promote the 
flourishing of life in community. Life is 

not promoted if there is no ability to sus-
tain and nurture that life through a life-
time of adequate physical and social 
resources. Such resources need not only 
to exist but to be organized in such a way 
as to be made available to families. Two 
realities, the birthed life and the commu-
nal and ecological network to sustain that 
life, have to come together in an adequate 
fit if we are to say that creating more 
human life is a moral good.

In today’s world the ecological and 
social fit between children being born and 
the network to sustain their lives is wildly 
out of connection. A minority of the 
world’s population monopolizes the 
majority of the world’s resources, while 
the majority lives in misery or starves out-
right. A third of the world’s population 
goes to bed hungry, and ten million infants 
die every year before their first birthday 
due mainly to malnourishment and lack of 
sanitation and potable water. The military 
systems of the world exist primarily to 
keep this unjust monopoly of the world’s 
resources in its present state.

Even if the world’s resources were 
more justly distributed, genuine hope to 
feed the world’s population in the future 
depends on a serious effort to level off the 
exponential population growth of the 
planet, which has been doubling at shorter 
and shorter intervals for the last century. 
To name only one reality, not only is the 
world’s arable land not expanding, but it 
is rapidly shrinking through erosion and 
its confiscation for housing and roads. In 
this context the decisions to limit the num-
ber of births, both for one’s own family 
and as a part of a global community, is as 
much a decision for life and for a more 
adequate distribution of the means of life 
as is the struggle to end the arms race.

We are finite and interdependent 
beings. To accept our finitude and inter-
dependence is to realize that the affirma-
tion of the value of human life must be 
both qualitative and quantitative. One 
does not affirm life by demanding the 
infinite expansion of numbers of people 
who are then to be condemned to a short 
and miserable existence. To refuse to see 
the connection between quantitative lim-

its and qualitative affirmation of life is as 
myopically antilife as those who want to 
nuke the world in order to save it for 
democracy.

Family planning, whether opposed or 
promoted by men in power, has typically 
either rejected or ignored women as the 
primary agents in reproduction. Women 
have been treated, both by those who 
reject birth control and by those who seek 
to promote it, as reproductive vessels to 
be defined and controlled by male decision 
makers. Only recently have some women 
doctors involved in issues of world popula-
tion come to recognize that the single 
most important factor in population con-
trol lies neither in law nor in technology, 
but in the affirmation of the woman her-
self as the birth giver and hence the pri-
mary moral agent in decisions about 
reproduction.

If we are really to enhance human life 
on all levels, we need to understand the 
real warp and woof of the seamless gar-
ment that interconnects all aspects of the 
creating and sustaining of human life in 
local and global community. This depends 
on an authentic and accurate, not simplis-
tic or punitive, understanding of that 
nexus between women and their bodies 
and the ecological and social relations that 
sustain and enhance life, or which threaten 
it. To deny women reproductive self-
determination in the name of “life” is to 
fail to see the system of violence that con-
nects violation of women as human per-
sons and the violence that denies most 
humans the adequate food, clean air and 
water, housing, and land to sustain life, 
finally threatening all life on earth with 
nuclear annihilation.

To be integrally “prolife” is to seek 
to change this system of violence in all 
of its dimensions. The place to start is 
with those social patterns that violate the 
humanity of the primary bearers and 
nurturers of life; namely, women as 
human persons. However much women 
need the advice and support of family, 
friends, doctors, lawyers, and priests, it 
is they who must be recognized as the 
primary agents in the decisions of preg-
nancy and birth. n
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Watershed for 
Faithful Catholics
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

accept contraception between 1920 and 
1950, leaving Catholicism maintaining a 
teaching that had lost its credibility.

More and more Catholic couples, and 
moral thelogians, began to examine the 
rationale for the teaching and found it 
wanting. This crisis came to a head during 
the Second Vatican Council; there, books 
such as Contraception and Holiness—in 
which major theologians challenged the 
teaching and Archbishop Thomas Roberts 
wrote the introduction—were circulated 
to the council fathers. Pope Paul VI 
removed the topic from discussion at the 
council and reserved it for a special Birth 
Control Commission. Meeting between 
1963 and 1967, the commission brought 
together not only bishops, but moral theo-
logians, sociologists, and married couples; 
Pat and Patty Crowley, leaders in the 
Christian Family Movement, represented 
the experience of the masses of Catholic 
married couples, presumably those highly 
faithful to the church.

The Crowleys polled their member-
ship and received devastating critiques 
of “natural” family planning and its 
impact on the wellbeing of couples, con-
trary to clerical assumptions that such 
“marital chastity” fosters discipline and 

deepens love. The Crowleys brought 
these testimonials to the commission in 
a detailed report. Many bishops and 
priest theologians were deeply moved, 
having never before heard frank discus-
sion of marital sexuality or the harm of 
living with anxiety about unintended 
pregnancies and lovemaking artificially 
contrived according to the calendar.

The result was that the overwhelming 
majority of the commission voted to 
change the teaching and affirm that all 
methods of contraception are equally 
acceptable morally for faithful couples 
who intend to have some children.

The Crowleys were horrified when 
they learned that the pope had reaf-
firmed the traditional teaching in a new 
encyclical, Humanae Vitae. Why did Paul 
reject the conscientious work of his own 
commission? Basically, he was persuaded 
by several moral theologians that if he 

T
h e  p r o m u l g a t i o n  o f 
Humanae Vitae was perhaps 
one of the greatest moral 
disasters of the Roman Cath-
olic church. Its importance 

lay in forcing many to decide to repudiate 
the church’s mistaken views of both 
sexual morality and teaching authority. 
In that sense the disaster for the church’s 
credibility as moral authority was a gain 
for the liberty of conscience of millions 
of ordinary Catholics.

The anticontraceptive teaching has 
its roots not in pronatalism, but in a 
negative view of sexuality as sinful, even 
within marriage, and allowable only for 
procreation. This teaching has doubtless 
always been honored in the breach more 
than in the observance, but its contra-
dictions became glaring in the twentieth 
century when shifts in women’s roles, 
desired family size, and infant survival 
demanded more conscious family plan-
ning. Most Protestant groups came to 

Reprinted from Vol. XIV, No. 4, Winter 1993/94

to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of humanae vitae, conscience invited 

Catholic theologians and others to reflect on the encyclical and its impact. Specifically, we 

asked, what is the most positive contribution made by Humanae Vitae, and what is the worst? 

Barbara Morgan, Martha Graham—EI Penitente—
Erick Hawkins Solo as EI Flagellante, 1940. 
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changed the teaching, the church would 
lose credibility as a teacher of unchange-
able doctrines of faith and morals. One 
cardinal had posed this  argument in the 
commission, demanding of the other 
members, “if we change the teaching, 
what about all those who have been sent 
to Hell because of the previous teach-
ings?” Patty Crowley replied, ‘‘Your 
excellency, do you think that God has 
obeyed all your orders?”

Reaffirming the teaching against the 
emerging sensus fidelium (the consensus 
of the faithful, traditionally a source of 
church teaching) not only failed to sustain 
church credibility—it had exactly the 
opposite effect. Particularly for the Crow-
leys and the highly conscious couples who 
made up the Christian Family Movement, 
it was quickly apparent that the interests 
of Catholic families had been betrayed in 
the name of a false understanding of 
church authority. The rejection of the 
commission’s consensus revealed the 
interconnection of authoritarianism with 
a pathological need to control the sexu-
ality of women and lay people generally. 
The Crowleys refused to accept the 
teaching, and the Christian Family Move-
ment split from its clerical advisors. This 
was a watershed experience for these 
“faithful” American lay Catholics.

Today the maintenance of the anti-
contraceptive teaching is both an intel-
lectual embarrassment and a cruel 
imposition on millions of women and 
men whose access to contraception is 
impeded by church power. No moral 
theologian of standing seeks to justify 
the teaching anymore, so it stands on 
brute institutional power alone, lacking 
any moral credibility. In 1968 a critical 
moment was lost when Catholicism 
could have engaged in genuine develop-
ment of doctrine through a real process 
of consultation.

The pope rejected this opportunity 
because of his inability to admit that 
church teaching could previously have 
erred. He thereby unmasked the extent 
to which the church’s self-concept of 
privileged authority has become not only 
mistaken but idolatrous. n

meetings  Reprinted from Vol. XV, No. 3, Autumn 1994

L ast march i received a call 
from a teacher at a Pontifical 
Theological Faculty in Rome. 

He asked whether I would be inter-
ested in coming to Rome in early 
October to present a paper at a 
conference on “Mary in Faith and 
Culture.” The organizers of the 
conference wanted me to speak on 
Mary in American culture.

Not being accustomed to receiving 
invitations to speak at Rome’s pontif-
ical institutes, I was a bit surprised, but 
I readily accepted when I was assured 
that all expenses would be paid. I like 
Rome (classical and contemporary, not 
ecclesiastical), I have friends there I 
could look up, and besides, I was quite 
curious about the context that would 
lead such a faculty to invite me in the 
first place. But I also expected that 
some “higher authorities” would force 
my inviters to cancel the invitation, 
regretfully, in due time.

Months went by and the invitation 
was still on. The printed brochures 
arrived in English and Italian, with my 
name and topic duly noted in the 
schedule. Friendly letters arrived telling 
me how much the faculty was looking 
forward to my presence and could I send 
my text by September 25 so that it could 
be translated. In August I wrote my 
paper, focusing on the division in con-
temporary American Catholicism 
between feminist reclamations of Mary 
and circles of followers of Marian appa-
ritions, as symptomatic of a deep cul-
tural schism in the church.

Thoughts on  
Being Cancelled in Rome
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

I had just sent the text off to Rome 
and secured my ticket when I received 
a call from the priest who had invited 
me, who happened to be in Chicago. 
He asked whether he could come and 
talk to me. When he arrived and was 
seated in my office, he informed me 
with deep apologies that my invitation 
had been cancelled. They would, of 
course, pay my honorarium and all 
expenses. It seems that, only two days 
before, the Holy Office had realized 
that I was a speaker at the conference 
and had called the president and the 
rector of the faculty on the carpet at 
the Vatican. The president pleaded 
that this was an academic conference 
and needed different voices, but to no 
avail. The Vatican authority (unnamed, 
but presumably Cardinal Ratzinger) 
was adamant that I could not speak at 
the conference.

The priest went on to tell me that 
theological education in the pontifical 
faculties in Rome was in a terrible 
state. Teachers lived in terror of being 
spied upon, and none of the newer 
Catholic thought could be taught. 
“We are not even allowed to have 
people like Schillebeeckx on our bib-
liographies,” he confided. Informants 
of the Holy Office were everywhere. 
He told all this to me in a low whisper, 
as if he half expected that the spies had 
bugged my office.

I thought to myself, these spies 
can’t be that omnipresent if it took 
the Holy Office five months to catch 
up with this invitation. “I don’t think 
the Vatican controls Italy or the air-
lines,” I said. “Suppose I just come to 
Rome anyway?”

The priest laughed nervously and 
suggested that the Vatican might get 
me arrested at the airport. It was clear 
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that, mortified though he was by the 
cancellation, he could not imagine 
defying such an order from the Vatican.

another scenario
After the priest had departed with a copy 
of my text in his hand, I began to play 
with another scenario. I imagined all the 
pontifical faculties in Rome getting 
together and deciding that they had to 
do something to break free and get back 
into dialogue with newer Catholic 
thinking throughout the world.

They decided to have a major confer-
ence on contemporary Catholic the-
ology. There would be feminists from 
many parts of the world: Catherina 
Halkes from Holland, Mary Grey from 
England, Elizabeth Fiorenza, Elizabeth 
Johnson, and Rosemary Ruether from 
the United States, Ivone Gebara from 
Brazil, Virginia Fabella from the Philip-
pines. They would also invite Edward 
Schillebeeckx, Hans Kung, and Johannes 
Metz from Europe, and Charles Davis 
from England; Richard McBrien and 
Charles Curran would come from the 
United States, Gustavo Gutierrez and 
Leonardo Boff from Latin America, 
Aloysius Pieris from Sri Lanka.

The initiations were sent out, all 
agreed to come, and conference bro-
chures were widely distributed. There 
were even posters in pasta shops in 
Rome. But it was not until two weeks 
before the conference was to convene 
that the Vatican noticed. Cardinal 
Ratzinger called all the heads of the 
faculties to his office and read them the 
riot act, demanding that the conference 
be cancelled immediately. The presi-
dents declined to do so, insisting that 
theological schools had to be in touch 
with contemporary Catholic thought 
and noting that to listen and discuss was 
not to agree. They invited the cardinal 
to be one of the speakers.

The cardinal threatened sanctions: 
firing all the heads of the faculties and/

or revoking their pontifical status. The 
seminary presidents refused to bend, 
saying the schools would keep going by 
alternative means. The conference went 
on and drew the largest crowd of par-
ticipants on record. Lively debate and 
discussion reigned in Rome for five 
days. After the conference, plans were 
made to renovate the curricula of the 
schools and include new Catholic 
thought and a praxis oriented method 
of teaching, sending seminarians to 
work in slums with base communities.

The confrontation with the cardinal 
(who did not attend the conference) 
continues. One faculty was evicted from 
its buildings. The teachers and students 

I
n the f ina l w eeks befor e 
the United Nations Conference 
on Populat ion and Develop-
ment, the tone of the Vatican 
attack on the conference grew 

The Alliance  
That Fizzled
the vatican and islamic fundamentalists  
at cairo

By Rosemary Radford Ruether

increasingly shrill. As the September 
conference approached, the Vatican 
d e s c r i b e d  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  a s 
promot ing homosexual un ions, 
promiscuity, abortion as a woman’s 
right, and a coercive imposition of 
birth control upon poor countries by 
the affluent West.

Particularly startling were the 
reports in August that the Vatican 
had been reaching out diplomatically 
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assembled in the courtyard, veiled the 
statue of their founder, and processed to 
the Waldensian seminary, which gave 
them temporary shelter until they could 
rent a building. One student scrawled on 
the base of the statue as they left, “Bye, 
bye, Ratty, the worm has turned!”

Theological education in Rome has 
begun to experience a renaissance. Stu-
dents f lock there from all over the 
world for exciting and relevant theo-
logical study. Feminist and liberation 
theologians are frequent visiting pro-
fessors .  How a l l  t h is  w i l l  end i s 
unknown, but as one faculty member 
put it, “I never realized that theology 
could be so meaningful!” n

There were even posters for the conference in pasta shops in Rome.

Reprinted from Vol. XV, No. 4, Winter 1994/95
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called for the conference’s cancellation 
and suggested that delegates might be in 
danger of losing their lives.

Faced with these threats, the Egyp-
tian government—looking to the con-
ference to pull the nation’s tourist trade 
out of a decline precipitated by antigov-
e r n m e nt  a s s au l t s  o n  t o u r i s t s —
announced that it was tak ing every 
precaution to assure the safety of the 
delegates. Moderate Islamic leaders 
called on Muslims to participate in the 
conference and help to shape the docu-
ment, and not to feed the Western image 
of Islam as violent. Egypt’s population 
minister, Maher Mahran, declared that 
the views expressed by the document did 
not violate Islamic morality.

The reported Vatican outreach to rad-
ical Islamic states outraged the US dele-
gation, already stinging from the Vatican’s 
highly personal attacks on Vice President 
Al Gore, who led the US delegation, and 
on President Bill Clinton himself. When 
the US delegation held a briefing for rep-
resentatives of nongovernmental organi-
zations, Tim Wirth, Undersecretary of 
State for Global Affairs, said he had con-
fronted Vatican delegates to the confer-
ence about their parleys with radical 
Islamic states. The United States had 
appealed to Vatican representatives to 
condemn threats of violence against the 
conference, but the Vatican’s men had 
failed to respond, he said.

Yet despite this furor in anticipation 
of the conference, once the gathering 
was underway, there were no Islamic 
demonstrations against it, and no evi-
dence of an alliance of the Vatican with 
any Islamic states. The Vatican’s efforts 
to eliminate from the document all ref-
erences to abortion and artificial contra-
ception kept delegates up long hours to 

reword passages, but those standing 
with the Vatican opposition were a few 
Catholic states—not Islamic nations, 
with the initial exception of Morocco, 
whose support also disappeared. (In fact, 
large Catholic countries such as Mexico, 
Brazil, and even Poland were notably 
absent from the list of the Vatican’s 
allies: Malta, Honduras, Argentina, and 
at times Guatemala and Nicaragua.)

What happened to the Islamic-Cath-
olic alliance, or did it ever really exist? I 
am not privy to behind-the-scenes rela-
tions that might have existed between the 
Vatican and Islamic government leaders, 
but my experience at Cairo made plain 
certain realties that may help to explain 
the absence of this alliance once the con-

ference got under way.
First of all, just as the Vatican’s stance 

does not command the allegiance of a 
majority of Catholics, Islamic voices on 
family planning and even abortion are by 
no means unif ied. The conference 
allowed a large number of Egyptian orga-
nizations to surface in support of the 
conference, and delegations from many 
Muslim countries brought secular and 
Islamic voices in support of both family 
planning and gender equity; Doctor 
Nafis Sadik, executive director of the 
United Nations Population Fund and 
secretary general of the Cairo confer-
ence, is herself a Pakistani Muslim.

Progressive Muslims pointed out that 
Islam is not against family planning. The 
Quran itself allows the primary form of 
contraception that was known at the time 
of its writing—coitus interruptus—and 
Islamic teachers have long insisted that, 
within marriage, the Quran poses no 
objection either to small families or to 
any particular form of contraception.

The Islamic view of abortion, too, dif-

fers from contemporary Vatican teaching. 
Islam maintains a view—derived from 
Aristotle and once shared by Catholi-
cism—that the fetus is “ensouled,” 
becoming a human person, not at con-
ception but later in the gestation process; 
this occurs at 120 days, according to 
Islamic tradition. Thus abortion in the 
early months, while not condoned, is not 
regarded as murder.

Other than a few states with small 
populations, such as Saudi Arabia, most 
Muslim countries today have recognized  
that economic development and family 
planning go together. Not only more 
secular Muslim countries, such as Egypt 
and Tunisia, but even the Islamic Republic 
of Iran have major family planning pro-
grams. Iran works through v il lage 
mosques to promote the two-child family.

Conservative Muslims resonated with 
the Vatican’s attack on the conference pri-
marily on issues of gender equity for 
women and also on what they read as 
endorsements of homosexuality and of 
sexual promiscuity among unmarried 

ICPD, official session. 
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Future alliances between the Vatican and fundamentalist Muslims may form 

around conservative views of “family values.”
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youth. But it became clear that the Vati-
can’s portrayal of the Program of Action 
was greatly exaggerated. In fact, there was 
no reference to homosexual relations at 
all in the document. What there is, is a 
recognition that there are various forms 
of the family system, as well as sexual rela-
tions between unmarried people, and that 
these realities need to be addressed by 
health and population planners.

The document’s strong endorsement 
of gender equity grated on the nerves of 
some Islamic fundamental ist s; an 
example is the statement that women 
should be given equal inheritance, which 
goes against traditional readings of 
Islamic law. But with so many strong 
women from the Islamic world, as well 

as elsewhere, in positions of leadership 
at the conference, neither the Vatican 
nor Muslims wanted to admit that con-
tinued subjugation of women was the 
covert basis of their common agenda.

The upshot was that Islamic states 
endorsed the Program of Action after 
some rewording on sensitive topics such 
as abortion, adolescent sexuality, and 
plural forms of the family. The Vatican, 
meanwhile, became isolated and finally 
allowed that it would surrender on the 
issue of family planning, once the docu-
ment had been revised to state that abor-
tion is not to be promoted as a method 
of family planning.

Thus t he a nt ic ipated Vat ica n-
Muslim alliance proved chimerical at 

the conference itself. This is not to say 
that the possibility of such an alliance 
around conservative views of “family 
values” is to be dismissed for the future. 
Conservative Catholics and Muslims in 
Orange Count y, Cal ifornia, came 
together in their shared alarm over the 
conference, and a number of Catholic 
and Islamic policy-oriented organiza-
tions staged a joint press conference in 
Washington, DC.

One must recognize, though, that 
Islam is as divided as Catholicism over 
the relationships among sexuality, family 
planning, and women’s equality. Mus-
lims and Catholics are as likely to work 
together on the progressive as on the 
conservative side of these issues. n

T
he argument that femi-
nism is an expression of 
Western cultural imperialism 
and is  inappropr iate for 
women of the non-Western 

world has emerged in recent years as a 
major rhetorical rebuttal to the globaliza-
tion of the movement for women’s rights. 
I first encountered this argument in 1990 
when I was traveling and lecturing in 
South Africa. I was speaking to a group 
of African women church workers in the 
Bantu “homeland” of Transkei. One 

Women and Culture 
the case for universal rights
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

African man was present, an Anglican 
priest dressed in impeccably tailored 
black clericals and speaking in British-
accented English, neither the dress, the 
religion, nor the language being, one 
would think, traditionally “African.”

When I finished my remarks about 
Christian feminism, its Biblical roots, 
and contemporary developments world-
wide, this priest rose to his full height 
and said, “Such ideas may be fine in the 
West, but they are completely contrary 
to our African culture.” After enlarging 
upon this theme for some time, he con-
cluded with the sweeping statement, 
“and you can’t challenge culture!” For-
tunately, I had been primed with a good 
response by a friend of mine, an African 
woman sociologist. “Well,” I replied, 

“you might say that racism is a part of 
traditional white culture. Would you say 
that you can’t challenge white racism 
because it is a part of white culture?” The 
African women tittered, and the priest 
sat down, glaring.

While I might have made a verbal 
coup, however, I doubt that the priest’s 
mind was changed. The argument that 
feminism should be rejected as un-African 
clearly served a social function in main-
taining male power in his society and was 
not amenable to purely intellectual ques-
tioning. Since that time I have grown 
increasingly aware of how common is this 
argument that non-Western traditional 
“cultures” are in some way immutable and 
sacrosanct and should not be changed to 
accord with notions of human rights that 

Reprinted from Vol. XVI, No. 4, Winter 1995/96
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are advocated primarily in modern 
Western societies.

Significantly, this argument is used pri-
marily against women’s rights as human 
rights. I have heard it most often from the 
mouths of Third World men, echoed by 
Third World women and First World 
men. It is used to claim that feminism and 
feminists are pushing purely Western 
ideas that continue patterns of Western 
cultural colonialism. Remarkably, this 
argument has been exploited recently by 
that exemplar of European religious and 
cultural colonialism, the Vatican. This 
was especially apparent in Vatican cru-
sades against feminism before and during 
the United Nations conference on popula-
tion and development in Cairo in 1994, and 
again in 1995 around the Fourth World 
Conference on Women, in Beijing. The 
Vatican employed this argument repeat-
edly to oppose international approval of 
contraception and safe abortion, recogni-
tion of diverse notions of family, and 
acknowledgment of homosexuality, 
among other things.

This argument, as used by the Vatican 
as well as by antifeminists of Africa, Asia, 
or the Middle East, generally carries the 
suggestion that feminism not only is a 
Western cultural imperialist ideology, 
but also reflects a Western moral deca-
dence. This presumed decadence is 
blamed for sexual promiscuity, homo-
sexuality, and the “destruction of the 
family,” which “ev i ls” these “bad” 
Western feminists now seek to impose 
upon innocent, vulnerable, non-Western 
women, whose traditional families and 
morality are presumed to be still “intact.”

Not only is such an argument outra-
geously paternalistic toward non-Western 
women, but it also has little to do with 
social reality in Third World countries. It 
ignores the long and widespread existence 
in non-Western societies (as in the West) 
of everything from female-headed house-
holds in poverty to rape and incest, as well 
as variations among attitudes toward 
homosexuality—all of which preexisted 
Western influence. Pointing out this his-
tory, however, no more curbs the rhetoric 
against “Western feminist cultural impe-

rialism” than my rejoinder changed the 
mind of the Anglican priest in Transkei. 
Power relations, not truth about social his-
tory, usually motivate the use of such 
arguments.

the culture refrain
An ominous expression of the argument 
against women’s rights in the name of 
non-Western cultures is its use by repre-
sentatives of some Third World coun-
tries, particularly Islamic nations, in the 
United Nations. They have appealed to 
this idea not only to reject the principle 
established in UN documents that 
women’s rights are an integral part of 
universal human rights, but also to ques-
tion the very concept of universal human 
rights, suggesting that it amounts to 
Western cultural imperialism. At the 
Fourth World Conference on Women, 
this question of whether there are univer-
sally binding human rights that take 
precedence over “local cultures,” particu-
larly when sanctioned by religion, was a 
major area of controversy in the drafting 
of the Platform for Action produced by 
the conference.

Several delegations sought to insert 
into the platform a footnote—in language 
lifted from the Cairo document on popu-
lation and development—that would have 
subordinated women’s health-related 
rights to a nation’s religious and cultural 
customs. During a long night’s debate on 
the eve of closing ceremonies in Beijing, 
the chairperson of the drafting committee 
ruled with the majority of the delegates to 
eliminate this footnote. Instead, the rela-
tion between local culture and human 
rights was elaborated in the document’s 
introductory “global framework” in this 
way: “While the significance of national 
and regional particularities and various 
historical, cultural and religious back-
grounds must be borne in mind, it is the 
duty of States, regardless of their political, 
economic and cultural systems, to pro-
mote and protect all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.” Any split between 
human rights and women’s rights, more-
over, was precluded by the basic principle, 
embodied in the document and stated in 

the accompanying Beijing Declaration, 
that “women’s rights are human rights.”

But in another area—the right of les-
bian women to affirm their sexual orienta-
tion—objections based on “culture” 
overwhelmed human rights. Language 
against discrimination based on sexual 
orientation was dropped in the final 
night’s negotiations and debate, in a con-
cession to countries that said it would con-
tradict their religious and cultural values.

Another hotly contested conf lict 
between women’s rights and religious 
custom concerned female inheritance. 
Many Islamic states pointed to the Koranic 
statement that daughters should inherit half 
the amount that sons receive. As Islamic 
law, they said, this could not be challenged 
by other norms, such as women’s human 
right to equality of access to inheritance. 
The final language (which Iran, but few 
other Islamic nations, accepted as consis-
tent with its economic system) called for 
the enactment of laws “as appropriate” to 
ensure the “equal right to inherit, regard-
less of the sex of the child.”

Notwithstanding the numerous com-
promises that delegates crafted for the 
sake of consensus, a number of countries 
recorded reservations on the final Plat-
form for Action. Many noted that the 
document is legally nonbinding and 
stated that elements in conflict with par-
ticular religious principles would not be 
honored.

Argumentation in defense of tradi-
tional “culture” against women’s rights has 
by no means been restricted to United 
Nations events. One of the most emotion-
ally fraught examples has occurred over 
many years in relation to the campaign to 
end female genital mutilation. The prac-
tice, which originated in male efforts to 
control women sexually, has become an 
integral part of certain cultures, primarily 
in Africa. It is typically enforced by women 
themselves upon their daughters because 
of the prevalence of the view that uncir-
cumcised girls and women are likely to be 
promiscuous or unclean and therefore 
unmarriageable.

Yet many women who have themselves 
experienced genital mutilation are now 
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leading campaigns against the custom. 
While they are very aware of the cultural 
complexity of female genital mutilation, 
they recognize its traumatic psycholog-
ical and physical effects in their own 
lives. They are determined to end the 
practice, knowing that this means a fun-
damental reconstruction of both cultural 
attitudes and power relations between 
men and women.

Although these women speak out of 
their own experience and the cultural 
context where genital mutilation is prac-
ticed, some leaders have been made the 
butt of the argument of the preeminence 
of culture over women’s rights. The 

claim that criticism of female genital 
mutilation constitutes Western cultural 
imperialism has been transferred to 
some of these women by the assertion 
that they are “Westernized” and thus do 
not speak for their own cultures.

transcending patriarchy
Feminist ethicists would do well to pay 
careful attention to the conflict between 
cultural or religious particularity and 
human rights as a universal claim. This 
has recently become a contested issue in 
feminist theory. Some postmodernist 
feminists challenge any concept of 
ethical universality as simply a holdover 
of a Western imperialist ideology of 
modernity which falsely universalized its 
own particular cultural norms. Ironi-
cally, the Western feminist, postmod-
ernist critique of modernity in the name 
of cultural diversity could increase many 
women’s vulnerability to right-wing 
male exploitation of cultural particu-
larity on behalf of premodern patriar-
chal norms.

Perhaps feminists need to revisit the 
intellectual roots of the concepts of uni-
versal human rights articulated in classical 
philosophies of natural law and further 

developed during the Enlightenment. Pro-
gressive Catholics are likely to be turned 
off by the very term “natural law” because 
their primary acquaintance with it has 
been in the context of conservative Cath-
olic use of “natural law” to argue against 
contraception. But this is a blatant misuse 
of natural law ideas. The larger meaning 
of this tradition is worth revisiting, both 
to refute its misuse in this case, and also to 
lay a basis for women’s rights as human 
rights in the current conflicts about the 
universality of moral justice principles and 
the particularities of culture.

This t radit ion assumes that the 
cosmos is a unified ontological whole 

whose nature implies ethical norms of 
right relationship. Humans are an inte-
gral and paradigmatic expression of this 
ontological whole, and its norms of right 
relation govern what makes for human 
wellbeing. The Greek philosophical tra-
dition developed this concept of natural 
law precisely to argue for universal 
norms that transcend and can be used in 
judging particularity of cultures. United 
Nations parlance on human rights has its 
roots in this tradition.

In this natural law tradition, each cul-
ture can be seen as a partial version of 
this common whole, one which must 
constantly seek to test and enlarge its 
particular customs by its discernment of 
the universals of human nature. Dia-
logue between particular cultures should 
seek a mutual transformation that moves 
each toward a fuller discernment of 
norms of right relations and the common 
good that unites humanity. Contempo-
rary ecological thought also speaks of a 
“universe story” in which common 
norms can be discerned from nature. 
This is in sharp contrast to a postmod-
ernist positivism that sees all as particu-
larity without common principles.

Perhaps this understanding of a 

common base for humanness from which 
we can discern human rights is itself not 
so much provable as it is a leap of faith. 
Yet this leap of faith is necessary to build 
a global society that can live together on 
one planet without disintegrating into 
warring ethnicities and religions that 
reject the very possibility of human com-
munity. The women at the Beijing con-
ference, who came from diverse cultures, 
were for the most part seeking both to 
affirm the integrity of this diversity and 
also to bring these particular cultures 
and religious heritages into union with 
women’s human rights by appealing to 
their better traditions.

The implied norm by which these 
better traditions were defined was wom-
en’s human rights to equal justice. In 
other words, some concept of universal 
norms of human rights for women as well 
as men was assumed as the basis for 
affirming, critiquing, and transforming 
particular cultures. Societies all over the 
world have patriarchal pasts that have 
inferiorized women. The affirmation of 
women’s rights that transcend the patri-
archal elements in local cultures is pos-
sible only through some concept of 
human rights as being universally nor-
mative in a way that both transcends and 
corrects local cultures.

Perhaps it is time for Western femi-
nists to spend less time attacking con-
cepts of human rights grounded in 
human nature and more time making 
them more credible across cultures. At 
the very least, they should realize that a 
zeal for cultural diversity without some 
underlying principles of human com-
monality plays into the hands of reac-
tionary patriarchs. This, at the very time 
when women the world over are trying 
to move their cultures toward greater 
justice for women on the basis of norms 
of the universality of human rights. n

Power relations, not truth about social history,  

usually motivate the use of such argument.
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letters

The bishop’s work of annunciation 
and prophetic denunciation has fostered 
deep hostility from the wealthy and 
politically powerful and their allies in 
the church. The Vatican has bowed to 
pressure from these segments, sending 
to the diocese a more conservative coad-
jutor bishop. The leaders of Pueblo 
Creyente scornfully quoted the coad-
jutor as saying the church must be as 
concerned with the “spiritual oppres-
sion” of the rich as with the physical 
oppression of the poor.

In addition to Pueblo Creyente and 
the social vicariate of the diocese, 
cffc’s group met with leaders of desmi, 
which works for the economic and 
social development of indigenous peo-
ples; the Women’s Movement of San 
Cristóbal, which addresses domestic 
violence and reproductive health; and 
Alianza Cívica, which monitors elec-
tions and promotes democratic elec-
toral processes. We also went on 
daylong field trips to small towns and 
rural areas where we visited coopera-
tives of artisans and groups working on 
land reform and other issues. While 
brief, these field visits were intense and 
moving, a window into a world of great 
poverty and injustice matched by great 
creativity and courage.

The meetings were arranged by 
Jorge Santiago, founder of desmi, who 
has worked in Chiapas for twenty-three 
years. He had been imprisoned recently 
by the Mexican government, which 
claimed he was one of the top Zapatista 
leaders and the go-between for the 
Zapatistas and Ruiz. Widespread pro-
tests won his release. A member of the 
advisory board of cffc’s Mexican coun-
terpart, Católicas por el Derecho a 
Decidir, Santiago worked with his wife, 
Ana Santiago, who is a development 
specialist active in desmi, to organize 
the entire retreat.

The retreat’s purpose was not to pro-
mote the agendas of cffc/cdd but to 
listen to the social justice perspectives of 
women and men in the region. Again and 
again, we saw the holistic vision of these 
movements. In their view, democratic 

ican government and the local land-
lords, drawing strength from the firm 
conviction that God is on their side, 
calling them to create a society of jus-
tice and equality for all people.

Women’s rights are part of their 
vision. The three men, as well as the 
woman, agreed that women are treated 
unjustly. In the peasant communities, 
women not only work long hours in 
both domestic chores and labor to sup-
port the family, but they are often sub-
jected to physical violence and assumed 
to be their husbands’ chattel. For the 
leaders we met, equality of women was 
not simply “a woman’s issue,” but an 
issue of justice for all of society. One 
confessed that some other men objected 
to his critique of male machismo, and 
he said the Mexican government had 
dismissed this aspect of the Zapatista 
agenda as “irrelevant.” Still, Pueblo 
Creyente persists in explaining its 
importance. A democratic society must 
start with democratic relations between 
men and women in the family as the 
base of society, he said.

Pueblo Creyente members do not have 
an easy time promoting a union of Chris-
tian faith and social justice. Conservative 
Catholics and Protestant evangelicals 
oppose them, saying faith is purely a 
matter of the “soul,” having nothing to 
do with “politics.” Fortunately, the Cath-
olic church in this diocese—under the 
prophetic leadership of Bishop Samuel 
Ruiz Garcia—supports the vision of 
Pueblo Creyente, as cffc’s group saw in 
a visit with the social vicariate. The vicar, 
a young priest, said the bishop gives the 
church’s blessing to these self-sustaining 
movements, with the goal of promoting 
them, not controlling them. Bishop Ruiz 
also has denounced injustice by the gov-
ernment and landlords.

L
ate last year, catholics for 
a Free Choice gathered twenty 
board members, staff, and 
Latin American coworkers for 
a retreat in Chiapas, Mexico, to 

visit and learn from progressive move-
ments there. For several days, we met 
with leaders and members of groups 
working for social justice in Chiapas, the 
southernmost state in Mexico and the 
base of the Zapatista uprising.

Typifying the vision of these remark-
able groups was Pueblo Creyente, a 
network of base communities. At a hotel 
in San Cristóbal de las Casas, we were 
introduced to this “community of 
believers” by four of its grassroots 
leaders, three men and a woman. They 
explained that the base communities of 
Pueblo Creyente build bridges among 
groups addressing various social issues-
economic development, land reform, 
health, education, and women’s rights 
from the perspective of reflection on 
the scriptures.

We were stunned by the organiza-
tional skills and quiet courage of these 
four leaders, who come from the poorest 
peasant and Indian communities and 
have little formal education. One man 
had walked for four hours to come to 
the meet ing, braving checkpoints 
where the Mexican army has beaten, 
shot, or raped those they suspect of 
activism. Pueblo Creyente members see 
themselves as building a new society 
against great odds posed by the Mex-

Lessons from Chiapas
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

rosemary radford ruether is the Georgia 
Harkness professor of applied theology at 
Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary. She 
serves on the board of directors of Catholics for 
a Free Choice and as editorial advisor to 
Conscience. Reprinted with permission, 
National Catholic Reporter, Kansas City, MO. 
Adapted with permission of the author.
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gave them equal leadership in the church, 
but men refused to accept this and have 
distorted the message of Christ to justify 
the continued subordination of women 
in the church and society. Agrippa 
argued that women’s full equality was 
their due according to their nature.

Seventeenth~century Quakers, while 
not stating these as emphatically, agreed 
with Agrippa’s basic ideas on gender 
equality. They believed that women and 
men were created equal; but, through 
sin, men gained power over women. 
Male domination, or patriarchy, is thus 
a manifestation of sin. Christ restored 
equality between men and women, man-
dating that both should be prophetic 
evangelists of the gospel. Those who 
would silence women in the church are 
the “seed of Satan,” and continue in the 
fallen state, not having received the inner 
light of the redemptive Spirit. The 
Quakers translated their ideology of 
original and restored gender equality 
into participation of women in mis-
sionary work, preaching, and ministry in 
Quaker meetings. But they did not inau-
gurate a struggle for women’s equality in 
public society because their sectarian 

nature of “original” or normative human-
ness as male and female, and how sin and 
fallenness are seen as changing original 
gender relations. A shift in the assump-
tions about either or both of the first two 
sets of assumptions will also change how 
the effect of redemption on gender rela-
t ions is def ined. Thus, tracing the 
changing paradigms of gender and 
redempt ion in Christ ian theology 
involves showing the shifts in how gender 
is defined in all three states, creation, fall 
and redemption, in relation to each other.

In the sixteenth century, humanist 
Agrippa von Nett lesheim la id the 
groundwork for a feminist reading of 
Christianity. He argued in his 1509 trea-
tise Female Preeminence that women’s and 
men’s souls were created equally in the 
image of God, but that women were 
superior to men because they reflect the 
wisdom nature of God and are more 
attuned to life and virtue. Agrippa 
argued further that male domination of 
women is neither God’s original design 
for creation, nor punishment for female 
priority in sin, but rather reflects men’s 
propensity to injustice and tyranny. 
Christ restored women to equality and 

society must be built from the ground 
up; it cannot be created by a revolution 
or grand scheme at the top. There must 
be equality of men and women, of Indian 
and mestizo. Land reform is essential, to 
give those who till the soil an equal share 
of the earth’s riches. Local communities 
need to direct their own grassroots eco-
nomic development.

Chiapas is an area of vast natural 
resources, including abundant rain and 
sunshine to grow coffee, corn, soybeans, 
and cocoa.  There are pet roleum 
resources and power plants, as well as 
forests of fine woods. The poverty of its 
people reflects a five-hundred-year his-
tory of enslavement of the indigenous 
population by conquerors attracted to 

the region’s natural wealth.
In January 1995, on the first anniver-

sary of the Zapatista uprising, Chiapas 
remained a paradoxical beacon of hope, 
not only for Mexicans, but also for 
people around the world. This beacon 
deserves our vigilant support lest it be 
snuffed out by powerful local and global 
enemies. n

Created Second, Sinned First
women, redemption, and the challenge of christian feminist theology
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

rosemary r adford ruether  is the 
Georgia Harkness professor of applied 
theology at Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary. She is on the board of Catholics for  
a Free Choice and is editorial advisor to 
Conscience. This article is adapted from a 
larger work to be published in Fall 1997.

I
n tr aditional christianity, 
redemption is the reconciliation of 
the fallen soul with God, won by 
Christ on the cross, applied to the 
soul in baptismal regeneration, and 

then developed through the struggle to 
live virtuously sustained by grace. In the 
classical Christian paradigm, women, in 
order to be redeemed, must subordinate 
themselves to men, because women, to 
paraphrase I Timothy 2:11-15, were created 
second and sinned f i rst .  Feminist 
theology, however, defines women and 
men as created equal and denounces male 
domination of women as sin. Redemption 
then becomes transformed gender rela-
tions that overcome male domination, 
rather than a call to women to submit to 
this domination as their means of salva-
tion. The definition of redemption in 
relation to gender is determined by the 
prior theological assumptions about the 

Reprinted from Vol. XVIII, No. 1, Spring 1997
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view of the non-Quaker realm as an 
expression of the fallen world disposed 
them to withdraw from, rather than par-
ticipate in, public life.

In nineteenth-century America, how-
ever, several abolitionist feminists chal-
lenged this sectarian stance by uniting the 
Quaker theology of creation restored in 
the Spirit with American democratic 
thought. Sarah and Angelina Grimke, 
Lucretia Mott, Susan B. Anthony, and 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton inaugurated the 
struggle for women’s civil rights in America 
on Biblical and theological grounds.

Redemption for these nineteenth-
century American feminists meant not 
only restoring equality between women 
and men, but also transforming the 

social and legal systems that deny women 
their rights. Redemption is realized, not 
primarily in an otherworldly escape 
from the body and the finite world, but 
by creating and encouraging personal 
and social relations of justice and peace 
between all. humans here and now. This 
is the true message of Christ and the 
Gospels. The churches have betrayed 
Christ by preaching a theology of female 
silence and subordination.

Twentieth-century feminist theology 
developed within the tradition of this-
worldly progressive hope, redefining 
injustice in the context of gender hier-
archy, which is seen as central to a total 
system and ideology of patriarchy. Fem-
inism sees patriarchy as a multi-layered 
system of domination, centered in men’s 
control of women, but including class, 
race, and generational hierarchies, cleri-
calism, war, and the domination of 
nature. Catholic feminist and New Tes-
tament scholar Elizabeth Schussler Fio-
renza has coined the phrase “kyriarchy” 
(the rule of the lord) for this system of 
top down power firmly rooted in the 
religious hierarchy. Redemption requires 
overcoming all forms of patriarchy.

Feminist theologians, such as Brazilian 
Ivone Gebara, stress that overcoming 
patriarchy means dismantling an entire 
cosmovision based on a split universe in 
which God is located in a spiritual realm 
outside of creation and ruling over it. 
Redemption is seen as sending God down 
from this higher spiritual realm to a 
lower, material world lacking spiritual 
life. Gebara argues that Spirit and matter, 
God and body need to be reintegrated, 
locating the divine power of renewal of 
life-giving and loving relations in mutual 
relationality between all beings, not dom-
inating control from outside.

Gebara also begins to dismantle the 
dualism that feminists accept from Bib-
lical thought, namely an original para-

dise of the beginning when all was in 
perfect harmony and a Kingdom of God 
at the end of history when all will again 
be in perfect harmony, contrasted with 
present evil. Gebara questions the lit-
eralism of a utopian future when all evil 
will be conquered, Rather, she wishes to 
distinguish, between the finitude of life 
and death, of joy and tragedy, contrasted 
with the construction of a system of 
domination based on the false attempt 
to secure the powerful from vulnera-
bility, which turns most humans and the 
earth into victims. Here redemptive 
hope lies in dismantling this distorted 
social construction to reclaim fragile 
joys and life-giving relations shared 
equally between all beings in the midst 
of life’s limits.
claiming the jesus story
The shift from other-worldly to this-
worldly redemptive hope also entails a 
revised anthropology and Christology, or 
way of interpreting Jesus’s life and teach-
ings. Feminist theologians reject the clas-
sical notion that the human soul is 
radically fallen, alienated from God, and, 
unable to reconcile itself with God, in 
need of an outside mediator. Instead, the 

human self is defined through its primary 
identity as image of God. This original 
goodness and communion with its divine 
ground of, being continues to be the true 
nature of women and men.

Jesus’s role becomes quite different 
in feminist theology. His is a root story 
for the redemptive process in which we 
must all be engaged, but he does not and 
cannot do it for us. No one person can 
become the collective human whose 
actions accomplish a salvation which is 
then passively applied to everyone else. 
Jesus’s story can be a model for what we 
need to do for ourselves and with one 
another.

Yet Christian feminists are remark-
ably persistent in their attachment to the 
Jesus story. Across many cultures around 
the world, feminists, womanists, and 
mujeristas continue to affirm their rela-
tion to Jesus, even as they reject the 
Christological superstructure that has 
been erected by classical Christianity in 
his name. These feminist theologians 
remain Christian, however radical in 
their repudiation of doctrines about 
Christ as redeemer, in their continued 
affiliation with the Jesus story as the 
foundation for their feminist theology. 
Why is this? Does this attachment 
simply indicate some residual need for 
male authority? Some fear of breaking 
the final tie with Christianity? These 
fears and dependencies may exist, but 
they do not explain the resiliency of the 
Jesus figure for feminist theology.

Modern Jesus scholarship has radi-
cally stripped the Jesus story of its dog-
matic accretions, revealing a Jesus whose 
life continues to strike a responsive 
chord for feminist liberation theology—
namely, a man (not lord, but brother) 
who dissented from the religious and 
social systems of domination that mar-
ginalized the poor and the despised, 
most notably women. He incurred the 
wrath of religious and political authori-
ties for these subversive teachings and 
practices, and they sought to silence him 
by publicly torturing him to death.

But, just as the cross failed to silence 
his story, for Jesus rose to live on in a 

Redemption requires overcoming patriarchy.
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religious movement that kept his memory 
alive, so all the appropropriations of him 
into constructions of ecclesial domina-
tion through the centuries also have 
failed to silence the subversive power of 
his name. The Jesus story, continually 
reenvisioned, st ill rises beyond the 
deaths of patriarchal Christianities, and 
still lives as a touchstone for feminists 
who continue to seek and celebrate their 
liberation in “memory of him.”

The Jesus story continues to be a 
model for Christian feminists because it 
exemplifies the redemptive paradigm of 
feminist liberat ion: dissent against 
oppressive religious and political struc-
tures, taking the side of the oppressed, 
particularly women, living egalitarian 
relations across gender, race and class, 
and pointing toward a new time when 
these hierarchies will be overcome, and 
anticipating redeemed relations in a 
community of celebration here and now.

Sceptics might wonder whether, as 
Christians in search of a Jesus to ground 
our faith, we are not, once again, looking 
down a well and seeing our own faces 
reflected in the bottom. However one 
construes the complex relation between 
“objective history” and subjective con-
structions reflective of our own desires, 
th is reading of the Jesus stor y as 
reflecting and grounding our own story 
resonates with Christian feminists.

If we claim the Jesus story because it 
echoes our own story, why not just dis-
card it and tell our own story? I would 
resist doing this for several reasons. 
Most basically, claiming the Jesus story 
expresses a desire to continue to belong 
to the church, not as a hierarchical 
structure, but as a community of faith, 
to have historical roots, to lay claim to 
a people, while at the same time calling 
that people to repent of its patriarchy 
and to understand its calling to redemp-
t ion as l iberat ion from patriarchy. 
Feminist Christianity is the true gospel 
of  Jesus.

christlike women
Yet the fact that Jesus was male is a major 
problem for claiming the Jesus story as 

the root story for feminist theology. The 
patriarchal church has used his maleness 
to insist that women cannot represent 
Christ. One solution is to deconstruct 
the assumption of patriarchal theology 
that maleness is normative for being 
fully human and the image of God.  
Jesus’ maleness is declared to be one 

“accident” of his historical reality among 
others, like being Jewish, a first century 
Galilean. What distinguishes Jesus as a 
model is not his maleness, but his human-
ness as one who loves others and opts for 
the most vulnerable and oppressed, espe-
cially women. One imitates Christ by 
living in a like manner, not by displaying 
male genitalia.

While this deconstruction goes a long 
way to solving the problem, it does not 
overcome the basic social symbolic 
structure in which Jesus, a male, opts for 

women as objects of concern. Women 
can receive Jesus’s liberative praxis, but 
women cannot liberate themselves and 
other women (and men). Thus, Christian 
feminist theology is pushed to go beyond 
telling the Jesus story as one of a “good 
man who really cared about us,” and 
dares to parallel the Jesus story with the 

stories of women liberators. We also 
want to be able to experience the liber-
ating women in our own cultures and 
ethnicities. Thus some Christian femi-
nists begin to lift up female Christ fig-
ures of their own cultures.

In one example, African Christian 
theologians Mercy Oduyoye and Eliza-
beth Amoah tell the story of Eku, a Fante 
woman of Ghana, who led her people to 
a new land where they could find a good 
life, and risked her own life by tasting 
water f rom a pool to see i f it  was 

William Clift, Footsteps, Mont Saint Michel, France, 1982. 

The Jesus story still lives as touchstone  

for feminist theologians who continue to seek and 

celebrate their liberation in “memory of him.”
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poisonous before allowing her thirsty 
people to drink. For Oduyoye, the story 
of Eku parallels the story of Jesus as lib-
erator for Ghanan people.

Many Christian feminists also ques-
tion the focus on suffering and the cross 
as central to redemption. Others parallel 
Jesus and women as sufferers, a way of 
making women Christlike. But some 
want to ask what kind of suffering is 
redemptive? Is the passive suffering of 
victims redemptive, or does the mandate 
for women to suffer in this way in order 
to be Christlike simply justify and pro-
long evil?

Some theologians, like Delores Wil-
liams, have answered this question by 
decisively rejecting that victimized suf-
fering is redemptive. What is redemptive 
is extricating ourselves from unjust suf-

fering and changing the conditions that 
cause it. It is not Jesus’s suffering and 
death that are redemptive, but rather his 
life of protest against injustice and soli-
darity in defense of life. This is the Jesus 
we need to imitate. Suffering is a factor 
in the liberation process, not as a means 
of redemption, but as the risk one takes 
when struggling to overcome unjust sys-
tems whose beneficiaries resist change. 
But the means of redemption is conver-
sion, that is opening up to one another, 
changing systems of distorted relations, 
creating loving and life-giving commu-
nities of people here and now, not getting 
oneself tortured to death.

toward a new understanding
This dismantling of the patterns of 
patriarchal Christianity, reconstructing 
a radically different understanding of the 
key touchstones of Christian theology 
(God, humanity, male and female, sin 
and fall, Christ and redemption) raises 
the question of how feminist theology 
relates to scripture and tradition. Many 
Christian feminists remain stuck in the 

Protestant paradigm in which tradition 
is dismantled or bypassed by returning 
to what is seen as the original dispensa-
tion of revelation in Jesus of normative 
perfection. These theologians leap from 
an appropriation of this original “truth” 
to a reconstruction of theology for our 
own time and context, ignoring the 
intervening history.

This Protestant paradigm falsifies the 
earliest Christian movement as much 
more like our own vision than it really 
was, ignoring our actual heritage in a 
Christian history of ongoing reinterpre-
tation. Although I believe there were 
touchstones in the early Jesus movement 
that can ground our vision, it also could 
only express its insights into new gender 
relations in a cosmology radically dif-
ferent from our own. We would not want 

to “go back” to those earliest paradigms 
of gender equality as the alternative to 
the patriarchal paradigms that arose to 
repress them.

We need to own as ongoing revelation 
the process of continuous reinterpreta-
tion that lies behind our restatements of 
redemptive gender equality in new, more 
socially embodied terms. This does not 
mean development of doctrine in a tra-
ditional Catholic sense, which allowed 
for only small explicat ions of ideas 
already implicit, not radical paradigm 
shift in understanding these symbols. 
Rather we need a dynamic dialectical 
synthesis of the Catholic understanding 
of ongoing inspired development and the 
Protestant model of return to origins 
that dismantles distorted developments, 
seeing this, not as a literal “return” to 
some first-century world view, but as an 
insightful encounter with root stories 
that releases space for radically new 
envisionings.

As more African-American, His-
panic-American, Asian, African, and 
Latin American feminist theologians 

find their voices, they place their hopes 
for redemption from gender injustice in 
new cultural contexts. European or 
European-American feminists are asked 
to let go of their unconscious assumption 
that they can represent women as a 
whole. The differences among women 
who articulate their feminist theology in 
many particular histories and cultures 
need to be fully acknowledged. A gen-
uine globalization of women’s theologies 
in solidarity with each other can happen 
only when we dismantle the false univer-
salization of one group of women.

Feminist theologians from multire-
ligious backgrounds have also contrib-
ut e d  t o  t he  r e i nt e r pre t a t ion  o f 
redemption and gender injustice. What 
happens to Christian feminist theology 
when Chr ist ian sy mbols  a re one 
resource among others, along with Sha-
manism and Buddhism, as with Korean 
Christian feminist Chung Hyun Kyung, 
or along with indigenous Latin Amer-
ican and African religions, as with Elsa 
Tamez and Mercy Oduyoye? Multi-
religious solidarity and syncretism are 
not only allowable, they are required, 
especially for women who can hardly 
say who they are apart from embracing 
all these aspects of themselves as per-
sons and communities.

This synthesis of many religious tra-
ditions calls more monocultural Chris-
tian feminists, not to co-opt religious 
symbols not their own, but to be in soli-
darity with the justice and creativity of 
sisters engaged in multireligious inter-
pretations of feminist theology. It also 
calls European and European-American 
Christian feminists to discover more 
about our own repressed plurality of 
identities.

Feminist liberation theology is a 
human project, not an exclusively Chris-
tian project. Revisioned Christian sym-
bols can be one cultural resource among 
others in a struggle for liberation that can 
become global only if authentically rooted 
in many local contexts. This is, I think, 
the full promise of feminist liberation 
theology. We are only beginning to live 
it, to imagine its full implications. n

Feminist Christianity is the true gospel of Jesus.



rosemary radford ruether 25

sexual pleasure is still regarded, at least 
in American public culture.

Western European and North Amer-
ican cultures operate out of a deep split 
personality toward sexuality. I call this 
split the “puritan-prurient syndrome.” 
On the level of super-ego, sex is dis-
dained, feared, and treated as an obscene 
subject. On the “id” level, covert sexu-
ality takes place in all sorts of places out-
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R
oman catholic christi-
anity is sometimes presented 
as suffering from a solely nega-
tive view of sexuality, rooted in 
hostility to women. This view 

is sometimes contrasted with robust and 
positive views of sexuality in the “pagan” 
and the Jewish worlds, although the nega-
tive Catholic views are sometimes also 
blamed on Platonism, supposedly in 
contrast to the positive Jewish views. 
These negative views are seen as having 
been overcome either by Protestantism, 
which embraced sexuality as good and/or 
modern “enlightened” views, allowing 
modern Europeans to embrace sex as 
innocent and happy pleasure.

The reality of this historical trajec-
tory is, predictably, much more complex. 
Neither Judaism nor the Greek and 
Roman cultures viewed sex as unam-
biguously good. The impeachment of 
American President Bill Clinton for 
stand-up sex with White House intern 
Monica Lewinsky in the corridor of the 
Oval Office testif ies to the extreme 
ambiguity with which recreat ional 

side of marriage, often in exploitative 
and violent ways that are implicitly, if not 
explicitly, misogynist. Women are seen 
both as the creatures to be put on a ped-
estal as “beyond” sexual feelings, and as 
sexual objects to be used and discarded. 
If women themselves become agents of 
their own sexual activity, making their 
own decisions about when and how to 
enjoy sex and how to limit its reproduc-
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tive effects on their bodies, they are seen 
as disgraceful sinners who must be pun-
ished and forced to submit to male defi-
nitions of their sexual roles.

Western Europe and North America 
are by no means unique in this ambiguity 
toward sex. Sex is seen as a volatile force 
in most cultures, to be variously used, 
repressed, and channeled, and this com-
bination of use and repression is entan-
gled with ambiguous views of women as 
desired virgin, honored mother, and 
despised whore. It is not ambiguity, but 
the particular configurations of the ambi-
guity that differ somewhat from culture 
to culture. Western European and North 
American cultures have been shaped by 
their roots in Catholic and Protestant 
Christianities, both in their overt Puri-
tanism and their covert revolts against 
religious constraints. In this essay, I pro-
pose to review something of the teachings 
on sexuality in the Latin Catholic tradi-
tion that have shaped this situation.

These teachings emerged from early 
Christian asceticism, but they are not a 
straight-line development. Early Chris-
tian asceticism had elements of a counter-
cultural, subversive movement against 
the dominant patterns of family and 
society. In the new Christian “family,” 
class and ethnic lines were leveled, and 
women emancipated to preach alongside 
men. In Christ, the “orders” of a fallen 
creation were overcome: there was no 
more division of male and female, Jew 
and Greek, slave and free.

Very early, however, within the first 
two generations of the Christian move-
ment whose traditions are part of the New 
Testament, a reaction against the radical 
implications of this idea of the church as 
a new egalitarian family arose that sought 
to reinstate patriarchal Paulinists of the 
New Testament. Equality of women with 
men, slaves with masters, ethnic groups 
with each other are spiritualized in a way 
that reaffirms patriarchal social hier-
archy. Those liberated by Christ will now 
voluntarily obey their fathers, husbands, 
and masters as the Lord, and will thereby 
earn their reward in Heaven.

In the second and early third centuries, 

radical movements such as Marcionism, 
Montanism, and Valentinianism, which 
equated Christianity with rejection of sex 
and marriage in a way that emancipated 
women from social subjugation and 
allowed them prophetic leadership in the 
church, continued to flourish. But the 
church fathers who shaped the church 
that became dominant set their face 
against such views. Gradually there 
emerged victorious a complex synthesis 
of patriarchy and celibacy.

In this synthesis, celibacy for men was 
identified with male clerical hierarchy 
over the laity. Male church authority 
sought (not always successfully) to strip 
female celibacy of its subversive potential 
as liberating women for new roles of 
public power and to confine nuns to strict 
monastic enclosure, enforced by obedi-
ence to male clerical superiors. Marriage 
was affirmed for the laity, although as a 
spiritually inferior choice to celibacy. 
Within that state of life, women’s subor-
dination was doubly affirmed, to their 
husbands and to clerical authorities, while 
their sexual and reproductive roles were 
linked to sin and death.

Sexual renunciation was still linked 
with higher holiness for Christians of the 
late Patristic and Medieval eras, but its 
subversive potential as leveling class and 
gender hierarchy was curbed and incor-
porated into a new status hierarchy that 
included the dominance of a celibate 
clergy over a married laity. Yet sexual 
renunciation itself continued to carry a 
radical vision in late Patristic asceticism, 
a promise of overcoming not only sin, 
but of dissolving the limits of finitude 
governed by the rule of the cosmos that 
held the body hostage to death.

As Peter Brown has shown in his mas-
terful work on sexual renunciation in 
early Christianity, Christians came to 
focus much more insistently on the body 
and the repression of its needs for food, 
sleep, and sexual urges than pagan 
ascetics, because it had a more radical 
vision of its potential for tranformation. 
Males of the pagan classical world looked 
on the body as an inferior, not unlike the 
inferiority of slaves and women. The 

philosopher, as respectable paterfamilias, 
should discipline these inferiors to serve 
the patriarchal household, k inship 
group, and civic society. But they should 
also give them their due.

There was a place for the delights of 
marriage and the table, although excesses 
should be curbed. Well-tempered sexual 
intercourse to produce well-formed, 
legitimate children was a responsibility 
of every householder, and the prime pur-
poses of women’s existence. But in due 
time, the philosophically-inclined should 
reduce these pleasures to the minimum, 
even letting sexual intercourse go alto-
gether, in preparation for that separation 
of soul from body in which the intellect 
would soar free to the stars unencum-
bered by mortal clay.

Christians entertained a more unthink
able notion, the resurrected body. Far from 
doffing the body at death to live an 
immortal life of the soul alone, the Chris-
tian expected the body to be transformed, 
losing its urges to sex, food, and sleep that 
signaled its fall into mortality. This 
immortalized body, the companion of the 
soul, would be exalted with it into a new 
redeemed world of the “new creation.” The 
urges of the body must be more severely 
suppressed to anticipate this transforma-
tion in which the body’s finitude would be 
discarded in a redemptive transmutation.

For ancient Christianity, the incarna-
tion of the Logos of God in the body 
meant something dif ferent from a 
modern Christian use of that doctrine to 
claim an embrace of mortal physicality. 
For patristic thought, the incarnation of 
God into the human body meant that the 
immortal, unchangeable substance of 
God has descended into mortal flesh in 
order to transmute it into an immortal-
ized form, free from death and decay. 
God became human to make us divine 
was the ancient understanding of incar-
nation, not to celebrate but to overcome 
the frailties of the f lesh that tied it to 
corruptibility and death.

Many of the forms of Christianity of 
the second century sought to live out that 
vision as one that was already trans-
forming daily life by a deep renunciation 
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of all the ways the finite body reproduced 
itself through temporal processes. By 
such practices as sexual continence, 
fasting, and vigils, Christians anticipated 
the definitive transformation of the 
bodily in the redeemed cosmos whose 
imminent arrival they expected, and their 
repressed bodies became a sign that they 
had already shifted their allegiance from 
the present world to the world to come.

Renunciation of sex was seen as a key 
expression of world renunciation, not 
necessarily because sex was the most 
urgent need of the body. Indeed, emaci-
ated people lose sexual urges. For many 
monks, hunger, the cravings of the belly, 
were more insistent bodily demands and 
less easy to control. But sex tied the 
person to marriage and family, to the 

pride and avarice of the kinship group 
that desired to reproduce the large 
houses, the great landholdings with its 
crowds of slaves and clients, the demand 
for power and status in the civil and 
imperial world. Through sex and mar-
riage, “the world” as a social system of 
power and possessions was reproduced. 
To renounce marriage was to renounce 
that “world” in all its social, economic, 
and political implications.

Some of this radical vision of libera-
t ion through ascet icism l ingers in 
Eastern church fathers, such as Gregory 
Nyssa, writing in the last quarter of the 
fourth century. For Nyssa, sex, physical 
procreation, the temporal corruptibility 
of the body, were no part of the original 
intention of God for creation. Humans 
were created with spiritual bodies and 
would have reproduced by some “angelic” 
means if they had not fallen. Maleness 
and femaleness were there only poten-
tially, in view of the fallen state to come.

With the fall from God, the body took 
on “coats of skin,” the attributes of cor-
ruptible finitude. Physical sex for procre-

ation then became necessary in order to 
compensate for the loss of the original 
immortal it y of the spiritual body. 
Gregory sees the reascent of the embodied 
self from the fallen state as a long process 
of reawakened communion with God, 
reflected in the inner spiritual nature of 
the mind or soul. It is the attachment to 
temporal needs—pride, avarice, bondage 
to sexual pleasure—that are to be given 
up through the disciplines of ascetic 
renunciation and contemplative thought.

Thereby the self also frees itself from 
the anxieties associated with these needs: 
the fears that wealth, once accumulated, 
will be taken away; the attachment to a 
spouse and the pride of progeny dashed 
by early death. Virginity, for Nyssa, is 
this inner spiritual process of freeing the 

self from greed and fear associated with 
attachment to transient material things. 
Marriage and sex are one expression of 
these attachments, but not the most 
insistent of them. Nyssa, himself mar-
ried in his youth, can envision a chaste 
wedlock gradually given up for higher 
philosophical pleasures.

Nyssa’s focus is the deeper process of 
self-transmutation of body/soul by which 
the Christian anticipates a final trans-
formation in which the material body is 
changed into the spiritual body of the 
Resurrection. Then the body will lose its 
temporal accretions or “coats of skin” 
that tie it to eating, evacuation, procre-
ation, sleeping, and decay and become 
the immortalized body that can share in 
the endless ascent of the soul to fuller 
and fuller communion with God, going 
on “from glory to glory.”

By the late fourth century the monastic 
movement had gained ascendancy in 
Eastern and Western Christianity, and 
there was the beginning of the effort to 
insist that the clergy remain celibate, 
although this would have indifferent suc-

cess in Latin Christianity until it was 
forcibly enforced by the twelfth-century 
reforms. Then the problem was dealt with 
by defining clerical marriage as concubi-
nage and the offspring as bastards who 
could not enter the clergy or inherit 
church property.

In the fourth century, Latin world 
hostility grew to the ascendancy of the 
monastic class, and their denigration of 
marriage. Two Christian writers, Hel-
vidius and Jovinian, sought to mediate 
this conflict by defining marriage and 
celibacy as equally holy. Mary was seen 
by these writers as epitomizing the holi-
ness of both states of life, having lived 
before marriage and bore her first son in 
the virginal state, while assuming sexual 
relations and bearing further children to 

Joseph thereafter. The enthusiasts for 
celibacy were declared to be bordering 
on Manichaeianism, the belief that 
matter and the body are evil and repro-
duction is to be shunned.

These efforts to give equal status to 
marriage and celibacy were vehemently 
attacked by St. Jerome, who declared that 
Mary had never departed from the virgin 
state, the brothers of Jesus of the New Tes-
tament being cousins, not children of 
Mary. In his exaltation of the superiority 
of virginity and sexual continence over the 
debasement of sex, Jerome’s rhetoric 
threatened to erase any difference between 
sex within marriage and prostitution.

Augustine sought to repair the nega-
tive impression created by Jerome’s 
intemperate defense of the superiority of 
virginity and continent widowhood to 
marriage. In his treatise “On the Good 
of Marriage,” he sought a more measured 
approach. He defended marriage as 
embued with three “goods”: progeny, 
fidelity, and sacrament. These purposes 
of marriage give the good benefits of 
producing children and channeling the 

In the early Christian “family,” class and ethnic lines were leveled, and women 

emancipated to preach alongside men.
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sexual urge into faithful wedlock, thus 
guarding against the worse evil of forni-
cation. In addition, marriage symbolizes 
the union of Christ and the church, and 
thus expresses the sacramental bond of 
Christian community.

Augustine would gradually back away 
from his earlier Origenist view of orig-
inal creation, rejecting the common 
Eastern Christian view that there would 
have been no sexual differentiation and 
reproduction in Paradise. In Augustine’s 
later exegesis of Genesis I, he would 
come to accept the view that sexual 
reproduction would have taken place in 
the original creation. Gender differen-
tiation, marriage, sexual coupling for 
reproduction were all part of God’s orig-
inal plan, not things added only after or 
with a view to the Fall.

Yet, Augustine would also limit these 
affirmations in ways that made marital 
sex distinctly third-rate, bordering on 
sinfulness. In Augustine’s view, although 
there would have been physical sex and 
reproduction in God’s original plan, this 
sex would have been devoid of the hot 
pleasure of male sexual ejaculation. Con-
cupiscence, Augustine believed, had 
come about only through the division in 
the self which expressed division from 
God. Thus, in our present fallen state, 
sex, even in marriage, carried with it sin. 
Through it the original sin of Adam was 
passed on to the next generation.

Thus Augustine’s view of sex, even in 
chaste marriage, was distinctly ambig-
uous. Although the end, children, was 
good and continued to be blessed by God, 
reproduction could not take place without 
sinful “lust.” The sexual act was itself the 
means of generating sinful offspring, who 
could only become children of God 
through baptism. This sinful act of sex 
allowed for the good end of reproduction 
(hence forgiven) and yet still sinful in its 
objective nature and consequences.

Paradisal sex also dif fered from 
present fallen sex in other ways. Women 
would not have been “deflowered” by it, 
but would have retained their “virginal 
integrity,” like Mary, in both the sexual 
act and parturition, suffering no labor 

pains, a view that suggests something 
less than fully embodied sexual “pene
tration” and childbirth. This view would 
be expanded to claim that women would 
not have menstruated; women’s monthly 
bleeding was an expression of their 
“cursed” fallen state.

Moreover, Augustine, like Jerome, is 
convinced that marital sex and procre-
ation are no longer commanded by God, 
although still allowed in the Christian 
era. In creating humanity, God blessed 
reproduction in order to produce a certain 
number of humans from which the elect 
would be drawn. The Patriarchs of the 
Old Testament were even allowed mul-
tiple wives in order to hasten this process 
by which the generations of humanity 
were born to the time of Christ. But with 
the birth of Christ, the new era of the 
virginal has dawned in human history, 
anticipating the culmination of this 
present world and the dawn of the New 
Creation, when marriage will no longer 
be necessary. It is virgins who represent 
this redeemed era. To be fully dedicated 
to Christ is to put aside reproductive sex. 
Thus Augustine suggests that marriage is 
in some sense sub-Christian. Although 
still retaining its “goods” from its cre-
ational mandate, it is essentially flawed by 
the Fall and will have no place in the age 
to come, which Christian life should 
mirror and anticipate.

These views of Augustine would be 
passed on to the medieval Latin church 
as orthodoxy. Sex outside of marriage was 
totally sinful, but sex even within mar-
riage was degrading and to be hedged 
around with severe restrictions. No con-
traception was allowed, since sex was 
allowable only for its main “good,” pro-
creation. But women should submit to the 
sexual demands of their husbands, even if 
pregnant or if their husbands were violent 
or suffered from leprosy, in order to avoid 
the far worse possibility that their hus-
bands might seek sexual gratification else-
where. The definition of sex in marriage 
as “remedy of concupiscence” defined 
wives as a kind of sink for their husbands’ 
sexual urges, regardless of the personal or 
physical effects on their wives.

Repression of sex, even within mar-
riage, was seen as contributing to holi-
ness, if both partners agreed to it. 
Moreover, the medieval church advo
cated periodic abstinence from sex on 
holy days and special seasons of the 
year. It reinforced these recommenda-
tions by implanting the suspicion that 
children born defective were the result 
of sex during forbidden seasons or 
engaged in with too much ardor (a 
theory that may have accelerated the 
tendency to abandon deformed chil-
dren). Thus, the celibate clergy injected 
into its teaching on marital sexuality its 
antisexual hostility and attempted to 
imbue the “work” of the marital bed 
with feelings of shame, guilt, and deg-
radation. These attitudes lingered in 
official Catholic teachings and in the 
psychology of many married Catholics 
until the mid-twentieth century.

The medieval church developed no 
spirituality for the married laity, but only 
offered to them the option of sexual con-
tinence if they would be truly holy. 
Unlike the Greco-Roman culture which 
allowed the married to see the procre-
ative fire in their bodies as an expression 
of the same divine energy that sustained 
the cosmos, Christians were taught to 
see only shame in their sexual coupling, 
separating them from God.

The degrading of married sexuality in 
the light of antisexual purity also shaped 
a mystical spirituality for men and women 
built on sexual sublimation. The man 
taught to abhor attraction for real women 
could meditate on vivid visions of being 
joined in marriage with a beautiful young 
Virgin Mary. Christian women, warned 
against all sexual feelings that lurk in their 
own bodies and those of men, could yet 
be admired as saints when they had visions 
of being espoused by Christ as celestial 
lover, and of birthing and suckling the 
baby Jesus. The powerful urges for a 
sexuality united to affective love for 
spouse and children, rigorously repressed 
on the physical level, reappear as vivid 
spiritual visions, but in a way that despised 
rather than rehabilitated their negative 
counterparts.
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The sixteenth-century reformers 
revolted against this system of male cel-
ibate clericalism triumphant over sex and 
marriage. But the Protestant Reforma-
tion would only revise rather than deeply 
transform the Augustinian presupposi-
tions about nature, sin, sex, and gender 
on which it was based. In his writings on 
marriage, Luther insisted that marriage 
is the vocation to which all humans are 
called by God. The Catholic exaltation 
of celibacy is a violation of God’s com-
mandment to marry and its blessing in 
the order of creation.

Not only are all humans called to mar-
riage as their creational vocation and duty, 
but all humans have sinned. Following 
Augustine, Luther saw sin as corrupting 
sex into lust, but he also rejected the 
ascetic belief that the urges of lust could 
be transcended through transforming 

grace and spiritual discipline. Celibacy 
denies the divinely-given remedy for lust 
through marriage and so leads celibates to 
a worse sinfulness of unmarried promis-
cuity, not to a higher holiness. For Luther, 
all are called to marry, both to obey God’s 
command in creation and to avoid the 
greater evil of fornication.

Both Protestant and Catholic leaders 
agreed on the Augustianian teaching that 
women were created subordinate to men 
and have incurred the greater sin through 
their priority in disobedience that caused 
the Fall. For Protestant women are all to 
marry and to be subjugated to their hus-
bands. For Catholics, most should marry 
and some may choose the higher vocation 
of celibacy, but both choices carry the 
demand to submit to male authority, 
whether that of husbands for wives or 
clergy for nuns. Both are to lead silent, 
subordinate lives and play no public lead-
ership roles in church or society.

Yet the Reformation was fought in 
highly sexualized language. The Protes-

tants accused Catholic celibates, priests, 
and nuns of practicing secret fornication 
under the robes of higher holiness. Cath-
olics, in turn, impugned the virtues of 
Protestant clerical marriage, implying 
that Luther and his confreres violated 
their vows of celibacy to marry because 
of an incapacity to contain their lustful 
urges. Catholic teachings on the counter-
Reformation reaff irmed traditional 
teaching that priests are to be celibate 
and that celibacy expresses a higher holi-
ness than marriage. Marriage, while 
allowable, should be limited to procre-
ation or at least may never intentionally 
prevent procreation. Married people 
should disdain sexual pleasure and sub-
limate their sexual urges through prayer 
as much as possible, ideally choosing to 
have no sex at all, either throughout their 
marriage or after producing children.

These teachings, which rejected con-
traception and the possibility of the 
goodness of sexual pleasure for its own 
sake, continued to characterize Catholic 
teachings into the 1950s, reinforced by 
modern Catholic campaigns against 
birth control. The Second Vatican 
Council in the 1960s gave voice to the 
various movements seeking to revise 
Catholic teachings and practice in a 
number of areas, including the question 
of the sinfulness of contraception within 
marriage. The effort to revise these 
teach ings on t he purposes of sex 
inevitably involved questioning the tra-
ditional Augustinian view that sexual 
pleasure is inherently disordered and 
sinful and allowable only within mar-
riage for the purpose of procreation or 
at least without impeding procreation.

Protestant ism, with its renewed 
Augustinian theology, accepted the 
teaching that contraception was sinful 
until the mid-twentieth century. The 
birth control movement that arose in the 

1920s was l inked to feminism and 
socialism and thus was seen as a radical 
challenge to traditional society. However, 
by the 1930s, the birth control movement 
had been tamed and transferred to con-
servative concerns about over-population 
and the proliferating numbers of poor, 
ethnic minority groups, at a time when 
the white middle class of Western Europe 
and the United States had adopted a two- 
to three-child family.

English and American Protestants 
accommodated to the demand for family 
planning in the 1930s to the 1950s, and 
Roman Catholicism softened its stance 
to allow the newly discovered “rhythm 
method” of periodic abstinence. By the 
1950s, this had become the “Catholic” 
method of birth control, jokingly called 
“Vatican roulette.” Many Catholic cou-
ples who faithfully sought to follow 

church teachings struggled to maintain 
their marital sexuality under a regime 
that demanded that they confine sexual 
activity to the part of the month when 
women menstruate and often feel less 
sexually inclined, a method which still 
resulted in unplanned pregnancies.

By the time the Second Vatican Council 
was opened in 1962 by the new liberal Pope 
John XXIII, revolt was stirring among a 
newly articulate Catholic laity ready to 
testify that the rhythm method did not 
work and caused inordinate anxiety in 
marital relations. Moral theologians, such 
as Charles Curran, were aware of this dis-
content and recognized the logical inco-
herence of allowing an elaborate method 
of avoidance of procreation through 
manipulation of the woman’s monthly 
cycle, while disallowing contraception as 
a terrible sin. Clearly the rhythm method 
sought to separate sex from procreation, 
but ineffectively. Did its moral acceptability 
lie in the combination of periodic conti-
nence plus ineffectiveness?

Women’s subordination was affirmed, while their sexual and reproductive roles 

were linked to sin and death.



conscience:  a  commemor ative issue30

During the Vatican Council, articles 
by theologically trained laity and moral 
theologians criticizing the traditional 
teachings circulated among the council 
fathers. One such collection was the 
book endorsed by Bishop Thomas D. 
Roberts, SJ, Contraception and Holiness. 
Pope Paul VI recognized the danger of 
a dispute on the council floor over this 
volatile issue, and avoided it by forming 
a Papal Commission on Birth Control to 
meet separately from the council. The 
council was to include liberal and con-
servative bishops and moral theologians, 
but also experts on demography and even 
married couples! Three married couples 
drawn from the Catholic Family Move-
ment were included; thus for the first 
time the church was actually seeking to 
listen to the experience of married men 
and women on the issue.

The American leaders of the Catholic 
Fami ly Movement , Pat and Pat t y 
Crowley, collected testimony from cou-
ples of their movement about the effec-
tiveness and stress of the rhythm method. 
During the meetings of the commission, 
some moral theologians and clergy lis-
tened to this testimony with surprise and 
concern. Clearly until that time such 
theologians had pontificated about mar-
ital sexuality, but had never really lis-
tened to those who practiced it.

The result was a volte face in church 
teaching. The majority of the commis-
sion voted overwhelmingly for a change 
in which all medically approved methods 
of contraception could be used within 
marriage and within an overall commit-
ment to faithful marital relations and 
childbearing.

Nevertheless, a few bishops and moral 
theologians who clung to the traditional 
view were outraged and believed that any 
change on this teaching would threaten 
the laity’s faith in the church’s capacity 
to teach inerrantly. One bishop was 
quoted by Patty Crowley as exclaiming 
at the end of the commission, “What 
about all those who have been sent to 
Hell because of disobedience to the 
church’s teachings?” to which Crowley 
replied, “Your Excellency, do you think 

that God obeyed all your orders?”
While Crowley might take such 

divergence between God and church 
authorities lightly, for some Catholic 
authorities this was a serious question. 
Those who objected to the commission 
report convinced Pope Paul VI to reject 
the conclusion of his own commission 
and reaffirm the traditional anticontra-
ceptive teaching. The pope did so by 
issuing the encyclical Humanae Vitae in 
1968. The result was a major revolt in the 
ranks of moral theologians, priests, 
bishops and most of the laity. The open 
questioning of the validity of the encyc-
lical by priests and theologians, such as 
Charles Curran, was quickly suppressed 
by church discipline. But most laity 
voted with their bodies by simply 
refusing to comply with Catholic teach-
ings on this issue and no longer regarding 
it as a sin to be confessed or as a reason 
to leave the church.

From the 1970s to the 1990s, most edu-
cated Catholics in the Western world 
have gone their own way on contracep-
tion, even while the present pope, John 
Paul II, has continually reasserted the 
unchangeabil it y of the tradit ional 
teaching, thus effectively preventing 
debate on it. The chief victims of the 
teachings are poorer Catholics, particu-
larly in Africa and Latin America, where 
the influence of the Catholic church pre-
vents access to contraception. The group 
Catholics for Contraception is seeking 
to reopen the debate on the Catholic 
church’s anticontraceptive teachings.

At international meetings of the 
United Nations gathered to shape world 
policies on population and development, 
such as that held in Cairo in 1994, the 
Vatican has stood with conservative 
Muslims and a handful of Catholic coun-
tries, such as Malta, in continuing to 
oppose contraception, not only for 
heterosexual couples, but even for the 
prevention of sexually transmitted dis-
eases such aids. For the Vatican, Augus-
tine’s views still reign: sex is only for 
procreation within marriage and its 
morality sinful outside of that context, 
even for married heterosexual couples. 

Sex is never allowable for the unmarried, 
and homosexual sex is always disordered 
and sinful, even if it takes place between 
a faithful, committed couple.

Catholic teachings have thus come to 
be seen as a major obstacle to liberalized 
laws on contraception, legal abortion, 
divorce, and remarriage, and the accep-
tance of homosexuality as a normal 
human variant of sexual orientation. 
Since the Vatican brooks no debate on 
these issues, most Catholics who have 
changed their minds on these issues 
simply absent themselves from public 
argument to go their own way in good 
conscience, selectively practicing those 
aspects of Catholicism which they find 
meaningful, such as the liturgy and the 
teachings on social justice.

In the 1970s, the American organiza-
tion of Catholic theologians, the Cath-
olic Theological Society, attempted a 
major work of revisionist sexual ethics, 
published under the title Human Sexu-
ality. In this work, they moved away 
from the view that sex was moral only 
within the legal boundaries of marriage 
between heterosexuals and for the pur-
pose of procreation. They accepted the 
Papal Birth Control Commission’s view 
that all medically approved methods of 
contraception were acceptable, but they 
went farther. They revised the criteria 
by which sex is to be judged as moral or 
immoral.

In the view of these writers, sex is 
moral to the degree that it is integrated 
into friendship and takes place in the 
context and is an expression of the qual-
ities of love, commitment, fidelity, and 
mutual concern for one another. Sex is 
immoral to the degree that is departs 
from this context of friendship and lacks 
qualities of love, commitment, fidelity, 
and mutuality. The difference between 
moral sex that expresses such moral 
qualities and immoral sex which does not 
is a spectrum rather than a fixed legal 
boundary. Sex is the more immoral to 
the degree that is violent, uncommitted, 
exploitative, and lacks mutuality. Sex 
grows into being more moral to the 
degree that the couple grows into greater 
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love and friendship, commitment, and 
mutuality.

Thus moral or immoral sex is a ques-
tion of the moral growth of the couple 
in their over-all relationship to each 
other. Such a revisionist view of what 
makes sex moral or immoral would revo-
lutionize traditional teachings. It would 
mean that a married heterosexual rela-
tionship in which sex is violent, abusive, 
and exploitative, where the man domi-
nates the woman and exerts his demands 
selfishly without regard to her feelings 
and needs, is deeply immoral. By con-
trast an unmarried relationship which 
has qualit ies of love and mutuality, 
although somewhat defective in commit-
ment, is nevertheless more moral than 
an abusive relationship in marriage.

The authors of the study also revised 
the traditional views of homosexuality. 
Rather than the view that God “makes” 
all people heterosexual and allows sex 
only within procreative marriage, the 
authors lean to the view that homosexual 
or ient at ion i s  nor ma l  a nd hence  
God-given for some regular percentage 
of humanity. Such persons are not to be 
denied sexual fulfillment, nor is the lack 
of procreative potential an impediment 
to the goodness of such sexuality, since 
most human sexual acts are not procre-
ative, both by nature (periodic and post-
menopausal infertility) or by choice.

Homosexual sexuality, like hetero-
sexual sexuality, should strive to develop 
the qualities of expressing friendship, 
mutuality, and fidelity. Like heterosexual 
sex and judged by the same standards, 
homosexual sex should be judged moral 
or immoral to the extent that it is loving, 
mutual, and faithful or not. Here faith-
fulness is taken out of its legal definition 
of marriages recognized by the state, and 
becomes a moral quality of committed 
concern and determination to care for 
the other and not to betray the other in 
deceitful and double-dealing ways.

This study by the Catholic Theolog-
ical Society was not accepted as official 
teaching by the American Catholic 
bishops, who refused to grant it their 
imprimatur. Yet it stands as an important 
expression of what I believe should be the 
direction of a revised sexual ethic for 
Christians (and all people) today. As I 
noted in the opening of this essay, the 
negative teachings of the church on sex-
uality as degrading has not resulted in a 
Western society that is abstemious, but 
also has not produced a healthy view of 
sex. Rather, what has developed is the 
“puritan-prurient” syndrome: sex is dis-
dained as beneath respectability and 
exploited pornographically, both of 
which privilege men over women.

What is needed for the church, and 

for moral culture and socialization, is a 
new ars erotica. Such an erotic art would 
seek to help people develop their capacity 
for sexual pleasure and enjoyment, while 
integrating it into deep friendship, so 
that sex becomes increasingly an expres-
sion of love, commitment, and caring 
that seeks to be truly mutual. This pro-
cess of developing the capacity for erotic 
delight in sexual activity, while inte-
grating it into friendship and care, 
should be understood as a process of 
moral growth over many years. It is not 
a matter of fixed legal boundaries that 
separate the married from the unmar-
ried, the heterosexual from the homo-
sexual, those who wish to procreate 
(which may be homosexuals) from those 
who do not. The development of such an 
ars erotica should not be an esoteric or 
pornographic l iterature. It should 
become part of culture that is discussed 
with the young. Youth, males and 
females, should be taught during puberty 
(perhaps in new coming-of-age ceremo-
nies, as well as in general socialization) 
how to develop their capacity for erotic 
delight, practice contraception so they 
can responsibly choose when to have a 

child, and regard their sexual partner as 
one to be loved and cherished. They 
should be helped to see this as a process 
of moral development, not a once-for-all 
leap from virginity to marriage that can 
take place overnight at the point where 
church and state pronounce them “man 
and wife.”

The impact of Christian Puritanism, 
Catholic and Protestant, has prevented 
the emergence of a genuine ars erotica 
in Western culture, and has of ten 
resulted in the repression of positive 
erotic cultures in other societies through 
the impact of missionaries. Although 
cultures such as that in India have tradi-
tional cultures celebrating the erotic, 
this was regarded as shameful and 
shocking by Westerners. Moreover in 

patriarchal societies such erotic cultures 
were deformed by lack of mutuality of 
men and women.

Homosexual relations also have lan-
guished under the veil of shame and 
exploitation by dominant males. An ars 
erotica that includes gay males and les-
bians is the product of the modern gay 
and lesbian liberation movements. Here 
too male voices have often dominated. 
The female tendency to integrate sex 
into deepening friendship has often been 
overshadowed by the male preference for 
casual relations. Gay people have only 
begun to ask what deeper friendship and 
fidelity mean for gay relations in a way 
that is not simply the mimic of hetero-
sexual monogamy with its defective 
legalism and exclusivism.

Thus, Western cultures are a long way 
from imagining, much less seeking, to 
inculcate through sensitive socialization, 
a happy celebration of sexual pleasure, 
connected to deepening friendship, an 
ars erotic that brings together the three 
loves of eros, philia, and agape: sexual 
delight, friendship, and mutual service. 
The time is long overdue for such a cul-
tural development. Let us begin. n

Renunciation of sex was seen as a key expression of world renunciation.
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clarified. The school was intimidated by 
the attack. 

What is going on here? Is there a rise 
in anti-Catholic bigotry in the U.S. from 
which groups such as the Catholic League 
need to defend the “rights” of Catholics? 

There is a history of anti-Catholic 
bigotry in American Protestantism of 
some generations ago. In the 19th cen-
tury, Protestant mobs burned Catholic 
convents. Right-wing Protestants, such 
as the leaders of Bob Jones University, 
still hold to the idea that the pope is the 
anti-Christ and that the Catholic church 
is “satanic.” But these views are seen by 
almost all U.S. Protestants as odd fossils 

of old religious wars that are not to be 
taken seriously. 

American Catholics, since the Ken-
nedy administration, have become fully 
integrated into American society. They 
are generally treated respectfully by the 
dominant culture and media as a main-
stream component part of American 
religious diversity despite the occasional 
exploitation of stereotypes of nuns. 
There is no evidence of a rejuvenation of 
the old type of anti-Catholic bigotry in 
the United States, stemming from Prot-
estant-Catholic conflicts of the Refor-
mation. Official Protestant-Catholic 

paign against my speaking, declaring that 
I was “anti- Catholic” and “practiced 
witchcraft.” The college itself was 
attacked as “anti-Catholic” for having 
invited me. The chancery threatened the 

college with dire consequences if they did 
not disinvite me: advising students in area 
Catholic high schools not to attend 
Nebraska Wesleyan and bann ing 
Nebraska Wesleyan students from prac-
tice-teaching in Catholic high schools. 

The school did not back down on the 
invitat ion, but they were unable to 
respond clearly to the charge of “anti-
Catholicism.” During my visit there, I 
was repeatedly quizzed as to what I had 
done “wrong.” The fact that this was a 
false charge related to an internal Cath-
olic conf lict, not a question of “anti-
Catholicism,” could not be publicly 

The Mantra of “Anti-Catholicism”: 
What is Bigotry?
By Rosemary Radford Ruether 

I
t h as become common a mong 
right-wing Catholics, such as the 
Catholic League for Religious and 
Civil Rights, to pillory various 
cultural phenomena in the United 

States —ranging from movies such as 
Priest and Dogma to Catholics for a Free 
Choice—as “anti-Catholic.”

 Significantly, this label is being used 
most frequently against liberal Catholics 
who hold views other than those of the 
Catholic League and other Catholic right 
organizations about what it means to be 
Catholic. My own recent experience is a 
case in point. This spring I was invited to 
give the Swan lecture (an annual lecture-
ship) at Nebraska Wesleyan University, a 
Methodist institution. My topic focused 
on my new book, Christianity and the 
Making of the Modern Family (Beacon 
Press, 2000). It had nothing specifically to 
do with Catholicism, nor was I invited as 
a Catholic. The chancery of the diocese of 
Lincoln, Nebraska, mounted a major cam-
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editor’s note: during the last year the charge of anti-catholicism 
has increasingly been a tool of political one-upmanship in the U S political arena. 
The accusations being lobbed from both Democrats and Republicans have come  
in response to issues ranging from the House chaplain controversy to the uproar 
in the District of Columbia and on the Hill on insurance coverage for contraceptives.
Besides the expected election-year political maneuvering, however, what is the 
bigger picture behind these allegations? Catholic theologian Rosemary Radford 
Ruether situates this trend in a broader cultural context.

In short, the charge of “anti-Catholicism” is being 

used as a scare tactic by the Catholic right in the 

service of repression of progressive Catholic views.
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relations are ecumenical. Indeed, the 
Cathol ic Church and the German 
Lutheran Church have officially declared 
that they have come to an agreement on 
the chief doctrinal issue of the Reforma-
tion: justification by faith. 

Rather, what is going on today is a new 
schism and conflict, stemming from the 
Second Vatican Council and new Cath-
olic liberal thought, one that divides 
Catholics from each other. The mantra 
of “anti-Catholicism” from the Catholic 
right is primarily a ref lection of this 
internal Catholic conflict. This term is 
being used by the Catholic right to claim 
that they and they alone are “authentic” 
Catholics, and Catholics that hold pro-
gressive views are not Catholics, are hos-
tile to “authentic” Catholicism, and 
hence are “anti-Catholic.” Furthermore, 
non-Catholics in the larger society who 
listen respectfully to the views of pro-
gressive Catholics are therefore also 
“anti-Catholic.” In short, the charge of 
“anti-Catholicism” is being used as a 
scare tactic by the Catholic right in the 
ser vice of repression of progressive 
Catholic views. 

It might be useful in this context to 
sort out the fundamental difference 
between critical thought and bigotry. 
Bigotry, whether racial or religious, is a 
stereotyping of an entire other religious 
or racial group as essentially evil and 
demonic by nature. It is not factual and 
by nature cannot be factually proven. It 
sets up the other group as the antithesis 
of all that is good and Godly, character-
istics supposedly monopolized by the 
bigot’s own group. Catholics have prac-
ticed this kind of bigotry against Prot-
estants, claiming that they are “heretics.” 
Both Catholics and Protestants have a 
long and evil history of using this kind 
of demonic language against Jews as a 
religious and ethnic group. 

Critical thought is the fundamental 
opposite of such bigotry. Critical thought 
is based on nuanced judgments founded 
on historical reality. There is a world of 
difference between saying the pope is the 
anti Christ and making historically fac-

editor’s note: in 1995, pope john paul ii issued the encyclical 
Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, which prohibited even the discussion of women’s 
ordination. On June 30, 2001, Benedictine Sister Joan Chittister spoke at 
the first international conference of women’s ordination groups, in direct 
defiance of a Vatican order. In consultation with her community, Chittister’s 
superior, Sister Christine Vladimiroff, also disobeyed the Vatican by refusing 
to impose on Chittister an official injunction barring her from presenting at 
or attending the conference. All but one of the 128 active nuns in the community 
signed a letter from Vladimiroff explaining her decision not to prohibit 
Chittister from attending the conference, and 35 nuns also requested that any 
punishment given to Chittister also be meted out to them. 
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I
n  r e a d i n g  t h i s  s u m m e r ’s  
reports about Sister Joan Chittis-
ter ’s  dec is ion to speak at  t he 
Women’s Ordination Worldwide 
conference in Dublin after having 

been forbidden to do so by the Vatican, I 
was struck by the long, agonizing struggle 
that she went through to make this deci-
sion. It was almost as if she and the 
prioress of her order, Sister Christine 
Vladimiroff, who declined to give Chit-
tister the Vatican’s silencing order, had to 
vindicate the seriousness of their deci-
sion. They told us of the long process of 
discernment they went through, how 
they discussed and prayed over the deci-
sion together. They surely wanted to 
present a different model of how deci-
sions are made in community, in contrast 

to the top-down orders of the Vatican. 
Perhaps they also were resisting the 
assumptions of male church leaders that 
women’s decisions are made frivolously, 
impulsively, by showing the depths of 
their process of prayerful consultation, 
seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit 
and the collective wisdom of the group. 
All this is understandable. Much is at 
stake personally and as members of their 
community; their identities, their liveli-
hoods, their standing in the church.

One fears, however, that the Vatican 
leaders care not a whit for the prayerful-
ness of their decision. It must have been 
evident immediately that the Vatican 
order was so outrageous that it called for 
some form of resistance. The only ques-
tion was how to do so most effectively. In 
my view, the Vatican has no right to “ago-
nize” us for one minute. By what pre-
rogative does this leadership class assume 
they can tell women and men that they 
may not discuss the issue of women’s 
ordination? Is our capacity for ordination 
not something which women can discuss? 
Are the underlying assumptions that 
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to people who are accustomed to seeing 
women achieve the highest levels of edu-
cation and leadership today.

Therefore the Vatican ducks critical 
examination by forbidding public debate. 
But in doing so it also shifts the issue. 
Instead of discussion of ordination itself, 
of the nature of priesthood and of 
women, and their compatibility, the issue 

becomes authority and obedience. The 
finality of authority judges what is think-
able, rather than reasonable thought 
judging what is authoritative. The Vat-
ican claims to represent God, Christ, as 
ultimate truth and power in one. Its 
commands supercede thought. But 
thereby the Vatican actually puts itself 
in deeper jeopardy. To question its orders 
is now to question its very claims to rep-
resent God and the church.

The Vatican backs up its orders with 
formidable threats. It claims it may expel 
us from our religious communities of 
many decades, cut us off from commu-

women’s humanity lacks the capacity to 
image God, to represent Christ, to be 
priest of the church, not something that 
women can debate? Are these assump-
tions that maleness is apt for such repre-
sentation of God and femaleness is not 
beyond inquiry and questioning?

Perhaps the real issue behind the Vati-
can’s command is the very untenability of 

the arguments that exclude women from 
ordination. These arguments assume an 
obsolete anthropology of women’s lack of 
full humanity, their status as an incom-
plete human, as a “misbegotten man,” in 
Thomas Aquinas’ language derived from 
Aristotle’s mistaken theory of biological 
reproduction. One has only to discuss 
these theories to reveal their absurdity, 
their lack of credibility. Perhaps it is just 
this lack of credibility, the inability to 
make a convincing argument, that lies 
behind the silencing. For to discuss the 
rationale of the exclusion of women from 
ordination is itself to reveal its dubiousness 

tual statements about the papacy as an 
institution as having been corrupt at var-
ious times, having abused power and 
wealth and having been less than truthful 
about its own history. Garry Wills’ new 
book, Papal Sin, is this kind of carefully 
documented critique of the papacy. Garry 
Wills is a Catholic. He makes his critique 
for the purpose of arousing crit ical 
thought among Catholics about these 
papal defects in the hope of promoting 
church reform. It is an insider’s critique 
made by an esteemed Catholic scholar 
whose purpose is the improvement of the 
Catholic community’s f idelity to its 

authentic values of truth and justice. 
The name for such historically accurate 

critique of a community made from within 
for the purpose of calling it to reform is 
“prophetic” thought. This kind of insider’s 
critique is the core of the Biblical tradi-
tion. The Hebrew prophets and Jesus 
called down stern critique of the leaders 
of their own community in order to recall 
them to their more authentic traditions. 
Civil discourse in any culture depends on 
being able to distinguish bigotry aimed at 
stereotypical demonization of the “other” 
from historically accurate criticism made 
for the sake of reform and renewal of 
authentic values. The Catholic right’s 

misuse of the language of religious bigotry 
to repress progressive Catholics threatens 
both to cut the life line of renewal within 
Catholicism itself and to collapse the fun-
damental distinction between bigotry and 
critical thought that is at the heart of edu-
cated, civil society. In the Catholic right’s 
book, Jesus and Jeremiah would be “anti- 
Catholic” if the kind of criticism that they 
made of the religious leaders of their time 
had been directed against Catholic leaders. 
It is time for American cultural leaders to 
stop being intimidated by such language 
and start exercising critical public evalua-
tion of the accuracy and context of the use 
of the term “anti-Catholic.” n

nion with God, deny us the sacraments. 
Really? Does it really believe that it can 
cut us off from our friends and from 
friendship with God? The arrogance of 
such presumptions is breathtaking. The 
very exaggeration of the threats throws 
the claims of ultimate power into doubt. 
Such claims excite disgust, contempt. 
One is even a bit embarrassed by the rant 

that seeks to conceal, but only displays, 
the nakedness of the king.

Surely we can do better than this as 
church, as those who seek to be the 
People of God. The key sign of being 
church is commitment to conversion to 
that sort of relationship by which we treat 
each other with respect as fellow human 
beings, made in the image of God and 
called to community with each other in 
God’s grace. The Vatican discredits its 
claim to represent Christ when it behaves 
in a way that suggests that it has little 
understanding of what it means to enter 
that process. n

Perhaps the real issue behind the Vatican’s command is the very untenability of 

the arguments that exclude women from ordination.
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S
everal years ago, martin 
Marty and others edited a 
prestigious series of impor-
tant studies, published by 
Chicago University Press, 

on the rise of fundamentalisms across 
world religions. These books saw striking 
resemblances between the wave of funda-
mentalisms that were appearing in the 
Catholic and Protestant Rights in the 
West, in various Muslim fundamental-
isms, in right-wing Judaism—particu-
larly in Israel—and rightist forms of 
Hinduism, Confucianism and other 
Asian religions. All these movements 
seemed to have in common a rejection of 
modernity and efforts to reestablish the 
public role of religion, if not religious 
states, to counter what was seen as evil 
secularity, with its lack of established 
public values.

What the Marty books overlooked 
was perhaps the most striking similarity 
of all between these fundamentalist 
movements: namely their efforts to rees-
tablish rigid patriarchal control over 
women and their hostility to women’s 
equality, autonomous agency and right to 
control their own sexuality and fertility. 
This hostility to feminism or women’s 
autonomous agency, particularly in sexu-
ality and reproduction, links all these 
right-wing groups together. One can cite 
the extraordinary diatribe of Pat Rob-
inson, who in a 1990 fundraising letter for 
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a campaign to oppose a state er a bill, 
opined that “feminism makes women 
leave their husbands, kill their children, 
destroy capitalism, practice witchcraft 
and become lesbians.” Even the current 
Bush administration responded less-
than-favorably when Jerry Falwell, 
backed up by Pat Robertson, suggested 
that the September 11 attacks on the 
World Trade Center and the Pentagon 
represented God’s punishment of 
America for allowing the existence of 
such evils in this country as feminism, 
gays, abortion providers and the aclu.

The Vatican is hardly less obsessed 
with women’s equality and reproductive 
rights as the epitome of evil modern 
secularity and the cause of civilization’s 
demise. At the 1994 UN conference on 
Population and Development at Cairo, 
the 1995 Fourth World Conference on 
Women at Beijing and the five-year 
follow up meetings to these two confer-
ences, the Vatican distinguished itself by 
tireless efforts to oppose any language 
that would declare that women’s rights 
are human rights and that women’s 
autonomous decision-making about 
their own sexuality and reproduction 
were integral elements of such rights.

The Muslim fundamentalism that has 
swept not only Afghanistan with the 
Taliban, but has major inf luence in 
Islamic states from Algeria and Egypt to 
Iran and Pakistan, has made war on 
women the major center of their cam-
paign against modernity and what they 
regard as irreligion. In Afghanistan 
under the Taliban, women were banned 
from even primary school education, 
paid work and virtually any public pres-
ence. Even the windows of their houses 
had to be blacked out lest they be viewed 

going about their housework by men 
looking in from outside.

Why this war on women in the name 
of true religion? Women seem to have 
become the scapegoats for male fears of 
loss of control in society. In a world where 
anonymous global forces control and 
decide the economies of nations, control 
over women seems to become the place 
where men can imagine that they are 
reclaiming order against chaos, their dig-
nity, honor and security in a world where 
there is little available on the macro level. 
With life out of control for many men, 
rigid control of the women in their homes 
becomes the place where they can imagine 
that they are still in charge.

But such a war on women is totally 
counterproductive from the point of view 
of any real emergence from poverty and 
underdevelopment for those impover-
ished societies most prone to such funda-
mentalist takeovers. Studies have long 
shown that women’s development is abso-
lutely key to betterment of society as a 
whole. The education of women is statis-
tically closely linked with smaller fami-
lies, better health and education of 
children, and emergence from poverty. 
An Egyptian study found that if women 
with no education had finished primary 
school, poverty would have been reduced 
by one-third. UN agencies have dupli-
cated this study in several other countries.

Economic stability, political modera-
tion and democratic order are closely 
linked with the higher education and 
public participation of women. The attack 
on women has every l ikel ihood of 
increasing the gap between poverty and 
wealth, between the underdeveloped and 
the developed worlds, that fuels the anger 
of the fundamentalist backlash but is mis-
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guidedly channeled into attacks on 
women, not to mention attacks on public 
buildings such as the World Trade Center.

For me, one of the areas of particular 
concern is the potential for alliances 
between right-wing religious move-
ments, one might say “ecumenical deals” 
of convenience between Christians—
Protestant and Catholic—Jews, Muslims 
and others, all of whom make fallacious 
connect ions between crit icisms of 
modern injustices and anxieties over loss 
of values with an effort to turn back the 
clock on women’s emergence as equal 
human beings in society.

One can cite various efforts to make 
such alliances. In the United States, 
some right-wing Focus on the Family-
type Protestants have long hoped for an 
alliance with conservative Catholics. 
Such an alliance has been impeded by the 
very different authority structure of the 
two religious groups and the not-too-
distant memory among Catholics of the 
anti-Catholicism of fundamentalist 
Protestantism. Before September 11, 
George Bush clearly saw the placating of 
conservative Catholic demands against 
birth control, abortion, fetal tissue use 
and other such sex- and gender-related 
issues as the way to cement support for 
his next presidential election bid, having 
won the last t ime with a razor-thin 
majority in key states and by dubious 
tactics. The Bush administration courted 
and was photographed surrounded by 
smiling Catholic prelates.

Another such ecumenical deal was 
sought by the Vatican with conservative 
Muslims at the Cairo Population and 
Development conference in 1994. Hoping 
to create a common Catholic-Muslim 
front against birth control, abortion, 
women’s equality and recognition of 
diverse forms of the family, the Vatican 
adopted rhetoric that pilloried Western 
feminists as assaulting the cultural tradi-
tions of the third world. In this effort, 
the Vatican posed as a defendant of cul-
tural pluralism against Western cultural 
hegemony, an unlikely role given its own 
history as the epitome of Catholic or uni-
versalist religio-cultural hegemony.

This alliance partly fizzled because 
Muslims had reason to doubt the Vati-
can’s sudden support of cultural plu-
ralism, and also due to the somewhat 
different agendas of Muslims in popula-
tion and development issues. Although 
some Muslims share a desire to subordi-
nate women to an authoritarian male-
dominated family and curb what they see 
as western sexual promiscuity among 
women and youth, they are not against 
birth control either in principle or in 
terms of  cont racept ive met hods. 
Although generally against abortion, 
they adhere to a medieval Aristotelian 
view that the fetus is not ensouled until 
the 120th day of gestation and thus early 
abortion is not murder. Oddly enough, 
this is a position that was shared by 
medieval Catholics and was changed 
only in modern times in favor of the 
strangely disincarnate view of the fertil-
ized egg as a full human being.

But such right-wing Christian and 
Muslims alliances against women’s devel-
opment and reproductive rights are still 
possible. Despite the horrendous treat-
ment of women by the Taliban, George 
Bush recently suggested that the “Alli-
ance against Terrorism” should not make 
women’s rights a central issue since this 
would “offend Muslims.”

R ight-wing “ecumenica l dea ls” 
between Catholics, Protestants, Jews and 
Muslims often employ rhetoric that draws 
on a post-modern critique of liberalism, 
modernity and universalism in order to 
serve a reactionary, pre-modern agenda. 
One finds an appeal to cultural relativism 
or pluralism to assault efforts to establish 
a standard of universal human rights, par-
ticularly when these explicitly include 
women. Post-colonial resistance to 
Western colonialism, which historically 
denigrated the traditional cultures of 
colonized regions such as the Middle 
East, Africa and Asia, is evoked to suggest 
that any principles of universal human 
rights are cultural colonialism and 
Western hegemonic dominance. Femi-
nism is billed as a purely Western, and of 
course culturally decadent, movement 
that is foreign to the cultural traditions of 

Africa, Asia or the Middle East.
Western liberals, who themselves 

invented and support such post-modern 
critique of Western cultural hegemony, 
are often at a loss to respond when such 
principles are used against them to sup-
port pre-modern social patterns that sub-
ordinate women. As I have mentioned, the 
Vatican made an appeal to exactly this 
kind of anti-Western rhetoric in its bid for 
a Catholic-Muslim alliance at Cairo. Such 
right-wing ecumenical deals typically fea-
ture males of both religious cultures 
shaking hands with each other, excluding 
women of either group from speaking for 
themselves. Western feminists are 
demonized, while women of the non-
western culture are pictured as vulnerable 
innocents liable to corruption from said 
evil western feminists.

I had an experience of such an appeal 
to the myth of sacrosanct traditional cul-
ture to reject feminism ten years ago 
when I was teaching and lecturing on 
feminist theology in South Africa. At 
one of the Bantustan universities, an 
African Anglican priest in elegant cleric 
dress and speaking the Queen’s English 
rose to declare that feminism could not 
be accepted in Africa “because it is 
against our culture.” “And culture 
cannot be challenged,” he declared in 
ringing tones. Earlier one of the African 
women had warned me against such an 
argument and given me a good response. 
I repeated her words, saying to the 
African priest, “Well, white racism is a 
part of white culture. Does that mean it 
can’t be challenged or changed?”

This demonization of feminism as 
Western totally ignores the fact that for 
more than two decades women of Asia, 
Africa, Latin America and the Middle 
East have been creating their own con-
textualized forms of feminism and 
speaking about their rights and demands 
in their own voices. This globalization 
of feminisms was evident at the Beijing 
world conference on women, where rep-
resentatives of women’s movements from 
every nation gathered and networked 
with each other. This kind of networking 
across women’s movements in every 



the war on women

rosemary radford ruether 37

country and culture could well represent 
the alternative to the kinds of ecumen-
ical deals of men against women that are 
being hatched by the Vatican and right-
wing Protestants and Catholics.

Religion Counts is an initiative that 
aims at a progressive ecumenical alliance 
between Catholics, Protestants, Jews, 
Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists that 
supports women’s equality and repro-
ductive rights. It met in Rome in January 
1999 and issued the “Rome Statement on 
the International Conference on Popula-
tion and Development,” which sought to 
explore common principles on women, 
sexuality and reproductive rights across 
the world’s major religions.

The United Nations and international 
media too often pay attention only to 
right-wing or fundamentalist religion. 

The media typically assumes that femi-
nist Christians or feminists in other reli-
gions are marginal and don’t really 
represent their own religious traditions. 
It is right-wing men in leadership posi-
tions who are treated as the authentic 
spokespersons for the religious tradition. 
Thus religion is unwittingly portrayed 
only in its conservative or fundamen-
talist expressions against secularism, 
thus reinforcing the right-wing religious 
polarity of religious values versus secular 
lack of values. Religion Counts seeks to 
mobilize and ally the progressive voices 
across the religious traditions and to 
make these progressive voices players in 
public culture and decision-making. 
This has remained a very small initiative, 
but I think represents an important 
alternative that needs to be cultivated.

Secularity is being portrayed as a 
failed modern experiment that has 
resulted only in valueless anomie. I think 
this is far too simple. There was and is in 
secular liberalism valuable principles 
that need to be vindicated, but that is the 

subject for another time. For the moment 
a key way to combat the claim that reli-
giousness is authentically represented 
only by patriarchal, misogynist religious 
traditions is to vindicate the progressive, 
egalitarian principles within religious 
traditions themselves. This is essentially 
what Christian and Jewish feminisms 
have been doing for the last thirty years. 
Christian and Jewish feminists have 
mined their own traditions to show their 
potential for an egalitarian reading.

Muslim feminists today are also devel-
oping a similar strategy of pro-women, 
pro-egalitarian rereading of the core 
religious values. For Muslim feminists, 
such as Riffat Hassan, a Pakistani leader 
of Muslim feminism, the Koran is essen-
tially an egalitarian scripture. Hassan 
and other Muslim feminists do close 

readings of the Koran to show that mis-
treatment of women, their segregation, 
imposition of the veil, and denial of edu-
cation, political and business involve-
ment is nowhere found in the Koran. 
Rather these traditions come from the 
incorporation of Arab or other local cus-
toms. In some cases the arguments for 
women’s infer ior it y were actual ly 
imported from Christianity.

Hassan, for example, has done her 
major work on the texts for the creation 
of humanity, male and female, in the 
Koran. She has shown that the Koran 
lacks the tradition of Eve’s creation from 
Adam’s rib and her sin as the cause of the 
Fall. These concepts do not exist in the 
Koran, which contains only the story of 
Genesis I of the creation of the human, 
male and female, equally and at the same 
time. The stories of Adams rib and the 
apple were imported into later Islamic 
commentaries from neighboring Chris-
tianity and, as in Christianity, used to 
argue for women’s inferiority and pun-
ishment. In a tradition that sees the 

Koran as the norm for what is truly 
Islamic, such arguments carry weight.

These more progressive and feminist 
voices of Islam need to be supported. 
These are the movements that not only 
can allow Western anti-Muslim bigotry 
to see a different, more progressive face 
of Islam, but also, even more important, 
can allow Muslim cultures themselves to 
embrace democrat ic, equal-r ights 
agendas as compatible with Islam, rather 
than as humiliating Western cultural 
impositions. Interestingly enough, the 
current anti-terrorist campaign, with all 
its gross errors, and I count our bombing 
war against Afghanistan as a major error, 
has done one thing right. It has realized 
that if it is to build a Western-Muslim 
alliance, it cannot simply demonize 
Islam. It needs to publicize the positive, 
progressive voices of Islam. Thus most 
Americans have probably read and heard 
more about the diversity of the Muslim 
world in the last 75 days than all their 
previous lives.

The very existence of Muslim femi-
nist movements and their strategies for 
a progressive, egalitarian reading of 
Islam have been well-kept secrets from 
most Western Christians. There has 
now been some discussion of such move-
ments as Women Living Under Muslim 
Laws and the Revolutionary Association 
of the Women of Afghanistan, but there 
needs to be much more. Progressive 
Muslim women’s movements need to be 
given space to speak and develop. In the 
process it is important that the distortion 
that has happened in Western feminism, 
partly due to feminists themselves, but 
mostly through hostile interpretation by 
Western media, needs to be corrected.

It needs to be made clear again and 
again that equal rights for women is the 
best way for the whole society to emerge 
from poverty and authoritarianism. Fem-
inism is not about women against men 
and children. Feminism is about men and 
women becoming real partners in a way 
that can develop their fuller humanity for 
both of them and will allow children the 
best chance to flourish. It is male domina-
tion that impoverishes us all. n

Women seem to have become the scapegoats  

for male fears of loss of control in society.
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many excellent relations with progres-
sive Catholic leaders, lay, nuns and 
priests and even some bishops.

But I am not fooled that my fairly 
comfortable Catholic niche is typical. I 
know the evil ways of much of this insti-
tution perfectly well. That is why I avoid 
getting under its power. But I am also 
committed to contributing something to 
the well-being of this particular histor-
ical community and supporting like-
minded people that are concerned to do 
the same. This does not mean that I am 
“optimistic” that this church can be 
reformed as a whole. Quite simply I wish 
to lend myself to an effort to see that a 
diversity of positions continue within 
th is communit y, that progressive 
Catholicism remains a vibrant option in 
the Catholic media, educational institu-
tions and even parishes, that oppressive 
and retrograde views do not triumph and 
silence all other voices.

This does not mean that I spend all 
my life energy working on behalf of 
keeping progressive options open for 
Catholics. I live in an ecumenical world, 
both inter-Christian and inter-religious. 
In a certain sense, wherever I am, I am 
concerned to keep better options open 
for those who are struggling with their 
particular communities. But all these 
efforts connect with my particular con-
cern to keep progressive options open for 
my own people. It is a worthy project. I 
expect others from other communities 
to support me in this project, just as I 
support them in theirs. n

does not mean that all Catholics identify 
with this teaching.

This individual then explained that 
his vehemence was conditioned by living 
in Boston and seeing the bad example of 
Cardinal Law’s behavior in that city. 
This astonished me even more since it is 
precisely in Boston where Catholics have 
been most publicly outspoken in their 
criticism of this particular prelate. They 
are picketing the cardinal and demanding 
that he resign on a regular basis. Why 
would the evil deeds of Cardinal Law 
bring this gentleman to demand that all 
critical Catholics should leave the Cath-
olic church? Does he want to leave the 
Catholic church to the Cardinal Laws 
and their supporters?

My own experience of being a Cath-
olic has been perhaps distinctive in the 
American context. My mother taught me 
as a child to assume that Catholicism had 
both deep and profound truths and much 
nonsense and that I should seek the first 
and put aside the second. She carefully 
steered us in our education and church 
experience to see the better side of the 
church and avoid exposure to the non-
sense. In my adult life I have done the 
same. I attend university parishes with 
intelligent leadership. I avoid being 
under retrograde clerical power. As a 
layperson teaching in a non-Catholic 
theological seminary, the hierarchy has 
little power over me and I don’t hear 
from them personally. So I am not 
“oppressed” by them on a day-to-day 
level. On the other hand, I have had 
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At a recent interfaith dialogue 
conference a Christian scholar, 
who happens to reside in Boston, 

launched himself at me during a coffee 
break, declaring, “I don’t see how any 
moral human being can be a Catholic!” 
Somewhat startled I replied, “I suppose 
you could say the same about being an 
American. How could any moral person 
be an American?” The issue for me is 
similar in both cases. How do we take 
responsibility for the communities in 
which we have been born and choose to 
live? Particularly when they reveal deep 
flaws that make them prone to do major 
evils in the world, as I believe is the case 
for both Catholicism and the United 
States as historical societies.

This reply seemed to make no sense to 
this man, and he continued his diatribe, 
making it necessary for me to explain 
what I thought was obvious, namely, that 
large numbers of Catholics do not agree 
with what church leaders say on partic-
ular topics and they form critical com-
mu n it ie s  of  opi n ion t hat  oppose 
particular official teachings. One must 
realize that the fact that a particular car-
dinal or the pope makes some declaration 
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C
h r i s t i a n s  h a v e  b e e n 
divided into hostile factions 
since the first generation of 
the church. Contrary to the 
myth that there was once a 

perfect consensus on Christian teach-
ings, from which “heretics” later devi-
ated and created schisms, there has 
always been diversity in the interpreta-
tions of the Christian faith. In the past 
this resulted in divisions into separate 
churches or sects, in which the less 
powerful group was driven out of exis-
tence by persecution or else divided 
churches continued as separate groups, 
preserving their dist inct historical 
perspectives, theologies and polities.

In recent decades there has emerged 
a new form of division among Chris-
tians. Rather than separating into dif-
ferent churches, much of the division 
among Christians has taken the form of 
polarization between factions within 
the same historic churches. Instead of 
each church being relatively coherent in 
their v iews of theology and polity, 
defined against other churches with dif-
ferent views, an ecumenical similarity 
has developed between the progressive 
wings of many of the historically divided 
churches, but these progressive wings 
are deeply divided from the conserva-
tive and fundamentalists of their own 
historical churches. Progressive Catho-

impossible. Her presuppositions and 
those of the Catholic right were incom-
patible. Weaver reported on this process 
and her conclusions in a lecture given 
April 15, 1996 at Santa Clara University 
in Santa Clara, Cal ifornia, ca l led 
“What’s Wrong with Being Right?”

Weaver is not the only person to come 
to the conclusion that dialogue is impos-
sible between polarized factions within 
their historical church. Dr. Linda 
Thomas, African American Womanist 
theologian and a United Methodist min-
ister, was part of a process of dialogue 
between right wing and progressive 
Methodists a few years ago. In her report 
on those meetings to our faculty at Gar-
rett Evangelical Seminary, a Methodist 
related seminary in Evanston, Illinois, 
she expressed the conclusion of the lib-
erals that dialogue with the conserva-
tives was impossible, even though they 
had gone into the dialogue expecting to 
come out with better understandings of 
each other. Rather, the more the two 
sides dialogued, the more they realized 
that their differences were irreconcil-
able. For example, those who assume that 
the Bible is verbally inspired and those 
who see the Bible as a historical collec-
tion of writings that point to inspired 
insights, but don’t contain it in a final 
and unchangeable form, simply do not 
have the same starting points for discus-
sion.

For many years I have been a part of 
inter-religious dialogues, between 
Christians and Jews, Christians and 
Muslims and Christians and Buddhists. 
There have evolved certain ground rules 

lics find they have more in common 
with progressive Protestants and vice 
versa than with the right wing of their 
own churches. The right wing of the 
different churches are less likely to be 
in ecumenical consensus with each 
other, but sometimes make tactical alli-
ances against progressive Christians of 
their own churches on social issues, 
such as homosexuality, abortion and 
women’s ordination.

Dialogue between separated factions 
within the same historic churches has 
proved very difficult. Some who have 
tried to engage in dialogue have con-
cluded that these separate factions hold 
such different presuppositions that dia-
logue is impossible. One such effort to 
dialogue between progressive feminist 
Catholicism and right wing Catholicism 
was undertaken by Dr. Mary Jo Weaver, 
professor of religious studies at Indiana 
University in Bloomington, Indiana. 
Several years ago she engaged in a multi-
year process of discussion with leaders of 
the Catholic right, published in the book 
that she and Scott Appleby edited, Being 
Right: Conservative American Catholics 
(Indiana University Press, 1995). Weaver 
subsequently edited a parallel book on 
liberal American Catholics, called What’s 
Left? (Indiana University Press, 1999).

Weaver went into the process of dis-
cussion and the editing of the book on 
the Catholic right with hopeful expecta-
tion that some consensus or at least an 
improved understanding between con-
servative Catholics and progressives such 
as herself would ensue. She came out of 
the dialogue convinced that this was 
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of what makes dialogue possible. Each 
side must give up the assumption that 
they are out to convert the other side to 
their faith, that they alone have the true 
faith and the others are heretics, idola-
ters or demon-worshippers. Each starts 
with an attitude of mutual respect for 
each other’s faith. They assume that 
there is some truth in both religious per-
spectives and both are partial and his-
torically constructed, although pointing 
to deep truths. Each can learn from each 
other, both to more deeply appreciate the 
other’s faith, and also to better under-
stand their own faith. These presupposi-
tions make dialogue possible.

I would suggest that the same presup-
positions that make dialogue possible 
between religions are also necessary for 
dialogue between Christ ians, even 
Christians in the same denominations. 
Dialogue is impossible if some Catholics 
start with the assumption that those of 
the other side are stupid, perverse or evil, 
and that your group alone has the full-
ness of the truth, and that the goal is to 
make the other side either submit to your 
fullness of truth or get out of the church. 
These presuppositions, unfortunately, 
are exactly the presuppositions of right 
wing Catholics and Protestants vis à vis 
the liberals of their churches. It is these 
presuppositions that make dialogue 
impossible.

What is to be done? I believe it is 
essential that neither side gain the power 
to drive out or silence the other side. 
Each must continue to coexist within 
their churches, even if it means con-
structing distinct media of communica-
t ion, educat ional inst itut ions, and 
networks to maintain one’s own exis-
tence. We must continue to clarify not 
simply the surface points of difference, 
but the difference of presuppositions. 
These will not lead easily to a new con-
sensus, but rather a clarification of the 
depths of the differences. But both sides 
must continue to exist and to try to com-
municate. Perhaps eventually a new syn-
thesis will arise. Perhaps it won’t. But 
neither group should be allowed to 
destroy the other. n

Sexual Illiteracy
By Rosemary Radford Ruether

of sexual abstinence before marriage. 
The result was a disaster with premarital 
pregnancies happening for the first time. 
Young people didn’t stop sexual experi-
mentation before marriage, but they now 
did so clandestinely, without learning 
how to avoid unwanted pregnancies.

bush’s puritanism
The recent announcement about the US 
government’s funding for aids prevention 
in Africa is a similar example of Western 
puritanical missionary zeal that seems 
likely to add to the social disasters of 
African life. At the request of President 
George W. Bush, the US Congress passed 
a $15 billion initiative to combat aids 
worldwide, but aimed primarily at Africa. 
Several congressmen succeeded in ear-
marking a third of the funds for preven-
tion for “abstinence-unless-married” 
programs. Representative Mike Pence 
(Republican, Indiana) revealed the mis-
sionary impulse underlying this demand 
when he opined that it was not enough to 
send billions of dollars to Africa without 
sending “values that work.”

The slogan “Abstain, Be faithful, use 
Condoms” (a bc ) has been coined to 
describe this approach to aids preven-
tion. The slogan was adapted from a 
program developed in Uganda, but with 
an emphasis on “abstinence alone” for 
the unmarried that was not part of the 
Ugandan program. This effort to impose 
Western sexual morality on Africans in 
the aids crisis not only does not repre-
sent values that will work in Africa, but 
also is based on “values” that have never 
“worked” in the United States or indeed 

 In 1989 i spent a sabbatical in 
South Africa lecturing at various 
universities throughout the country. 
This included a pleasant week with 
the faculty of the Department of 

Religious Studies at the University of the 
Transkei, an area then defined as a sepa-
rate “Bantustan,” or homeland, in South 
Africa. In a memorable conversation, one 
of the professors, Ephraim Mosothoane, 
described to me how local Africans had 
traditionally managed young people’s 
sexual development and how Christian 
missionaries had then sabotaged a per-
fectly functioning system.

According to Mosothoane, in the tra-
dit ional societ ies of the region the 
grandmothers supervised a group of 
huts where the young people were 
allowed to come and engage in free 
sexual experimentat ion. The older 
women taught them how to satisfy each 
other sexually and how to avoid preg-
nancy. After this period of sexual exper-
imentation, young people married and 
were expected to be faithful to one 
partner. But the key was that they went 
into marriage experienced in how to 
give one another pleasure and equipped 
to elect or avoid pregnancy.

When the missionaries came, they 
were horrified at this practice, seeing it 
as sexual license, and demanded that it 
be stopped. The missionaries sought to 
teach the local Africans their own values 
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any place in the Western world.
In Christian cultures, abstinence 

before marriage has always been based 
on an unadmitted double standard that 
is both sexist and classist. “Good” girls 
are supposed to be abstinent before mar-
riage, while boys “sow their wild oats” 
with “bad (lower class) girls” who are not 
socially acceptable marriage partners. To 
keep the “good girls” chaste before mar-
riage they were traditionally segregated 
and denied free access to public society.

The marriage night then became a 
nightmare for many young women. 
Without sexual experience they were, in 
effect, raped by young husbands whose 
previous sexual experience came from 
exploitative relationships with servant 
women and prostitutes. The young bride 
went into marriage without knowledge of 
how to experience pleasure or prevent 
pregnancy. The result was continual 
pregnancies, without access to birth con-
trol or abortion, under conditions that 
often kept women from ever experiencing 
sexuality as pleasurable. Sexuality for 
women was synonymous with subjuga-
t ion—a loss of control over their 
own bodies.

sexual ethics
Modern societies have sought to change 
this situation, allowing women educa-
tion, legal autonomy, paid employment 
and personal freedom. But the sexual 
morality of traditional puritanical patri-
archal Christianity has never been ade-
quately rethought. Instead the “sexual 
revolution” was simply construed as 
making all young girls available to young 
men who wanted to “sow their wild oats” 
without taking responsibility for the 
results. Girls should now have the same 
premarital sexual license as boys, but 
without changing the male sexually 
exploitative mentality. Young girls were 
supposed to learn quickly how to have 
sexual pleasure or prevent pregnancies, 
but without any help or accountability 
from adults or their male partners.

The result was often a strange double-
think on the part of supposedly emanci-
pated young women. In the early 1970s, 

while visiting Cornell University for 
some lectures, a woman professor revealed 
how the faculty was startled by the 
number of college women getting preg-
nant out of wedlock. These were not 
young women without education or 
means to secure contraception. But men-
tally they seemed to be trapped between 
two contrary ethics, virtue defined as 
abstinence before marriage and sexual 
freedom defined on male terms. The 
result was a strange doublethink in which 
the young women imagined that their 
acquiescence to a boyfriend’s sexual 
demands was “innocent” as long as the 
sexual intercourse occurred “spontane-
ously” and they had not prepared for it by 
using contracept ion themselves or 
demanding that the boy use a condom. 
The result was pre-ordained; many Cor-
nell women either had to seek abortions 
or drop out of college due to pregnancy.

The Christian Right, Catholic and 
Protestant, is trying to roll back the 
sexual revolution by returning to a patri-
archal puritanism based on a classist 
separation of females into “good” girls 
and “bad” girls, exploiting the bad girls 
while denying the good girls personal 
freedom. Clearly the feminist revolution 
that gained women personal freedom 
and access to public life has been ham-
pered by the failure to define a sexual 
ethic of responsible mutuality between 
males and females.

Feminism is falsely blamed for a 
sexual promiscuity that often results in 
pregnancies outside marriage. Society 
has not faced up to the fact that what is 
causing this situation is an unreformed 
male ethic of sexual exploitation that was 
always the underside of official patriar-
chal puritanism. This is what I have 
called the “puritan-prurient” syndrome; 
that is, a male ethic of sexual repression 
of one group of women that one marries, 
and sexual exploitation of another group 
of women that one does not marry. What 
is needed is a definition of an egalitarian 
feminist sexual ethic of mutual account-
ability. This is what Dr. Sheila Briggs has 
called an alternative ABC: Account-
ability, Be responsible, use Condoms.

In the last chapter of my book, Chris-
tianity and the Making of the Modern 
Family (2000), I sought to define such a 
feminist sexual ethic. This ethic is based 
on the assumption that good sexuality is 
achieved through a process of learning 
and experience. One doesn’t jump in feet 
first at some moment when sexuality is 
allowed, having previously been totally 
banned (i.e. the wedding night). Like the 
traditional African system, we need to 
imagine a framework for such a process 
of learning.

In my book I suggest a process of 
learning how to integrate eros and philia 
(sexual pleasure and friendship) and 
then to integrate eros, philia and agape 
(sexual pleasure, friendship and loving 
care for others). We should think of at 
least a two-stage process of such sexual 
integration. In the first stage of young 
people’s lives they should learn how to 
give sexual pleasure to one another 
without getting pregnant. This entails 
adults helping them to learn about their 
own sexual it y in a way that would 
endorse both sexual pleasure and con-
traception. It assumes that young people 
can engage in sexual experimentation 
before they are ready for reproduction, 
perhaps “going steady” with a partner, 
in a way that connects sexual pleasure 
and contraception with friendship; i.e. 
accountable, responsible relationships.

That decision to form a permanent 
relationship, that might or might not 
include child raising, would come later, 
and would follow learning how to enjoy 
sex, prevent unwanted pregnancy and 
form responsible relationships. Is this so 
shocking, so hard to imagine? I think 
this is what many young people are 
already doing. But they are doing it 
under a cloud of disapproval and hypo-
critical doublethink on the part of their 
parents, teachers and pastors. It makes it 
very difficult for them to progress along 
the path to personal sexual maturity in 
a secure and self-confident way. Ameri-
cans can hardly attempt to impose their 
sexual values on others when their own 
sexual values do not work for themselves 
and their children. ■
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the choice to speak publicly about 
one’s abortion is usually a difficult one. 
Prochoice supporters need to acknowl-
edge that the decision to have an abor-
tion is usually an ambivalent one. It is a 
choice between a potential life and the 
ability of the potential mother to support 
and nurture that life once actualized. It 
is usually not a choice between a woman 
and a baby, since there is no “baby” in 
the first trimester when most abortions 
take place. But there is a potential baby, 
one that has begun to gestate, one that is 
not yet developed enough to survive in 
its present stage of development and one 
that the woman, who would be its mother 
if it was allowed to develop to term, 

decides she cannot in fact mother. This 
weighing of conflicting goods is gener-
ally an ambivalent one, not one of 
straightforward good versus evil on 
either side of the equation.

I know the stories of two people who 
decided to have an abortion. One of them 
is a relative, now in her late forties, who 
became pregnant as a teenager when she 
was in a relationship with a young man 
who was highly unsuitable as a partner 
and parent, and from whom she was 
struggling to separate herself. A child at 
that stage of her life would have been a 
personal disaster, linking her with this 
young man more permanently and trun-
cating her future potential. Neither were 
in any way prepared for parenthood. If 
such a child had been born, the difficul-
ties it would have caused and would have 
experienced were considerable.

By having an abortion, the teenage 
girl was able to eventually free herself 
from the unsuitable male, continue 
with her education through college and 
graduate school and develop a creative 
career. Now, she occasionally regrets 
not having a child and thinks about 
adopting one, but not too seriously. She 
knows that, as a single woman who has 
enough difficulty managing her work, 
health and friendships, a child is not a 
real option. Her occasional brushes 
with parenting as an aunt make clear to 

her how much t ime and energ y is 
involved in mothering. She does not 
regret the abortion, since it is clear to 
her that she had no other option at that 
point in her life.

A second case is that of a friend who 
was married, but whose marriage was 
breaking up. When she became preg-
nant, she was eagerly ant icipat ing 
mothering a child. But her husband was 
entirely opposed to having a child, 
saying it would destroy their marriage. 
She decided very reluctantly to have an 
abortion to save her marriage, but the 
marr iage soon broke up any way. 
Looking back, she feels great pain at 
the loss of her child and the knowledge 
that she will never have another one. 
This regret does not turn her into a 
person who is “antiabortion.” Rather, 
what pains her is her willingness to sac-
rifice her own desires for a relationship 
with a man, a pattern that she sees 
repeated in abusive relationships with 
men throughout her life. Each year, on 
the anniversary of her abortion, she 
takes some time out to mourn.

These two cases indicate the ambiva-
lence of the abortion decision. The 
decision is not a straightforward one of 
“baby” against potential mother, as 
antichoice people would have it, or 
woman against an undesired future 
baby that would have negative conse-

Reprinted from Vol. XXV, No. 3, Winter 2004-2005
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The “letter to the bishops 
of the Catholic Church on 
the Collaboration of Men 
and Women in the Church 
and in the World,” released 

by the Vatican Offices of the Congrega-
tion for the Doctrine of the Faith on 
May 31, 2004, has already drawn exten-
sive criticism worldwide. I hope to add 
a few additional comments, primarily 
from the perspective of a historian of 
Christian thought.

First, I state the obvious criticisms. 
The letter is addressed to the bishops 
of the Catholic church, not to the 
whole church as clergy and laity. Hence 
women as such are not addressed by the 
letter, but rather simply defined in 
order to inform bishops of what they 
should teach on women. The under-
lying assumption here is one of a pre-
Vatican II ecclesiology. The church is 
the magisterium, i.e. the pope and the 
bishops. The laity are subjects of the 
church, not themselves church or, as 
the Vatican II view had it, part of the 
People of God.

Secondly, the letter is misnamed. It 
is not about the collaboration of men 
and women in the church and the world. 
Its purpose is to condemn “certain cur-
rents of thought which are often at vari-
ance with the authentic advancement of 
women.” Presumably these “currents of 
thought” are seen as “feminism,” 
although neither the word feminism nor 
the supposed authors of these “currents 
of thought” are ever named or their 
works referred to.

Thirdly, although the letter calls for 
“dialogue with all men and women of 
good will, in a sincere search for the 
truth and in a common commitment to 
the development of ever more authentic 
relationships,” in fact the approach 
taken by the letter excludes any real dia-
logue with anyone, particularly with 
women. Rather the letter presumes that 
the “correct understanding” of the 
nature of women and how men and 
women should collaborate in the church 
and society is already completely known 
by the magisterium (i.e., Cardinal Ratz-
inger interpreting the views of Pope 
John Paul II). Thus it is only a question 
of defining this correct view, promul-
gating it to the bishops and, through the 
teaching authority of the pope and 
bishops, getting everyone else in both 
the church and the world to acquiesce 
to it or else stand condemned.

dubious scholarship
The letter stands on a very narrow base 
of “scholarship.” The footnotes cite 
almost entirely the writings of Pope 
John Paul II and other approved Vatican 
documents. Scripture is referred to, but 
no scriptural exegetes. There are one or 
two cursory references to several church 
fathers. No recent theologians, much 
less female theologians, are cited. The 
assumption is that the correct anthro-
pology of men and women and their  
true nature and collaboration are already 
fully known a priori. Moreover, this 
“correct” view has been unchanging for 
all eternity, revealed in the Old and New 
Testament and known in the church 
tradition. There is no need to consult or 
dialogue with anyone about this, but 
only to promulgate the correct view and 
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quences for her, as prochoice people 
would have it. Rather, it is a decision 
about the quality of life of the future 
child, interconnected with the quality 
of life of its potential mother.

To decide to have an abortion is to 
decide that the quality of life of both as 
a joint compact of 20 years of future 
child-raising is not sustainable. Not 
only would such a relat ionship be 
destructive and unsustainable for the 
woman, but it would also be a bad situ-
ation for the potential child who could 
not be nurtured well in such a context. 
Sometimes that decision is regretted, 
as in the second case when the abortion 
was coerced by a desire for an ongoing 
relationship with a man. In retrospect, 
the woman wishes she had chosen the 
child rather than the man. But this is 
hindsight, not something she could 
have been sure about at the time.

Mostly ignored by both pro- and 
antichoice people is the role of men in 
the decision to have an abortion. In 
both of these cases a relationship with 
a man who was unable or unwilling to 
parent was key to the decision. If anti-
choice people want to reduce abor-
t ions, they might star t w ith the 
problem of men who do not take pre-
cautions against impregnating women 
when they are unwil l ing to take 
responsibility for a child. Most women 
who have had abortions know that the 
circumstances in which the pregnancy 
took place made the decision the best 
one—both for the woman and also for 
the child who could not have been well 
raised in unsustainable parenting cir-
cumstances.

Women who have had an abortion 
don’t have an obligation to speak out. 
But they may opt to do so, not by stating 
the fact on a T-shirt, but by revealing 
the complexity of the decision in their 
personal lives. They can expect to be 
vilified by the hard-line antichoice 
camp no matter what. But such stories 
told in all their complexity can help to 
generate better understanding among 
those who are open to such under-
standing. ■
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But the male side of this complemen-
tarity is never defined. Only the femi-
nine or female side is defined as an 
attitude of receptivity, faithfulness and 
being for others. The feminine is here 
highly idealized. It is not to be confused 
with mere passivity or subjugation, 
which is its distortion through sin. 
Women are presumed to be specialists 
in this loving “being for others” by their 
very nature, while males apparently have 
to learn how to do it through women’s 
example. One might wonder then if only 
men, but not women, have fallen into 
sin. Women apparently can be victim-
ized by domination and their being for 
others distorted as vulnerability and pas-
sivity, but they have not lost their 
“essential nature” as being for others.

This being for others, however, is 
what all humans, men and women, need 
to cultivate as the right relation to God. 
Moreover, God is seen as essentially 
male vis à vis this receptive or “feminine” 
relation of humanity toward God. The 
Son of God had to be incarnated as a 
male in order to reflect this male nature 
of God. Although it is not spelled out in 
the letter, the assumption here is that 
this masculinity of God and God’s incar-
nate Son, Christ, is the reason why 
women cannot be ordained. Thus the 
anthropology of complementarity 
moves in two contradictory directions. 
First, “femininity” as the capacity for 
loving “being for others” is something 
that women do “naturally,” but men 
need to learn and cultivate, a move that 
presumably would cancel the difference 
of male and female, if males were to suc-
ceed in this redemptive process.

But, in the opposite direction, the 
relation of God and humanity is con-
tinually compared with the relation of 
male and female. God acts and humanity 
receives. Maleness is different from 
femaleness precisely in sharing this 
Godlike activity vis à vis feminine recep-
tivity. This is clearly not a mutual and 
complementary relationship, but a hier-
archical one, indeed a relationship of 
power as agency over receptivity. Appar-

since God is neither male nor female.
The Eastern fathers tended to see 

maleness and femaleness as appearing 
only with the Fall, while Augustine came 
to insist that it was there from before the 
Fall. But for Augustine also the image of 
God is essentially non-gendered, shared 
by both men and women. This view 
contained some confusion, since reason 
was seen as more natural to men than to 
women. Nevertheless women were pre-

sumed by Western and Eastern theology 
until modern times to possess the image 
of God, but exactly in that part of them-
selves which is not gendered, i.e. not 
feminine. Femininity is not included in 
the image of God in any classical Chris-
tian theology.

One might well question this classical 
anthropology, but what one cannot do 
is to try to interpret classical Christian 
anthropologies without understanding 
them, imposing on these texts an early 
modern anthropology that is fundamen-
tally different. This is what the letter 
does. The result is a basic confusion 
about the scriptural and patristic views 
of male and female.

The theology of creation and redemp-
tion that the letter presupposed is the 
following: Humans are created male and 
female with essentially different and 
complementary natures. They are 
intended by God to exist in a loving 
mutuality defined through this comple-
mentarity. But this initial loving rela-
tionality was distorted into domination 
and subjugation with the Fall. This dis-
torted and wounded the original good 
relationality. Redemption is about over-
coming this distortion and restoring 
loving complementarity, to be com-
pleted only in heaven, when it is delinked 
from sexuality.

banish all contrary proposals.
What this means is that the author of 

the letter allows no historical conscious-
ness of the cultural context of his own 
views on anthropology and its deviation, 
not only from various proposals of 
modern feminism, but also from the 
views found in Hebrew Scripture, the 
New Testament and the church fathers. 
In fact the anthropology presumed in 
this letter is not that of either scripture 

or patristic and medieval theology, but 
rather it is the anthropology of 19th cen-
tury romanticism. This anthropology 
was based on the complementarity of 
two totally distinct human natures, mas-
culine and feminine, that define the 
essential being of males and females. 
This anthropology governs the theology 
of the document from beginning to end.

interpreting the bible
Beginning with Genesis 1 and 2, the 
author claims that the image of God in 
which humans were created is one of 
distinct and complementary natures, 
masculine and feminine which only 
together, in a relational unity, are the 
image of God in humanity. Whether 
one agrees with this anthropology or 
not, what must be said at the outset is 
that it is the anthropology of 19th 
century Germany, not that of the bible 
or the church fathers. The church 
fathers, both East and West, (i.e. 
Gregory Nyssa and Augustine) are 
united in assuming that the image of 
God in humanity is not found in male-
ness and femaleness, but in that unitary 
expression of human nature which is not 
male or female; namely the Spirit, the 
soul or reason. Male and female 
belonged to the body, not to that part of 
humanity made in the image of God 

It is hard to know whose views Ratzinger’s letter  

seeks to condemn, but they do not correspond to any 

major currents of feminism.

(continued on p.51)
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text is to shake the finger against the 
modern world, against materialism, 
women’s independence, birth control, 
abortion and forms of the family that 
represent an alternative to heterosexual 
marriage. Although the first encyclical 
by Benedict xvi does not show any soft-
ening of the views that underlay such 
warnings, he has chosen to almost 
entirely avoid the tone of admonition 
and rebuke. Instead he has sought to 
provide the vision of the faith that 
inspires him and which he hopes will 
inspire other Catholic Christ ians 
throughout the world. This is a welcome 
choice. The encyclical should be judged 
by how well he has succeeded in pro-
viding a credible vision for people 
seeking to be Christians in the world of 
the 21st century.

The encyclical is divided into two 
sections. The first is his theological and 
philosophical reflection on the nature 
of God as love. For Benedict, the idea of 
God as love is the astonishing insight of 
the Christian message, although not 
lacking in intimations in the Jewish and 
Greek worlds. But the special message 
of Christianity is that God so deeply 
loves us as to be willing to sacrifice god-
self for our redemption, for our fullness 

of well-being. God’s love trumps God’s 
justice, manifest in forgiving love. Bene-
dict also strives to overcome the dual-
isms of soul and body, eros and agape, 
erotic love and self-giving love, to find 
a synthesis of the two in a love that is 
both self-giving and ecstatically mutual. 
God’s outpouring of love for us also 
must overflow in love for one another. 
For Benedict this is most completely 
expressed in the love relation between 
man and woman in monogamous mar-
riage. But it is also expressed in many 
forms of loving care for the other.

The second half of the encyclical 
turns to the work of love, or caritas, that 
is the specific social expression of the 
church in societ y. Here Benedict 
engages in some Marxism-bashing in 
order to define the church’s charitable 
work in a way that does not neglect the 
work of justice or simply maintain the 
status quo. Since the Marxist challenge 
is now seen as fading away, space is 
cleared for the church’s social teachings 
to re-establish themselves as main-
taining the proper balance between love 
and justice, church and state. 

For Benedict the work of the state is 
properly the establishment of a just 
society. In a statement that would be 
worth repeating in many political arenas 
today, he declares, “Justice is both the 
aim and the intrinsic criterion of all 
politics.” It is not the job of the church 
to take over the work of justice from the 
state. Moreover the church should not 

use its charitable work to proselytize. 
The state must be a sphere of religious 
freedom and “guarantee religious 
freedom and harmony between fol-
lowers of different religions.” We are a 
long way from classical Catholic Chris-
tendom here. The church’s vision of 
redeemed humanity in God’s love has a 
role to play in lifting up a holistic vision 
of justice and inspiring the laity to be 
the agents in society to work for justice. 

But justice, no matter how fully real-
ized, doesn’t do away with the need for 
loving service to others. There are 
problems of human finitude and vul-
nerability that can never be resolved by 
justice alone. Here is the place for the 
specific work of the church, not by 
itself, but in collaboration with other 
people of faith. The church needs to 
work to provide that service to others 
in their concrete material needs, which 
also manifests a loving care that com-
municates the message that everyone is 
a person of worth whom God loves. 
Thus Benedict seeks to carefully delin-
eate and yet interrelate the spheres of 
church and state, and the work of love 
and justice proper to each. 

This is a vision that many liberation 
theologians could probably embrace. 
Or at least it could be taken seriously 
by those who wish to lift up a vision of 
justice and yet not try to create a new 
Christendom that merges church and 
state. Hope for a coming Reign of God 
as an earthly horizon, as well as a heav-
enly one, is not part of Benedict’s 
vision, but the work of the church in 
challenging the state to do its work of 
justice is well articulated. The second 
part of the encyclical concludes with 
the words, “Love is possible, and we are 
able to practice it because we are created 
in the image of God. To experience 
love and in this way to cause the light 
of God to enter into the world—this is 
the invitation I would like to extend 
with the present Encyclical.” In a world 
grown increasingly despondent with 
the shattering of so many hopes, it is an 
invitation worth considering. ■
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catholics have grown weary with papal encyclicals 

in recent decades. Typically they have become tedious 

exercises in admonitions and warnings. The hidden or overt 
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A Consistent Life Ethic?
supporting life after birth
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produce this very contradiction. Despite 
its claim to a “consistent life ethic,” Cath-
olic teachings in fact use very different 
kinds of moral reasoning when dealing 
with questions of war than when dealing 
with abortion. This contradiction was 
pointed out 18 years ago by Catholic eth-
icist Christine Gudorf in her article, “To 
make a seamless garment, use a single 
piece of cloth,” (Patricia Beattie and 
Thomas Shannon, eds. Abortion and 
Catholicism: The American Debate. NY: 
Crossroads, 1988, 279-296).

In this talk I want to deal first with the 
problems of the absolutist moral rea-
soning applied by Catholic ethics to 
unborn life, and then turn to the incon-
sistencies of its lack of moral rigor when 
it comes to threats to the life of the born, 
particularly due to war, poverty and envi-
ronmental destruction. My own view is 
that abortion should be “legal, safe and 
rare,” to quote President Clinton’s phrase. 
I do not believe that there is a ”human 
person” present from the first moment of 
conception, nor do I believe that the 
Catholic tradition actually teaches or fol-
lows this belief in its pastoral practice, as 
is evident from its refusal to baptize even 
late-term miscarriages. 

Catholicism, following an Aristote-
lian view of human nature as an integral 
union of body and soul, traditionally 
taught that the human soul is present 
only when the body of the fetus has 
developed to a certain level of human 
physical development, traditionally 
placed at about five months. Today we 

might see this as the point where brain 
development reaches the level of sus-
taining viable human life outside the 
womb. Certainly to claim that a fertil-
ized egg within days of conception is a 
human person is a totally Platonic view 
of the human person. Upholding this 
claim asserts that there is a human soul 
f u l l y  pre sent  i n  a  t i ny  speck  of  
germ plasma. Despite its rhetoric, the 
Catholic tradition has never actually 
taught this, as Catholic philosophers, 
Dan Dombrowski and Robert Deltete, 
show in their book, A Brief Liberal Cath-
olic Defense of Abortion ( University of 
Illinois Press, 2000).

Although I don’t believe a fertilized 
egg, or even a three-month fetus, is a 
human person on the same level as a born 
person, it is not “nothing.” Rather it is a 
potential life that is in process of actual-
ization. Except in those relatively rare 
situations where an abortion decision is 
made in the case of a fetus whose concep-
tion was desired and chosen, but proved 
to be severely deformed, or whose con-
tinued development would threaten the 
life of the mother, most decisions for 
abortion are taken in the context of un-
chosen pregnancies. Despite the argu-
ment that when women choose to have 
sex, they choose the possibility of preg-
nancy and thus should be responsible for 
the results, we know that women’s social 
and cultural context in our society and 
throughout the world means that much 
of the time women do not really chose 
the conditions under which they have 

 In july of 2006, president bush 
signed an order forbidding stem 
cell research that involves the 
destruction of embryos. In this 
same month he continually opposed 

a ceasefire in Lebanon in a war that was 
clearly disproportionate and resulted in 
a high level of deaths of non-combat-
ants. Cartoonists had a field day with the 
contradiction between such exacting 
reverence for life at the level of fertilized 
eggs, while disregarding the value of the 
lives of born human beings. One cartoon 
had Bush saying, “Israel has a right to 
defend itself,” and, in the next breath, 
“as long as there are no embryos 
involved.” Another cartoon showed 
Bush receiving the casket of a fallen 
American soldier with the attending 
military person saying, “Don’t worry, 
Mr. President, it is not an embryo.” 

The question I want to pose in this talk 
today is whether the Catholic campaign 
in favor of the protection of fetal life from 
the first moment of conception, while 
failing to raise its voice against vast killing 
of non-combatants in war, poverty and 
environmental degradation, does not help 

This is the text of a speech given by Ruether at 
the Loyola Marymount University in Los 
Angeles in October 2006.
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someone who helps the women and  
2-8 years for the woman herself in the 
first trimester and 30-50 years there-
after. One desperately poor mother who 
aborted an 18-week fetus has been 
imprisoned for 30 years, even though she 
has three small children dependent on 
her as their sole parent. This is clearly 
an example of absolutizing the value of 
the life of the unborn and disregarding 
the value of the lives of the born.

Catholic ethics must recognize that 
the decision for or against abortion is one 
of conf licting values of life. It is not 

simply a matter of the “murder of inno-
cent life” in which there are no values of 
life on the other side that are equally and 
sometime more imperative. In the case 
of the woman in El Salvador, in des-
perate circumstances of poverty she 
chose the value of survival, for herself 
and her three children for whom she was 
the sole providing parent, rather than 
bearing yet another child she could not 
afford to support. Women are caught in 
conflictive situations where their ability 
to function economically, psychologi-
cally and otherwise has to be weighed 
against the value of a potential child. 

If ethicists are serious about reducing 
abortions, and I believe the instances of 
abortions should be reduced as much as 
possible, this will not be done by coercing 
women to bear children they feel they 
cannot bear, but instead by helping 
women as much as possible not to become 
involuntarily pregnant in the first place. 
This is the root of the issue which “pro-
life” advocates avoid. To really help 
women avoid un-chosen pregnancies is 
a very complex problem, certainly having 
to do with making effective and safe con-
t racept ion readi ly accessible. But 
avoiding un-chosen pregnancies also 
means addressing all the cultural issues 

that put women in the position of less 
than fully chosen sex, lack of adequate 
sex education about how to avoid preg-
nancy, and, above all, lack of full moral 
agency to enforce their preferences about 
sex and birth control. 

Catholicism both forbids abortion 
under any circumstances and is a major 
cause of producing the situations that 
cause it. As a religious ethic which both 
denies the moral permissibility of effec-
tive birth control (“natural family plan-
ning” is not effective birth control for 
most people) and also disparages women’s 

moral agency as autonomous persons, 
Catholicism clearly is a major force in the 
world that promotes the conflictive situ-
ations of involuntary pregnancy that 
cause some women to opt for an abortion. 

While absolutizing the right to life of 
the unborn, even of fertilized eggs in the 
first days after conception, Catholicism 
has little moral rigor when it comes to 
the vast carnage that is untimely causing 
human beings between birth and old age 
to fall victim to death, due to war, pov-
erty and environmental devastation. 
While theoretically Catholicism forbids 
the direct taking of innocent life at any 
stage of life, the most rigorist sanctions 
are applied to taking unborn life, while 
there are no sanctions applied to killing 
non-combatants in war, selling toxic 
waste to farmers as fertilizer that cause 
people to sicken and die, favoring mili-
tar y spending over socia l welfare 
spending that is impoverishing the 
majority of the world’s population and 
any number of other actions which have 
the consequences of unjust and untimely 
death. This gross inconsistency lends the 
impression that only unborn life is really 
“innocent”—that people lose their inno-
cence and become fair game as soon as 
they are born—perhaps an odd expres-

sex, even in marriage. Even short of 
actual rape, women are often being 
somewhat coerced into having sex, while 
not being in control of its results. 

Even when women want to use con-
traception, including so-called natural 
family planning, men often do not coop-
erate. For a variety of reasons, women 
many times find themselves involun-
tarily pregnant. Although many women 
are able to adjust to this unwelcome 
news, especially if they have a stable mar-
riage, but sometimes even outside of 
marriage, many others feel deeply 

threatened by a situation in which psy-
chologically, socially, economically or all 
three, they are not in a position to bear 
and raise a child. (And I don’t think that 
women have any responsibility to bear 
an unwanted child to term only so the 
child can be adopted by someone else). 
This situation is not going to be changed 
but only worsened by coercive legal mea-
sures, such as remaking abortion illegal 
and hence criminal under the law. Such 
legal measures will only assure that abor-
tion becomes clandestine, unsafe and 
hence likely to result in the deaths or 
injuries of the women, as well putting her 
in danger of legal sanctions.

This has become the case in El Sal-
vador, where an Opus Dei archbishop 
and a campaign by right-wing Catholics 
has resulted in a national law criminal-
izing all abortions. The result has been 
a large number of clandestine abortions 
most ly by poor women (since the 
wealthy can get abortions from private 
doctors or in other countries), where 
many die or are injured as a result of the 
unsafe procedures. When they go to 
hospitals or otherwise seek medical care 
they are taken into custody and may be 
imprisoned. The penalty for the abor-
tion provider is 6-12 years, 2-5 years for 

Catholicism gives the impression that only unborn life is really protected and that 

people’s lives become fair game as soon as they are born.
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sion of the doctrine of original sin. 
As Chris Gudorf pointed out in her 

article, Catholic ethics uses an absolutist 
version of deontological natural law ethics 
when speaking of abortion, while when 
speaking of war it shifts to a consequen-
tialist ethic that carefully balances con-
flicting values. Absolutist deontological 
natural law allows no debate and applies 
coercive sanctions, excommunication, 
and the demand for criminalization. 
However, the consequentialist ethic 
draws on a multiplicity of perspectives, 
allows for various opinions and relies on 
persuasion, not legal sanctions, ultimately 
leaving matters in the hands of individual 
conscience. Where is the bishop who 
would say that soldiers who directly mas-
sacre non-combatant civilians are excom-
municated? Where are bishops who 
would suggest that those who manufac-
ture nuclear weapons are excommuni-
cated and should repent by leaving such 
forms of employment? There were two 
Mexican bishops some years ago who 
declared that torturers were excommuni-
cated, but they were maverick leftists 
whose views were unsupported by the rest 
of the bishops and by the Vatican. In 
short, Catholicism speaks softly and car-
ries no stick when it comes to untimely 
and unjust death after birth. 

Let me summarize a few issues on war, 
poverty and environmental devastation 
to make clear what a truly horrendous 
threat of death and destruction humanity 
is facing at this time, and the leading role 
of the U.S. in these crises. First, on 
chronic war. Since the U.S. creation of 
the atom bomb and its use against two 
Japanese cities in 1945, the world has been 
held hostage to fear of the possible use 
of “weapons of mass destruction.” The 
U.S.  has continually taken the lead in 
producing new stages of these weapons 
of greater and greater destructiveness, as 
well as expressing its willingness on sev-
eral occasions to actually use them on a 
first-strike basis. 

Today this threat has arisen in rela-
tion to Iran. The “bunker busters” or 
so-called “tactical” nuclear weapons that 
the U.S. is contemplating throwing on 

Iranian uranium-ref ining facilit ies 
(which Iran claims have to do with 
peaceful and not military use) would not 
just explode underground, having little 
effect above ground. Rather it is esti-
mated by Physicians for Social Respon-
sibility that an attack by these weapons 
on two buried Iranian research facilities 
would generate a blast in which 2.6 mil-
lion people would die in 48 hours and a 
million more would suffer immediate 
injuries. Radioactive dust would be car-
ried east to expose 10 million more to 
deadly fallout. Where are voices from 
the bishops or the Vatican warning 
aga inst t he danger of using such 
weapons? 

In addition to continued development 
of nuclear weapons which itself fuels a 
continual nuclear arms race around the 
world, the U.S.  has built the most enor-
mous military system in world history. 
It also has continually armed the nations 
it considers its allies, sometimes arming 
both sides of regional conflicts, as seen 
in the Iran-Iraq war during the 1980s. As 
a result, vast stockpiles of arms and 
chronic war presently characterize the 
world. The U.S. is ringing the world 
with military bases. Since the invasion 
of Iraq there are 109 military bases in 
that country alone, including four very 
large and apparently permanent bases 
the size of small cities. Any serious quest 
for world disarmament cannot simply 
focus on disarming America’s rivals, a 
strategy that only fuels the desire of 
other countries to have such weapons to 
prevent an American invasion. Real dis-
armament must be disarmament of all 
sides, not just Korea and Iran, but the 
U.S.  and its allies.

U.S. military spending, as well as 
military spending around the world, 
consumes half or more of our and other 
nations’ national budgets, starving every 
social program. Reducing spending for 
war is essential if humans are to address 
the issues of poverty, health, education, 
renewal of basic infrastructure and 
repair of environmental devastation. 

Moving on to poverty: the human 
species has never before in its history 

experienced such vast disparities of 
wealth and poverty. Some 20 percent of 
humanity control 85 percent of the 
world’s resources, much of it concen-
trated in the top 1 percent. This means 
the other 80 percent of the world shares 
the remaining 15 percent of the wealth, 
with the poorest billion people living in 
dire misery, with more than 30,000 
human beings dying every day from 
starvation. Discussion of disparities of 
income only begin to touch on the 
ext remes of the gaps between the 
affluent top 20 percent, which include 
many of us here today, and the very poor 
20 percent. What we are talking about 
is an abundance of means of transporta-
tion, fleets of cars, access to frequent air 
travel, large homes, advanced tech-
nology, good medical care, high walls 
and guards protecting this elite, versus 
an extreme lack of access to decent 
housing, little or no medical care, educa-
tion, inadequate food and potable water, 
a daily vulnerability to violence and dis-
ease for a third of humanity. Where are 
the voices in our churches that are 
addressing the glaring injustice of the 
disparities of wealth and poverty and 
demanding that the well-off in our 
church pews see this as an urgent moral 
issue that demands a response in terms 
of their personal lifestyles?

Environmental devastation is the con-
text for economic destitution and war 
worldwide. This needs to be seen as an 
interaction of many factors. Addressing 
these issues in a holistic manner must 
include the exponential growth of popu-
lation that has expanded from 1 billion to 
over 6 billion in the last 75 years and could 
well double in another 30 years, causing 
increasing death from malnutrition, dis-
ease, including pandemics such as aids, 
unclean water, war and social violence. 

 Another key factor of environmental 
degradation is the use of fossil fuels, 
especially petroleum, as the world’s chief 
energy source. The world is facing the 
depletion of petroleum in the next 10-20 
years, and this growing scarcity is key to 
the oil wars in the Middle East and else-
where. Burning fossil fuels is the leading 
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cause of air pollution and acid rain that 
destroys soil fertility and forests. Fossil 
fuel burning is also causing global 
warming that creates increasingly vio-
lent weather patterns, such as stronger 
hurricanes and melting ice caps that 
threaten to inundate islands and coastal 
areas where many cities are located. 

Soil erosion and pollution of soil and 
water from industrial and domestic 
wastes are major causes of decreased fer-
tility of the soil, toxic waste supply and 
diseases conveyed to humans and ani-
mals through such pollution. At the same 
time the pouring of fertilizers, human 
and animal excrement, plastics and other 
wastes into oceans is altering the capacity 
of the world’s oceans to sustain life. 
Larger mammals and edible fish are 
dying, while the oceans are reverting to 
primitive forms of life that can survive 
without oxygen, but which are highly 
toxic to humans and animals. Such tox-
icity is not just carried by marine life, but 
also is blowing in the winds, causing 
severe respiratory problems for those 
who live near oceans. 

Given all these atrocities, a growing 
human population is facing a major reduc-
tion of its ability to produce healthy food 
on both land and in the oceans, rivers and 
lakes. Humanity stands on the edge of 
huge global disasters in the next few 
decades. These interlocking crises of war, 
poverty and ecological devastation need 
to be addressed both locally and as a world 
system of human life on the planet. 
Where are the voices of church leaders at 
this crucial moment in human history? 

The Christian churches seem to be 
fixated on a kind of navel-gazing, seeking 
to return women to passive acquiescence 
to male domination, denying gays the 
option of sanctifying their relationships 
and caring for each other and absolu-
t izing the l ives of embryos, while 
ignoring the thousand-pound gorilla in 
the middle of the room that threatens to 
squeeze us all against the wall.

This does not mean there are no values 
to be defended in relation to the unborn, 
but these must be appropriately balanced 
in relation to the enormous threats to the 

lives of the born. I suggest that this means 
that Catholic ethics needs to be somewhat 
more consequentialist about the decisions 
of women to reproduce or not reproduce 
children and more principled when it 
comes to defending life after birth and 
sanctioning those whose policies are 
causing untimely death. 

In relation to reproduction, Catholics 
should not only recognize the need for 
effective birth control, but also support 
women’s moral agency in sexual and 
reproductive choices to reduce as much 
as possible the likelihood of women 
finding themselves involuntarily preg-
nant in situations where they feel they 
cannot bear and raise a child without 
grave threats to their own well-being and 
future development. When such un-
chosen pregnancies do occur, Christians 
might hold out the ideal of encouraging 
women to be generous in caring for an 
unexpected child in stressful circum-
stances, but this must be a matter of per-
suasion, not coerc ion. Sacr i f ic ia l 
generosity can only be voluntary, it 
cannot be forced. 

Moreover if Christians are to call such 
women to generosity they must be willing 
to help provide some of the support ser-
vices that would lessen the conflicts that 
are at the root of “their” problems with 
bearing an un-chosen child. How about a 
Christian community adopting a relation 
to such a woman—helping find her a 
better job, obtain medical care, support 
education and day care for her children? 
In other words, how might those who 
hold out such values actually help relieve 
the distresses that are causing a woman 
to make a decision that she might prefer 
not to make if in less stressful circum-
stances? But, finally, one must be willing 
to trust women to make the decision 
which is best for them, precisely what the 
Catholic church’s hierarchy has been least 
willing to do.

When it comes to life after birth, 
threatened by war, poverty and environ-
mental devastation, Christians need to be 
more principled and more willing to urge 
sacrificial action. While recognizing the 
ambiguities of threats to life on both sides 

of conflictual situations, the Catholic 
church must be willing, at the very least, 
to condemn atrocities, where there is a 
direct massacre of civilians or where there 
is disproportionate violence that is killing 
large numbers of non-combatant men, 
women and children. They must be 
willing to call for sanctions when such 
atrocities occur. Those who massacre or 
torture should be put on trial, impris-
oned, put out of the army. 

But the Catholic church must also ana-
lyze more forthrightly the total patterns 
of militarism, the unjust monopolization 
of power and wealth, which is causing so 
many humans and the earth itself to 
sicken and die. It must be willing to call 
for Christians to take sacrificial measures 
against such destruction, refusing to pay 
taxes for war, refusing to accept the call 
to fight in war or to make weapons of mass 
destruction, even if such decisions might 
bring imprisonment, social marginaliza-
tion or loss of employment. 

Again, such sacrificial action must be 
voluntary. It cannot be coerced. Again, 
no one should take these risks alone. 
They should be part of support commu-
nities that help alleviate the costs of such 
risks. But there is no reason why church 
leaders could not present the possibility 
of such actions in a persuasive and attrac-
tive form as an appropriate calling of 
Christian faith, rather than seeking only 
a minimalist ethic which does not chal-
lenge an unjust status quo of the domi-
nant global system.

Putting the ethic of life before birth 
and life after birth more in sync with one 
another would help overcome the credi-
bility gap from which Catholic teachings 
on ethics presently suffer. Only by put-
ting these two ethics more in sync with 
each other can we genuinely speak of a 
“consistent life ethic” that is not simply a 
code word for an absolutist rejection of 
abortion in any circumstances, while 
ignoring the myriad threats to the life of 
the born. A “consistent life ethic” is a nice 
slogan. But we are very far from a realistic 
and truthful understanding of what that 
would mean in Catholic ethical teachings 
and practice. ■
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essentialism lacking in historical con-
sciousness, a questionable view of nat-
ural law rooted in a concept of the 
design of the physical body that ignored 
the human person and a failure to con-
sult the experience of people in daily 
life. These views were associated with a 
false capacity of the magisterium to 
attain absolute certitude, shielded from 
doubt or the possibility of revision.

Although curran makes clear 
that a credible Catholic moral 
theology or ethics must take on 

exactly these principles using contem-
porary knowledge of biology, historical 
consciousness, respect for human expe-
rience and an ethic of relationality, his 
struggle with the magisterium finally 
comes down to a contest between crit-
ical reason and an authoritarianism that 
rejects criticism. Curran does not 
simply challenge authority in the name 
of the rights of conscience. For him, 
both conscience and authority are 
subject to the norm of moral truth. 
Both must seek moral truth and bow to 
the best knowledge of truth that can be 
discerned by a combination of scientific 
knowledge and best moral values from 
our traditions of human experience. 
This best knowledge will never lead to 
absolute certainty; infallible knowledge 
is not available to fallible humans in the 
arena of morality. But we can attain a 
high presumption of moral truth if we 
carefully draw on these critical sources 
of knowledge. Authority cannot trump 
this best knowledge, but must be 
informed by it in order to be credible.

Curran evades the infallibility ques-
tion by carefully distinguishing between 
infallible truth (doctrines such as the 
trinity, drawn from revelation) and fal-
lible truths based on human reason and 
experience. For him, moral teachings fall 
into the latter category, and thus are 
intrinsically fallible and subject to con-
tinual revision. His conflict with the 
Vatican finally comes down to its rejec-
tion of the notion that its teaching on 
morality belongs to fallible rather than 
infallible knowledge. The right to dis-

at Catholic University, where he had 
taught for more than 20 years. Shunned 
by Catholic colleges and universities, he 
spent four years seeking a job. After 
shor t-term posit ions at Cornel l , 

Southern California 
and Auburn, he was 
hired as the Scurlock 
professor of  human 
va lue s  at  S out her n 
Methodist in Dallas and 
its Perkins School of 
Theology.

This memoir of his 
intellectual develop-
ment as a moral theolo-
gian in the Catholic 
t r ad i t ion — a nd  h i s 
relentless persecution 
by magisterial Catholi-
cism, culminating in his 

off icial repudiation—is both enor-
mously insightful and depressing. Here 
is a careful and responsible thinker, 
revered by the vast majority of his Cath-
olic and Protestant colleagues, whom 
hierarchical Catholicism cannot tol-
erate. Why? In Curran’s own account, 
he started out as a quite conservative 
thinker, but was drawn to a path of 
crit ical modernization of Catholic 
thought through the work of estab-
lished Catholic theologians such as Ber-
nard Häring during his studies in 
Rome. He early on began to take on the 
controversial issues of sexual ethics, 
such as contraception, homosexuality 
and divorce. He exposed the untenable 
argumentation that lay behind tradi-
tional views based on outmoded biology, 

C
harles curran is perhaps 
the leading moral theologian in 
the Catholic tradition in the 
world today. He has published 33 

monographs, two co-written books and 
18 edited collect ions 
since 1961. His writings 
cover both sexual and 
social ethics. His work 
has not just discussed a 
r a nge of  pa r t ic u la r 
issues, but also critically 
probed the underlying 
methodology and world 
view of the traditional 
Catholic views on these 
subjects. He has formu
lated the new method-
ology and perspective 
needed for reform.

Curran is, in his own 
self-understanding as well as in the 
minds of his colleagues, a moderate. He 
seeks well-founded revision of the 
Catholic tradition, while remaining sol-
idly within its core values. In spite of 
this moderation and loyalty, in 1986, the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith—formerly the Inquisit ion—
declared that he was officially not a 
Catholic theologian, and that he was 
“neither suitable or eligible” to teach 
Catholic theology. This judgment 
drove Curran from his tenured position 
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sent from moral teachings in areas 
such as abort ion, birth control, 
divorce and homosexuality is thus 
rejected in principle by the Vatican.

C urran undoubtedly came 
under the unforgiving ire of 
the Vatican for more than his 

questioning of its teaching on these 
sexual issues. What must have been 
most intolerable to them was that he 
refused to back down, to accept some 
face-saving statement that he had 
withdrawn his views. Instead, he orga-
nized protests against Vatican efforts 
at repression. In 1968, Catholic 
University faculty and students went 

out on strike in support of Curran, 
and the university backed down and 
promoted him, rather than firing 
him. Curran has organized protests 
of many repressive moves, gathering 
thousands of signatures on petitions 
against Vatican decisions. When he 
was threatened with condemnation in 
1986, tens of thousands signed peti-
tions of protest. When the condem-
nation went ahead anyway, denying 
his right to continue teaching, Curran 
sued Catholic University for breach 
of contract. 

Curran refuses to knuckle under. 
He maintains his posit ions and 
insists that they be dealt with ratio-
nally. He does this for the good of 
the church and for the good of 
Catholic education. For Curran, 
becoming respectful of truth will 
make Catholicism a better Christian 
community. Academic freedom will 
make Catholic colleges places of 
authentic education. ■

opinion

For Curran, becoming 

respectful of truth will 

make Catholicism a better 

Christian community.  

while privileging differences of gender, 
but rather the opposite. Gender differ-
ences, as cultural definitions of mascu-
linity and femininity, are what are seen as 
cultural constructions that can and should 
be overcome, while most feminists 
acknowledge biological sexual differences. 
Here is the real crux of the difference 
between the anthropology of the letter 
and that of most modern feminism.

The Vatican letter wants to construe 
biological sexual differences as the base 
for a total ontological and spiritual dif-
ference between males and females as 
masculine and feminine, and insists that 
good relations between men and women 
are possible only by essentializing this 
difference from eternity to eternity. It 
acknowledges that this difference has 
been distorted by sin into domination 
and victimization, but it assumes that it 
can be restored as a relationship that 
keeps men and women both totally dif-
ferent and yet similar in an egalitarian 
and mutual way.

Feminism sees the dualism of mascu-
line and feminine as mutually distinct 
genders to be itself built on a distortion of 
domination and subjugation and seeks to 
overcome the distortion to create a mutu-
ality based on a shared holistic humanity 
in which men can be receptive and women 
active. By presenting a caricature of femi-
nist anthropology, the letter both fails to 
see the similarities between its own theo-
logical anthropology and that of feminism 
and also its own contradictory inability to 
maintain a consistent complementarity, 
without falling into a feminized unitary 
anthropology on the one side and a mas-
culinized/divinized hierarchical one on 
the other.

Real dialogue of the Catholic magis-
terium with feminism might open up 
this contradiction and lead to better 
understanding, if the letter writer were 
open to such dialogue. But such dia-
logue has been blocked from the very 
beginning by the assumption of a priori 
truth, on the one side, and caricatured 
error, on the other. Thus any response 
to this letter is by definition a “dialogue” 
of the deaf. ■

ently, although males can cultivate fem-
ininity, i.e. receptivity, women cannot 
cultivate Godlike activity; hence they 
lack fundamentally that image of God 
which reflects divine agency.

Thus the letter contains three 
anthropologies: 1) a complementarity of 
opposites in egalitarian mutuality; 2) a uni-
tary human nature, defined as all women 
and men becoming “feminine,” i.e. culti-
vating “being for others,” and 3) a hier-
archy, based on the analogy that male is to 
female as God is to human. The three are 
simply pasted together, with the contra-
dictions between them unrecognized.

This misunderstood mixture of 
anthropologies from Western Christian 
traditions of different periods and con-
texts are set against a caricature of those 
“currents of thought” which the letter 
opposes. These are defined as “two ten
dencies.” One tendency condemns the 
abusive hierarchy of men over women 
that makes men the adversaries of 
women, and the second seeks to abolish 
any difference of sex, while privileging 
difference of gender. Since those who 
hold these views are undefined, it is hard 
to know who the letter has in mind in 
condemning these views. But what needs 
to be said is that they do not correspond 
to any major currents of feminism.

On the first “tendency,” feminism 
seeks indeed to overcome abusive dom-
ination, a view that, oddly enough, the 
letter shares and claims as basic to its 
view of salvation. But feminism seeks to 
overcome abusive domination, not to 
turn males into adversaries. Rather, abu-
sive domination has already created this 
adversarial relationship. Rather, femi-
nism seeks to overcome the cultural, 
structural and psychological patterns of 
abusive domination precisely in order to 
overcome this adversarial relationship 
and create genuine egalitarian mutu-
ality, the very goal that the letter claims 
to be its own.

Secondly, the Vatican letter completely 
misreads the feminist distinction of sex 
and gender. It is not that feminism seeks 
to abolish biological sexual differences, 

(continued from p. 44)
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 In july of this year my invi
tation to teach at the Catholic 
University of San Diego was 
abruptly canceled during a phone 
call from the provost. I had been 

invited to teach as a visiting professor 
under the John R. Portman Chair in 
Roman Catholic Theology in January of 
2008 and had completed negotiating the 
terms of the contract with the head of the 
Theology and Religious Studies Depart-
ment and the dean of the College of Arts 
and Sciences. On April 30, I signed a 
letter indicating my willingness to accept. 
Although the provost did not admit it at 
the time of her call in mid-July, it soon 
became evident that the primary 
“problem” with my occupying this chair 
of theology, even for a short time (I had 
accepted to teach part-time for one 
semester), was pressure on the school 
from a right-wing Catholic group. Its 
chief objection was my membership of 
the board of Catholics for Choice. 

Catholics for Choice takes a nuanced 
view of abortion. As noted in the last 
issue of Conscience, “We affirm that the 
moral capacity and the human right to 
make choices about whether and when 
to become pregnant or to end a preg-
nancy are supported by church teach-
ings. We believe that people should be 
empowered and given support to exer-
cise their rights and responsibilities. We 
believe that women have a right to 
choose.”  The best way to reduce the 

need for abortion, a goal we support, is 
to promote effective sexuality education 
and contraception. In other words, to 
reduce the need for abortion, we need to 
reduce the likelihood of unplanned preg-
nancies. For this reason, among our 
major emphases at cfc is a campaign 
called Prevention Not Prohibition. We 
also have a campaign called “Con-
doms4Life” where we argue that the use 
of condoms should be accepted, and they 
should be made readily available to pre-
vent the transmission of hiv, a view that 
is generally rejected by the Catholic 
hierarchy, although several bishops have 
openly supported their use.

I was not planning to talk about abor-
tion in my class as usd. My agreement 
was to teach a course on Ecology and 
Theology. That fact made no difference 
to those who wanted to exclude me from 
teaching there. The fact that I was a 
member of a dissident Catholic group 
was sufficient for them to declare that I 
should not be allowed to hold this chair, 
even though I am the author of 45 well 
received books on theology and social 
issues and have been a professor of the-
ology for more than 40 years at several 
universities, including some Catholic 
ones. As a retired professor with a 
standing invitation to teach at the Cla-
remont School of Theology and the 
Graduate University in Claremont, 
Calif., I am not in need of this job. How-
ever, for me and for many others, this 
decision signals something very dis-
turbing about the state of intellectual 
freedom at Catholic universities.

More than 2,000 people worldwide, 
in addition to 50 members of the faculty 
of usd, have signed a petition asking for 
this decision to be reconsidered, but the 

administration has declined to do so.
My concern is that Catholic colleges 

and universit ies are in danger of 
becoming intellectual ghettos where 
controversial issues, particularly in rela-
tion to Catholic teachings and practices, 
cannot be discussed. But if they cannot 
be discussed at Catholic universities, 
where else can they be discussed? What 
better place is there for them to be dis-
cussed? I believe that if an issue like abor-
tion could be examined in an open and 
respectful forum, many Catholics could 
find common ground with the views 
taken by Catholics for Choice. We all 
agree that it would be good to reduce the 
need for abortion. The question at issue 
is how to accomplish this goal. Is it 
accomplished by forbidding contracep-
tion even within marriage? Or is it best 
accomplished by effective use of contra-
ception within responsible sexuality? 

Catholic universities in the last 40 
years increasingly have excluded critical 
Catholic thinkers who are seen as 
diverging from Catholic teaching, even 
though they themselves see their views 
as appropriate developments of Catholic 
teaching. Leading Catholic moral theo-
logian Charles Curran was excluded from 
teaching at the Catholic University of 
America in 1986 for opening up questions 
on the morality of contraception. Emi-
nent Catholic theologian Hans Küng was 
excluded from the chair of Catholic the-
ology at Tübingen University in Ger-
many for questioning papal infallibility. 
Jesuit theologian Roger Haight was 
excluded from teaching at Weston Sem-
inary for his book on Jesus that opens up 
his human historical context. The list 
could go on. Küng continues to teach at 
Tübingen, but now in a chair of ecumen-
ical theology. Curran and Haight teach 
at Protestant schools. Around the world, 
the most creative Catholic theologians 
and ethicists find themselves teaching 
outside Catholic universities. Is this good 
for the Catholic community? I think not. 
A church confident in its quest for truth 
should be open to respectful discussion 
of differing views. Only in this way can 
we arrive at fuller understanding. ■

Intellectual Freedom and  
the Catholic University
By Rosemary Radford Ruether
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T
he sex-abuse scandal has 
been the source of a major 
crisis of the Roman Catholic 
church worldwide for more 
than a decade. This scandal  

is the subject of a fast-
paced novel, The Children’s 
C r u s a d e  b y  E u g e n e 
Bianchi, ex-Jesuit and 
emeritus professor of reli-
gion at Atlanta’s Emory 
University. Bianchi’s novel 
pits the reform wing of 
Catholicism, exemplified 
by Voice of the Faithful, a 
movement that arose out 
of the sex abuse scandal in 
Boston, with the extreme 
Catholic right. 

The central figure is 
Mark Doyle, liberal bishop of San 
Francisco, who was introduced in 
Bianchi’s earlier novel, The Bishop of 
San Francisco: Romance, Intrigue and 
Religion. Doyle espouses all Catholi-
cism’s progressive causes: married 
priests, women’s priests, contraception 
and the use of condoms to prevent 
aids, and a general democratization of 
the church. He is pitted against the 

shadowy Ordo Novus who has already 
assassinated two priests in Doyle’s dio-
cese, a gay Jesuit pastor and a liberation 
theologian and is gunning for Doyle 
himself. His friend and former priest, 

Hector Novales, is acci-
dentally killed when he 
is hit by a bullet aimed at 
Doyle.

San Francisco alter-
nates in the novel with 
Rome where a professor 
of medieval history, Dan 
Harrington, is paired 
with an activist Fran-
ciscan nun, “Frankie” 
Latrobe, in the kidnap-
ping of Cardinal Bolger 
(modeled after Bernard 
Law of Boston). Bolger 

epitomizes the refusal of the American 
hierarchy to adequately protect children 
against sexual abuse and the cover-up of 
this issue by the Vatican. Resigning his 
position due to protests in the US, 
Bolger is enjoying a comfortably sine-
cure in Rome when he is kidnapped and 
sequestered in an underground room in 
a church in Rome. There he is forced to 
listen to the testimonies of victims of 
priest sexual abuse, with the aim of 
forcing him to realize his mistakes and 
to write a statement calling for more 
decisive action by the church.

The story heats up as San Franciscan 
police and Colette, Hector’s wife, follow 
the trail of the murderer and uncover a 

trail leading to the Colombian embassy 
and Ordo Novus. Meanwhile a New 
Testament professor in Rome uncovers 
evidence that the new pope, Clement 
XV (modeled after Benedict xvi) was 
himself a child abuser during years he 
spent teaching in Frankfurt. Doyle, 
summoned to Rome for a “hearing” 
with the pope, goes first to Frankfurt, 
to meet Frankie and Dan to investigate 
the story of the pope’s former history. 
They uncover a sister and brother of a 
leading family abused in their teens and 
now ready to tell their story.

The story then moves to a rapid 
denouement as the pope meets with the 
abused pair seeking their “forgiveness” 
in a public cover-up of his behavior. 
When they refuse to acquiesce, he suc-
cumbs to pressure from his Opus Dei 
advisor, Juan Miranda, and seeks to 

assassinate them, along with Doyle and 
his friends. When this attack is partially 
averted and exposed, the scandal of the 
pope as sexual abuser is accentuated by 
that of would-be murderer. The pope 
realizes his situation is indefensible and 
resigns, dramatically coming out of the 
Vatican to appear at a public demonstra-
tion by representatives of abused Cath-
olics from around the world.

Bianchi has been around Catholicism 
and Rome long enough to give his story 
realistic detail. The clashing worldviews 
of those who would resort to violence to 
protect the “order” of society and the 
church, and those determined to purge 
the church of this evil and its underlying 
roots in a celibate clerical culture, are 
vividly experienced. This is a fun read, 
as well as an instructive one, and its con-
clusion is a reformer’s vision. ■

Fictionalizing  
the Unspeakable 
By Rosemary Radford Ruether 

The Children’s Crusade: Scandal at the Vatican
Eugene C. Bianchi
(Caritas Communications, 2008, 440pp)  
978-0-9799390-2-0, $14.95
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