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Some time ago now, when I was presenting a public lecture at Monash University, 
and the topic was titled, Journeys in Christian Feminist Theology, there were some 
posters set up on various notice boards around the campus. One was graffitied. Under 
the words; public lecture in feminist theology, was inscribed, ‘ladies please bring a 
plate!’ It’s true, people have been sometimes frightened of the adventure of a critical 
look at theology, and have asked, Why feminist theology? Because patriarchal 
theology and spirituality  dominates the mainstream structures, traditions and 
language of most world religions. It has translated to secular practices, concepts and 
gender prescribed perspectives, and I personally believe that we kid ourselves if we 
think that such ancient and long-term entrenchment, could have been addressed and 
overcome in the short, sharp beacon of light that was the focus of second wave 
feminism in the 1970s. 

There is no time this afternoon to explore the deluge of literature on feminist theology 
and the depths of feminist biblical critique that have ensured over the past few 
decades; my few short moments of air-time here, only allow me to a speak a brief 
word for what I regard, should not be an abandoned cause. It’s true, all good causes 
should promote liberation and integrity but, with regard to the things that beset 
women in the world, this can be a distraction that covers the need for a sort of 
social justice. In order to affect freedom and justice for all people, we need to be clear 
and specific about just what the injustices are. We do need to call a spade a spade and 
to keep on doing so until unfair and oppressive cultures and practices within our 
society have genuinely changed at bedrock level. So, in a way, much of what I have 
to say may be old hat to some. Think of it as a cheer lead.

The story goes of a Mother Superior, back in the days when this was a title, who 
called her nuns together and, with grave earnestness, announced, as a kind of 
euphemism for a delicate subject and situation, ‘We have discovered a case of 
aphrodisia in the convent.’ Sister Bernadette  replied, ‘Good, I’m getting tired of the 
same old Chardonnay we’ve been drinking for ages!’ 

What is feminist theology? Perhaps it is a dangerous discovery and adventure, deep in 
the vaults of Christian structures, down in the caverns of the human psyche and 
morality. For one woman indicated that feminist theology is like tampering with the 
anatomy of God. The latent smell of something ancient and hidden, within the 
crevices of where we live, the home that is our faith; with a history of surfacing in 
largely fragmented and isolated form, down through the ages; from the stance of such 
individuals as Hildegard of Bingen, to the contemporary permission-giving theorists 
of our age. It is a dangerous find, beneath the rock-hard and calcified corridors of 
entrenched religion; a case of something under the convent, under the church, under
the corridors of faith.  And often misunderstood, because it challenges all that which
tradition has come to take as natural and God-ordained, over more than a couple of 
millenniums. Women have been taught to regard the world and the faith from men’s 
standpoint. So much so, that we do not know that we are doing it. 
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Feminist theology takes many forms, but, for the most part, it is an acknowledgement 
of the void in our philosophy that identifies that something is not quite right with 
regard to our deepest and most heartfelt relationship, that is, the God-human creature 
connection. This is the phenomenon about which Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, well 
respected feminist theologian, encourages us to engage in . 
As she critiques the place ascribed women in the Old Testament as chattels to be 
bought and sold, and whose honour and safety was considered valuable, than the 
needs of passing male guests in households that belonged to fathers and husbands. 
And the portrayal of women is, at best, the lesser partner in the bride/groom 
relationship with God, the temptresses who caused the whole of the fall of 
humankind, the seducer of men, the metaphor for Israel when things went awry 
between the Hebrew people and God, the half of humanity who were owned, raped 
and slaughtered in biblical accounts (The Liberating Word pp 39-61). And our 
defense is, yes, . But it translates to the New, and it mutates 
and morphs into contemporary life (The events of recent times on our doorstep, 
testify to this, and the women who marched to claim back the night). And the 
document is regarded as sacred Scripture – the rubrics of at least three major 
world religions. Our contemporary social behavior does not come out of a void. It 
was Einstein who recognized, ‘The significant problems we face, cannot be solved at 
the same level of thinking we were at, when we created them’ – and so the idea of 
problematising theology.

The moon shines at night and we see a face, but what of the other face, the side we 
never see. In music and art we talk about the old masters – where is the other side? 
Old mistress doesn’t mean quite the same thing. The corresponding expression is 
missing even in our language, because, to a large extent, the actuality in human 
history, is missing. And socially, this finds expression in areas of life at all levels. 
Some of you are of my era. We grew up watching Bugs Bunny on Television. Warner 
Brothers cartoons only featured two female characters. Tweety Bird’s owner, an old 
woman, whose face was never shown. And the black and white cat that Peppy La 
Pugh always mistook for a female skunk. She too, had no name. The rest were all 
men. And we hardly noticed this. 

There has been a shadow side to Christian theology and spirituality, for half of 
humanity, to a large extent, has been invisible from its language, naming rites, 
traditions, practices and concepts. Some of us have read Phillis Trible’s 
groundbreaking work , an examination of the unlovely stories of 
women in our sacred Scripture. They are chaotic stories where, if women have any 
voice at all, it is not heard. These are the stories of “Hagar: The Desolation of
Rejection”; “Tamar: The Royal Rape of Wisdom”: “An Unnamed Woman: The
Extravagance of Violence”; and “The Daughter of Jephthah: An Inhuman Sacrifice.” 
They are not simply stories, but have been used as statements to explain the role of 
women in society, and to underscore women’s lack of worth. These are texts that are
often left off lectionaries readings for Sundays, because they are an embarrassment to 
Christian sensitivity, and, when they do surface, have been given euphemized 
explanations by male interpreters who, in doing so, further perpetuate the perspective 
that women are lesser human beings.

It was Spike Milligan who began one presentation with, ‘I thought I'd begin by 
reading a poem by Shakespeare, but then I thought, why should I? He never reads any 
of mine!’ And so it has been with patriarchal theology. Women have been reading a
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script that does not tell the story of who they are. My own mother offered this, of the 
Old Testament. 

  She explained that for years she could not 
understand why she was not warmed by the metaphoric fire of the faith that appeared 
to warm so many others. Later she realised that, while others benefited from the direct 
heat, she was only looking in through the window. She, like the match girl in the 
story, was actually out in the cold, freezing to death!

Until very recent times we have been dissuaded from naming, even within our own 
minds, the sights of struggle that would constitute a feminist perspective within our 
faith. They include:
The enduring image of a male God within Christianity
The problem of a male saviour
The Bible: its perspectives on women, its language, its addressing of predominantly 
male issues
And the problem of male authorship, and male interpretation down through the ages –
I don’t have to tell you about these things, but such phenomenon  dominates
Christian theology, and our church structures, and they translate into the way the 
world has evolved socially and spiritually. 

And so we are fortunate indeed to have such scholars as Schussler Fiorenza whose 
work on feminist practices of biblical interpretation is aptly titled, ‘But, She Said’. 
‘But,’ we say, ‘Hang on a minute, don’t brandish the threat of heresy to me, don’t tell 
us that critical thinking and the hermeneutic of suspicion, imperils our chances of 
salvation. – and it’s true, to embark on the adventure is to risk getting it wrong.  “But” 
we need to connect with the divine feminine, for the benefit of both women and men.’ 
One woman in my congregation in Gippsland offered, ‘God is like a male 
gynecologist, all the book knowledge, but with none of the internal anatomy for 
understanding women’s pain or thinking.’ Her first step in the adventure towards
more liberated theology and spirituality, was to clarify an inherited image of God that 
made her feel bereft of a direct mentor.

As told by an Irishman. The story goes of Paddy and Mike who had more than their 
share of Guinness one evening, got into a deep and meaningful at the local pub, and 
then realized that they had missed the last bus home. “Never mind,’ said Paddy, 
reminding Mike that the bus terminal was just across the road. ‘We’ll borrow a bus 
for the night – have it back here by tomorrow morning.’ So Mike stood watch whilst 
Paddy approached all the busses lined up at the terminal. ‘Make sure it’s a number 
96!’ said Mike, ‘That’s the one for our street.’ ‘Can’t find a 96,’ yelled Paddy. ‘That’s 
all right,’ said Mike, ‘Just grab an 84. We can get off at the roundabout and walk 
from there!’

It’s sometimes surprising how the entrenched patterns of human behaviour often go 
unchallenged, with no notion that things could be steered differently. Patriarchal 
theology has been part of the entrenchment for so long, we’ve considered it God 
ordained. The story illustrates the constraints by which we are held even when we 
think we’re in charge. The patterns we still follow for the journey to find home. The 
way in which our attention is arrested and distracted and we are duped into thinking 
it’s all alright now.

When I read such scripture, I feel like the ‘Little Match Girl’ in the 
Hans Christian Andersen story (1987).
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In this respect, women have been left out of the saving/healing bridging between the 
human and the Divine. Dory Previn (1990) gives wings to this ‘Cinderella’ aspect of 
the Christian faith for women. She writes,

did jesus have a baby sister?
was she bitter?
was she sweet?
did she wind up in a convent?
did she end up on the street?
on the run?
on the stage?
did she dance?
did he have a sister?
a little baby sister?
did they give her a chance?

did he have a baby sister?
could she speak out
by and large?
or was she told by mother mary
ask your brother he`s in charge
he`s the whipped cream 
on the cake
did he have a sister?
a little baby sister?
did they give her a break?

her brother`s
birth announcement
was pretty big
pretty big
I guess
while she got precious little notice
in the local press
her mother was the virgin
when she carried him
carried him
therein

if the little girl came later
then
was she born in sin?
and in sorrow?
and in shame?
did jesus have a sister?
and what was her name?

did she long to be the saviour
saving everyone 
she met?
and in private to her mirror



did she whisper
saviourette?
saviourwoman?
saviourperson?
save your breath!
did jesus have a sister?
a little baby sister?
was she there at his death?

and did she cry for mary`s comfort
as she watched him 
on the cross?
and was mary too despairing
ask your brother
he`s the boss
he`s the chief
he`s the man
he`s the show
did he have a sister?
a little baby sister?
did jesus have a sister?
doesn`t anyone know?
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