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I was born Catholic and I suspect I will die Catholic.  Nevertheless, with every passing day, I am more convinced that the myth of Christianity is losing its ability to captivate us.  Actually, I think it is dying.

Let's be clear about this point because I don't want to be burned as a heretic.  It is not the message of Jesus that is dying.  The "good news" proclaimed by Jesus that all of us come from the same Source, and therefore all of us are related—and from this intuition comes the great invitation to love one another as we love ourselves— not only is NOT dying, but also continues to be tremendously relevant.  And I suspect this will remain so for as long as we humans inhabit the Earth. 

Today I understand Jesus to be a great shaman, a subversive wise man, a prophet and the founder of a movement where he invited his followers to enter into a relationship with the "Great Spirit" that he too experienced.  This Jesus invited people to form a community whose fundamental attribute would be compassionate love.  Nevertheless, "this invitation did not include thinking and talking about him as the Son of God, whose historical task was to die for the sins of the world; his message did not consist in believing in him."1
What is dying is the myth of Christianity. Its cosmovisión no longer appears adequate for telling us who we are. As Irish priest and psychologist Diarmuid O'Murchu writes: "There is a perception, still not openly expressed, that the Age of Religion is over; moreover, it is becoming a barrier in the journey toward a real connection with Ultimate Meaning."2 And even more serious is the fact that Christianity is totally contaminated by patriarchy—some would even say it is patriarchy's foundation stone—and although it is slow going, we are moving toward a post-patriarchal world.

What is a myth?

First we need to situate Christianity within the mythical evolution of our psychic history.  It is worthwhile to recall that a myth is a story that tells us where we come from and where we are going.  It is our guiding metaphor, our point of reference for understanding of who we are, our place in the world, our role in this moment of history.  A myth gives us our parameters for living a life of meaning.  Or as Jungian psychologist Anthony Stevens says: "Myths provide an entire cosmology compatible with a culture's capacity for understanding; they establish a transcendent context for our brief existence here on earth; they validate the values which rule our lives; they ensure the cohesion of cultures and the worth of individuals by releasing an archetypal response at the deepest levels of our being; and they awaken in us a sense of participation in the mysterium tremendum et fascinans which pervades the relationship between the cosmos and the Self."3 Or as my great friend Madonna Kolbenshlag was fond of saying: "Myths are ancient, deep wells from which flow fresh, pure streams…myths tells us the truth about our own experiences; they reflect our personal history.  But they are also revelations of a greater history that is evolving: the history of the earth and its community of creatures."4
Let us remember for a moment our own mythic history as a species: In the beginning we humans understood the universe as a complex of interconnected spiritual forces—all expressions of the Great Mother. We were animists:  everything—the mountain, the river, every living being—had its spirit or "totem." Ours was a world of profound participation, magic, intuition.  And all was a manifestation of the Great Mother from which we came and to which we would return. The Medicine Wheel (still seen in many indigenous cultures) expressed our primary experience of living in a world of amazing fecundity with its sequence of seasons which entailed a cyclical autumn dying and spring rising. To this generosity of the earth we responded with gratitude.  There was no distinction between nature and spirit, between religious and "ordinary" life.  The first images of our religious sensibilities were expressed in the multitude of "Venus figures" found throughout the planet—the image of pregnant or fertile woman, symbol of the origin of life. To the Paleolithic and Neolithic mind, the Great Mother was manifest in the body of a woman.  Sexuality, birth death and resurrection were all of one piece, both natural and spiritual.  

The association of the Mother God with the fertility of the land has been tremendously lasting in our psychic memories as a species.  Neolithic village people continued this primordial religious intuition as a "subculture" even after the invasion and domination by cultures that worshiped masculine, warrior gods. The gradual transition of the Great Mother to the Father Almighty corresponds to the evolution from the Neolithic village to ever-larger urban centers. This transition also marked the development of the patriarchal system and compromised more egalitarian relationships between men and women.  

Let's recall that the great religions of the world were born during the period of classical civilization (3,500 BCE -1,500 AD).  This was the time of the great Greek philosophers such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle and of founders of religious thought such as Zoroaster, Confucius, Buddha, Jesus and Mohammad.  All these teachers offered answers to the pathos of the human condition. All taught that the meaning of existence could be found in a transcendence of the human soul beyond death.  This other world was dominated first by a pantheon of gods and goddesses, and then by only one God, who was all-powerful, the creator of heaven and earth. This one male God replaced the ancient Mother Goddess and the emerging elites governed in His name.

Patriarchy—that system based on "power over" whether it was women, children, slaves, people of color, the Earth itself—came to be the norm.  All political, social and religious institutions promoted ideals that impeded women's development; our exclusion was written into law, it became part of religious teachings.  We are now finally seeing that modern civilization is built upon this "power over" principle.  The capitalist system has emerged in the context of women's unpaid work, our status as slaves or servants, our condition of being man's possession. 

Signs of dysfunction
Today, however, humanity is experiencing a major evolutionary transformation in our understanding of who we really are.  And part of this new vision is that we are realizing that the patriarchal system is not "natural." It is an historical development. Since it had a beginning, it can also have an end.  And that is about to happen, because patriarchy is becoming archaic. 

For geo-theologian Thomas Berry, "the essential defect of Judeo-Christian thought is the belief in a monotheistic personal male deity, creator of a universe clearly distinct from himself.  Supposedly we have direct communication from this supreme personal deity, who later appeared in human form as teacher and as savior.  The historical dynamism of this tradition has driven the course of the Western world down through the centuries with the conviction that it is leading the entire human community to fulfillment in a divine kingdom, a kingdom with a millennial fulfillment on Earth in historical time and a post historical fulfillment in an eternal transcendental mode of being." 
  Berry argues that it is precisely because we believe we are transcendental beings that we have such difficulty accepting that we are really earthlings, that we belong here and not to some other place "beyond."  This belief is, perhaps, our most dangerous pathology at this point in our evolution. 

Brazilian ecofeminist theologian Ivone Gebara uses even stronger language: "We can no longer posit a God who is Being-unto-himself, omnipotent, above all. This image of God is no longer adequate; we can no longer give obedience to someone 'up there'.  This is the God built by patriarchy!"
 She argues that traditional theology sees God as a person with a will, a purpose, a plan for salvation and an historical project.  We are gradually discovering that this divine personality was clearly created in the image and likeness of the human—and the male human.  According to Gebara, the church always used God to justify both its power and its actions.  It needed the authority of God to exercise power and impose obedience. She says: "In his name the church meted out love and punishment.  In his name it intervened in the people's lives.  In his name it exhorted and taught the nations. In his name it admonished women and slaves to obedience."
  Politically and socially, God had to be a person with a will in order to legitimate actions imposed on persons.  And sometimes God has become a rigid, intransigent, vengeful and even bloodthirsty person.   For anthropological reasons too, Gebara says, "God had to be a person.  Ask and you shall receive, knock and it will be opened to you (Mt. 7:7-9).  We can only ask if there is someone there to hear, or knock if there is someone to open the door.  But by whom, in fact, was the door opened? A metaphysical, anthropomorphic and anthropocentric God became a necessity within the psychological structure that evolved throughout the history of patriarchal culture."
 Gebara insists that the need to affirm a higher power—a power presented as being in discontinuity with all the powers of the cosmos, the earth, human beings, animals, plants, and even life itself—appears to be of fundamental importance in maintaining the hierarchal organization of the society in which we live.  

For O'Murchu as well, the collapse of patriarchy is imminent. And it is precisely this collapse that is moving us to rethink the meaning of the classical religions, especially Christianity.  "There is a growing suspicion that religion is more a human creation than a divine one.  The Christian myth is longer sufficiently large enough to explain who we are.  This myth is becoming boring and irrelevant. However, no one is causing this breakdown.  Religion is disintegrating because it has served its purpose."

According to O'Murchu, Christianity is an invention of patriarchy. Its main purpose was not to reveal God's plan to humanity, but an insatiable desire to validate at all cost the masculine will to control and conquer the whole Cosmos. And for centuries it was successful in subverting our real history: it has been successful in breaking our primordial connection to the earth.  But O'Murchu insists that we are now coming out of this age because it simply does not resonate with our experience. The patriarchal mentality of exalting the human as the species that has the right to dominate the earth now leaves a bitter taste in our mouths.  We feel orphaned, alienated from our true origins. 

It is this bitterness that is urging us to rediscover who we are, to remember our "original face," to recover the repressed feminine both within our cultures and within our psyches. It is this sour taste that demands that we now say good riddance to this myth of patriarchy, which has become too puny to enchant us.  May it rest in peace!

But is there life after the death of the patriarchal myth of Christianity? Of course.  For more than ten years now a whole slew of courageous feminist and ecofeminist theologians have been challenging the patriarchal structures permeating Christianity.  We are recycling our definitions of the human, of that mysterium tremendum et fascinans in which we live, of Jesus, the Trinity, sin, redemption—all those precepts that are the hallmarks of Christianity.  We are not throwing them out, but we are critically re-examining them and re-interpreting them for the coming post-patriarchal time.  A daunting, but passionate task.       
*Mary Judith Ress, an ecofeminist theologian, is a founding member of Con-spirando.
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