· Theology, transformation and the body
· Ute Seibert*
· Four years ago I wrote of summary of my 10 years with the Women's Theology Program at the Ecumenical Center Diego de Medellin.  The program provided an innovative space within an ecumenical institution in Chile where women's search to find our own theological voice was taken seriously. After 10 years, some of the themes and methodologies that we women discovered during that time are still valid and their merit is being revisited.  At the same time, a new round of reflection seems in order.

· Issues and challenges
· In reviewing the activities undertaken by the program during the 10-year period from 1984-1994, the following list of themes and challenges emerge:

· The connection between one's own life and faith history; the recognition that within that history there are both repressive and liberating elements that have marked each woman.  Added to this is the understanding of these elements as expressions of a patriarchal system in both church and society.
· Beginning a process of re-reading biblical texts; a commitment to study not only those texts used to foster a negative understanding of woman (her dependency, her subordinate role, her guilt for being a sexual being, her representation as temptress), but also those texts showing how women are present in biblical history (discipleship of equals).  This work offered tools for a critical reading of all biblical texts as part of our history of oppression and liberation. 
·  Recognizing the legitimacy of one's own history and one's own faith, of one's own religious experiences and images of the sacred.

· Searching for and recognizing the roots of our faith, roots that are not always Christian, but come from native peoples, multiple roots, a mixture of many traditions.

· Engaging in ethical themes from women's own lived experiences and searching for solutions.  From these experiences, issues such as sexuality, the couple, marriage, the family, divorce, motherhood and women's reproductive rights could be reflected upon. 

· Recognizing that power relationships are central and that they exist within our churches.  Time and again during these years the theme of "woman-church-power" came up as a major unresolved challenge. 

· The expression of one's own vision and dreams for a church that resembles a community of believers, where horizontal relationships and solidarity would be the hallmark.

Taking stock

After revisiting all my notes which brought to mind the many workshops in which I participated during those years, I can conclude that in each workshop three key elements were always present:  First, women's experiences in their churches and in society; second, theological reflection; and third, ritual celebration.  It seems to me that these elements offer a path for creating feminist theology. 

I have observed that within each workshop or course there is a certain "movement" that takes place:  First, participants need to "get it out" and share experiences.  This includes telling one's past history as well as the process each woman is actually living through; it involves recounting events that have changed her and how she has integrated these changes into her faith life; it means allowing her to tell about the daily workings of her organization or the church she belongs to, as well as what is happening in her personal relationships.  Second, there is a need to find new elements in theological and biblical reflection that connects with the women's own experiences and with their own critical questions. Finally, there is the need to celebrate, to share important moments of one's life, to form community, to be church.  The workshops and seminars frequently lay bare the absence of a satisfactory experience of community for women. 

Holistic methodology

A methodology that would allow the movement described above to happen is absolutely essential if we are to help women to become subjects of their lives and protagonists of their faith. 

The methodology we used in the program began by offering women small spaces of their own—spaces apart from their organizations, institutions or churches that were designated for the women themselves. Participants could go to these spaces to reflect on an experience or reflect on some aspect of their faith. During a workshop, most of the activity generally takes place in small groups that offer a climate of trust.  It is here that participants share their life experiences—their joys, sorrows, and anger—and ask the questions that inevitably arise from that sharing. 

This methodology combines elements of popular education with mental health work to facilitate a process of growing awareness—of opening to oneself as well as sharing with the others.  This methodology includes offering relaxation techniques, visualizations, bodywork, conversation, shared readings and artistic expression (drawing, poetry, work with clay, dramatic acting).  Reflection materials are also shared; these might be biblical texts or reflections from theology or one of the social sciences that support the awareness process taking place.

Transgressions, ecumenism and a new vision for change

During the decade I worked with the Women's Theology Program, it became evident that the process of  "awakening" that occurred in the women was related to how well they got to know one another and were willing to share their lives.  With the basis of trust established, a deep questioning began: they questioned everything from the most local level (the division of work in the home, for example) to the highly philosophical (such as how a given society defines what it means to be a woman or a man or how power in the churches evolved). Little by little, new horizons opened and limits set by others were broken down.

To express feelings and speak one's own word is part of an all-important process of gaining self-esteem. In the sharing that takes place in the workshops, each woman discovers how she is similar and in what ways she is different from the others. This generates respect for one's own word and experience as well as for the word and experience that is different.  Long-established divisions between churches, and between women from different political parties or social groups become less rigid. A process of opening begins and understanding grows. "Today we feel the same God," one Catholic shantytown woman said after an experience with an ecumenical group. 

This process of mutual recognition allows women to get some distance from their own Christian formation and they become less dogmatic.  Churches as institutions come to take a back seat.   That which unites the different religious expressions comes to center stage: love of neighbor, solidarity, the message of the kingdom of God, the person of Jesus and the encounter with brothers and sisters. 

Also worthy of note is a new vision of change that appears in many women.  The work on personal development allows each person to consciously experience how difficult it is to change.  At the same time, the process points to the small transformations in daily relationships that can often deeply affect people's lives. This fosters a new vision of change. It is not only structures that need changing.  Change doesn't simply depend on "others" or on those who have power.  "We can't ask that others change if we ourselves don't," one participant said.  And another added, "I now understand politics as a way of relating as humans.  This work has helped me a lot and now I must make sure people have space for their personal issues. This is a major political work.  The big issues won't change if we don't change our daily way of relating to one another."

Participants in the program became more and more aware that daily events in the private sphere, intimate relationships, were also political. Change that occurs there becomes part of a profound cultural change.

Bodies, texts, new readings in retrospect

Re-reading my conclusions to the 10-year report on the Women's Theology Program that pulled together the journey of so many women searching for self-knowledge, self-affirmation and their own spirituality, I realize that much of what I concluded then continues to be valid today.  But there are also changes.

I've made changes in my own life.  As a result of my reflections on the work of these ten years and my own need to go deeper, I have come to see our theological work from another perspective.  A key element in the work that we began so many years ago where our goal was to allow women to speak their own theological word was to begin from our own experiences. It was there that we discovered our bodies, and we agreed with Ivone Gebara who proposed the body as the starting point for doing theology.  

From that moment, slowly, first acting intuitively and then studying more formally in the School of Body Therapy, I have immersed myself in the body as a territory upon which dramas are enacted, reading there my own history, my memories, and in parallel form, learning to see as well the scars these memories leave in the bodies of other women.  Going inside these territories has led me to understand the lives and bodies of women as "sacred texts" (a term first used by Costa Rican feminist theologian Elsa Tamez). 

To understand the lives of women as sacred texts—woven by multiple experiences of oppression, violence, desires and pleasures—challenges us to open ourselves to different readings and decipher, interpret and rewrite them. What theologies will emerge from here? What texts of oppression and liberation?  What ways of symbolizing and celebrating the sacred?

Changing the stories

I want to recount two experiences that show this change.  In a recent workshop, we were revisiting the Judeo-Christian myth of the origin of good and evil (Gen. 3). Participants worked in small groups, and each group represented one of the actors in the text (Adam, Eve, the snake, the tree of good and evil, God).  Each group represented their character and then interacted with the other characters as presented by the other groups, in a dialogue and a mutual exchange of questioning. It was an exercise of great creativity and freedom. But only the group playing "god" escaped laughter and friendly joking.  The "god" group, played by a group of feminist theologians, remained untouchable in their omnipotent role.  The other participants never questioned him and "he" never tried to give less traditional explanations for his role in the story.  Only an Afro-American woman from the United States, with a different history, culture and political focus, stood up and defiantly told God that this was "his" story, and that she had another to share.  She went on to tell a creation story where God created the world and then found herself alone, so from her womb she brought forth women and embraced them. And when the women looked at her, they found God beautiful and she said to them: "You are beautiful too: come out of my womb and be my equals."

An important part of the expression of spirituality has been celebrations created by women:  rituals, symbols and gestures to celebrate life.  The second experience I want to tell took place in a workshop where the task was to create celebrations related to themes such as health, solidarity, justice, the body, women's cycles as well those of the earth.  The women, without agreeing on a theme, prepared the celebrations.  All the rituals centered on violence against the bodies of women: they dramatized situations—sometimes symbolically, sometimes with hair-raising realism. Afterwards, gestures of holding, healing wounds emerged and the ritual ended in a collective embrace and dancing.  Despite the ending, the strongest impression was the violence expressed in women's bodies—bodies that had gone through processes of personal development, healing and reflection, bodies that work with other bodies, that seek to help and accompany others in the process.

Untying the knots of violence, dismantling relations of violence in one's own body and as well as in the body of the sacred texts and in our social, ecclesial and theological bodies is a huge challenge.  And it seems to grow to the extent that we advance, because we discover deeper layers, myths and oppressions embedded in our bodies.  But it is from there that we will find the insight to move on.
How much work remains to do so that—from our bodies—we can change the story of God!

¨*Ute Seibert is a German feminist theologian who has lived and worked in Chile since 1988.  She is a founding member of Con-spirando. 
Source: Con-spirando #26: Trans-formación y cambio cultural (diciembre, 1998), pp. 21-25.  
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