Life's contradictions and other enigmas

Ivone Gebara*

"Contradictions are the salt of life," says Benoite Groult, a French romantic feminist. I think she's on target.  I have met contradictions in a variety of ways in my life and know that most of the people with whom I live have as well. 

Despite what we might think about them, if it were not for contradictions there would be little creativity around us.  A contradiction is the expression of life's movement, of its elixir, its constant evolution in the middle of processes that are often incomprehensible. To think that we can live on the margin of contradictions would be to renounce the very dynamic of life, or at least kid ourselves that we can always live in a stable and coherent way. This can lead us into embracing a suicidal radicalism or exclusive dogmatisms. While we might imagine that we can live without contradictions, we run the risk of becoming sectarian, naïve or moralistic. We can become so closed as to seriously question the coherence of anything we deem as contradictory in others as well as in ourselves. These attitudes do not help us to understand our own contradictions; and they allow us to fool ourselves that we can live without them, as if we were somehow made of some superior stock, inherently different from the rest of the human race. 

If we do not have some clarity about the complexity of being human, we can fall into imagining that a perfect world exists where there are no enigmas, paradoxes or complicated and contradictory situations; we can be tempted into imagining that we humans could create a world of radical coherence where all that we think and live is mutually inclusive. Such a world would undoubtedly give a sense of security, especially with regard to human relations; but it would certainly not stimulate us to change, create and passionately search out new paths.

This is why contradictions are "the salt of life;"  they are the intrinsic law of all our life processes. People live in them and from them.  I can be a feminist and at the same time a passionate supporter of a priest, pastor or soldier. Theoretically I can be an ecologist and at the same time love MacDonald's hamburgers and do nothing to save the environment. I can love freedom and even fight for it, and at the same time admire strong military dictatorships that were able to administer the country's riches for the good of the whole population. I can criticize patriarchal religion and at the same time be a member of one of them.  There is a huge diversity of positions that form part of our lives and contain internal contradictions of varying degrees of intensity. 

A contradiction is a complex reality, both in the social as well as in the personal realm. It is impossible to exhaust its content, its historical expression and its meaning.  It can mean the affirmation of something or the expression of ways of behaving contrary to the convictions and values we've expressed at a given moment in our lives. It can mean taking a different track from that prescribed by the social and religious milieu in which we grew up.  It can express itself in social relationships that show a flagrant lack of respect for human life and for the environment. 

A contradiction can also be a form of "opposition" to adamantly held positions. There are contradictions that we can live with, both personally and socially—and there are those that are intolerable for us. When contradictions reach the limit of tolerance, causing the destruction of life or of our deepest convictions, they must be eliminated.  Examples for me include: the contradiction of hunger in countries where there is sufficient food to feed the whole population; the concentration of land in the hands of a few; the exclusion of the majority of the population from the fruits of the land; the exclusion of women from broad political and social participation; cultural violence against women's bodies, etc.  But there are also contradictions that are inherent in our very existence and these must be embraced as positive forces that stimulate our personal growth. 

Every person responds to social contradictions in their own way.  This shows the singularity of each person's history. 

It is worth remembering that our reason can understand certain contradictions in our lives; but there are others of which we are completely unaware. This happens because contradictions have a way of escaping from the analysis of cold reason or from the inherent way our personal psychology might perceive them. Sometimes they can create unperceived or unexpected deceptions. Contradictions are always present despite the fact that more often than not we deny them or hide them behind some moralistic discourse or extremely idealistic postures. 

A contradiction in my own life?

The Con-spirando editorial team has asked me to write something about the fact that some people see a great contradiction in my own life: namely being a feminist—and more precisely, an ecofeminist—and at the same time continuing as a member of a Catholic community of religious sisters. 

How to understand these contradictions, and so many others that form part of our life histories?

How to understand a person who has a public posture as a feminist and at the same time accepts the limitations imposed by this patriarchal institution? How to understand that after having suffered certain sanctions at the hands of her congregation and of the Catholic church, she can still continue as a member of these institutions? How to accept that the patriarchal, religious and historical reference point is part of her symbolic system even when this symbolism is badly used, and still try to find in that institution meaningful values? How to justify the incongruencies, which can even indicate a weakness of character, a theoretical contradiction, and a lack of firmness in the postures I have stood for?

My stab at an answer to my friends, companions and readers is this provisional response, limited by what I am seeing and feeling today.  Maybe tomorrow it might be necessary to add to or even rectify my position.  I believe in contextualized responses, those that give witness to the tenuous limits of our perceptions of the world and of ourselves. 

To try to respond to the question I'm asked, I must tell you something of my personal history. 

When I entered my religious congregation—the Sisters of Our Lady—more than 30 years ago, I was not a feminist.  I entered convinced that I would do more to bring about a world of justice and solidarity if I belonged to a larger, organized group.  At this time in my history, I was captivated by a life committed to the religious and social movements of the day; family life seemed to me extremely limited and routine. I had lived those limits in my home and in the day-to-day sharing with my parents and siblings. I had noticed, however, that the world of women seemed somehow lesser, not as interesting and more controlled than the world of men. Our opportunities to grow and have our personal value recognized outside of the family context were much less than those of men. And I wanted a broader world where I could get to know other people and situations.  I had a strong conviction that "I too can make history." I found these new horizons in the congregation I chose in 1967—years of struggle against Brazil's military dictatorship, the Cultural Revolution, the "aggiornamiento" of the Second Vatican Council, the church's option for the poor in Latin America.  

My personal ideals were also reinforced by the climate of social effervescence and the hope that we could change the world.  Despite the difficulties and limits I met in my process of change, I can say that the congregation I joined never denied me this freedom, this basic openness to searching for my own answers. I can also say that while I recognize some contradictions in my own convictions, my congregation was my family "of vocation," that is, I felt, along with them, "called" to transform the world so all would have the opportunity to a full, dignified life. I needed a mutual support group, a group to discern with.

Deep friendships were born as a result of these choices and this living together: meeting together, forging pacts, alliances, solidarity and affection became part of the fiber of my life.

In my youth, I was naïve enough to think that this community of sisters would always grow together in some sort of mathematical progression strengthened by our sorority and our commitments to social justice. This was both my life's gamble and its horizon, and was why I could excuse any suffering or misunderstanding that inevitably occurred. 

Diversity of paths

However, now more mature, I acutely and often painfully realize the heterogeneous and diverse paths that exist within my own group. I am now aware of different ideologies, of rivalries, of contradictions in our understanding of justice, in the interpretation of the Gospel, in the relationship with Jesus, with Mary, with God and finally in the way we understand relationships between men and women. I discovered that often I was very alone in my dreams and in my feminism. The individualism of capitalist society seemed to have contaminated the institution to which I belonged. Even worse, religious patriarchal ideology ran very deep among the sisters and stopped us from seeing the need for change. It wasn't that the sisters had lost the will to change the world, or of meeting and supporting one another.  But that willingness diminished more and more in the face of a real inability to collectively organize to bring about efficacious action. The world's incursion into our lives worked against us, as the aging process both of the congregation and of individual nuns became more and more acute. The agitation of large cities, set schedules, the tyranny of calendars, and a numbing tiredness all worked to bring us down. The sense of a growing meaningless in the face of many things that had once been points of reference for us also weighed heavily on us. 

I sense that it is now difficult to change this situation. There is no way to change this landscape, but at the same time I see a collective optimism, that is, a desire on the part of all the sisters to look for a qualitative improvement in our relationships.  We talk about this, and at the same time experience the almost impossible task of living out what we yearn for. I don't know if this is one more contradiction or a simple fact.

Meanwhile, there are all those years we've lived together. I've shared many struggles and heartaches with my congregation. And I've celebrated some small joys, hopes and victories. I know extraordinary people who have taught me so much: we've formed pacts to face common cause together. We've created networks of support and communication. Within the institution, we fought so that the congregation itself would embrace the great social issues and I fought against clericalism and patriarchy within the Catholic church and in theology.  And this history continues up to the present, with all of its ups and downs. 

What does it mean to be faithful?

Many histories are mixed up with mine.  It is as if my own life was written with dyes of different origins or woven with threads of many colors. I am aware that mutual fidelity is permanently permeated with contradictions. And I am continually asking myself: what does it mean to be faithful to the ideas of a group? What does it mean to be faithful to a person? To my way of thinking, it means holding the group and the persons in reciprocity and respect, with a critical spirit that allows us to continue respecting our personal and community seeking. It means revising our shared goals and adjusting them to current challenges.  This fidelity, full of ups and downs, tensions, tears, joys and celebration is the only fidelity possible. This is so because the fundamental basis of fidelity is neither in permanence nor in some unchanging, unmoving religious tradition or theological discourse, but in a shared life that should continually be recreated in light of a happiness and a justice that is always in process. This means that among us there is dialogue, monologue, criticisms, tensions and tears. If this kind of reflection—and all the weaknesses it brings with it—were not possible, the communal links would have been broken long ago and there would be no reason to continue on together. 

I must honestly admit that today I live in my congregation in a coherently contradictory way, and many times in contradiction with what I think.  I feel divided between what I think about the world and the actual conditions in which people live.  This is part of the pluralism we are experiencing. 

I cannot eliminate all my contradictions, and at this stage in my journey I don't want to live without those contradictions that have popped up throughout my life.  They stir my personal waters, give flavor to my well and make me reflect. 

In this moment I am at peace in the midst of the tribulations of life. I guess that I am learning day by day to dislike the flavor of the contradictions and imperfections in my life.  At the same time I guess I no longer feel ashamed to say, "I don't know" or "I was mistaken," even in reference to my own history.  What a contradiction and what a joy!

I don't know if I have answered the question—or perhaps I am ending up finding myself more contradictory that ever.  The important point for me is to have been with you all during this time, thinking together about this very important topic. I am content to receive your challenge, and also challenge you to reflect over the contradictions and enigmas in your own lives and to see them as ingredients, without which we would not be who we are. Across the miles, I send you my love. 
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