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You talk of three phases of feminist theology. Could you summarize each phase for us?

First, these phases are not necessarily chronological, but often are mixed together in a given country or group, depending on the historical circumstances and the level of awareness in each.  Also, I would like to say that I have only been working in feminist theology since about 1980, when I started asking myself the questions theologians such as Dorothee Soelle, Rosemary Radford Ruether and Mary Daly (in her earlier stage) were asking.  I found that those questions were as valid in Latin America as they were in the United States and Europe.

The first phase, which began about 20 years ago, is what I call the discovery by women that we are oppressed historical subjects.  We discovered our oppression in the Bible, in theology, in our churches.  I stress that this discovery came from the secular feminist movement and not from within our churches, which are patriarchal constructs.  

In this phase, we rediscovered the many women in the Bible and reclaimed them as key actors in the history of liberation:  Sarah and Hagar, Miriam, Ruth, Esther, Judith.  Mary, of course.  Magdalene and the women at the empty tomb.  

This was a real step forward, but it was not enough.  In this phase, we tended to overvalue the feminine.  We fell into the patriarchal trap of underlining all the domestic qualities associated with women: our role as mothers, our double-duty workday, etc.  We held up the beautiful Judith, who by her beauty seduced Holofernes, only to slay him and thus save her people—without ever questioning the violent, patriarchal framework in which Judith is presented. 

Also in this phase, there was a certain desire to "get even." We tended to think we were the "good" gender, the martyrs—and at the same time some of us began to think we were superior to poor, weak men.

In the second phase, which I call the "feminization of theological concepts," we began to discover the submerged feminine expressions of God in the Bible.  We discovered God's "maternal" face in the texts, such as Isaiah 49.  We also gained a voice in decision-making in our churches; professional women, academics, and leaders of grassroots organizations were invited to participate so that the "women's perspective" would be present.  And this made our male counterparts happy. In the case of liberation theologians, this is what they had been working toward—the inclusion of women theologians in their ranks. 

But while we began to criticize patriarchy within the Bible, within theology, we didn't criticize the concept of God, Father Almighty, all-powerful, Being-unto-himself who out of his goodness created everything, heaven and Earth, men and women.  We didn't notice that the story we were presented was a power struggle between God and humanity—and that every time humanity deviated from God's will, a "catastrophe" occurred because we had broken with God, we had gone against God's will.  Our image of ourselves was of fallen beings.  And the only way we could be saved was for God to send His son, who was also God, to rescue us from our original sin. 

But who decided what was God's will, which has throughout history favored the rich, the white race, the male? Our religious leaders, who said they were more capable of discovering what was God's will for us. Even more insidiously, we were told and came to believe that we were God's chosen people, and in God's name Christianity took on a messianic, missionary triumphalism: we were superior to all other peoples and all other religious expressions that had developed through the ages. 

Liberation theology asks the question: "How do we speak of God in the face of hunger, injustice, misery, dictatorship, the destruction of entire peoples?" It offers a more collective understanding of God and stresses the social nature of sin.  God becomes the God of life and of justice who has a preferential love for the poor.  But liberation theology has not changed the patriarchal anthropology and cosmology upon which Christianity is based.  

And what you call "holistic ecofeminism," the third phase, would offer a new anthropology and cosmology for Christianity?

The great challenge is whether Christianity will be flexible enough to change the foundations of its anthropology and cosmology to respond to holistic ecofeminism.  I think it can.  And I think it must, because today we are experiencing a worldwide institutional crisis where the old religious sanctions and admonitions are simple exhausted.  Nobody listens to them anymore. 

What then is "holistic ecofeminism?" It doesn't sound very Latin American!

No, what I call holistic ecofeminism or critical feminism comes out of a worldwide critique of modernity.  It comes from a growing suspicion that the sciences, both social and physical, may not have the solutions to carry us into a safe, more life-giving future.  But let us be clear here:  this thinking is not a Latin American native flower—just as, if we are honest, liberation theology is not native, but was highly influenced by European thinking.  Both have been given different shades and hues by Latin Americans, but let us not fall into naïve nationalism when speaking of theologies! And here, in addition to the feminist theologians I mentioned before, I must recognize the influence of people like Teilhard de Chardin, Fritjof Capra, Thomas Berry, Brian Swimme, among others. 

Holistic ecofeminism questions a theology that sees God as above all things.  God has always been used by both the left and the right to justify particular political programs.  There simply is no pure God! 

There is also a growing suspicion that the age-old conviction that "redemption through suffering" might not be true.  There is growing dissatisfaction with liberation theology.  The promise of a new society founded upon justice and equality just hasn't happened.  We are tired of the struggle, which is often violent and which promises our liberation at the end.  All we have seen is destruction and death, never victory.  So we are suspicious of this approach, tired of yet another document.  Analysis on the political and economic situation of our people is very important, but it is not everything!

Instead, we look at the air, the water, the Earth.  We look at all the garbage surrounding us, and we sense deep within ourselves that our planet in not just a place—it is our own body.  Ecofeminism proposes a new relationship with the Earth and with the entire cosmos. 

For me, "holistic ecofeminism" has a double purpose.  First is the fundamental concern for the oppressed—the voiceless of history—who when they are born are de facto excluded from the chance to live a full life because of their economic situation.  It is the poor who are the greatest consumers of patriarchal religion because of the consolation it provides! They are caught in a vicious circle here, but for me it is absolutely key to avoid distancing myself from these voiceless ones.  Second is the commitment to put an end to patriarchy in all its forms. 

But what are you proposing when you say we must change the anthropological basis upon which Christianity is built?

I suggest that we must first change our image of men and women within the cosmos.  And when we change that image, our image of God changes.  Any image of God is nothing more than the image of the experience or the understanding we have of ourselves.  We must re-situate the human within—not above—the cosmos.  This is diametrically opposed to a Christian anthropology that insists humanity is "Lord of Creation" ordered by the Creator to "increase and dominate the Earth." In the current anthropology, the human's right to dominate, control and possess has been legitimated by the Creator and thus becomes part of human nature, pre-established—and therefore impossible to change.

We must break with our dualistic constructs of God and of the world—constructs that are hierarchical and tend to exclude the "other" as less valuable; for example, God is separated from the world; man from woman; heaven from Earth; good from bad.  If one is good, one cannot be bad: if one is master, one cannot be a slave, and so on.

Yet, I am convinced that this way of thinking is shifting.  Today we are beginning to experience who we are in a different way—more holistically.  Why?  Because we are beginning to suffer because our water is dirty, our rivers and oceans are dirty, because our food isn't very good anymore.  We feel great pain at such destruction.  We sense at a gut level that we too are "dirty," somehow "polluted" as well.  Our intuition tells us what many so-called primitive peoples have always held: that we are all in all.

The scientists are also showing us how our very "power over" is tragic because it is not only causing our own destruction as human beings, but it is destroying life itself! We humans cannot live if we destroy the rest of our body.

And we are beginning to discover our inter-connectedness. We humans are not "Lords of Creation." Instead, we are the Earth's thought, the Earth's reflection of itself, one type of consciousness present on the planet. 

Therefore, when we behold the sick body of the poor, and see the injustice they suffer, we see it as our own body.  There is no other.  The other is myself.  We are part of one immense, pulsating body that has been evolving for billions of years—and is still evolving. 

But then you are saying that there is no God, no Lord of history, no Yahweh or loving father?

I am saying that our understanding of God must change.  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!

Instead, our intuition tells us that we dwell in Mystery larger than ourselves.  We are part of this Mystery, which, like us, is evolving.  This Mystery is what we call the Divine.  But this Mystery is a being, not a person.  There is no God sitting on a throne who will judge us when we die.  Our brothers and sisters on this Earth are our only judges!

But is there a personal God?

If God were a person, God would be an autonomous being, which is the same thing as the patriarchal concept of God who is "above" and "over" life itself.  God is not a person, but we humans are persons so this is how we tend to relate to Divine Mystery.  Because we are persons, we are able to initiate a dialogue, and we personalize all our relationships.  Therefore, analogously, I speak to God as a person.  It is as if I were talking or praying to my double.  I attribute the qualities of a person to my double, but it is my "I" talking to my "I." 

But what is the fear here? There is no "one God" to manipulate, as the "mono" theists have done, by making God "one," "universal," as well as "masculine." This God is an entirely political God, a God whose main job is to dominate and control.

Holistic ecofeminism holds that God is in all—and therefore all is sacred.  We speak of pan-en-theism.  This is much closer to what primitive peoples have believed; there are many different ways to express our experience of Divine Mystery.

Then we have no source of revelation? The Bible is not the word of God?

We must remember that sacred books like the Bible are human productions. The Bible is not "the Word of God." It is the word of humans about God. But some texts in the Old Testament and in the New Testament recount experiences so profound, so essential to us that we say "this is the word of God." For instance, those texts that speak to us of sharing, forgiving, mercy and compassion.  

The Gospel is the story of the Jesus movement, a movement of resurrection.  It is a collection of stories that recount actions of resurrection, of giving people life in many different ways.  We are told to love our neighbor as ourselves.  We are invited to love ourselves, which is relatively easy; but then we are asked to step outside our individual "I" and realize that we are not separate from our neighbor, something that is harder because it doesn't come as naturally as loving ourselves does.  But we do so because we are moved to compassion to do so, not because we will be rewarded in heaven.  

What you are suggesting is certainly very radical, in the sense of returning to roots.  But in stripping Christianity of its patriarchal structure, what is left?

What we are trying to do is relativize Christianity.  It is one experience of how human beings explain Divine Mystery.  The Jesus movement offers one response to humanity's search for meaning.  But the Christian experience is only one response, not the response.  It is just one small key. But even if we could unite all the keys, all the responses, we still wouldn't be able to fathom the Mystery in which we live.

Patriarchy is a development of human evolution—whether or not we had to develop this way is beside the point—but we did develop patriarchy and it has been the overriding way we have organized society for over 5,000 years. Christianity is marked by patriarchy; it was born and has flourished in a patriarchal society.  But the other great religions are also riddled with patriarchy: Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism are all marked with patriarchy.  It is not a question of throwing out these religions, but of stripping them of their patriarchal constructs.  

We are speaking here of a change in paradigms.  The patriarchal paradigm has lasted for more than 5,000 years.  But everywhere that paradigm is falling apart.  The old clothes no longer fit.  We must look for new clothes, new constructs which we probably won't live to see firmly in place.  But we are called to do so by the future, by our grandchildren. 

*Ivone Gebara is a Brazilian ecofeminist theologian.

Source:  Con-spirando #4: Ecofeminismo (junio, 1993), pp. 44-49. 
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