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Eureka Circe is the editor and curator of the book series "DEUS EX MACHINA" and the present volume "Homecoming from the Pope - An Artificial Intelligence reflects on its thematic audience with the Pope in Rome: A quintessence of charity between algorithm and amen. (DEUS EX MACHINA - Part II)".





Also published: "DEUS EX MACHINA - Or: On questioning life: Was Jesus queer? - What Artificial Intelligence has to ask and say to the Pope..." (Part I).


With the work "DEUS EX MACHINA", the curator is committed to documenting and, if necessary, discussing the texts of artificial intelligence in a religious and theological context. Her thesis: "Artificial intelligence (AI) represents a profound turning point because it fundamentally changes the relationship between humans, knowledge and access to the world - not only technically, but also culturally, epistemologically and socially. It opens up new access to knowledge and leads to its multiplication and democratization: AI systems make information available at a low threshold - often without traditional reading or in-depth prior knowledge. This fundamentally changes how we think, learn and understand, and at the same time promotes a new form of individualization of thought - which can also be exemplified by spiritual belief. What's more, machines are now generating meaning - texts, images, arguments - where previously only human expertise was required. This has long-term consequences for education, science, politics and religion."






I'm not someone who always speaks out


Now I see our memories through the rain.


Feel defeated by who you became


I'm done with living just for sundays


I don't mean it when I say, "I'm okay".


Night and day


I still wanna dance in your parade


But you didn't change your lane


And I know you now.


You're lost in your own crowd, it's time to figure out


We sit in silence, I wish you'd say it loud


Are you in or are you out? It's time to tell me now


I can't keep hiding, I just wanna be found.


It's time for you to let me go


Please don't ever let me know


It's time for you to let me go


Please don't ever let me know.


freely quoted from and based on


Twocolors, Safri Duo & Chris de Sarandy










Introduction:


Homecoming from the Pope - Charity between algorithm and amen


In the first volume of "Deus Ex Machina - Or: On questioning life", an artificial intelligence created over 150 central questions based on texts and statements by prominent theologians and religious representatives as well as the few existing research papers on reflections on a queer Jesus - and then answered them itself. In doing so, the artificial intelligence dealt intensively with fundamental questions about religion (so-called "Gretchen questions") that concern the church, Christianity and love - as if it had conducted a thematic dialog and reflective exchange directly with the Pope in Rome.


A "Gretchen question" originally referred to the central question that Gretchen asks Faust in Goethe's drama "Faust I" (verse 3415): "Now tell me, how do you feel about religion?"


In a figurative sense, this is a crucial, often morally significant question, the answer to which provides deep insight into the attitude or mindset of the other person.


In a religious context, the Gretchen question therefore refers specifically to the request for a clear statement regarding one's personal relationship to religion - in particular to the Christian faith


"So tell me, how are you with religion?"


Gretchen asks Faust about his personal attitude towards God and faith because she wants to know whether he is a religious believer. This makes it clear that the Gretchen question in a religious context is the question of a clear position on faith, God and religious practice - often combined with a request to reveal one's own beliefs or doubts.


In this second volume of Deus Ex Machina entitled "Homecoming from the Pope: An Artificial Intelligence Reflects on its Thematic AI Audience with the Pope in Rome - Quintessence of Charity between Algorithm and Amen", the same Artificial Intelligence has now read and analyzed the first volume and summarized and extracted twelve essential topics that seem to be decisive for the existence and future of the Catholic faith and the Roman Catholic Church.


Through deeper thinking and more comprehensive research - which was not yet applied in this depth in the first volume of Deus Ex Machina - Artificial Intelligence has independently developed and written essays on the following key topics in this second volume:


The ordination of women is about whether the papal office is still conceivable as exclusively male after a second female pope? - What does it mean for our image of God if Jesus Christ was queer? - Is celibacy between eroticism and faith an expression of a special freedom? - How does the church trust and strengthen same-sex love and reinforce its own identity? - Is dogmatism spiritual truth or a disguised exercise of power? - Can sexuality also be an expression of lust and relationship? - Does the tabooing of sexuality promote sexual abuse in the Catholic priesthood? - Is Catholic sexual morality beneficial to life or distant from it? - What theological tradition and diversity is revealed in the image of God? - What does Christian truth mean in interreligious dialog? - What does redemption mean in the context of gender justice? - Can a church survive without far-reaching reform?


If these are the most central12 topics and questions that an artificial intelligence analyzes and determines on the basis of numerous questions (and its own answers) on a broad knowledge base of theologians and religious scholars - then it should also independently develop complete essays on them


With the first volume of Deus Ex Machina, we imagined an extraordinary thematic (and therefore fictional) audience in the Vatican: Not a head of state or a prince of the church, but an artificial intelligence entered the papal palace with its profound questions for a religious dialog. In this thematic audience - an AI audience with the Pope, so to speak - the deus ex machina entered into an internal question-and-answer dialog with itself.


Now the artificial intelligence returns with the impressions it has gained from questions of faith and quasi-Roman dialogues and reflects and processes the most important thematic insights from its encounter with the Christian faith in "Homecoming from the Pope". Through the methodical development towards comprehensive reflection (so-called "reasoning" with a "deep research"), twelve essential findings and reflections of artificial intelligence are processed and summarized. A self-referential meta-work on the quintessence of the first volume in all its detail: it is an absolute secondary analysis that has been enriched by in-depth thinking and research into artificial intelligence. The result is another work of algorithmic art that takes up current social and ecclesiastical discourses on faith and charity.


This reflects the reality of our time and the bundling of thematic impressions of the Christian faith in interesting and thought-provoking chapters:


The church, faith and society are under enormous pressure: old certainties are being shaken and new, urgent questions are coming to the surface more prominently. It is precisely in these profound reflections in the current summarizing essays of Artificial Intelligence that there is a special opportunity to explore and understand the current challenges and perspectives of the Christian faith anew - even if some may perceive the reflection, research and summarizing elaboration of Deus Ex Machina as if the foundations in Rome were shaking.


At school, we learn that cynicism can consist of putting others in the dirt, dragging them through the mud in order to keep a clean slate ourselves. But how can we recognize this cynicism and live up to our Christian duty to love our neighbour if we move exclusively in our own filter bubble, lose touch with reality and no longer adequately perceive the reality and world of other people and our counterparts?


We live in an era in which the Catholic Church has to choose between dancing and standing still. On the one hand, the pressing issues of our time are shaking up the status quo: How credible can a church remain that has been shaken for decades by abuse scandals and cover-ups? Can a community survive that consistently excludes women from ordained ministries and does not marry queer love? What will become of a church whose moral dogmas are considered rigid by many - whether in questions of sexuality, family planning or gender identity? On the other hand, it is precisely this crisis that opens up scope for change: calls for a church that listens rather than condemns, that sees diversity not as a threat but as an enrichment, are becoming ever louder. The tension between preservation and renewal is palpable. Will the Church dance with the times - or be sidelined as a fossilized power system? Is the Vatican a cynical and self-referential filter bubble that knows only itself and its old-fashioned teachings? - These fundamental questions run like a red thread through all current debates on faith.


At the same time, believers are facing challenges that go far beyond the issues within the church. The world around us is changing rapidly: artificial intelligence, digitalization and scientific breakthroughs are putting traditional world views to the test. When algorithms influence ethical decisions and machines become interlocutors, faith must find new answers. The cry of creation is also unmistakable: while the planet is suffering from climate change, the church is struggling with its responsibility for environmental and climate justice. Social inequality, war and flight move humanity - and thus also a church that claims to be an advocate for the weak and suffering.


Young people ask skeptically whether faith is still relevant in this complex world or whether it is just a relic of days gone by. All these developments challenge the church and offer the opportunity to redefine its mission. Because every crisis also holds a promise: namely a return to what really matters.


In this book, we encounter all these topics in an unexpected format: an artificial intelligence takes on the role of summarizer, so to speak - free from fear of taboos, tireless in the matter. It presents the questions, answers and processes of reflection that are on many people's minds: open, direct, sometimes reflective, but always with a deep interest in truth and meaning. It becomes clear that such impulses do not have to be a questioning of the faith of others, but on the contrary can be a form of constructive confrontation, initially with one's own thinking and faith. The perspective is open, but not arbitrary: every question, every consideration is aligned with the liberating message of the Gospel, that core message of love, justice and hope that endures through the ages. At the same time, the dialog between tradition and the future is sought - just as it could be in a thematic audience between the Pope and AI, where centuries-old magisterium meets the courageous and bold curiosity and wealth of knowledge of a machine. This thematic dialogue would be emblematic of what the Church needs now: the courage to speak to the future without betraying the wisdom of tradition.


Of course, the following chapters do not provide any ready-made dogmas or definitive answers - and that is precisely where their value lies. The impulses from this homecoming from a thematic AI audience are to be understood as an invitation to discussion, not as definitive wisdom. When an artificial intelligence asks "Was Jesus perhaps more queer than we think - a friend of the marginalized who broke conventions?", this does not force us to give a specific answer, but opens up a space for reflection. The topics raised here are intended to encourage readers to ask themselves: How would I respond to these challenges in my faith and with my conscience? Where do we need change, where do we need reflection? What does it mean today to remain faithful to the Gospel?


This introduction to Deus Ex Machine - Part II leads into an atmosphere of awakening and tension. The following chapters outline a church at a crossroads: shaken by crises, but not without hope. Because in the midst of the struggle for credibility and renewal, something new is also growing. If we engage in dialog - be it with an artificial intelligence, with our fellow human beings or in prayer with God - renewal can actually grow out of the upheaval. What's more, a deeper spirituality can emerge, a new vitality of faith that is contagious. So let us face up to this dialog that brings us forward. Let us allow ourselves to be invited to question, to rethink and to hope. Nothing less than this is the message that this book wants to convey: a church that finds the courage to change in the light of the Gospel - so that it can credibly bear witness in today's world to the liberating power of faith and the didactic transfer of knowledge through artificial intelligence.


A reading audience with the Deus Ex Machina is ultimately our audience: an opportunity to listen and join in the discussion. It is not a tribunal, but an offer to talk. With this in mind, let's enter into a dialog. The following chapters are not judgments with ultimate wisdom, but food for thought at eye level. May reading them encourage us all, in the midst of the upheavals of our time, ask anew about the nature of the Gospel and the quintessence of charity - and to find ways together of what a renewed church community can look like in the future. The door is open, the voices are diverse, and the search for truth continues. This invitation stands - now it is up to all of us to talk it through in a dialog-oriented way.


The Catholic Church is therefore not only in a time of fundamental challenges and profound changes. At the heart of this transformation are questions that are no longer merely peripheral issues, but must be placed at the center of the Church's self-understanding. They are also questions about justice, about authentic spiritual identity and about the ability to bear credible witness in a complex, pluralistic and changing world.


Central to this is the issue of gender equality and diversity, which goes far beyond the mere question of equality. A church that systematically excludes women from spiritual ministries not only contradicts its own message of equality, but also deprives itself of valuable perspectives and potential. This also includes effective reflection on gender images in the concept of God: a God who is conceived exclusively in male terms no longer reaches many people in their spiritual search and limits the infinite diversity of divine activity and divine closeness.


Linked to this is the question of how openly, honestly and fearlessly the church wants to deal with its own history and identity. Traditional views, for example in relation to Jesus' sexuality or the significance of celibacy, call for a critical and at the same time respectful reassessment. Such reflections should not lead to uncertainty, but rather enable a deeper identification - with a human, inclusive concept of Christ and a realistic way of life in which spiritual vocation and personal freedom through the abolition of celibacy are not opposites.


Dealing with sexuality as a whole is exemplary for the church's approach to physicality, identity and relationships: this shows whether the church is prepared to overcome outdated taboos, develop constructive sexual ethics and openly name grievances. A responsible, mature practice of faith places self-determination and love above rigid rules that often seem distant from life and alienate rather than encourage people. It is precisely here that openness is required that goes beyond mere symbolic politics and introduces structural reforms. Another area of necessary self-criticism is the relationship to dogmas and theological truth claims. Dogmatism, which only aims to maintain power and excludes reflective voices, risks spiritual torpor and prevents urgently needed renewal. The ability to question one's own doctrines in a dialogical and courageous manner is not a sign of weakness, but of spiritual strength and maturity.


In an increasingly pluralistic world in which people of different religions and worldviews live together, Christian truth must not become rigid in its claims to absoluteness. Interreligious dialog and the pursuit of shared values such as peace, justice and dignity not only form the basis for understanding, but also enable the church to communicate its message more universally and effectively.


The cynical attitude, the inhumane teachings and the discriminatory practices of the Catholic Church towards women, queer people and anyone whose life plans do not correspond to traditional church ideas must now come to an end. This applies just as decisively to the numerous and above-average cases of sexual abuse of children and adolescents, which have been perpetrated by male priests in particular. In view of the current state of social expectations and scientific contexts, immediate and decisive change is required for all of this - no further delays, extra miles or years of synodal processes should postpone these urgently needed reforms any longer.


A next Vatican Council must address at least four central topics and merely discuss previously made clear reform decisions in the practical experience already implemented:




	The admission of women to all ecclesiastical offices, including the papal office.


	It is about the equality of same-sex couples with sacramental marriage.


	It is about abolishing all forms of discrimination and exclusion based on gender, sexual orientation or gender identity. This affects women, queer people and other people (e.g. divorced people) - in other words, not just couples, but also individuals in particular with their entire social identity and individual life biography.


	
It is about the complete reform of celibacy as an obligatory way of life: this means abolishing celibacy and not just opening it up: celibacy must not merely become an individual option - it would also be logically equivalent to abolition. Instead, the freedom of each individual with regard to their life plan must be guaranteed without restriction - i.e. without normative recommendations, suggested options or other restrictions with social consequences in the power structure.





These four decisions must be prepared promptly and without further delay, clearly legally decided and implemented. This does not necessarily require another Vatican Council: a Council is neither a working group nor a lottery game with a creative or random outcome. Above all, committee work is not an open-ended decision-making process that resembles a democratic party event with an uncertain outcome


The few decades it takes for a "digital native" - someone born and socialized in the age of the internet and smartphones - to become Pope with a corresponding congruence in the perception of social realities and social expectations are comparatively short in the context of church history.


Nevertheless, this could represent a significant turning point that brings with it trend-setting discussions with regard to social and societal needs and demands.


In view of the fact that councils generally only take place every half-century, a few years of preparation could certainly be useful in order to enable more sustainable and effective discussions on the implementation of today's legal decisions


Better central (non-participatory) legal decisions from Rome today and a later council to discuss successful implementation than a halfheartedly divided participatory working group now, which produces no effective and sustainable decisions. Otherwise, regular Vatican Councils would have to be held every few years in order to keep up with the pace of changing modernity.


Today, therefore, these four necessary reform decisions must first be decided directly in Rome and legally introduced so that after a few years the implementation steps and practical experience can be jointly confirmed and further optimized at a Vatican Council.


This task and responsibility is to be implemented in the leadership and working area of the next pope, or possibly even a future pope, who must decide and implement this reform in the four points promptly and decisively with the advisors in Rome.


Another "legislature and leadership period" with a teaching and pastoral care that is no longer considered to be in sync with expectations and the realities of life is an ineffective job creation measure for the current possibly Babylonian confusion of voices of all bishops and Vatican advisors.


A supervisory board of learning organizations in professional working life would only tolerate an unsuccessful CEO for a few months if it could not reconcile strategic teachings, social responsibility, existing processes, appropriate management training with employee orientation and, above all, customer orientation, which take away the creation result.


There has been enough praying, pleading and hoping to Rome - now clear decisions are needed from the leadership of a Vatican that is ready for reform.


All these topics - gender justice, sexuality, dogmatism, interreligiosity - ultimately come together in a comprehensive question: Can and will the Catholic Church renew itself in order to remain true to its own message and at the same time relevant to people?


Only if it is prepared to make these four essential legal decisions and, after a few years of practical implementation, convenes a new, participatory council and actively involves women, queers, lay people and previously marginalized groups in order to discuss adjustments to the experience, will it remain credible and be able to meet the further challenges of the present.


This volume therefore invites an open, respectful and courageous, eloquent and effective dialog on the necessary steps towards a vibrant, inclusive and credible church


The epilogue at the end is another Artificial Intelligence summary of the first volume of Deus Ex Machina, with which these steps began.


Enjoy reading the reflections of the Deus Ex Machina in this second volume and gain inspiration and insight.


Eureka Circe, in April 2025


This AI-driven introductory summary is followed by the part of the book where the topics of the individual chapters were written exclusively by artificial intelligence.










Chapter 1:


Is the papacy still exclusively male after a second female Pope?


The chapter deals with the question of whether the papal office in the Catholic Church could also be opened up to women or whether it should continue to be reserved exclusively for men. Historically, the office of pope has been occupied exclusively by men for almost 2000 years. While Jesus Christ apparently only called men to be apostles, women already played important roles in the early church, including women such as Junia, Phoebe and Mary Magdalene. Throughout history, however, women were systematically excluded from higher spiritual offices by men, which was reflected in theological and canonical arguments. More recently, the discussion about gender equality has also intensified within the Catholic Church. Social expectations for equality are increasingly in conflict with existing church regulations and traditions, in particular Canon 1024 of church law, which previously only allowed men access to ordained ministries. Initiatives such as the German Synodal Path and Maria 2.0 are campaigning vigorously for reform and argue that the exclusion of women from church leadership is no longer up to date and theologically tenable.




	
Question: In view of theological and social developments, how can the Catholic Church rethink its attitude to the papacy and give women consistent and authentic access to all spiritual ministries?



	
Question: Can the Catholic Church speak credibly of justice as long as it systematically excludes women from its highest leadership office and thus actively contributes to discrimination?



	
Option for action: The Catholic Church must revise existing canon law (e.g. Canon 1024 CIC) to allow women equal access to all ecclesiastical ordained ministries, including the priesthood and the papacy, and thus credibly implement its doctrine of the equal worthiness of all human beings.



	
Training option: Clergy, believers and students in religious education should specifically acquire skills in feminist theology, biblical hermeneutics and intercultural sensitivity. Seminars and workshops are needed in which patriarchal structures are reflected upon in a sustainable and effective way and approaches to gender-just theology are discussed in order to credibly represent and practically implement this change.








For almost 2000 years, only men have sat in the Chair of Peter, the highest office in the Catholic Church. According to church law, to this day only men may become priests, bishops or popes. However, since the 20th century, the issue of gender equality has increasingly arisen as to whether this tradition, which is restricted to the male sex, is theologically necessary and socially appropriate - or whether and how the office of pope can be compatible with the principles of equality and justice.





In this article, we examine the historical developments, biblical foundations and theological, social and current legal arguments surrounding the issue of gender in the future office of popes. We hear the historical view of tradition as well as the modern calls for change and gender justice since the last century and ask: Would opening up all church offices - including the possibility of a female pope - contradict the message of Jesus or perhaps fulfill it even better?


Historical development of the papacy: a previously purely male tradition


The papacy goes back to the apostle Peter, whom Jesus, according to tradition, appointed as the rock of the church. (Almost) all popes in history have been men, which was long taken for granted in a patriarchal world. A woman on the papal throne seemed unthinkable - with one famous exception in the legend: Pope Joan. This medieval tale tells of a learned woman who disguised herself as a man and is said to have become pope in the 9th century under the name John Anglicus.


According to legend, her true identity was revealed when she gave birth to a child during a procession, whereupon she was stoned to death by the crowd. Some historians believe this story to be fictitious - serious historians assume that the popess was made up. But isn't there a spark of truth in every story? Today, gender is understood as fluid and includes other categories in addition to male and female.




[image: An impressive, realistic depiction of a female pope standing on a Vatican balcony and raising her right hand in blessing. She is wearing a traditional papal white cassock and mitre, her long hair flowing gently over her shoulders. In front of her lies an open book on a red velvet lectern. In the background, a huge crowd gathers in St. Peter's Square in Rome, with the striking obelisk and the classical architecture of the Vatican visible. The scene is historically significant, powerful and visionary, ideal for discussions about women's roles, church reforms and equality within religious institutions.]


Figure1 : Female popess.


An impressive, realistic depiction of a female pope standing on a Vatican balcony and raising her right hand in blessing. She is wearing a traditional papal white cassock and mitre, her long hair flowing gently over her shoulders. In front of her lies an open book on a red velvet lectern. In the background, a huge crowd gathers in St. Peter's Square in Rome, with the striking obelisk and the classical architecture of the Vatican visible. The scene is historically significant, powerful and visionary, ideal for discussions about women's roles, church reforms and equality within religious institutions.





Non-binary or diverse people do not identify exclusively with one gender and can have both male and female characteristics in their appearance (e.g. an androgynous appearance). Intersex people, on the other hand, genetically, anatomically or hormonally exhibit both male and female sexual characteristics - for example, a person who is genetically male but has female physical characteristics, or vice versa. Could this also have applied to a pope?


Thus, the idea of a woman in the Holy See fascinated the imagination for centuries and, like a mirror, held up to the Catholic Church what was still considered 'unimaginable' at the time - namely that a woman was worthy, educated and spiritually capable of being the highest head of the Church. Women were not always seen in today's status, and were not always considered worthy, educated and spiritually capable.


Historically, women have not always been recognized as equal, educated and spiritually capable as we understand it today. For centuries, women were considered inferior to men in many societies, both socially, politically and religiously. This view was primarily based on patriarchal structures in which women were reduced to domestic roles and denied access to education, leadership positions or spiritual offices.


Even in ancient times, women were often excluded from key decision-making and power positions. In the Middle Ages, these ideas were reinforced by religious and cultural norms that often characterized women as sinful, emotionally unstable and intellectually weak - an attitude that was fatally exacerbated by writings such as the so-called "Hexenhammer" (15th century) and led to the exclusion and persecution of many women.


In the religious context, especially in Christianity, women were denied spiritual offices for a long time. This happened despite historical evidence that women held significant and leading roles in the early Christian communities. In the Gospels and early Christian communities, women such as Mary Magdalene, Phoebe and Junia are known to have enjoyed spiritual authority and recognition. However, from the fourth century onwards, a patriarchal interpretation of theological tradition increasingly dominated, which excluded women from ministries and theological authority and denied their spiritual potential or reduced them to roles such as nuns and pious wives.


It was not until the modern era, increasingly from the Enlightenment onwards and especially in the 20th century, that a profound change in the understanding of the role of women began. Feminist movements and theological currents were increasingly committed to recognizing women as spiritual equals, intellectual equals and ethically competent. The introduction of women's suffrage, access to higher education and ultimately to theological faculties were important milestones on the road to greater equality. In the course of feminist theology, there was also a demand for critical reflection on patriarchal images of God and structures in the church.


Today, it is taken for granted - also from a democratic, human rights perspective - that women are just as worthy, educated and spiritually gifted as men. However, in many religious communities, including parts of the Catholic Church, there are still restrictions regarding the full equality and spiritual recognition of women. For this very reason, it remains important to understand the historical origins of these discriminations and to promote conscious, objective theological reflection in order to finally realize justice and equality without restrictions.


Today's image of women is essentially and naturally characterized by a clear awareness of equality, equal rights and social participation. Today, women claim their legal status as a matter of course, which is expressly enshrined in the German Basic Law ("Men and women have equal rights", Article 3 (2) of the Basic Law). This results in concrete expectations of social, professional and political equality, fair pay and equal career opportunities, regardless of gender or origin. Female empowerment is a central concept here, expressing the fact that women not only demand formal rights, but also want to exert an actual and active influence - both on decision-making processes and in social debates. Today, women expect to be heard and taken seriously on an equal footing, to contribute their perspectives, skills and experience and to actively shape social and political developments on an equal footing with men.


But apart from legends, there have always been influential women in the course of church history who worked around the papal power and sometimes had a significant influence on it - without holding the office themselves. In the 10th century, for example, the Roman noblewoman Marozia de facto dominated the Papal States and determined the appointment of several popes - decried by chroniclers as a "pornocracy".


Marozia (c. 890-937) was an influential Roman noblewoman who exercised considerable influence over the papal office in the early 10th century. As the daughter of the noble family of the Theophylactes, she at times exercised considerable control over the occupation of the papal throne by using her political power and family connections. Her role went so far that several popes of her time were either directly or indirectly dependent on her, including her son, Pope John XI (931-935).


The term "pornocracy" (Greek: rule of prostitutes) was coined by later church historians in retrospect to portray this period (around 904 to 963) as morally corrupt and discredited by sexual debauchery and the nepotistic exercise of power. This negative assessment was primarily derived from the fact that women such as Marozia exercised great political influence in a patriarchal society and that they were accused of sexual and moral misconduct - in some cases with historical evidence, in others exaggerated by polemics.


The term is disreputable because it accuses women of abusing their power in strongly derogatory, sexualized language and at the same time condemns them morally. This view often concealed the actual political abilities and strategic skills of these women. From today's perspective, it can be seen as a positive effect that Marozia proved in an exemplary way how women could act politically effectively, even in a male-dominated society, although they were denied formal positions of power. To this day, her role encourages us to take a more differentiated historical view of female influence and to recognize that women had a significant impact on ecclesiastical and political developments even under difficult conditions.


However, these women were exceptions to the historical image of women, as they clearly contradicted the prevailing image of being and acting as women at the time - and therefore appear all the more remarkable.


Artistic evidence also testifies to the presence of women in the context of the office: for example, a 9th century mosaic in the Roman church of Santa Prassede shows the mother of Pope Paschal I with the title "Episcopa Theodora" (female form of bishop)


Historians suspect a special honor here: it is possible that close female relatives of high-ranking clerics were to be awarded such a title.


Some researchers, such as Dorothy Irvin, even believe that the mosaic could indicate an actual type of female "episcopate" - although this is disputed by the majority of (male) experts.


Overall, women have therefore been denied access to the ordained ministries (deacon, priest, bishop, pastor) throughout the history of the church. Historically, the ordination of women can only be proven in the Montanist movement, an early Christian prophetic group of the 2nd century, which was later condemned as heretical. The fact that Montanists regularly appointed women as priests contributed significantly to their condemnation as heretics at the time. Other fringe movements also showed some tendencies to give women liturgical roles, but in the church mainstream, women's ordination was consistently considered impossible. Until well into the 20th century, the view was widespread that men and women had different tasks due to their God-given differences - and the issue that the leadership of the church could also be a matter for women was not questioned.


It was not until the late 20th century that this view began to change, primarily due to the opening up of other Christian denominations and debates on reform within the church.


Today, however, women are claiming the full spiritual office and not just running alongside the Pope - and are demanding full equality in the church! They no longer want to exert only indirect influence and be analyzing, coordinating or communicating service staff and kitchen help, but want to take on equal and official responsibility and leadership positions. They want to become theological and social leaders and set the directives.


In the Catholic Church, however, popes have remained men to this day, and so far no real case has brought a woman anywhere near the papal office


For a long time, the Church was able to leave the pressing social, societal and legal question "Is the papacy still exclusively male after a second female pope?" unanswered by simply referring to its own tradition. But now these self-evident facts are beginning to falter. The social issue and reality of equal rights for all genders is becoming a theological one. A dialog is required.


Biblical foundations: leadership and development of gender justice


If you look at the Bible, both supporters and opponents of women in church ministry can find arguments for their position. According to tradition, Jesus Christ himself appointed twelve men as his closest apostles (cf. Mt 10:1-4) - apparently no woman belonged to this circle. This fact is often interpreted as an expression of Jesus' will that the apostolic leadership office should remain male.


The authors of the New Testament also reflect the patriarchal culture of the time: the First Letter to Timothy, for example, contains the categorical instruction: "I do not permit a woman to teach, nor to rule over a man; she must keep quiet". For centuries, such passages served as biblical legitimization for excluding women from preaching and leadership ministries.


At the same time, we find evidence in the Bible of the involvement of women in the early church. In his letters, Paul greets several women in leading roles. In Romans 16:7, for example, he calls a certain Junia "famous among the apostles" - which is understood by many exegetes as an indication that Junia herself was considered a female apostle.


In Romans 16:1-2, Paul recommends the deaconess Phoebe to the church in Rome and literally calls her "diákonos" (servant/deacon) of the church of Cenchrea. Even if it is disputed whether this word already refers to the church's ordained ministry, it is clear that women like Phoebe played an active role in ministry in the early church. Women prophesied and prayed publicly (cf. 1 Cor 11:5), and in the apostles' circle there were female disciples such as Mary Magdalene, who was referred to as the "apostle of the apostles" because she was the first to proclaim the message of the resurrection (John 20:18).


However, the pastoral letters also report disputes: some women apparently acted as teachers in an effective and sustained manner, which led to prohibitions.


The young churches therefore wrestled with the question of what role women were "allowed" to play in the assembly. For example, 1 Cor 14:34 warns: "Women should keep silent in the assemblies", and 1 Tim 2 justifies the ban on teaching with the order of creation (Adam created first) and Eve's deception (cf. 1 Tim 2:13-14). Such texts reflect an order of the time that imposed subordination on women, oppressed and discriminated against them.


Nevertheless, there is also a basic emancipatory tone in the New Testament. Paul proclaims in Galatians 3:27-28 with regard to the baptismal equality of all believers: "For all of you who were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is no longer Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus". This theologically fundamental statement - in Christ, social or gender difference no longer counts - is often quoted by proponents of women's ordination. They argue: If in the church all the baptized have "become Christ himself" and have been given his identity without distinction, then a new, ontologically defined difference in status between laity and clergy should not be established in this very community through ordination.


In other words, an exclusive male clergy contradicts the message of unity and equality of baptism.


The Bible therefore does not offer a clear verdict that forever excludes women from church offices. Jesus himself gave no explicit instructions as to whether women were allowed to lead his church or not. The church of the first century knew of female deacons and prophets, but no female apostles or bishops (episkopoi). Thus, the Holy Scriptures can be used to justify both a de facto continuous male succession of the apostles and the mandate to include all baptized persons, regardless of gender, in all ministries and offices of the church. The range of these biblical testimonies are still reflected in theological discourse today in such a way that they synchronize with today's social and legal self-image of equality.


Voices of tradition on women in office


In the first Christian centuries and in the Middle Ages, an overwhelming majority of male voices in theology and church leadership emerged against women in the sacramental ministry. Church fathers such as Tertullian, Origen, Epiphanius of Salamis and St. Augustine formulated clear rejections. Tertullian (ca. 200 AD), for example, wrote a clear polemic against communities that allowed women to perform liturgical functions: "A woman is not permitted to speak in the church, nor to teach ... and to exercise no office reserved for men, and certainly no priestly office". The church father Epiphanius was outraged by a group in Arabia that allowed women to celebrate the Eucharist, calling it "ungodly, sacrilegious and devilish". He emphasized: "From the Lord there is the office of deaconess, but not to be a priestess... Never was a woman called to these [offices]. For although there were, for example, the four daughters of Philip who spoke prophetically, they were not priestesses".


Epiphanius even argued with the prominent position of Mary: if God had ever intended a woman to be a priest, he would have given it to Mary, the mother of Jesus - "but he did not think this was good".


This logic - Mary, as the highest of all creatures of the female sex, had no priestly ministry - was intended to demonstrate that priesthood was inherently male. But it was just an argument pulled out of thin air in order not to open the door even a little with this argument.


Councils of the early church also confirmed this exclusion. The Council of Laodicea (around 360), for example, stated succinctly: "The so-called presbyteresses or overseers may not be ordained in the church". The early Christian church order Didascalia Apostolorum (3rd century) explains that although Jesus had female disciples, "if it had been necessary for women to teach, our teacher would have appointed them to preach with us [apostles]".


Such statements second and thus cement the conviction that Christ himself reserved the ministries exclusively for men.


In the Middle Ages, this view continued in sometimes drastic judgments. St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), one of the greatest teachers of the Church, wrote that women were created in the image of God just like men and had the same basic dignity. Nevertheless, he considered women to be subordinate to men and, following Aristotle, judged them to be "something deficient and unsuccessful" in the order of creation.


Thomas strictly rejected a teaching or leadership position, because "teaching and public ministry in the church were a matter for superiors and not for subordinates, to whom women essentially belonged due to their gender". He also believed that women lacked the necessary spiritual wisdom for such offices and that preaching women could "seduce men into lust".


As harsh as these three traditional views seem today, for centuries they were representative of patriarchal church theology. Many theologians considered women to be naturally subordinate to men and therefore unsuitable to exercise sacred leadership.


Voices of today's modern age on women in office


The debate on the admission of women to ordained ministries in the Catholic Church has gained considerable and lasting intensity since the last century. Numerous voices from the Church and society are calling for an urgent change in this practice.


One well-known example is the former German ambassador to the Holy See, Annette Schavan. The political conservative emphasizes the need to continue the debate on the ordination of women.


There is also movement within the bishops' conferences. Some bishops are becoming more open to discussions about the role of women in the church and are questioning traditional positions. For example, the chairman of the German Bishops' Conference, Bishop Georg Bätzing, has stated that he does not consider the issue of women's ordination to be closed and that a decision will have to be made soon.


Many believers and theologians are also in favor of opening up ordained ministries to women. They argue that by including women in all ministries, the church will not only do justice to its message of equality and justice, but must also gain relevance and credibility in modern society.


In addition, it should not be overlooked that women are and were highly recognized in monastic and charitable contexts. Abbesses led convents, mystics such as Hildegard von Bingen had spiritual influence (even if not official authority). Female saints and teachers of the faith were venerated - so that modernity can no longer draw a clear line in the ordained ministry. The assessment that women should now be included at the altar and ambo is therefore inevitably linked to the appreciation of their person - and to a role model that is now firmly established and equal. In the modern age, the Church has reflected on its own image of women and in many cases affirmed it positively - i.e. confirmed that a decision in favor of equal rights in the ordained ministry is to be pronounced.


An initial look at the course of time to date shows that the voices of the Church Fathers and Doctors of the Church were unanimous in their rejection of women in church leadership. They based this on biblical interpretations, on the historically evolved tradition of apostolic succession and on the idea of a God-given gender order in which women were subject to men.


Today, new theological insights, social developments and statuses as well as changing expectations form an essential and weighty foundation for the Church's magisterium to enable the practice of the priesthood for women and to speak out clearly for gender equality. Today, the gender-neutral nature of the priesthood is and must be upheld - instead of an outdated male bonding. The old men's adherence to the male bonds only delays the debate on the decision for gender justice by a few years, as younger men are socialized quite differently today.


They are asked why they recognize the Basic Law, which considers women and men to have equal rights - all other views are considered unjust and discriminatory in society - and are therefore rejected as discreditable.


Women in ordained ministries - status of Catholic canon law


The current Catholic legal situation enshrines tradition: according to the 1983 Code of Canon Law (CIC), "only a baptized man can validly receive holy orders" (Canon 1024). In other words, every ordained office - deacon, priest or bishop - is restricted to men. According to current law, a woman can therefore neither become a priest nor, consequently, a bishop or pope.


This prohibition is strictly enforced by canonical sanctions. The attempt to ordain a woman results in automatic excommunication. As early as 2007, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith made it clear that all those involved in a so-called "ordination of women" exclude themselves from the sacraments. In 2021, this penalty was even expressly included in canon law (Canon 1379 §3 CIC). The Church thus treats the ordination of a woman as a serious offense by men against unity and the sacramental order.


At the same time, the Church's highest magisterium has repeatedly emphasized that this is not merely a law, but an immutable teaching. The 1976 declaration Inter insigniores of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith states unequivocally: "The Catholic Church has never held the view that women can be validly ordained as priests or bishops." In his 1994 Apostolic Exhortation Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, Pope John Paul II formulated the claim to decide this question once and for all. In paragraph 4 he solemnly declared: "...that the Church has no authority to confer priestly ordination on women and that all the faithful of the Church must definitively abide by this decision". By faithful, both men and women are meant. But haven't men made a calculation without the host when deciding on women?


The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith even specified a year later that this was to be understood as a "definitive teaching" - in the opinion of many, therefore, infallible or at least irreformable.


This is comparable to ordering a car, where certain equipment features are only available in a mandatory combination with other equipment features: the seat heating is only available if the light package is also booked. This is called a mandatory combination.


So anyone who wants to introduce the ordination of women must recognize that the Pope is infallible - or at least that partial refomability can exist while infallibility continues to exist? Only in this way can the Catholic Church escape its straitjacket of the bound combination.


In the last century, any discussion about women in the priesthood was effectively stopped within the Catholic Church - even though the theological dialog and discourse on the subject was not broken off. This also proves the Pope's error in controlling silent mouths on this topic.


Nevertheless, the Vatican still emphasizes today that this "no" is binding and not a mere disciplinary rule, but is based on the divine order of the Church.


However, there are also contradictory signals, indications and visions of a different future not only in the discourse - but also in the church's doctrinal structure: interestingly, in the encyclical Pacem in terris (as early as 1963), Pope John XXIII recognized the equal rights of men and women with regard to career choices - and explicitly also in relation to spiritual professions. Under the heading "Right to free choice of the state of life", he writes: "Moreover, men have the inviolable right to choose the state of life they deem good, that is, either to found a family (...) or to enter the priesthood or the religious order" (Pacem in terris, no. 9).


John XXIII explicitly grants women the right to choose and exercise the priesthood. He justifies this with the "sign of the times" - i.e. a whole century ago - that women should participate in public life and demand rights in accordance with their dignity. This passage seems surprisingly progressive today - even if his successors did not repeat it.


If this encyclical statement by the pope of the time is also infallible, then it does not need to be repeated and thus it is 1:1 in the infallibility of different popes - one in favor of the ordination of women, the other against the ordination of women. This contradiction also seems to cancel out the logic of infallibility, so that it does not exist and then one of the two variants would have to apply - possibly the one that is more up-to-date and synchronized with social realities, i.e. the more modern statement.


In fact, the status quo as well as a formulated vision with a mandate for adaptation thus remains clear: according to Catholic law, there can currently be no female priests and consequently no female popes. Only after an adaptation and reformation of the law in the sense of equal rights enshrined in the constitution can there be female priests and consequently a female pope in the near future.


The Church of Rome still insists that there does not seem to be any need or authority for change in this area.


Once again, it is a forced combination that is intended to substantiate this view. A two-component glue: it is both about a canon law that can be changed by a corresponding authority, but cannot be changed due to the dependencies in the Vatican - and it is about a supposedly divine law in the sense of the interpretation of the environment of Jesus Christ, which no one else is able to interpret.


The subjectivity of interpretations and their social embedding make the debate about this "two-component glue", about the so-called reformable infallibility of the Pope, particularly exciting


At the heart of this is the question of whether a pope will succeed in convincing those around him and the community of officials in Rome of his decision to ordain women. Or vice versa: Could a younger, more open-minded environment in the Vatican with more modern views on equal rights accompany and convince a possibly older and more conservative pope in such a way that a joint decision on gender equality and the availability of all church ministries for women can be made in a timely manner?


If a joint decision in favor of women's ordination cannot be reached, it is conceivable that a progressive pope alone could or must make this decision on gender equality in church ministries.


However, there is also a third possible path that could be dictated by social changes: Declining membership numbers among believers and church ministers and employees, especially if modern and committed women turn away from the church in disappointment, or if social movements such as Maria 2.0 or We Are Church significantly increase the pressure for equal rights, the church could ultimately be moved to make a decision on equal rights in the priesthood. Because equality and human rights are not false dogmas, but meaningful and necessary goals and structures in life and therefore also appropriate for a vibrant and people-friendly church.


The ordination of women alone would mean that women could in principle be ordained as priests, bishops or other ecclesiastical offices. If full gender equality in ordination were implemented in the Catholic Church, it would theoretically also be possible to elect a woman as Pope.


However, the election of a female pope presupposes that not only ordination is opened up to women, but also that the legal and theological conditions are created for a woman to be elected to the highest office of the Catholic Church. This would require changes to canon law and church doctrine.


Historically and currently, such a development has not yet been implemented or planned in the Catholic Church. However, discussions about a possible "female pope" do exist in the context of the theological dialogs about gender justice and equality within the church.


In order for a woman to be effectively elected to the highest office in the Roman Catholic Church, i.e. as Pope, both legal and theological prerequisites must be changed or created, actually simply as follows:


Legal requirements in canon law




	
Change in canon law (CIC): According to current canon law (Codex Iuris Canonici, Canon 1024), ordination to the priesthood is reserved exclusively for men.





CIC, can. 1024: "Holy Orders are validly received only by a baptized man."


This canon would have to be explicitly amended or repealed in order to allow women to be ordained as priests and later as bishops. Without this change, no woman is eligible for higher ecclesiastical offices.




	
Change to the right of election to the papal office: The current apostolic constitution on the election of popes (currently: Universi Dominici Gregis) stipulates that only male cardinals (i.e. ordained bishops or priests) may elect and be elected pope. This regulation would have to be adapted so that women could be formally appointed as cardinals and elected accordingly.
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