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In 1859, Phoebe Palmer, a Methodist preacher wrote,

“The Church in many places is a sort of potters field where


the gifts of many women, as so many strangers, are buried.”

With the union of our faith and feminism, these buried gifts


can be lifted up from the dust and received in the world


with the dignity they deserve.

This book is dedicated to all those who cannot yet


freely express themselves or whose gifts are yet


to be acknowledged.
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INTRODUCTION
by Gloria Steinem
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We’re sitting on an old and comfortable couch in my living room, talking about a book that Helen has just finished, the one you now hold in your hands. For more than thirty years, I’ve known Helen as a friend and colleague whose unique blend of faith and activism, gentleness and strength, are a kind of sun under which other people blossom. She has generously asked me to write the introduction, but I’m not at all sure that I’m the right person for the women of faith she wants to reach.

Yes, I share Helen’s belief that women’s spirituality has been and continues to be one of the wellsprings of feminism. This deep belief in universality has been expressed far outside the many patriarchies that make up organized religion, and also as a force for reform and meta-democracy within them.

But Helen is writing as a Christian with the courage and belief to reform the institutional Christian faith in which she was raised. By extension, her work applies to all the women and men who are striving within their traditions of Protestantism or Judaism, Catholicism or Islam, to, as she writes, “encourage religious women and men to consider feminism as an essential in the divine plan for love and justice.” It also applies to women like me who find spirituality outside religion, and it will serve the second of Helen’s purposes—"to help secular feminists begin to trust the possibility that faith can lead people to effective activism.”

Still, why should believers in a church or mosque or temple listen to me? I am not a Christian. I am not even a monotheist. As the child of a father born to an upper middle class Jewish family and of a mother from a working class Protestant one—a marriage considered “mixed” in their generation and opposed by both families—I learned early to question any religion that claimed to know the superior way.

Growing up, I mostly absorbed the teachings of Theosophy, a blend of science, mysticism, and spirituality that had attracted and held my mother and both my grandmothers by the time I was born. It had an appeal for me, too.

Sitting with my coloring book in the back of Theosophical Lodge meetings, I sensed the respect with which children were treated, perhaps because the Theosophical belief in reincarnation countered any idea of children as possessions, or blank slates on which parents could write anything. I also loved the idea that all living things were linked rather than ranked, especially given my identification with animals. In retrospect, I probably benefited from seeing women’s leadership in Theosophy. Many years later, I learned that such suffragists as Annie Besant had been drawn to Theosophy, perhaps because the rough justice of reincarnation allowed them to imagine cruel patriarchs being re-born as women.

But none of this equipped me as an adult for anything more (or less) than a respect for teachers like Jesus (who countered the hierarchy of his day by “caring for the least of these"), or Mohammed (who was an important reformer for women’s rights in his time), or for such Jewish rituals as the Seder (a ceremony in which everyone’s voice is heard, not just that of the rabbi).

Indeed, the idea that made the most sense to me was respecting each other’s beliefs—instead of creating a hierarchy of them or setting out to conquer or convert—because this was a step back toward the greater democracy and tolerance of pagan times in so-called pre-history. Then, the god of an ocean or a spring or mountain created a natural sense of awe in its presence, and each of us possessed a voice of god within us as part of our unity with nature.

After all, the withdrawal of god from women and nature had been a part of millennia that justified the conquering of women and nature. Given that history, everyone trying to honor and restore the feminine and therefore complete the universal—whether within an organized religion or outside it—is reversing the imposition of patriarchy and hierarchy. No wonder the antiwoman right wing of almost every organized religion, from the Christian ultra right in the United States to Islamic extremists in other countries, is in such violent backlash against the equality and power of women.

As Helen and I talk about our sense of a universal spirituality, she looks at me with bemused wonderment. “How did you ever get to be so full of love,” she asks, “when you didn’t grow up in a church or any religion?”

I look at her with the same wonderment. “How did you get to be so full of love,” I ask, “when you grew up in one with a Son of God and not even a Daughter?"We both laugh.

Suddenly, it dawns on me that we are engaged in the same process: each of us is trying to salvage whatever was loving and welcoming, spiritual and universal, in our childhood experience. Each of us is seeking support for our belief in the connectedness of all living things.

We may have to rebel, enlarge and even transform structures as adults, but we choose not to discard everything. We cherish the words and phrases, the warmth and community, that have all the power of home.

Alice Walker expressed this cherishing in her poem, “Sunday School Circa 1950”:


“Who made you?” was always


          The question


The answer was always


          “God.”

 

Well, there we stood


          Three feet high


          Heads bowed


          Leaning into


                    Bosoms.

 

Now


I no longer recall


The Catechism


Or brood on the Genesis


Of life


No.

 

I ponder the exchange


          Itself


And salvage mostly


The Leaning.



I had found my leaning in the back of Theosophical meetings. Helen had found hers in the warmth of a Texas Baptist church. Like the women of faith profiled in these pages, we wanted to add this to a new home that included our full humanity and that of the female half of the world. If we were to accept any exclusion—allow race, sexuality or anything that could divide up the human family—we would only create prisons for ourselves.

That’s why we were sitting on the same couch, talking, listening, learning, leaning on each other, a microcosm of the warmth and community that is part of the worldwide women’s movement. We were living proof of Helen’s thesis that “relationship is sacred because the spirit of God is manifest in emphatic connection.” If god is present in connection, then we must nurture it.

Now that a belief in an exclusive and superior afterlife for some people has coincided with Doomsday weapons, there could be no greater need to practice and cherish connection.

In this book, Helen has given us the stories of five women who inspire and connect with us in spirit. Her own story connects us with her life. We owe each other our honesty about spirituality. We owe our respect to feminists whose beliefs are different from ours. This book asks women of all backgrounds to sit together on the same couch, as Helen and I have done, and speak to each other with empathy and love.







LETTER TO THE READER
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Every childhood is a dismantling of wholeness, and every adulthood is a process of putting the pieces together again. The search for connection to our wholeness is the overarching theme of this book and of my life.

Children’s rhymes mirror the trauma of childhood, the shattering of Humpty Dumpty and the falling down of rock-a-bye-baby. Yet as a child, I was sure that underneath it all, we were meant to be connected. I always intuited that the world was one large human family. My favorite pastime was reading the encyclopedia and thinking about how the cultural, biological, and historical details were all interrelated. And even today, I enjoy going to crowded places like Times Square, imagining how all of us—short, tall, male, female, dark-haired, tow-headed, from all over the world—are truly related to each other. An astute observer might suggest that my emphasis on connection probably comes from experience of its opposite. And that’s true. I know what it’s like to feel disconnected, on the outside, estranged, not only from other people, but also from myself. I spent many years trying to reassemble the fragments of my divided self and reconnect them.

Faith and Feminism emerged from an intuition that all life is interconnected and we are a minuscule yet crucial part of a massive design. We live in the midst of dissonance, rupture, and alienation. And yet there is gravitation toward unity that shows up in a variety of ways. Our religious faith and certain sociopolitical philosophies such as feminism are two of these pulls toward unity. To me there is no separation or conflict between faith and feminism. I am a feminist and a woman of faith. I don’t feel any internal dissonance. But many feminists have an ardent mistrust of religion, and many women of faith have a strong aversion to feminism. Very often, my experiences in the women’s movement have not supported this inner alliance between the spirit and the activist. Many consider feminism to be a secular movement with a bias against organized religion. While I understand why feminism has evolved this way, I consider it a deep loss. I also have met many individuals in the women’s movement for whom religion is not a barrier. Like me, they do not feel the split between faith and feminism in their own lives. Working in the social and political arena is possible for them because of the sustenance and guidance they receive from their spiritual lives. When I talk to these women and work beside them, I feel awed by their tireless energy and their certainty that building a better world is possible. They speak openly about being empowered by their religious ideals.

My friend and colleague Dr. Olivia Cousins, a scholar, a Catholic woman, and a feminist, says: “As a Christian I am guided by the spiritual understanding that I am a steward of the world—responsible for the total well-being (mind, body, and spirit) of this planet.” Largely because of my conversations with feminists of faith like Olivia, I began to feel that we needed a broader discussion of the vital connection between religious conviction and social action, the alliance between faith and feminism.

The more I thought about it, the more it became clear to me that religion and feminism are different expressions of the same impulse toward making life more just and whole. When we cut the connection between spiritual values and values of social justice, we weaken both our vision and our power. I believe there is an alliance between faith and feminism that, when allowed to find its natural connection, releases new energy for both.

My thoughts crystallized ten years ago when I was in a bookstore looking for a devotional book to take to a friend in the hospital. Nothing I picked up seemed right until I went to the biography section. There on the bottom shelf, dusty and in shadow, was a small book by Teresa of Ávila. I opened it and started reading. I had known Teresa was a woman of prayer, but I had never realized she was such an activist for women. I was astounded by her accomplishments. She seemed to me as great as any woman honored in the National Women’s Hall of Fame. Why, I wondered, were there so few religious women installed in the Hall or celebrated in feminist circles?

I’ll confess that my friend never got the book on Teresa. I kept it and soon after began to research Teresa’s life. I knew I had to tell her story. I wanted to breathe life back into her memory. I felt convinced that her trials, her friendship with St. John of the Cross, and her courageous work for women in medieval Europe were stories relevant to women today. After months of reading, I began to imagine her life next to the life of early feminist abolitionist Sojourner Truth. As I put these two together in my mind, I became conscious of three more women of faith who were equally fascinating, and not widely discussed in feminist circles—Emily Dickinson, Lucretia Mott, and Dorothy Day. The “community” of these five women assumed a life for me and became the basis of this book. I knew they had important things to say to our world.

As a way of formalizing my interest in these women and others like them, I began course work at Union Theological Seminary, where I studied the lives of many women whose religious faith had ignited their social activism. I came across the Beguines,1 a group of lay women whose work in the thirteenth century is considered by some scholars to be the first women’s movement in Western history.2 I went back even further to study the early church period. I studied a field called patristics, from the Latin word pater, or father, which introduces the fathers of the church. I also discovered a new field, matristics, which has unearthed stories of the many women who were early church leaders, most of whom have been left out of history.3

I began to take pilgrimages. I visited places where these spiritual women had lived, and I walked on soil where they had walked years before. I invited my husband, Harville, to accompany me to Ávila, where St. Teresa began her work of reforming the church in sixteenth-century Spain. My daughter Leah traveled with me to Bingen, Germany, to visit Hildegard of Bingen’s monastery, where she and I wrote several ballads in Hildegard’s honor.4 We also went to France to retrace the steps of Joan of Arc throughout her heroic life. My son Hunter spent a summer in New York City working for the Catholic Worker, the hospitality house begun by Dorothy Day. On my way to visit my daughter Kimberly in Central America, I visited the Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City. I toured Marian shrines at Lourdes and Knock. I visited Black Madonna sites in Montserrat, Spain, and Einsiedeln, Switzerland.5 My friend China Galland commented on how strange it was to see a Southern Baptist making regular visits to these Catholic shrines.6 But I was moved by the power of this faith, which has inspired so much healing and social action.

The women I studied integrated faith and activism in a way I wanted to achieve in my own life. They were on fire with religious energy and used the flames to forge social change. They made important contributions to society, yet most are unsung heroes who are strangers to the women’s movement. I want everyone to know their stories. These women could be considered our foremothers! Wanting to study women from other backgrounds, I began to delve deeply into writings of Latina, black, Jewish, Asian, and other feminist theologians.7 Feminist theologians are modern-day prophets, calling us to a faith-fueled activism that has healing for our cultures.8 They understand that religious as well as political and cultural institutions are calling for reformation, and that the spirit of God is central to all social transformation.

The concept of God resonates with diversity. My only regret about this book is that it is not as representative of that diversity as I would wish it to be. The women I write about are largely from the Judeo-Christian tradition. I have great respect for women who are Native American, or profess Islam, Hindu, or other faiths less well known or more personally defined. Had I written about them, my fundamental argument would be the same. But I believe that we speak most authentically from our personal experience. So I’ve chosen to write from within the Judeo-Christian practice, in order to illuminate the depth of my own tradition, which has at its core a sacred connection to all of life. My faith, and indeed the entire Judeo-Christian ethic, teaches love and empathy—two underdiscussed but essential aspects of effective social change.

My tradition teaches: “I may speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but if I have not love, I am nothing.”9 What does this ethic mean for us as we struggle against injustice? I am writing, then, as an American woman, a Christian, and a feminist.

This book will introduce you to five women, who captured my attention years ago. These five—Emily Dickinson, Teresa of Ávila, Sojourner Truth, Lucretia Mott, and Dorothy Day—have become beacons for me. They may have been from different cultures and different centuries, but together they form a unified message. Each one lived beyond the gender expectations of her times and made significant contributions to the men and women who came after. The stories of these “spirited women” form the heart of this book. When you read about them, you will see that their religious and spiritual lives were indivisible from their public achievements. You can no more imagine them writing, giving speeches, or ministering to the poor without God’s guidance than you can imagine their bodies functioning without their hearts.

Each of these women insisted on bringing their whole honest selves to their work. They were committed to prying open the rusty chambers of their hearts, and they inspire us to do the same. Emily Dickinson’s story became a message about Pain, Teresa of Ávila’s about Shadow, Sojourner Truth’s about Voice, Lucretia Mott’s about Action, and Dorothy Day’s about our human Communion with one another. Each brief biography shows us how one woman was able to integrate pain, shadow, voice, action, or the expanded awareness of connection into her life and reach her potential as a human being. As I tell their stories, I will build an argument that it is possible for us, as individuals living now, to accept and integrate these five aspects of our being and experience. We too can move through the stages of pain, shadow, voice, action, and communion as we become more whole.

Because these women have been such a powerful catalyst for thinking more deeply about my own choices, I want to encourage you, the reader, to open yourself to the possibility of using these stories as a stimulus for your own life journey.

My hope is that you will reflect on how pain has transformed you, whether you have claimed your shadow, if you have developed your own voice, how you take action, and the level of communion in your life.

As you read chapters 3 through 7 and learn more about these five women, you may wish to use a personal journal to reflect on how the issues raised relate to your own life. I’ve put together questions in the Continuing Reflection and Dialogue section at the end of the book that might help guide some of your thinking (see pages 143-162). In addition to your own reflection, some of you may benefit from reading this book with a friend or in a small group so that you can share your thoughts. Our relationships are the crucible of our greatest growth, and while you will be invited to move into “relationship” with these five women, you may also find it is an opportunity to deepen the relationship with a friend by doing this reflection together.

In Chapter 8, I share with you some part of my own journey from pain toward communion. My underlying goal is to encourage you to reflect on aspects of your own life and begin to form them into a story of who you are, where you’ve come from, and who you’ve met along the way. All of our stories are important, whether we’ve lived at the center of grand events or in the quiet of anonymity. Sharing our stories helps us see the movement of the spirit within our lives. If we don’t tell our stories to each other, we lose the opportunity to find what binds us together, as human beings and spiritual beings.

The Afterword contains some thoughts about the future of feminism. I am impassioned about the women’s movement and want others to understand and feel its potential. My vision includes both women and men in a movement that stands for the dignity and worth of all people, transcending the superficial differences of race, nationality, religion, gender, or social status. The truth is that we are all already sisters and brothers. We have only to recognize that truth and allow ourselves to be guided by its profound universal energy.

In ending, I return to the theme I started with—the theme of connection. I know with certainty that it is no accident that I am married to Harville Hendrix, who has written and spoken publicly for years about the subject of relationship.10 Our mutual interest in the matter of connection began on our first date twenty-six years ago. An iconoclastic pastoral counselor when we met, Harville believed as strongly as I did in the power of relationship as a spiritual path. When we married, we agreed that our life work together would be to try to gain an understanding of the ways human history is propelled by human relationship, and to investigate the capacity of relationship to decode universal principles. Over the twenty years that Harville has encouraged the development and growth of Imago Relationship Theory, I was privileged to sit with him as companion and contributor.

Although Imago was developed as a way to restore broken connections within marriage, it can also help people understand and heal many different kinds of ruptured relationships within our culture. The spirit of Imago permeates every page of this book and is offered more overtly in the Reflection and Dialogue section at the end of this book for readers who want to experience the process of dialogue. We are meant to live in unity. We are meant to be interdependent. We are meant to be responsible for each other. We need not the king’s horses and men but do need each other to put ourselves back together again. This is the message of Imago, and this is the message of the lives of the five women in this book. If reading about them encourages you to think about the connections in your life, then I will have accomplished my goal.







Chapter 1
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To Build a Dialogue


Attempting to bridge secular and faith-based feminism is very important. Women of faith feel that the rights movement is anti-religion, and the rights activists haven’t made enough effort to listen to and include the women of faith. The social justice movement needs both voices. We need to be able to move to the next step, of dialogue between the rights world and the religious world.

—DOROTHY Q. THOMAS



In past decades, many of us have been aware of a gulf between faith-based and secular feminism. On one side were activists who found religion indispensable to their activism. On the other were activists who found religion outdated, superficial, or perhaps just irrelevant to their activism. While on a personal level, there was some interaction between these two groups, an occasional casual friendship, on the philosophical level, there was a barrier. If a feminist happened to refer to her spiritual life in “mixed company,” she was likely to be met with an embarrassed silence. But if she talked exclusively from a secular point of view, she was using the lingua franca of the movement, and nobody would raise an eyebrow.

Dorothy Q. Thomas, founding director of the Human Rights Watch Women’s Rights Division and a 1998 MacArthur Fellow, has spoken eloquently about this division and the need for healing through dialogue. I agree with her. More women in the movement are looking for ways to reconnect and reintegrate secular and faith-based worldviews into a single, stronger feminism. In order to bridge the gulf, we need to consciously create opportunities to talk and to listen. Dialogue gives us a way to find common ground.

In 1995, I found an opportunity to engage in dialogue with women about faith and feminism. In the spring of that year, I was preparing to attend the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, China.1 It seemed to me that the conference was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to hear from women from all over the world about important issues in their personal and social lives.2

I decided to interview conference participants about their thoughts on religion and the women’s movement, and developed a survey consisting of three open-ended questions. The questions were designed to encourage my interviewees to share their personal experiences regarding religion and feminism. Originally, I had hoped to interview women from all over the world, but as I thought about it, I focused only on women from the United States. I had a hunch, which was later confirmed, that women from other countries might not split their faith from their feminism the way we do in the United States. My questions to American women were simple. Was the social activism of secular women and faith-based women unified and coordinated? Did they experience a split between the two? And if so, why was there a split? What should be done about it? I didn’t know it then, but these questions became the impetus for this book.

The results were striking. All of the fifty women I interviewed said they felt a polarization.3 Not one of them thought that secular and faith-based feminists were working in coalition or in harmony with one another. As they talked about the reasons for the split, many said that while spiritual matters were important to them personally, organized religion had been no friend to women. The institutionalized church has been one of the fiercest opponents of women’s social and political equality. One of the women I interviewed put it most graphically: “Of course feminists shy away from religion. There is blood on the cathedral steps.”4 She was talking about the blood of women sacrificed because of the church’s doctrinal traditions.

She was right. The historical record of the church includes too many examples of women’s oppression and too few documenting support for women’s rights.5 I understand why feminists might want to stand apart from these male-centered ideologies and theologies. Why be a willing participant in an organization that has acted in opposition to its own core teachings on the equality and worth of all human beings?

If you are like me, this is a question you have asked yourself. All thoughtful people of faith must come to terms with the church’s damaging contradiction between principle and practice on the subject of women’s rights. I have wrestled with it for many years. Because I was raised in a Christian family, my spirituality has been nurtured within the Christian tradition. But I had to learn how to maintain integrity while practicing allegiance to a faith that I knew was deeply flawed when it came to being expressed in daily practice.

I admit to being led first by my heart in these matters. I love my faith. The beauty of the ritual and liturgy reminds me of the oneness of the entire human family. My faith makes clear to me that equality and justice are not just social constructs, but an ontology, part of the divine order of life. That we are all a part of a large web of connection that is sacred, if we have eyes to see.

For me, the brainwork comes later, after the love. Nevertheless, the brainwork has to be done. In order to be a Christian and a feminist, I must understand and reconcile apparent opposites. This reconciliation takes place within me every single day as the seeming contradictions of my faith and my feminism actually amplify and enlarge, even complete one another’s core values.

What I know to be true is this: the crimes of any religious institution do not negate the value of universal love and the religious ideals at its core. Sadly, human institutions will always be flawed reflections of the values they hope to embody. Every women’s organization falls short of its values and ideals as well, and the work of feminism is to name these ideals and to strive for them. If there is blood on the cathedral steps, we must also recognize the bloodshed inherent in combating political oppression. If we are so angry at the deeply flawed parts of religious institutions that we cut ourselves off from our spiritual birthright, we make no gains. Instead our anger is exacerbated by profound loss. I say preserve the anger, yes, but also preserve our right to our spiritual traditions. The patriarchy may have stolen our freedoms, but we don’t have to be complicit in the abandonment of our souls.


Two Revolutions: Feminism and Religion

When I talk about Christianity and feminism, I do so with the awareness that each is a whole complex world of ideas and feelings. Although I am clear about the ways they are different, I see them springing from the same originating impulse. Both are revolutions of consciousness, a manifestation of the desire and need for inclusion and connection.

Early Christianity shook up the established order of life under Roman rule by proclaiming that freedom and grace belonged to everyone. Nearly two millennia later, early feminism (the 1830s) emerged with a similar message and made it more specific and inclusive. Then the second wave of feminism (the 1960s) articulated the message once and for all through the proclamation of the National Organization for Women,6 which defined feminism as “the radical notion that women are people.”7

These two revolutions of faith and feminism, though very different, were built upon the same fundamental assumption: every person is intrinsically as valuable and worthy of love as any other. The implications of this revolutionary doctrine are staggering. Both Christianity and feminism did more than suggest a few fresh ideas to the prevailing worldview. They shook things up until a new world order emerged. The new Christian and the early feminist could see the kingdom of justice and equality for all was just within reach.

In their dynamic, pure form, both of these revolutions sought to enlarge our capacity for compassion and empathy. Both preached the transformation of the human mind and heart, and both have contributed to the evolution of new social orders. On a personal level, each of us separately can reflect on whether our experiences with Christianity and feminism have felt congruent. Have our feminist experiences been Christian? Have our Christian experiences felt feminist?



Feminism



I wanted to take some time to study the origins of American feminism, and in so doing, accidentally stumbled upon the abolitionist feminists of the nineteenth century, whose relatively unknown story needs to be told. These were women of color as well as white women, who knew that their country was founded on the ideal of “liberty and justice for all,” and decided to take this declaration at face value. They took offense at the idea of a liberty that was for white men only. The same rights belonged to men and women of color, to poor people, to immigrants, to children; all humans were deserving.

The story begins with a fierce band of Quaker women who began to ponder the unequal treatment of women and people of color in the culture. In the silence of their meetings, a voice spoke to them and guided them to the work they needed to do in the world. They developed absolute certainty that God’s law demanded freedom for all people. Slavery must end. They were confident that they were being called by God to bring this vision of justice into the world. No more taxation without representation. No more pay discrepancy. No more silence in the church. They tucked their Bibles under their arms and marched to the first abolitionist-women’s rights meetings, propelled by the vision of this spiritual mandate.

Increasingly, scholars acknowledge that American feminism was rooted in the abolitionist movement, and that religion played a central role in condemning the institution of slavery and substantiating the need for immediate abolition. Women created many local female abolitionist societies. Representatives of these societies came together in New York in 1837, forming the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, the first national political women’s meeting in America’s history. Both black and white women met and began to break the taboo of speaking in public and petitioning in the political arena. Calling their work “the cause of God,” this courageous band of 180 women saw themselves on a mission to unite Heaven and Earth, in the form of a society that would live and practice the democratic and religious ideals it espoused.8
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