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Introduction

In the Beatles’ song, John Lennon wrote the now-famous phrase that was 
also the title of this conference, “All You Need Is Love.” At first glance it 
might be tempting to dismiss this perspective; it can be perceived as an ex-
tremely oversimplified view of the world. But if we consider it further, we 
might hear echoes of the words of Jesus of Nazareth in the Gospels, “You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as 
yourself” (Luke 10:27).

All You Need Is Love: Honoring the Diversity of Women’s Voices in 
Theology was the first Women Doing Theology Conference organized by 
the Women in Leadership Project of Mennonite Church USA. The papers 
included in this collection were selected from those presented at the con-
ference. They reflect a diversity of voices of women doing theology across 
Mennonite Church USA. These presentations created space for discussion 
and reflection on what it means to love in the midst of a world rife with 
struggle and oppression. Presenters and conference participants faced these 
realities head on—tensions between women of greater and lesser privilege, 
the need to listen deeply to a wide variety of women’s voices in matters of 
faith and theology, the difficulty of putting love into action and standing 
in solidarity with struggling sisters in our local communities and around 
the world. And through this collection, we hope to bring some of these 
realities, these challenges, these encounters to a wider audience. 

Thank you to Joanna Shenk and Hilary J. Scarsella, then co-coordinators 
of the Women in Leadership Project, who planned and organized the con-
ference. Your work, passion, and energy are an inspiration.

Thank you to the Steering Committee of the Women in Leadership 
Project: Moniqua Acosta, Linda Gehman Peachey, Erica Littlewolf, Aveani 
Moeljono, Sandra Pérez, Regina Shands Stoltzfus.

Thank you to the Conference Planning Committee—Moniqua Acosta,  
Michelle Armster,  Sarah Augustine, Gayle Gerber Koontz, Hannah 
Heinzekehr, Chantelle Todman Moore—and to Mennonite Church USA 
staff members Iris de León-Hartshorn and Brenda Zook Friesen for their 
work in coordinating the event.

—Jennifer Castro, editor
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1. Leading from a Healing Place
The Holding Environment as a Place of Safety  
and Challenge
Laura L. Brenneman

Tonight I wish to challenge you in a safe space. I will present the 
Good/“Good Enough” Samaritan as a leadership model.1 I invite you to 
receive stories from me of people in pain, who are crying out for healing 
balm, and challenge you to think about your own healing, the environ-
ment you need for healing, and how to create it, so that you can lead from 
a healing place and invite others to do similarly.

Introduction

Last week I read this from Krista Dutt about the conference:

As women in leadership, can we create safe spaces that identify power, 
share stories and then challenge the powerful? … What are … ways 
that powerful women in the Church could work to discover the power 
dynamics and sources in other issues and then be able to challenge 
that power through the process of discovery? My hope is that the 
conference “All You Need is Love” can be a safe space where many 
of these conversations and ideas can continue to grow into powerful 
streams of thought for the larger church, transforming it into a safer 
place for all God’s children.

Well, can we do this? I think so. I think we can do it here and that the re-
percussions will be great, generating a vision for leadership that revitalizes 
the old ways.

Earlier today I was in contact with a friend who—along with me—was a 
participant in a women’s studies program almost twenty years ago.2 Upon 
completion of the program, we made a banner that read, “Subvert the 
dominant paradigm.”

The dominant paradigm I want to subvert is that of the Good Shepherd 
as a pastoral model. In fact, I think we should do away with it. The story 
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of the Good Shepherd in John 10 and of the shepherd with the lost 100th 
sheep in Luke 15 (alongside other parables—the widow’s lost coin and the 
prodigal son) are clearly about what God and Jesus can do. Not humans. 
Not human pastors. In fact, that word pastor is based on the shepherd 
metaphor. Instead of basing a ministerial leadership model on the saving 
work of the Savior, I suggest the rooted-in-one’s-context leadership model 
of the “Good Enough” Samaritan, who helps—even rescues—without 
letting go of his own journey or losing his own needs in relation to the 
other’s.

Good Samaritan Leadership

First, let me explain why I say “Good Enough” Samaritan. This is based 
on psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott’s contention that the “good enough 
mother/caregiver”—not the perfect mother—is the ideal model for nur-
turing healthy children.3 That, after establishing an environment of safety 
(i.e., the holding environment4) through empathic connection (being at-
tuned to the needs and desires of the other), the caregiver also has latitude 
to pursue her or his own needs. In doing that, there will be some breaks in 
empathy and disappointment for the one seeking and/or needing care, but 
because an environment of safety and trust has already been established, 
the disappointments don’t result in a break in relationship or a shattering 
of self; rather, it is in the challenge that the one needing care grows. This is 
why I refer to the “Good Enough” Samaritan from Luke 10:29–37.

All of Luke 10 is about hospitality (sending of the seventy to hospitable 
and inhospitable cities; love commandments and question about neighbor; 
Good Samaritan; and a story of the process-oriented Mary and task-ori-
ented Martha). In this, the Good Samaritan is the healed/empowered 
figure at the margins of power, in fact, disparaged and outcast by the other 
two non-helper ministers in the story who symbolize the seat of religious 
power. Keep in mind that starting in Luke 9, Jesus begins his journey to 
the religious center of Jerusalem, where he will engage in struggle and con-
frontation with religious leaders, which he knows will end in his death.

Here is the Good Samaritan text in context, starting with the lead-in story 
for why Jesus told the parable:

Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what 
must I do to inherit eternal life?” He said to him, “What is written 
in the law? What do you read there?” He answered, “You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 
with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as 
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yourself.” And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do 
this, and you will live.”

But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my 
neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem 
to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat 
him, and went away, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest 
was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on 
the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and 
saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while travel-
ing came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 
He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and 
wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to 
an inn, and took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii, 
gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; and when 
I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.’ Which of 
these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the 
hands of the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” 
Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”   —Luke 10:25-37 

This is a love story. And in this love story, the “good enough” caregiver 
has an empathic response to a person in need, is willing to become vulner-
able for the sake of that other person, and creates a holding environment 
that allows for healing.

To unpack that statement, let me highlight a few key words that I think 
are necessary for the kind of healing that I think can allow for great lead-
ership, but it is a leadership of mutual vulnerability—the greatest kind of 
leadership, I believe, because it is empowering. Let me say that again. The 
greatest and most powerful kind of leadership is that which empowers 
others through “power with” vulnerability.

Empathy is the tool that allows for mutual vulnerability and this, I think, 
is love. Empathy is “a process of understanding the subjective self through 
vicarious introspection” that is the vehicle for attunement.5 Empathy 
believes. Empathy opens oneself to feeling. Empathy opens oneself to hurt. 
Empathy invites trust. Empathy invites healing. Empathy is a tool or vehi-
cle for mutual attunement; I think love is, too.

The second term is holding environment, which I think is the healing 
environment. It is a place of risk, safety, challenge, flexibility, and healing 
(of splits, i.e., defenses that develop in us over time for the very necessary 
function of defending us), and provides womb-like safety.
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To illustrate the holding environment as a healing place, I have four short 
stories to offer you tonight. They are of people in pain and stories that 
I have heard working as a chaplain in Illinois. I tell you these stories be-
cause they are from people who were dying (some almost literally) to tell 
me what was so precious and, often, so raw for them. They told me. They 
trusted me. Yes, in part because I was able to be a “good enough” minister 
for them and created a safe space, a holding environment for them. But 
they also told me because they did not feel accepted in other communities 
and could not trust other people with their precious cargo. In some cases, 
they explicitly told me that they didn’t trust the church. I will tell these 
short stories in the first person.6 

I am a forty-three-year-old Euro American male and I am here de-
toxing. I am jobless, homeless, and I drink every night to get drunk. 
I have burnt every bridge in my life and I am in so much pain. I feel 
dead inside and I may as well be dead. I love my kids, but I haven’t 
seen them for years. Chaplain, will you pray with me? Will you pray 
that my kids don’t turn out like me?

I am a thirty-eight-year-old Euro American female, and I’m feeling 
disconnected from everyone I love. My four-year-old daughter was 
killed in our home last month. I have two other children, but I just 
can’t connect. I have so much love to give, but I just can’t connect. 
Chaplain, will you pray with me?

I am a forty-seven-year-old African American female, and I’m here 
with abdominal pain, just to get a CT scan. I’d like you to help me 
with my power of attorney for health care, if you have time. Oh, yes, 
I’d like to pray. Please pray for my children. They’re teenagers. I’m 
worried about my son. He’s so angry all the time and I’m afraid I’m 
losing him. Yes, please pray for me.

I’m a twenty-eight-year-old Euro American female, and I’m bipolar, 
here with depression. I’m thinking about suicide again. I’m a Christian 
and my church is my only support. My family is not a support. I was 
sexually abused by a couple members of my family as a child. My 
church is my only support, but I’m afraid I’ll lose them if I tell them the 
truth. You see, I’m living a lie because I’m gay, but I’m trying to live as 
a straight person. I know that’s the only way they’ll accept me. But I 
can’t live a lie anymore! It’s causing so much tension in me, and I harm 
myself as a release. I can only think that I am a sick joke to God—that 
God created me as a sick joke. I want to stop feeling, I want to die. 
Chaplain, will you journey with me?
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These people are dying to talk about their pain. They are dying for heal-
ing. In same cases, this is a physical death. In others, they are becoming the 
walking dead.

And here I think of Jesus’s promise, “I came that they [you] may have life, 
and have it abundantly” (John 10:10). I can report to you that people are 
dying for this news. Are we ready to lead from a healing place?

Conclusion and Challenge

So on to the challenge. In a blog entry on mourning the shortcomings of 
church, especially on the things that insidiously divide people (persistent 
sexism, racism, heterosexism, and other –isms), Hannah Heinzekehr re-
cently wrote the following: 

I mourn that so many have left [the church] and will leave because 
they don’t feel welcome and because there is only so much they can 
take. And most of all, I mourn because I can’t leave. That I’m bound 
up in the fate of this body. There are days when I want to. When I 
wish I could wash my hands and say good riddance. But I love the 
church. I love all those people in communities around the country 
(and really, the world) who are striving to be faithful. Who think that 
Jesus said something that was radically different. That changed things. 
That called us to be better than we are now.

So, are we ready to lead, to transform the church into a place of safety, 
to create a holding environment for healing? If so, I believe we will have 
something that looks like the Mennonite Church Vision Statement: “God 
calls us to be followers of Jesus Christ and, by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, to grow as communities of grace, joy, and peace, so that God’s heal-
ing and hope flow through us to the world.”

My challenge for you tonight is in the form of questions:
•	 What	healing	do	you	need?
•	 What	does	your	holding	environment	look	like?	Or,	what	do	you	

need it to look like in order to experience healing?
•	 How	can	you	lead	from	your	place	of	healing	to	create	more	places	

of healing?
•	 What	will	this	look	like	in	the	church?
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2. Finding Identity in Business,  
Anabaptism, and Diversity
A Narrative
Tracy Neufeld

In general, the North American church continues to stereotype and discrimi-
nate against race and gender, practices also wrestled with in the business and 
political worlds. My own attitudes toward race, gender, and social status 
were subtly but significantly shaped as I grew up in the Central Valley of 
California. These reflections are presented from the perspective of a busi-
ness woman with a cadre of influences, including Anabaptist, Evangelical, 
Mennonite Brethren, rural, and immigrant farmer perspectives. Business 
management practices and biblical examples can reconcile the tension of 
being a Christian, a business leader, and a female.

The year was 1981 and I was nine years old. The setting was a small, drafty 
farmhouse in the Central Valley of California, surrounded on all sides by 
fruit trees and grapevines. It was evening and my father was paying the 
monthly bills. He sat at a rolltop desk, writing checks and tossing discarded 
envelopes in a pile on the floor. My playhouse was a large cardboard box 
filled with scavenged office supplies neatly arranged on my imaginary desk. 
I instructed my brother to gather my mail—those discarded envelopes—and 
deliver them to my “office.”

During my high school years, my summer jobs involved packing fruit. 
Packers stood by a long belt while fruit rolled down endlessly. We had to 
separate the culls and pack the good peaches, plums and nectarines into 
trays. The majority of the workers were Hispanic women, many of whom 
sent a significant portion of their earnings to relatives in Mexico. We heard 
from bilingual friends that the women derided us teenagers for what we 
spent our money on; we were silly, rich, white girls. After three summers of 
fruitful monotony, I was ready to find a different type of summer job.

In the summer of 1990, I was hired by my best friend’s father to work in 
an insurance office. I became captivated with the tacit organization of the 
business world. College led me to Fresno Pacific University, a private liberal 
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arts institution, with thoughts about majoring in music. The career goals 
of my family weren’t far-reaching: My father was a farmer and my mother 
was a “housewife,” as it was known then. During the second year of aimless 
college courses, I learned of a business school at the local state university. 
I quickly transferred and was enthralled with the discipline of business 
administration.

Farmers and Immigration

Most of the farm workers in the Central Valley are immigrants (legal and 
illegal) from Mexico. Estimates of the illegal immigrant labor force range 
from 50 to 70 percent of farm workers, but, since they are undocumented, 
these remain estimates. The duties of farm laborers usually involve working 
in adverse conditions with long hours. Many of the domestic labor supply 
do not consider working in the fields a practical job, which leaves openings 
for low-wage manual labor. Increased government regulations and enforce-
ment have caused the migrant labor supply to shrink. Immigration reform 
is a politically volatile topic, often pitting farmers and laborers against each 
other in California.

Forty years ago, there were fewer farm worker regulations and protections. 
Workers could get paid by the “piece” and work as many hours as they 
desired. Cesar Chavez is celebrated for bringing civil rights to laborers and 
founding the United Farm Workers Union. He is lesser known for terroriz-
ing laborers into joining the union. Older farmers remember this darker side 
of labor reform. Newer farmers recognize the fairer treatment of humans. 
All farmers now grieve the smaller earnings from produce sales.

Mennonite Brethren

Escaping from an oppressed nation, Mennonite Brethren were among 
several migrations of Mennonites from Russia to North America. They were 
a homogeneous group that worked hard to support and sustain each other. 
These Germans from Russia included my six-year-old grandfather, who 
immigrated in 1929. The family escaped imprisonment by fleeing through 
China across a frozen lake.

These families, renowned for their farming abilities, had many children to 
help with daily tasks. The men and boys worked outside, taking care of 
fields and animals. The women and girls took care of feeding and clothing 
the family and maintaining the inner workings of the household. Gender 
roles were functions of need.
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Eventually the Mennonite Brethren integrated into the new culture and be-
came successful. They taught their children that hard work and loyalty paid 
off, and that poverty came from laziness. They had to stay away from sin: 
swearing, alcohol, cigarettes, and adultery. They were taught to set them-
selves apart from “those people” who sinned. Personal piety was reflected in 
abstaining from movie theaters, dancing, and playing cards.

There was a balance of pride and low self-esteem within the community 
I was raised. Pride came from farming the land and making a living after 
arriving in America with minimal possessions. Low self-esteem developed 
from comparing themselves to educated and sophisticated businessmen. 
When they first arrived in America, they only spoke Low German, and they 
dressed differently than the locals. On the way to school, the German girls 
would remove their aprons and hide them in a bush to avoid looking like 
foreigners. They would retrieve them after school, and their parents were 
none the wiser.

During World War II, my grandfather worked for an orthopedic surgeon. 
After the war was over, the surgeon told my grandfather that he would 
give a recommendation to any medical institution my grandfather desired. 
The offer was declined because my grandfather felt he only knew farming 
and his family needed him. Unfortunately, he believed he wasn’t educated 
enough to enter the medical field.

The background and gender roles of my family led to my learning to cook, 
clean, and run a household. I learned the value and treatment of money, 
but simplicity was fundamental: there was never talk about investments or 
financial markets. I learned to balance a checkbook and buy groceries. If 
women in my community had jobs in the business world, they were always 
in a supportive role like secretary or assistant—never as CEO or president.

In order to support each other and the values of the Mennonite Brethren com-
munity, we did business with companies that were “one of ours.” Mennonite 
Mutual Aid (now Everence) provided insurance. The private high school start-
ed by the Mennonite Brethren was the alma mater. Haircuts, clothing, food, 
and the service sector were all obtained from fellow Mennonite Brethren.

Anabaptist

Friends from elementary school would talk about their Catechism classes 
and preparing to go to confession. I thought I was missing out on something 
immensely important to my eternal salvation until it was explained to me 
that they were “wrong.” Jesus died, I was told, so that we could talk directly 
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to God without a priest in between. With half my friends being Catholic, I 
never told them their belief was wrong, but I was encouraged to invite them 
to my church where they could learn “the truth.”

I mentioned earlier that my grandfather was in World War II, yet he still 
considered himself Anabaptist. His view of pacifism was trumped by his 
view of the religious freedom he was “willing to fight for.” During the 
Vietnam War, my father used his agricultural knowledge in alternative civil-
ian service as a conscientious objector. This pacifism and peace translated 
into my family’s understanding of justice.

One morning, driving past a coffee shop, my mother and I saw an elderly 
lady trying to nudge her walker over a curb. My mother parked the car and 
rendered assistance. When she looked up, there were five men from church 
standing inside the coffee shop laughing at the elderly lady’s struggle. My 
mother was furious at them and couldn’t understand such lack of compas-
sion in a Christian. Caring for the poor and disenfranchised was a value 
instilled in me from a young age.

Evangelical

The church I grew up in held Sunday morning and evening services. Hymns 
were sung in four-part harmony. There was always a choir with piano and 
organ accompanying. Women never wore pants; in fact, one time a visitor 
from southern California wore a pantsuit to church and it caused scandalous 
talk for at least two months. Women could not preach, but they could teach 
children’s Sunday school and direct the choir. Women could not serve commu-
nion or usher, but they could feed four hundred people at a church dinner.

As a child, I asked my father where dinosaurs fit into the Bible. Unlike many 
conservative fathers needing to be experts in all things biblical, he explained 
to me that it just might be possible for six days of creation to last longer 
than twenty-four hours per day. The dinosaur age could have been one day 
in God’s scheduling. At the time, this was an earth-shattering thought to me. 
The Bible could be both literal and figurative, and it was acceptable to be-
lieve it without completely understanding it. Many Evangelicals even today 
would consider this heretical.

If the Bible was literal and figurative, and if church leaders took only some 
of the verses literally, how did they determine which verses to use? Why 
were the pastors fat if the Bible spoke against laziness and gluttony? Why 
were certain men allowed to be deacons when their own children didn’t at-
tend church? Why couldn’t men do the laundry or buy the groceries? These 
were the questions of my youth.

Tracy Neufeld      n     All you need is love



11

Present Day

I am the business administrator of a church. If a man held my job, he would 
be called the executive pastor and earn at least twice my salary. I have sat on 
committees made up entirely of men. My church has a female Hispanic chil-
dren’s pastor on staff with three male Caucasian pastors. Yet our congrega-
tion is diverse, both ethnically and socioeconomically. Sister churches within 
our denomination call us liberal.

There is an “us versus them” struggle in all the above influences: farm-
ers versus farm workers, Mennonite Brethren versus the non-Mennonite 
Brethren, pacifists versus patriots, Evangelicals versus liberals. These oppos-
ing viewpoints set us against the very ethic of love that we strive for. Certain 
universal values should be applied regardless of race or gender: everyone’s 
life is valuable, respect for human dignity and basic rights, and respect for 
local traditions and cultural context.

Respond in Love

These tensions that I have experienced throughout my life have shaped me 
in ways that I still don’t understand. However, one thing has become clear: 
dealing with such stark contrasts requires a response of love. As I work to 
reconcile these competing ideologies, I find clues in both the business world 
and biblical truths.

Business management classes teach different theories on human behavior 
and strategy. Multinational companies determine whether to use an internal 
or external management control, which impacts whether to use a dominat-
ing and aggressive attitude or a flexible and compromising attitude. The 
Hofstede Analysis is a model of how different dimensions of culture can be 
studied. Using this framework, for example, the country of Japan shows 
high Uncertainty Avoidance, Masculinity and Long-Term Orientation. This 
means the Japanese culture tends to feel threatened by ambiguous situations, 
places great importance on success and recognition, and uses strategies that 
benefit long-term goals.

My church has rented out space to a Japanese Chapel for almost twenty 
years. Because of my job, I communicate with the Japanese pastor fairly 
frequently regarding schedules and facilities. In the early years, he had 
reluctance making arrangements with me because I am younger than him 
and am a female. He frequently tried to speak with our senior pastor, who 
would gently redirect him to me. After our senior pastor retired and a 
younger replacement was found, the Japanese pastor then willingly con-
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sulted with me. Did our long-term relationship undermine the masculinity 
values?

Applying management theories and biblical examples to this tension of be-
ing a female business person in a conservative Christian environment is one 
way to resolve the strain. Instead of living separately to distance ourselves 
from diversity, we can study cultural dimensions to engage with the very 
people we define as “them.” Acts 2 shows us how diversity strongly influ-
enced the formation of the first church. “Devout Jews from every nation” 
(Acts 2:5, New Living Translation, NLT) were believers and formed a new 
community. They shared things and cared for the needs of each other. They 
studied the apostles’ teachings and prayed with each other. Later on in 1 
Corinthians 12, we find out that we are all different within the same body 
of Christ. Instead of “us VERSUS them,” it becomes “us AND them.” While 
our approach to each other can be different based on our values and cul-
tures, our identity doesn’t change. The tension can remain, but our attitude 
determines whether the tension is high or low.

I began this paper talking about the influences that have shaped my identity. 
As I conclude, I’m still not sure I am any more certain of who I am than 
when I started. Naming the influences is a good beginning. The questions 
that remain are: 

•	 Who	am	I	becoming	as	a	woman	pursuing	business	and	faith?	
•	 Where	can	I	go	to	understand	the	loving	response	that	is	needed	in	

competing and contrasting narratives? 
•	 Is	there	a	place	where	others	feel	the	same	tensions	I	do?
•	 Where	can	I	go	to	continue	this	conversation?	Coming	to	this	confer-

ence is part of my ongoing attempt to find answers and form identity.
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3. From Cure to Community
Biblical Theology Informed by Disability
Christine J. Guth

I got shoes, you got shoes,
All God’s children got shoes.
When I get to heaven, gonna put on my shoes, 
Gonna walk all over God’s heaven.
—African American Spiritual

I took off my shoes to give you a sign for remembering why I am here. I 
took off my shoes because I have lived much of my life without the luxury 
of things shoes represent. To the barefoot African slaves who sang “I got 
shoes,” shoes represented power, status, wealth, control, protection—bless-
ings they knew they would enjoy when their time came to walk all over 
God’s heaven. 

My ancestors came from Europe, so that puts me in a privileged class in this 
country. But another fact about me erodes that privilege. I have lived much 
of my life occupying a status people look down on with pity and condescen-
sion: a status known as mental illness. This status means that I worked for 
decades earning less than a minimum wage. The depression I have lived with 
much of my life, in varying degrees of severity, means that I have allowed 
others to make decisions for me because I have been unable to count on 
myself. I have been on the receiving end of others’ mercy, pity, and disdain. I 
have struggled for decades to hide my differences and deficits.

As a person with a mental illness, I have known the deep anguish of anger 
at God for all that’s wrong with me and shame for feeling angry. I learned 
to blame myself for my inabilities to function. I internalized the stigma 
modeled in my family and reinforced by my faith communities. Suicidal 
depression has affected my family for at least four generations. Its presence 
and persistence in my ten-year-old child rocked my faith. This heritage—
personal and familial—has an indelible impact on how I read the Bible and 
understand God. 
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Disability, if it enters public theological expression in the Mennonite con-
gregations I have been part of, often appears as a symbol for something 
else—sin or suffering, for example—with little attention given to the diverse 
ways disability profoundly shapes the lives and theological perspectives of 
a sizeable minority within the church. Inclusive faith communities and the 
people with disabilities who belong to them need images of God and under-
standings of God’s relationship to the conditions we live with that allow us 
full access to God’s grace and the life of the community. 

If we are to avoid using scripture and theology as a means to punish vul-
nerable people in need of God’s mercy, we need an awareness of potential 
interpretive pitfalls and possible alternatives. This paper is a modest attempt 
to present a few of the theological and biblical pitfalls I have encountered 
and struggled to resolve as I have sought to integrate my self-understanding 
as a person who lives with mental illness into the Christian and Mennonite 
faith traditions I have received.

Potential pitfalls arise when we use persons with disabilities as objects to 
make a point, rather than recognizing them as complex human beings with 
stories of their own. Biblical texts that use disability as an object to make 
a theological point are a yellow flag to proceed with caution in our inter-
pretation lest we find ourselves using these texts to sanctify stigma against 
disability. Many of the texts that have created barriers to faith for me as a 
person with a mental illness objectify disability at the expense of disconnec-
tion from the lives of real, multi-dimensional people with disabilities. I will 
talk about two common ways I observe that objectify disability.

One common way disability becomes an object to make a point is when we 
believe that disability is God’s punishment for sin. An example of this shouts 
at us from the curses in Deuteronomy: “If you will not obey the Lord your 
God, … then all these curses shall come upon you. … The Lord will afflict 
you with the boils of Egypt, with ulcers, scurvy, and itch, of which you 
cannot be healed. The Lord will afflict you with madness, blindness, and 
confusion of mind” (Deut. 28:15, 27–28). 

When we view these communal warnings to ancient Israel through modern 
culture’s lens of individualism, they encourage us to see someone suffering 
afflictions not as a brother or sister with contributions to offer the faith 
community, but as an object lesson, announcing to all the consequences of 
sin and lack of faith. When I am the one so afflicted, this perspective tells me 
that I deserve to suffer, that the God I am urged to love and worship is the 
source of my suffering. It is hard to love and worship someone I believe is 
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deliberately causing me pain, though God knows I have tried. Belief that my 
suffering is deserved punishment for sin or lack of faith also makes it hard 
to receive support from brothers and sisters in the church because I am too 
ashamed to reveal my inner pain.

Another approach to using disability as an object appears in the many 
Gospel healing stories. In these stories, disability is employed, through its 
miraculous disappearance, to demonstrate that the power of God rests in 
Jesus. Taking Mark 5:1-20 as an example, we meet a man living among the 
tombs, tormented and miserable, defying and bursting chains and shack-
les. Jesus arrives, speaks a word, and immediately the man is transformed. 
Jesus’s disciples return to find the former madman calm, clothed, and in his 
right mind. The dramatic transformation of the man from demon-possessed 
to disciple becomes an object lesson to reinforce the gospel writer’s opening 
claim that Jesus truly is the Son of God (Mark 1:1). 

This story, as I long understood it, makes people with disabilities outsiders 
because Jesus does not cure us of our disability. We despair that our faith is 
inadequate, because our struggles persist despite confiding them to Jesus. In 
every healing story the outcome is consistent: The sufferer is healed quickly 
and completely. It is easy to conclude that that cure is required for salvation 
and that we who remain uncured harbor some secret deficit, known only to 
God.

How can we escape the pitfalls of disability as object lesson? I am not coun-
seling that we exclude these texts, which are an important part of our sacred 
scriptures. What I am suggesting is that when we preach and teach from 
texts that treat disability simplistically, we gain even more from these texts if 
we balance our study of them by listening to the stories of the real, com-
plex people living with disabilities in our congregations. Invite some with 
disabilities to share their impressions of the text: What is life-giving? What is 
troublesome? How has their understanding of the text changed over time? 
What is happening in their lives that this text supports—or fails to address?

As an additional help in interpreting troublesome texts, we might turn to the 
rich tradition of biblical voices that clearly speak of liberation and inclusion 
for people on the margins. These can provide a framework to interpret bibli-
cal texts that objectify disability and threaten to create stumbling blocks. 

Out of many possibilities, I highlight here a few passages that contribute to 
the framework I rely on to live with my disability without shame and under-
stand it in light of God’s grace. 
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•	 First:	The	creation	stories	in	Genesis.	Humankind	is	created	in	the	
image of God—all of humanity, with no exceptions. People with 
certain disabilities are not singled out as lacking divine image, nor does 
Genesis blame them for the consequences of sin.

•	 Second:	Jesus’s	story	of	the	great	banquet	(Luke	14:16–24).	Here	
people with disabilities become the honored guests, those who have a 
privileged place in God’s reign. I find it reassuring that at the great ban-
quet, people come as they are, with disability unhealed.7 

•	 Third:	Paul’s	theology	of	weakness.	Paul	claims	that	the	treasure	of	
God’s transcendent power is found in “earthen vessels”—ordinary, 
fragile, human bodies (2 Cor. 4:7). Paul further claims that “the mem-
bers of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable” (1 Cor. 
12:22).

In my personal journey, as a person living with my particular mental health 
condition, I have come to embrace images of God that I have found life-giv-
ing. I reject alienating assertions that God imposes disability as a tool, 
whether to punish, purify, or edify those God loves. Rather, I believe that 
God’s creation of a finite world has inevitable costs, disability among them. 
God’s created order includes death and is dependent on it. Everyone alive is 
subject to the eventuality of death. Thus we are also subject to the possibili-
ty of near-death, suffering, and disability.8 

To assume that God singled out those of us with mental illness to suffer in 
this way undermines a loving relationship with God. More helpful to me 
has been an affirmation that people live with mental illness as a direct con-
sequence of the wondrous complexity God has created in the human brain 
and its delicate fragility, rather than God’s deliberate choice to make me and 
my family suffer. I believe God bears responsibility for human suffering, as 
Creator of this finite world. Nevertheless, God stands beside us as our com-
panion through our suffering, and is embodied to us in faith communities of 
compassion.

Finding life-giving images of God is a personal journey. The experiences of 
people with disabilities differ widely. The understandings of God that we 
find life-giving also differ. Common ground between us emerges when we 
listen to and honor the lived experience of people with disabilities as real 
people. If we wish to be spiritual companions of people with disabilities, we 
must listen with patience to grassroots theologians—our sisters and brothers 
with intellectual disabilities, homeless folks with mental illness, our friends 
who see the world from a wheelchair—and we must listen to their families. 
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Returning to the troublesome healing stories I mentioned earlier, I have 
made my peace with them by letting go of my understanding of healing as 
identical to cure. Healing more broadly can encompass restoration to com-
munity, Kathy Black points out.9 Jesus’s healings are concerned always with 
restoring people to their communities. Healing disabling conditions was the 
way Jesus restored people to the communities that had ostracized them due 
to their presumed sin. Forgiving sins was the means to remove the stigma 
assigned by a culture that associated disabilities with sin.10 

Christ offers us a sacred invitation to create communities of healing, where 
people with disabilities are valued, contributing members. This wounded 
human community, redeemed by Christ, is a means of Christ’s continuing, 
imperfect embodiment on earth while humanity awaits its final redemption. 
Christ is here, among us, human though we are, as we gather. Within this 
transformed community, the body of Christ, we encounter God with us 
through our very interdependence on one another.11 Here in this wounded 
human community, we are on holy ground. Let’s all take off our shoes.
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4. Love Breaks Oppressive Structures  
and Transforms Lives
Blanca R. Vargas

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is 
not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not 
easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight 
in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, 
always hopes, always perseveres.   —1 Corinthians 13:4–7,  
New International Version (NIV)

Only three weeks remained before the first day of elementary school! She 
was very happy and anxious for the arrival of that wonderful day! Her 
backpack was filled with all the necessary supplies for the school year, which 
her father had personally bought. She had new clothes and sandals for the 
daily long journey that would take her to school!

But a fatal event forever changed the course of her life and ended all those 
illusions and her hopes to learn to read and write! Her father died unex-
pectedly as a result of appendicitis. The loss for this little girl was absolute! 
Her father was her hero, and she had been the light of his eyes!

Such tragedy changed the roles for all members of the family. Her mother 
was consumed by pain—an emotion she compensated for by focusing 
solely on the family’s butchering business. Her older brother, a married 
man with a wife about to give birth and still living in the parental home, 
began to exercise the authority conferred to him by the Patria Potestas 
(Roman Law), passed down from generation to generation until today. He 
placed this little girl, who was born in 1910 and was barely twelve years 
old at the time, under his subordination.

Unilaterally, the little girl’s brother decided that she would not go to 
school. Unwilling to listen to her continuous pleas, he never believed the 
compromises she was willing to make for the chance to go to school. She 
had agreed to take responsibility for all the housework and care for the 
younger siblings in the free time that school allowed—which ran only un-
til noon, three days a week. But her brother’s selfish plans included having 
her take care of his soon-to-be newborn son. 
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Her persistence and passion for school would make him lose control. One 
day, he threatened to burn her backpack! So she hid the backpack in a leafy 
banana plant and occasionally would escape to play with her supplies and 
to dream that she could read and write. One day, frustrated by the contin-
uous denial and tired of waiting, she finally made the decision to bury her 
backpack and with it, her dreams. She dug a hole in the ground and threw 
her backpack in it, with all her supplies. Then, as she knelt down, weeping 
and talking to God, she made an oath: “I will never learn to read or write!”

After all of her brothers and sisters grew up and were able to take care of 
themselves, she matriculated them in school. After years of absolute sub-
jugation to her older brother, of unyielding love and care for her siblings, 
nephews and mother, with her mother’s blessing, she went to the capital city 
to work with a couple of local doctors who had been transferred. Whenever 
her employers came to town, she took the opportunity to visit her mother 
and brothers, and what little she earned, she used to provide them with 
school supplies. 

On one such trip, she was reunited with a childhood friend; they fell in love 
and decided to marry. They had seven children, four boys and three girls, of 
whom I am the youngest.

My parents wanted all their children to be able to study and to have a 
defined profession. However, the academic structure of the time, as well as 
their impoverished condition, limited this dream. First of all, public educa-
tion was accessible only up to third grade (elementary school). Secondly, 
children were only able to attend school after age ten. Lastly, classes alter-
nated: one day boys would go to school, while girls would go another day.

Thus, after successfully completing their third grade, my four eldest siblings 
left our home to work in the city, which made my parents very sad. My par-
ents didn’t want the same future for their three youngest children! So their 
concern started to rise after my brother started his third year of elementary 
school. He would need to move to the nearest town to continue his studies 
at a private Catholic school, which was very expensive, but my mother was 
not dissuaded by the circumstances!

In the region where we lived, there was a vocational agricultural school, 
which operated as a boarding school for men interested in technical areas 
related to agriculture. But to enter, they needed to have completed up to 
fourth grade. The public elementary school was annexed to the vocation-
al school and was managed by a couple; he would teach boys up to third 
grade, and she would teach girls. 
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My mother decided to get directly involved with the local educational 
activities; this facilitated communication with teachers and other parents. In 
searching for educational opportunities for my brother, my mother began to 
engage other parents with the idea of making the fourth grade available for 
all children. The idea gained traction, and several families decided to talk to 
the teachers. They, in turn, called the interested parties to a series of meet-
ings with very positive results, such as the establishment of a direct line of 
communication between the elementary teachers and the leadership at the 
vocational school, which had not existed up to that point.

They invited the director of the vocational school to a subsequent meeting. 
He was an Afro-Colombian man—a great teacher and community organiz-
er—who promptly attended. Moved by my mother’s faith and sharing her 
hope for her family’s education, as well as that of all children in the region, 
he engaged with the community. In this meeting and several others, parents 
and teachers found wise solutions. Working in community, they:

•	 outfitted	a	stable	to	serve	as	a	classroom.
•	 implemented	a	system	of	coed	education	(for	boys	and	girls),	which	

in turn freed the teachers and opened multiple positions for other 
students.

•	 petitioned	the	Department	of	Education	for	more	teachers	and	re-
sources to build more classrooms. 

•	 got	permission	from	the	vocational	school	to	allow	the	cafeteria	to	be	
used as classroom space, provisionally.

Thanks to their vision and hard work, my brother finished fourth grade, 
together with other peasant children who had already abandoned their 
studies. The following year he began studies at the vocational school, with a 
scholarship. My brother was one of the first fifth grade graduates from our 
state’s public education system, and seven years later he graduated with the 
first Technical Agricultural High School promotion in the country.

The educational journey for my brothers was already built, but not for me! 
The director of the vocational school began to look for a boarding school 
for me, and many doors were opened in faraway lands. But equipment and 
transportation costs were prohibitive for us, so I could not take advantage 
of these opportunities. Besides, I was only thirteen years old, and my parents 
did not want to let me leave the house yet. 

For that reason my mother decided to seek employment at the vocation-
al school, and I went to live with her at the boarding school. My mother 
was in charge of the pantry and did her job very well but was not able to 
provide written reports. It was then that I learned that she did not know 
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how to write, so I began to help her. With a lot of love, I encouraged her to 
learn how to read and write, but every time I tried, she would get sad and 
begin to cry. It was then, with tears in her eyes, that she told me the story 
that I share with everyone here today. We cried together that day, and then I 
decided to teach her!

Her love for learning was not dead but was filled with fears and shame. The 
oath that she had made had bound her, and she was afraid of the conse-
quences of breaking the oath. I did not know how to help her emotionally. 
I also did not trust the local priest, but I did trust the school’s director. I told 
him the truth and, full of love and respect, he talked to her and gave me al-
phabetizing materials for teaching. In addition, he recommended that I teach 
another kitchen employee, who also had a young daughter.

While completing third grade, and with lots of love and patience, I helped 
them overcome the embarrassment and muscle awkwardness, while guiding 
them in the rudiments of reading and writing. It was a wonderful time! They 
soon learned to spell the alphabet and write their own names.

My mother was fifty-three years old when she learned to read and write! 
She was free! She would never have to ask anyone to sign for her again! Her 
self-esteem grew as well as her leadership in the community.

The good news of the first fifth grade promotion spread to neighboring 
regions, and several young people came to study at the school, including 
three women. The director accepted the responsibility for these young 
women under the tutelage of my mom and the school nurse, who fulfilled 
three main roles: nurse, teacher, and social worker. The regular presence of 
these young women in the boarding school began to change the prejudices 
of discrimination against women commonly felt by teachers, students, and 
community members. 

In 1964, five women in the region, including me, broke discriminatory 
gender barriers and entered as regular students at the Vocational School. We 
were the first female fifth-grade graduates in our state and the first to enter 
the technical agricultural program as regular students.

Since then, all women and men in the region have the first choice to finish 
their high school without needing to leave their respective communities. In 
their hands, they have a technical degree that provides them with a dignify-
ing job that is necessary in their communities. In addition, it opens the door 
for new specializations and university degrees.

Blanca R. Vargas      n     All you need is love



25

Our model was learned and implemented in other technical institutes 
throughout the country and in other schools, both public and private.

The lives of many men and women in Colombia have been transformed be-
cause of the love, faith, and hope of one woman, and the vision of a loving 
teacher, who knew how to listen and was sensitive to her dreams!

For me, my mother is an example of an embodied love that gives itself and 
that has faith and hope. A woman who, because of love, suffered, waited, 
endured, and believed and who never sought only her own well-being, but 
also the well-being of everyone else. 
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5. Learning to Love Our Bodies
Yoga as an Incarnational Practice12 

Suella Gerber

It is an understatement to say that most girls and women in this country 
struggle to love their bodies. This isn’t surprising given the culture in which 
we swim. From magazines to movies to shopping malls, the pervasive 
message is that our bodies need to be slimmed down here, enhanced there, 
dressed this way, made up that way, shaved and waxed and peeled and 
colored and highlighted and painted and on and on. From a young age, 
girls learn that their bodies are not okay as they are. And if our bodies are 
not okay, then it follows that there is something wrong with us, something 
fundamentally flawed about who and what we are.

Blaming the world around us for the ever more sophisticated objectification 
of women’s bodies comes naturally. And there is responsibility and fault 
there. It matters that we name and expose the messages that de-form young 
girls and women, messages that distort self-images, and impossible expec-
tations that lead to desperate behaviors. No. There isn’t much in the world 
around us that would lead us to accept our bodies—to accept our bodies as 
they are, as they’ve been created to be, and as they have not been created to 
be.

This is a harsh critique, though my guess is that it isn’t surprising or new for 
us. I, for one, as I’ve struggled over the decades to accept and love my body, 
have often jumped on this soapbox, venting a rehearsed string of accusa-
tions and complaints. But I’ve noticed a change over the last five years or 
so. (Perhaps the wisdom of menopause!?) As I am ever so slowly learning 
to love and accept my body as it is, my criticism of the culture around me is 
quieting and subsiding. In its place there’s an increasing incredulity and im-
patience that the church has been, and continues to be, absolutely complicit 
in teaching us to shun our bodies. The Christian church claims Jesus is the 
center of our faith—Jesus, God-with-us as a human being, in a human body. 
How is it possible we don’t love our bodies?

The Christian faith claims that Jesus is the Son of God. Now, I know you 
know this. But my sense is we know it so well that we no longer have any 
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idea what it means. Or what a profound and remarkable thing it is. So, I’m 
going to talk about it as though we don’t know.

Christianity claims not only that Jesus is the Son of God, but that Jesus is 
God. We call this belief the Incarnation: Jesus is God in the flesh. We don’t 
hold this belief as an idea, a spiritualized belief; rather our faith says that 
God was born in the historical person of Jesus. This should leave us speech-
less! What kind of god chooses to become a human being? A God who 
chooses to become a human being is a God who loves being with humans. 
A God who loves human beings. A God who inhabited and continues to 
inhabit human bodies. This is not godly behavior! 

It’s hard to understand what the Christian claim of the Incarnation really 
means. We can understand and assent to it intellectually, but it’s hard to 
accept as a lived reality. We prefer to have our gods in heaven, separate and 
away from us because we have forgotten that God loves us, that God’s love 
is gratuitous, that God’s love is for us. As human beings, human bodies, we 
live as though we are not worthy to have God here, bodied, with us. So, 
while saying we believe in the Incarnation, the church has actually created 
theologies that keep alive our sense of unworthiness, theologies that discred-
it God enfleshed in humanity. 

Perhaps one of the most pervasive and insidious influences through the 
centuries has been Platonism. It’s been so securely woven into Christian 
theology that we no longer see it. Platonic thought, of course, elevates the 
ideal over the real, the spiritual over the physical, mind over matter. Not 
only is the soul elevated, but the body is denigrated, shamed for its baseness. 
The theology we live is one that disembodies our minds and spirits. What 
we teach about heaven and hell confirms that spirit and minds will go to 
heaven, but bodies will burn in hell.

The church has not only created a division between heaven and earth, but 
has fostered an oppositional relationship between earth and heaven. This 
separation between heaven and earth, between flesh and spirit, denies the 
Incarnation. And it denies Jesus. With the birth of Jesus, heaven came to 
earth. And with Jesus’s ascension, earth went to heaven. In between, Jesus 
kept touching bodies, healing and saving bodies. His touch saved human 
beings. He loved human bodies. Rather than separating himself from those 
whose flesh had been labeled as defiled or unclean, he touched them. He 
loved them. Bodies were healed; human beings were saved. Human bodies 
experienced living “on earth as in heaven.”
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The church says that Jesus was fully divine and fully human. And that’s the 
theology we teach. But the belief we actually live is that Jesus was fully di-
vine, but a special and different kind of human being. And yet, Jesus referred 
to his disciples as brothers, siblings, and he taught us to pray, “Our Father” 
(Matt. 6:9). The human being Jesus was, we can be. Just as Jesus’s body 
gave flesh to Creating God, so God is enfleshed in our bodies.

Loving our bodies is not some new age or heretical concept. Loving bodies 
is at the heart of the Gospel. Loving our bodies is necessary if we are to live 
on “earth as in heaven.” Learning to love our bodies is the first step to learn-
ing to love all bodies. When all bodies are loved, when every body is loved, 
it will be “on earth as in heaven.”

To learn to love our bodies in the face of all the messages in the world 
around us that tell us that bodies need to be fixed, is no small task. Learning 
to love bodies means bringing a new awareness and a revision to the theolo-
gies of the church. And, if we are going to learn to love our bodies, we need 
to practice! We need a practice that teaches us to love and honor our bodies, 
our beings. 

One way to do this is through the ancient practice of yoga. We may not typ-
ically think of yoga as a way to practice Christian theology. In fact, friends 
who are yoga teachers often talk about concerns they hear from persons in 
classes that yoga violates their Christian beliefs. There is an irony that our 
church, with the foundational doctrine of the Incarnation, doesn’t have a 
practice for us to learn to inhabit and love our bodies, all bodies. But we 
don’t, at least not that I’m aware of. So it makes sense that we borrow from 
another culture, another religion, and translate it into a Christian practice. 
Because if we are to give flesh to the Word of God in our bodies, we need to 
practice. We need repetition and practice seeing our bodies, seeing all bodies, 
as beloved of God.

Yoga is a practice of mindfulness, of learning to be in the body, in space and 
in time. As such, it easily becomes an incarnational practice. The intention of 
embodied prayer, brought to yoga, makes it an appropriate way to practice 
learning to love bodies. Not only is the faith and intention one brings to 
a yoga practice important, but it also matters who the teacher is. (Just as 
teachers and pastors in the church matter!) Having a teacher who accepts 
and honors bodies—all bodies, any body—is necessary for learning to 
accept, honor, and love my body. My teacher welcomes every body—any 
shape and size, any level of ability and flexibility. On the yoga mat, wherever 
and however we are in our practice, is the perfect place to be. Each yoga 
pose is distinctly and uniquely expressed in individual bodies. While every 
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pose is celebrated, there is no measure of perfection or completion. There is 
only the invitation to give myself to greater opening, deeper stretching, more 
strength, and sturdier balance. A good yoga teacher encourages and sup-
ports every body at whatever place it is in the pose. There is no comparing 
or judging or failing; rather there is the joy and acceptance of what is. And 
always, the body, the being, gives itself to formation and transformation, 
one pose at a time, one practice at a time. On the yoga mat I experience the 
unconditional love and acceptance of God, of self, of others. 

Let me give several examples of how the practice of yoga becomes an 
incarnational practice. Let’s take Jesus’s teaching to love our enemies. Most 
of us give easy intellectual approval of this teaching. It’s easy, right? No. 
The truth is that it’s hard, very hard, to love our enemies. As pacifists (and 
nice Mennonites), we may not identify people in our lives as enemies, but if 
we tell the truth, we do have enemies. Jesus’s words, “Love your enemies” 
(Matt. 5:44), make it sound like a simple task. But the emotions and behav-
iors that our enemies evoke in us are anything but simple: they catch us off 
guard and demand attention.

Through yoga I’ve learned to bring my practice on the mat to my life off 
the mat. (The mat could be heaven and off the mat is earth?) So when I find 
myself in a difficult situation, faced with a difficult person, in the eye of an 
emotional storm contemplating some form of violence against another body, 
I remember my yoga pose and I breathe. Remembering the yoga pose and 
my breath, my body remembers the experience of love. Now as I face this 
“other” body, my practiced body whispers that my enemy is also a beloved 
body, just as it is, with its particular and unique shape and size, ability and 
flexibility, and possibility for transformation. My body remembers its prayer, 
and rather than acting out of the anger, over time and with hours of prac-
tice, I am learning to act out of Love.

We live in a society that wants results immediately, and we want it all. 
We want to be able to “do” all of Jesus’s teachings. We want to be good 
Christians. We want to do it right. But being Christian isn’t about our doing; 
it’s about what God is doing. And we respond by giving ourselves to God’s 
project in the world. And what God is doing is loving, gratuitously, endlessly 
loving—loving the body of creation, loving every created body. The transfor-
mation we hope for, the salvation and healing we long for, doesn’t happen 
in an instance. It happens slowly, one moment at a time, as holy and eternal 
Love seeps deep into our flesh and bones, one beloved body at a time.
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Yoga has been an essential practice as I have been learning to let the pro-
foundness, the forgiving-ness, and the immanence of God’s love form and 
transform me. There’s a yoga pose (half-moon pose) that has taken me years 
to be able to do. Slowly, one practice at a time, after a year or so, one day 
I noticed I could balance. After more years, trusting my body’s learnings, 
I am now able to lean into my balance and strength, opening my body in 
new ways, experiencing the power and vulnerability of such an opening. 
This happened so gradually that I barely noticed. Learning to live as God’s 
beloved happens slowly, over time.

And so slowly, over time, we discover that are bodies are fully capable of 
giving flesh to Creating God, just as Jesus’s body gave flesh to the Holy One. 
In our humanity we give residence to God, on earth as in heaven, just as 
Jesus did. And we discover that we, too, can do impossible things, such as 
loving our enemies. Such as loving and reaching out to others.

There are, of course, many ways we can practice embracing and loving 
our bodies. But they all require that we move from our heads—from our 
thoughts and our thinking—into the physicality of our bodies. And so I 
imagine:

•	 a	church	where	our	catechism	includes	an	incarnational	theology	that	
teaches us that God already loves us; that teaches us to love being hu-
man and to love human beings the way God loves human beings; and 
that puts us on the way to loving and caring for all bodies. And when 
we give Bibles to our children, we give a yoga mat as well!

•	 a	church	where	each	time	we	gather	for	worship,	we	breathe	together,	
recognizing that it is the Breath of God that gives each of us our being 
and that together we are one body, the Body of Christ.

•	 a	church	where,	rather	than	being	divided	by	ways	of	thinking	and	
understanding, we gather to cook meals together and sit our bodies 
down, side by side, to eat. Instead of being separated by beliefs, we 
play together. We share our stories with each other, telling each other 
about the pain and joy that our bodies carry.

•	 And	I	imagine	a	church	that,	when	we	are	gathered	for	communion	
and we hear the words, “This is my body,” we remember the way Jesus 
taught us to love bodies, all bodies, even our own.
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6. For the Love of Motherhood 
Theological Reflections on Birth, Miscarriage,  
and Infant Loss 
Sarah Ann Bixler

There is no coming back from motherhood. Once a woman becomes a bi-
ological mother, the first time she realizes someone is living within her, she 
is changed. Often from its inception, motherhood is marked by joy and 
sorrow, gain and loss. I am a mother who is blessed to hold three of my 
children each day; however, this number represents only half. One, I held 
for the precious last hour of her life. And two others, I have never held. 
One cannot experience these joys and sorrows without feeling the tension 
of both marveling at and questioning God. 

This paper claims God as Mother who suffers with us, leading us to ques-
tion God’s role in suffering and violence, and in turn, the nature of Christ’s 
atonement. We will explore these theological themes through the lens of 
birth, miscarriage, and infant loss. In this sense, motherhood is a subset of 
womanhood—not an essential subset, but a very real component for some 
such as me.

God as Mother

I grew up in a male-dominant world. In Lancaster Mennonite Conference, 
I never heard a woman deliver a sermon. I had no female role models in 
my early years of church leadership. It was not until I worked for Virginia 
Mennonite Conference in 2006 that I discovered the Mennonite Church 
calling and affirming women in leadership roles. Even then, there were 
disheartening and angering moments when I thought, If I were a man, I 
would be treated differently.

Having been formed with a limited view of womanhood, I first thanked 
God for creating me a woman when I became a mother. Calvin was alive 
and thriving because of me, and he gave validity to my womanhood. 
When my next pregnancy ended in miscarriage, this false epiphany came 
crashing down. And less than a year later, the premature birth of my 
daughter shook me to the core. 
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I reflected in a poem I wrote:

How I longed to mother you!  
Just the way God intended—  
Where milk and warmth and love flow  
From my body into yours,  
Skin on skin,  
Life into life.

My body had betrayed me. Mother’s Day loomed in the distance, laugh-
ing in my face. In my grief following my daughter’s death, the Holy Spirit 
comforted me with the image of God standing in as mother to the child I 
could no longer hold. My poem, “A God for Mother’s Day,” expresses my 
new understanding of God as Mother.

I am convinced 
that God is 
Woman.

What man would have crafted 
a nurturing instinct 
stronger than reason, 
created a chest 
that drips with milk,  
or known the strange beauty 
of blood, essential 
for new life?

To all the girls forbidden 
to say the 
s-word 
or drop the 
f-bomb 
in church, 
I stand on the pew top and shout, 
“God is She! 
God is Feminine!”

My God sits on a cloud-chair 
And rocks my Susannah Rose, 
Cradling her in Her arms, 
Cuddling her against Her bosom, 
Draping Her long hair over her sweet face, 
Mothering her like I never could.
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So I say God is not just Man. 
God is She, and He, 
And more than any of us 
Can ever be.

Recognizing God as the mother, I longed to be offered freedom to release 
myself from expectations I failed to meet as a woman. The eternal Creator 
God in her fullness could fill the nurturing and sustaining role I could 
not in my limited and broken humanity. This recognition allowed me to 
emotionally release my daughter and forgive myself for failing to meet her 
needs. Beyond any biological ability to procreate and sustain life, I now 
embraced my womanhood more holistically. I experienced the growth 
that Elizabeth Johnson describes in her monumental work She Who Is: 
The Mystery of God in Feminist Discourse. Feminine symbols for God, 
she says, “open up levels of reality, which otherwise are closed, for us, and 
concomitantly open up depths of our own being, which otherwise would 
remain untouched.”13 

Women bear the imago Dei (the image of God). The priestly writer affirms 
in Genesis 1:27 that both male and female are created in God’s image. If 
this is so, we must consider God as both Father and Mother. Historically, 
Christian theologians claimed Father as the proper name for God. Susan 
Brooks Thistlethwaite identifies this as a problem, though, when “this one 
model becomes absolutely dominant to the exclusion of other models.”14 
Recognizing God as Mother provides an essential complement to under-
standing God as Father. It is not either/or, but both/and. “Only equivalent 
imaging of God male and female can in the end do greater justice to the 
dignity of women and the truth of holy mystery,” Elizabeth Johnson ex-
plains.15 Each name is a metaphor for a God who is beyond words. There 
is no “proper name” for God. The best we can do is cry, “Abba, Father,” 
and “Mommy, Mother.”

God Suffers With Us

Since motherhood is marked by joy and suffering, then God as Mother 
suffers with us. This understanding of God as a suffering Mother has 
evolved through the painful seasons of my journey with motherhood. 

As Susannah lay in the neonatal intensive care unit that first week of spring 
in 2009, breathing artificially through lungs three months premature, I had 
a lot of questions for the divine Creator. I questioned the nature of a God 
who would begin the creative work only for it to be abruptly disrupted be-
fore its fulfillment in time. And what kind of God would allow my innocent 
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child to suffer? God felt elusive in the midst of my tragic experience. Later 
I read a devotional by Michele Hershberger reflecting on Herod’s child 
massacre (Matthew 2). She envisions a God who cries with the mothers 
and fathers who lost children the night Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt with 
Jesus. This God who suffers with us represents for me, as a mother who 
has lost children, the only kind of God I can trust. I resonate with Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer’s assertion that “only the suffering God can help.”16 

This claim stands in direct opposition to the Christian church’s historical 
view of an impassible God. These roots lie in Platonic philosophy, dis-
tancing the Supreme God “from compassion for human tragedy, because 
compassion is a passion or emotion.”17 An impassible God, one incapable 
of feeling, is impossible to relate to for those who suffer and is inconsistent 
with God’s character in scripture. God is one who feels. Liberation theolo-
gians trace God’s solidarity with oppressed peoples throughout the biblical 
narrative, from the Exodus to the prophets to God revealed in Jesus Christ. 
In Making a Way Out of No Way, Monica Coleman describes how a view 
of God as omnipotent and providential did not address the complexities 
she encountered when working with battered African American women. 
She cites womanist theologian Jacquelyn Grant, who describes Christ as a 
black woman because “black women identify with Jesus as sufferer.”18 Thus 
because God experiences alongside, God cares enough to save.

Theodicy

The way God saves is of utmost significance for those who suffer. Salvation 
achieved through the violent death of Jesus on the cross presents theological 
problems as one considers God’s providential role in this event. I arrive at 
the conclusion: If God willed her son to die, God has the capacity to will 
my child to die. This, for me, is the critical domino in my systematic theol-
ogy that makes all the others fall. If God sent Jesus to earth for the express 
purpose of dying, then Mary as his earthly mother suffered as a direct result 
of God’s will. So if God willed that Mary would lose her child and suffer 
as a mother, God willed my suffering.

Unfortunately, this painful theology can be reinforced by unsolicited com-
ments from persons attempting to provide consolation. For me, it came 
through in statements like, “There must be a reason for this,” or “We’ll 
understand it all someday,” or “God must have needed your daughter in 
heaven.” In a memorial sermon in Harrisonburg, Virginia, on January 27, 
2014, Pastor Phil Kniss addressed the grieving family of Chris Mast: “If, 
and when, well-meaning Christians come to you, trying to comfort you by 
implying that this was somehow part of God’s master plan, don’t pay them 
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mind. … Anything that diminishes or destroys life is neither God’s will nor 
God’s doing. God is the creator and sustainer of all life. Always.”19 I am 
grateful to Phil Kniss for his straightforward denial of a theodicy that places 
blame on God for human suffering and death.

In the wisdom narrative of Job, his friends Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar sit 
with him silently for a week—an act of compassionate solidarity. I received 
much encouragement from spiritual sisters who joined in my grief not with 
flimsy theological explanations, but through their actions and acknowledg-
ment that they had no words. A visit from three friends on what would have 
been Susannah’s due date remains the most memorable show of support. 
However, the wisdom of Job’s three friends is short-lived when they begin 
to speak, repeating ad nauseam that Job must have sinned and deserves this 
punishment. Finally, God speaks in the whirlwind. God does not provide 
rationale for Job’s suffering but rebukes the three friends and puts things in 
a cosmic perspective. God is neither vindictive nor retributive, but a pow-
erful, creative force that sustains beauty and wonder even in the most grim 
circumstances.

Atonement Theory

Anselm of Canterbury’s satisfaction theory of atonement20 has profoundly 
influenced the last millennium of Christian thought, framed around God’s 
established moral order, God’s honor, and the need for retribution. For 
Anselm, Christ’s death is for the purpose of satisfying the debt that humans, 
in their sinfulness, have incurred on God’s honor.

When this satisfaction theory serves as the soteriological foundation for 
life in the world, frightening results may appear. J. Denny Weaver asserts in 
The Nonviolent Atonement that the satisfaction theory is shown to support 
accommodation to human acts of violence in the name of God.21 Anselm’s 
theology supported the Holy Roman Empire as it embarked on the 
Crusades, which, with tragic irony, crucified Jews, Muslims, and “pagans” in 
the name of the crucified Lord and Savior it claimed.22 The Holocaust, white 
supremacy and lynching, and domestic violence are further examples of 
this doctrinal distortion.23 Coleman explains, “The Christian understanding 
of sacrifice as necessary for salvation … contributes to the justified abuse 
and suffering of women in situations of domestic and sexual violence.” Ted 
Grimsrud points out in his recent book Instead of Atonement, “If God 
requires retaliation, repaying violence with violence, then official violent 
sanctions are appropriate, even a positive good.” This provides a basis for 
justifying warfare, corporal punishment on children, and punishing criminal 
offenders.25  
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These outcomes stand in direct contrast to the life and teachings of Jesus. 
If Jesus the Christ is truly Emmanuel, “God with us,” then we see in him 
our most accurate picture of God. Jesus demonstrated an unwavering 
commitment to nonviolence. Even in the face of his own death, he ordered 
his disciples not to fight. This is not to say Jesus went without offending or 
resisting anyone. The claims he made about the kingdom of God and the 
social justice he demonstrated flew in the face of the religious and political 
authorities. Because of this, they crucified him.

The assertion that Jesus died because he offended the authorities of his day 
releases God from the responsibility for the violent injustices done to Christ 
and opens up possibilities for God to enact salvation by means other than 
violence. This is not to say that God does not save humanity through Jesus 
Christ, but rather, that God does not save humanity through violence and 
does not have a providential role in human death and suffering. Grimsrud 
writes, “The story of Jesus’s death does not tell of necessary violence as an 
expression of God’s holiness, justice, and honor as a requirement for human 
salvation. Rather, the story of Jesus’s death repudiates violence.”26

Does our Creator God require blood for atonement? Womanist theologian 
JoAnne Marie Terrell says no; rather, God reveres blood. For her, Jesus’s 
offering himself unto death witnesses to God’s love and serves as an exam-
ple that can instruct and save humanity.27 This is a significant theological 
distinction: blood as a violent requirement versus a voluntary gift. One 
context is terror, humiliation, and the threat of death; the other a fulfilling, 
empowering, and redemptive act of life.

Hope

This redemptive vision of Jesus’s death and his shed blood offers hope in 
moving beyond violent understandings of God. Within the motherhood 
journey, hope resides with our identity as bearers of the imago Dei, claiming 
God as Mother and sharing in her creative power, and seeing God suffering 
with us. We probe beyond perspectives on theodicy and atonement that fail 
to account for the theological complexity of God’s role in suffering and vi-
olence. We have reverence for blood as a powerful symbol in life and death 
but refuse to assign God responsibility for its being shed.

J. Denny Weaver presents a refreshing perspective, which he calls “narrative 
Christus Victor.” He writes, “Jesus’s death itself is not a loving act by God, 
but the ultimate statement that distinguishes the rule of God from the reign 
of evil.”28 When we cling to the promise of the risen Christ, we experience 
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the joy realized in his triumph over the powers of evil, violence, and death, 
in “the reality of the resurrection.”29 

This is freeing. JoAnne Marie Terrell states, “The empty cross is a symbol 
of God’s continuous empowerment.”30 God not only suffers with us, but 
has the power to liberate us from it. Not only can the broken body of my 
premature baby be redeemed to eternal life, but my brokenness as a mother 
is redeemed even now under the reign of God, already ushered in by Jesus 
Christ.

God as Mother leads us in healing and hope toward gratitude for the 
immeasurable honor of motherhood. In my life, this has been manifest in 
my increased awe and appreciation for my living children—Calvin, Eve, 
and Juliet. I have new admiration for my husband’s faith, sensitivity, and 
partnership. I am no longer overwhelmed with emptiness and grief when I 
think of Susannah and those I miscarried. I now see each life, however brief, 
as a gift.

Motherhood will undeniably change us; the question is not whether, but 
how. When Jesus describes himself as the Good Shepherd, he makes a 
profound theological statement: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and 
destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” As we cling 
to this Giver of abundant life, we can find deep fulfillment in the mother-
hood journey.
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7. Blood, Trees, and Desire
A Poetic Feminist Perspective on the Crucifixion

Anita Hooley Yoder

That morning I tell them the story of Jesus’s death. I page through the 
Gospel of Matthew, hitting the highlights: They ate the Last Supper. 
Jesus prayed fervently at Gethsemane. Judas betrayed him. He was 
arrested, mocked, put on trial. The crowd called out to crucify him. 
He was led to Golgotha and nailed to a tree. Darkness descended. He 
cried, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” He breathed 
his last; the temple curtain was torn in two. Women looked on from a 
distance. A soldier believed. 

After this telling, I join a group of nine- and ten-year-old girls for 
their cabin devotions, girls I have grown to know through my role as 
camp pastor that week. The questions come, steady and quick. “What 
does ‘betray’ mean?” “Where did all the disciples go?” “Would Jesus 
forgive Judas?” And then one slender girl raises her hand and asks, 
“What do people mean when they say that Jesus saves us?”    
—Anita Hooley Yoder

This question is central to Christian theology, yet also fraught with 
significantly different understandings. Some say that Christ’s death was 
a ransom payment to Satan for the souls of humanity. Through Christ’s 
death and resurrection, some say, love emerges victorious over evil. Others 
believe that Christ took our place and became the perfect sacrifice to 
satisfy God’s wrath at our sinfulness. Still others hold that Christ’s death 
impresses people with a sense of God’s love and exerts a moral influence, 
leading people to repentance and right action. 

These are vast oversimplifications of complicated positions, of course, 
but even in their more complex forms, many Christians feel that each of 
these traditional perspectives is not quite right. None of them invoke the 
totality of what Jesus’s story means to us. And how could I tell those girls 
at that camp, so beautifully becoming, that they needed a male Savior? 
What were they being saved from? And what did one man’s blood, divine 
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though he was, have to do with rescuing them? What do we mean when 
we say that Jesus saves us?

Many theologians, particularly feminist ones, have taken on that question 
in fascinating and insightful ways in recent decades. In this paper I seek 
not a new answer to that question, but new images. Through my own 
experiences (a key source for doing theology in a feminist way), the work 
of feminist theologians, and the voices of several contemporary female 
poets, I explore three images related to Christ’s crucifixion: blood, trees, 
and desire. I imagine Christ’s blood as life-giving menstrual blood rather 
than the blood of a wounded man, give attention to the tree that is part of 
the crucifixion scene, and challenge the subjugation of desire that is often 
part of traditional understandings of Christ’s death. 

Blood

I stood in worship that morning heavy with the awakening in my soul. 
In my personal spiritual journey, I was beginning to embrace female 
images for God and was becoming more and more convinced that 
such images were important. And then the praise songs began. This 
one was an old hymn, led by a vibrant elderly woman from the piano. 
The song used exclusively male language for God, confronting singers 
every other line of each verse with “God leads His dear children 
along.” I liked the spirit of the song, though, and wanted to sing along 
in good faith. So, I decided to change the masculine pronouns to fem-
inine ones as I sang. New images inspired my worship as I pictured 
God leading Her dear children along. But the real revelation came at 
the chorus, where I did not have to change the words at all. “Some 
through the waters, some through the flood,” I sang. “Some through 
the fire, but all through the blood.” And I saw not a male God bleed-
ing on a cross, but a female God(ess) bleeding. Menstrual blood.    
—Anita Hooley Yoder

Not long after this experience in worship, I came across these lines from a 
poem by Ntozake Shange: 

we need a god who bleeds 
spreads her lunar vulva & showers us in shades of scarlet 
thick & warm like the breath of her
… i am  
not wounded i am bleeding to life 
we need a god who bleeds now
whose wounds are not the end of anything.31
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I began to wonder, could we rethink the traditional understanding of the 
“blood of Jesus”? What would it mean to worship a God who bleeds 
now? 

The blood of Jesus is an important image in popular Christian expression 
as well as in traditional Christian theology. It is a central component to 
a sacrificial understanding of atonement, which is based on the idea that 
humans are sinful and require sacrifice to appease God—and a sacrifice 
requires blood (see Hebrews 9:22). 

In Sisters in the Wilderness, Delores S. Williams argues against this 
understanding of the blood of Jesus from her perspective as a womanist 
theologian. Throughout history, African American women have often been 
forced into surrogate roles; during slavery and beyond, they have literal-
ly been made to bear and rear children for others. They have also often 
been responsible for the survival of their own families and communities. 
Describing Christ on the cross as a surrogate figure, whom one is called to 
imitate, only serves to reinforce this demeaning self-image.32  Williams sees 
redemption coming not through Christ’s death, but through the spirit of 
God in Jesus’s life. She writes, “Redemption of humans can have nothing 
to do with any kind of surrogate or substitute role Jesus was reputed to 
have played in a bloody act that supposedly gained victory over sin and/or 
evil. ... There is nothing divine about the blood of the cross.”33

Karen Baker-Fletcher, another womanist theologian, speaks about the 
blood of Jesus concept as celebrating life rather than self-sacrificial death. 
In Dancing with God, she writes, “The significance of Jesus’s blood is that 
throughout his life, crucifixion, death, and resurrection, Jesus the Christ 
shares the power of life, which blood represents, with the world.”34 

Blood can carry a uniquely powerful, life-giving connotation when viewed 
from a female perspective. Female menstrual blood is normal, a necessary 
part of what it means to be who we are. This blood is not a sign that 
there is something dreadfully wrong with us; rather, it is a witness to the 
ongoing potential for life we carry within. Of course, menstrual blood is 
not honored in many societies. Most of us view our periods as shame-
ful at worst and inconvenient at best. Penelope Washbourn’s chapter in 
WomanSpirit Rising treats menstruation as the first major crisis in the life 
of a woman, one that needs a “rite of passage” attached to it to aid young 
women in the process of identity formation.35 Including images of and 
language about a female Christ-figure bleeding in such a ritual could help 
Christian girls develop a sense of their identity as full participants in the 
life of the divine.  
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Talking about the blood of Jesus in a menstruation ritual is probably out-
side the realm of consideration for most Christians. But language about 
the blood of Jesus is invoked during a regular component of Christian 
worship: the Eucharist, or Communion ritual. In many services, this event 
reinforces traditional atonement theories and the notion of self-sacrifice 
that many feminist theologians find so troubling. 

In Proverbs of Ashes, Rebecca Ann Parker tells about her personal jour-
ney of coming to resist the glorification of self-sacrifice in the Christian 
tradition.36 She tells of a pastor friend’s experience with a parishioner who 
went back to an abusive husband because she thought it was her Christian 
duty, eventually being murdered by him.37 Parker then quotes another 
pastor with similar qualms: “When I preside at the Eucharist, am I not re-
enacting images and ideas that tell people that God wants them to sacrifice 
their lives? Am I right to do this? Does it give them life? Now when I pray 
in the church before the congregation arrives, I ask God to forgive me for 
performing the Eucharistic rite.”38 

I wonder if we need a new, or at least a transformed, Communion liturgy. 
A new understanding of Christ’s blood as it functions for atonement could 
be part of such a liturgy.

Robin Morgan plays with traditional Communion language in these poet-
ic lines:

Here is your eternal testament—
This cup, this chalice, this primordial cauldron
of real menstrual blood
the color of clay warm with promise,
rhythmic, cyclical, fit for lining the uterus
and shed for many,
for the remission of living. 

Here is your bread of life. 
Here is the blood by which you live in me.39

Many churches would not welcome this sort of language in their 
Eucharistic celebrations, of course. Yet words like these have wonderful 
power to convey how all of us, female and male, can connect with and 
take on God’s body and blood. 

Another female-envisioned version of the Eucharist comes from Ada 
María Isasi-Díaz’s chapter “On the Birthing Stool: Mujerista Liturgy,” 
where she describes a service led by women at the LAS HERMANAS con-
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ference.40 Since wine is not a common drink for Latinas, they used bread, 
milk, honey, and dates as symbols.41 Isasi-Díaz says the milk represented 
“the milk our women-bodies produce to sustain life.”42 Here Christ’s 
blood is not reinterpreted but replaced, creating room for an image that 
invokes life rather than death. During the ritual outlined by Isasi-Díaz, 
women also lit candles representing “The power to give life. … The power 
of being vulnerable without being weak. … The power that is ours because 
we are women.”43 

Thinking spiritually about Christ’s blood as a female blood of life calls for 
new artistic images in our churches, new songs and prayers, and new lit-
urgies. Incorporating new images does not necessarily mean that we need 
to give up the old ones. As some Third World feminist theologians note, a 
divine figure who is willing to suffer can be a source of comfort for those 
who are suffering themselves.44 A suffering servant Christ can also be a 
challenge to the privileged in our churches who shy away from suffering 
and ease into a comfortable life that may exploit others. Furthermore, 
thinking of the blood of Jesus as menstrual blood is not necessarily more 
inclusive and positive, even for women. There are many women and girls 
who do not yet menstruate, have ceased menstruation, or have significant 
problems around their menstruation cycle. One must be attentive to how 
this sort of image might impact their worship.45 Obviously, one new image 
is not the answer to the evils of patriarchy. We must continue to work 
toward promoting fullness of life for women and for all people. The image 
of a menstruating Christ figure is only one of many imaginings that could 
serve toward this goal. 

Trees 

Two summers ago, I started hiking the Buckeye Trail, which encircles 
the state of Ohio. I vividly remember my first day of hiking. The wind 
rustled through tree leaves; squirrels and chipmunks scurried through 
the undergrowth. Above me, birds called out their incessant, delightful 
songs. I felt a strange urge to add my voice to this chorus. I pulled out 
a slim volume of poetry that I had earlier thrown into my backpack. 
I opened the book and began to read out loud as I walked, repeating 
the lines over and over until I had memorized them, adding my human 
voice to the song around me. I felt we were all praising.    
—Anita Hooley Yoder

That first day of hiking and speaking poetry into the forest started a con-
tinuing practice of memorizing poetry while I walk. Recently, I worked on 
this Mary Oliver poem:  
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When I am among the trees, 
especially the willows and the honey locust,
equally the beech, the oaks and the pines, 
they give off such hints of gladness.
I would almost say that they save me, and daily.

I am so distant from the hope of myself,
in which I have goodness, and discernment,
and never hurry through the world
     but walk slowly, and bow often.

… “It’s simple,” they say,
“and you too have come
into the world to do this, to go easy, to be filled
with light, and to shine.”46

Although I doubt Oliver wrote this poem with the concept of atonement 
in mind, it strikes me as a simple yet rich comment on the subject. Here 
“salvation” (or almost salvation) comes not from a man on a tree, but 
from the trees themselves! It comes not in a one-time event thousands of 
years ago, but in a daily and particular experience of being among trees. 
The phrase “I am so distant from the hope of myself” is, to me, an apt 
articulation of what many theologians call “sin.” While I bristle at doc-
trines of original sin and total deprivation, I will readily admit that I often 
feel distant from what I hope to be. I, too, need the trees, or something, 
to remind me how to live, and to remind me how simple it is. I appreciate 
that Oliver writes, “I would almost say that they save me.” This is not a 
pantheistic poem, identifying God with nature and perhaps positing that 
we derive our salvation from it. There is space to honor the sense that we 
still need something outside of, greater than, the natural world. But the 
world of nature can be a door into appreciation of the Creator, especially 
in times when we feel disconnected from God and from ourselves. 

Feminist resources often cite Ntozake Shange’s poetic lines “i found god in 
myself / & loved her / i loved her fiercely.”47 The lines that precede these in 
the same poem are also important:
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i wanted to jump up outta my bones
& be done wit myself
& go one in the wind
it waz too much
i fell into a numbness 
til the only tree i cd see
took me up in her branches
held me in the breeze.18

Reading with the poem’s title in mind (“for colored girls who have consid-
ered suicide / when the rainbow is enuf”), it seems that the speaker of this 
poem wants to be done with life, perhaps by killing herself. What brings 
her back to the world, and a few lines later, to God and to herself, is a 
(female) tree. 

In The Color Purple, Alice Walker’s character Shug tells of a similar move: 
“My first step from the old white man was trees. Then air. Then birds. 
Then other people. But one day … it come to me: that feeling of being part 
of everything, not separate at all. I knew that if I cut a tree, my arm would 
bleed. And I laughed and cried an [sic] run all around the house. I knew 
just what it was.”49 Both Shug and the speaker in Shange’s poem find, if 
not their salvation, at least a step toward it through trees. 

It is no secret that traditional Christian theology has supported, if not 
directly led to, great harm done against the environment. In an article in 
the journal Feminist Theology, Lisa Isherwood argues that typical under-
standings of the crucifixion story enforce hierarchy because the sacrificial 
son, who had to die because of Eve’s sin, rose to overcome flesh and now 
sits in glory, removed from the natural world.50 Isherwood notes that the 
church fathers encouraged parishioners to follow this example, prompting 
people to “embrace suffering as holy and to remove themselves as far from 
the created order as possible so that they may get closer to God.”51

In Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology, Kwok Pui-lan de-
scribes how colonialist powers used religion to reinforce their domination 
not only of people, but of natural resources.52 Pui-lan then discusses the 
work of Brazilian Ivone Gebara, who criticizes traditional Christologies 
that separate Jesus from other humans and from the natural environment. 
Gebara says that “Jesus has been imaged as the Messiah who comes in 
the guise of a superman, a heroic figure to save humans from their sins. 
Such atonement theory sustains the culture of dependence and focuses on 
human beings alone.”53 
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Perhaps one way of mitigating the harmful effects of this God/human over 
nature dualism in atonement theory is to focus on the tree that was a part 
of the crucifixion. We could encourage theological speculation around a 
different set of questions than the ones usually asked about the crucifixion. 
Where did the tree that was made into the cross come from? What kind 
of tree was it? Whose shade and oxygen were lost when it was cut down? 
The tree is also part of this “salvation” story. Christians could see it as 
representative of all trees, just as we see Jesus as a representative of all 
humans. 

An image of an exploited, bloodied tree, rather than glorifying death and 
exploitation, could challenge us to pay more attention to all life, includ-
ing the life of trees. Like the blood that cried out from the ground when 
Abel was murdered (Genesis 4:10), this bloodied tree could call out to us, 
showing us how all of creation is affected by sin and evil.54 

Desire

In 2012 I attended the Mennonite Writing Conference, a quirky 
gathering of people exploring how to speak with individual authority 
out of a faith tradition that has highly valued the community voice. At 
a break in the conference, I had lunch with my sister and brother-in-
law and an old friend, who was recently divorced. We started talking 
about the concept of the self and self-sacrifice. My sister and brother-
in-law praised the virtues of self-sacrifice in following God’s call, but I 
was more ambivalent on the subject. “What would the people at your 
conference say about this?” someone asked. I replied, “I think they 
would say, Perhaps we’ve internalized this value of self-sacrifice too 
much. Perhaps it’s time to let the self speak and listen to what it has 
to say.” My recently-divorced friend had been silent up to this point in 
the conversation. Now he spoke, sadly, telling us that he had sought 
to relate to his wife out of a posture of self-sacrifice, always trying to 
guess about her needs and wishes and never speaking up about his 
own. It was what he thought a Christian should do. It ended up hurt-
ing them both.   —Anita Hooley Yoder

The concept of self-sacrifice and the notion of pride as the primary sin of 
humanity have been critiqued by feminist theologians for decades. Some 
suggest that pride is the sin of men, but that an opposite disposition, a 
low sense of self-worth, is the main struggle for women. It seems to me 
that some men as well as women struggle not with valuing themselves and 
their desires too highly, but with not valuing them highly enough. And, of 
course, some women seek gain for themselves at the expense of others. 
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While feminists may have been a bit heavy-handed in their critique of the 
notion of sin as pride, I feel much less apprehensive about the implications 
of their view simply because traditional Christian theology is so skewed 
toward the idea that the ultimate act of faith is one of self-sacrifice. 
For various historical, social, and biblical reasons, traditional Christian-
ity has had a serious suspicion of desire. The crucifixion of Christ has 
served as a primary justification for the importance of such a self-negating 
attitude. Pui-lan’s postcolonial critique notes that the glorification of the 
suffering and sacrifice of Jesus was specifically used to solidify colonial 
rule. This emphasis by church leaders in colonies like the Philippines “was 
meant to inculcate both loyalty to Spain and a passive acceptance of the 
destiny of this life. … Furthermore, women were exhorted to model them-
selves after the sacrifice and obedience of Christ and to internalize passive 
and resigned endurance of their own pain and suffering.”55 

As referenced earlier, Delores Williams sees great problems with a surro-
gacy image of Jesus as it applies to African American women. In critiquing 
the theology of some black (male) liberation theologians, Williams writes, 
“Black women should never be encouraged to believe that they can be 
united with God through this kind of suffering. There are quite enough 
black women bearing the cross.”56 

Speaking from her experience of the struggle of Latinas, Isasi-Díaz ex-
presses a similar view: “I have come to see that the insistence on the value 
of suffering for Christians and its placement as a central element of the 
Christian message is questionable. I believe … that it has become an ideo-
logical tool, a control mechanism used by dominant groups over the poor 
and the oppressed.”57 

Along with the strong words of these theologians, I find a moving expres-
sion of a faithful embrace of desire in these lines from a poem by Alice 
Walker: 

It seems impossible that desire
can sometimes transform into devotion; 
but this has happened.
And that is how I’ve survived:
how the hole
I carefully tended
in the garden of my heart
grew a heart
to fill it.58
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While this poem is not necessarily talking about religious devotion, there 
is theological insight in the connection between desire and devotion that 
the poem offers. Some people believe that religious devotion requires 
getting rid of one’s desires (“dying to the flesh”), but here the speaker’s 
desires are what led to her devotion. In the poem, desire and devotion are 
not the same thing; desire is transformed to become devotion. A desire is 
not good or bad in itself, as some desires can lead us astray from God and 
from others. But some desires can become wonderful avenues for devo-
tion. Desires help us to survive and to thrive. 

Theologians working from a feminist perspective also affirm the power of 
a woman’s desire in her capability to survive. Isasi-Díaz speaks of Latinas’ 
capacity to celebrate, how they are always throwing fiestas.59 She says, 
“The struggle for survival is a search for pleasure … ‘a search for lasting 
joy, deep delight, gratuitous enjoyment, contagious good fortune.’ The 
good life does not ignore suffering. It struggles to go beyond it, to evade 
it.”60 

Thus far I have been considering desire in a broad sense of one’s wishes 
or hopes; Pui-lan speaks more specifically about sexual desire. Noting 
that we have rarely imagined sexual stories as sources to think about 
Christ, she wonders, “How can our deepest longings, intimate desires, 
and fantasies be resources for our knowing about Christ?”61 Traditional 
theology may contain hints of sexual connotation when it lifts up mar-
riage as representing the relationship between Christ and the church, but 
Pui-lan is getting at something broader and deeper here. How can what 
we want, what we long for—even in areas of life deemed base or “sinful” 
by the church—be an avenue for faithful devotion? This is a question that 
deserves further reflection from people with many kinds of sexual experi-
ence. 

The Christian teaching of self-sacrifice, even to the point of death, can be 
an important witness in an often greedy, materialistic world. I come from 
a (Mennonite) faith tradition that has collected stories of people who were 
willing to make such a sacrifice (most notably in the mammoth Martyrs 
Mirror). I want a theology that affirms the choices of young people I know 
who are sacrificing society’s notion of success to follow alternative career 
paths. But I also want a theology that understands that loving the self is 
how we come to knowledge of God’s love and how we are equipped to 
love others. I want a theology that teaches us not just how to die to our-
selves, but how to live. 
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Conclusion

Girls 
Dressed in brown,  
dance, bend …  
hands and  
feet 
stained  
red, 
blood on 
leaves and  
blood on 
roots,  
dancing  
the dance  
of poplar trees 
that weep, 
of trees 
that protest, 
desecration  
of earth, … 
seeking redemption 
not in suffering, 
not in death, 
but in an entire earth 
that shouts God’s, 
“Nooooooooooo ……..” 
in this moment  
where we tarry 
for 
God’s will 
to be done 
on earth 
as it is in heaven, 
where we tarry  
for 
resurrection.62 

—Karen Baker-Fletcher

This poem called “Trees” by Karen Baker-Fletcher, which I discovered 
in the course of my research for this paper, incorporates all three of my 
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themes: blood, trees, and desire. And it brings me back to the girls at 
camp. What do I say to them, then, about how it is that Jesus saves us? 

First, I would say that it is not so much Jesus’s suffering and death that 
save us, but his life and resurrection. As Baker-Fletcher explains in the 
chapter that follows her poem, “It is not Jesus’s suffering that is redemp-
tive, but the life leading up to his crucifixion, his words on the cross, his 
resurrection, and the abundant, everlasting life he graciously gives to the 
world that is redemptive.”63 Williams wonders if many people today can 
really say that evil and sin were overcome by Jesus’s death. “Rather,” she 
says, “it seems more intelligent and scriptural to understand that redemp-
tion had to do with God, through Jesus, giving humankind new vision to 
see the resources for positive, abundant relational life.”64 Brock and Parker 
find hope in the conviction that God’s presence endures through violence, 
even the violence of the cross, and lives in us through the Holy Spirit.65 
We cannot talk about how Jesus saves us by only speaking about his 
death. We must speak about his full story, and we must also talk about the 
resources within ourselves, the gathered community, and the natural world 
that help us work for our survival—and maybe even our “salvation.”

Finally, it is important for me, a middle-class, well-educated, white person 
to note that most of the women I have quoted in this paper are from 
minoritized groups, speaking from the perspective of those often triply 
oppressed by race, class, and gender. A theology that celebrates the blood 
of Jesus as blood of life, that honors the tree that is part of the crucifixion, 
and that advocates the honoring of our own desires must be cautious to 
not lose the challenging, convicting part of the Jesus story. Some elements 
of traditional atonement models might be what some people need to hear 
sometimes—although they are what all people need to hear all the time, 
regardless of their race, class, or gender. I hope I have offered some small 
pieces toward a larger, broader understanding of Christ’s crucifixion. 
I hope these are pieces that the girls I met at camp may someday fully 
grasp. I want a Christian theology that helps girls like them learn to honor 
life-giving blood, the nourishment of trees, and their own budding desires. 
In short, I want them to find salvation. 
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8. Choosing Love
Adultery, Adoption, Abundance
Claire DeBerg

These stories are about love. More specifically they are about choosing 
love because, after all, love is a choice. Love doesn’t just show up and 
solve problems. Love doesn’t just appear and fix. Love must be invited. 
Love is available and powerful and here’s how Love created abundance in 
my life once I chose it.

I captured the neighborhood nickname—Beauty and the Beast All In 
One—for fierceness on all levels of my being. Deep down I knew this 
about myself— I knew I had power so I didn’t wield it. I didn’t drink like 
all my friends in high school. I didn’t smoke the weed when it was passed 
to me in the circle. I didn’t have sex before marriage or lie to my parents 
or swear like everyone around me was doing. I played life pretty guarded. 

Then I went to Bethel University at 18, got engaged to John at 19, and 
was married at 20. Whoa. I was given a full scholarship to the University 
of Alaska—Anchorage in an MFA program, and our relationship looked 
like this: We were best friends. We laughed. We prayed. We loved gro-
cery shopping. We read each other poetry. What we didn’t have much of 
was intimacy, but I thought nothing of it because we were married; this 
just must be what marriage was like. I didn’t choose to make our sex life 
a priority, but there was a surging inside me to be wanted. All of that 
swirling inside me was that fierceness like a hurricane in the middle of the 
ocean until that monster storm touched land and lives, and here’s what 
happened. 

A man in my MFA program in Alaska pursued me with a feverish impa-
tience. It felt wonderful to be wanted. This was nothing like what John 
and I had. This was sick infatuation. So I did the unthinkable: I had sex 
with a man other than my husband. I committed adultery. I cheated. I 
lied. I deceived. I pretended. I caved. I shrank. I broke promises. I hurt. I 
wounded. I misunderstood. I was an adulteress. 
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My story is not a new story. I am not the first adulteress. I am not chron-
ically unique in this regard, though I’d like to think I am. I can count the 
number of sexual encounters I had with him on one hand. And here’s 
what happened next.

One bright Alaskan morning a moose stood at our back door, pawing 
it, trying to get inside. Somehow its huge gentle eyes and velvety nose 
pushed me to do what I’d longed to do the moment I’d turned away from 
my marriage: I told John the truth. I was having an affair. Oh, the relief 
to let go of the darkness I clutched. I knew in that instant I wanted to be 
with John, not this other man with his hot smoky demands breathed into 
my face or the ripped out hair and forced sex. That man was violent and 
scary. I wanted to be wanted by John. I got this rare opportunity to choose 
my husband once again, to choose love over fear. 

We called our parents and we cried, and I apologized and I agonized and 
I was embarrassed. John and I committed to putting a gentle salve on this 
gaping wound in our marriage so we could heal together and, perhaps 
like a broken bone, repair to the point of being stronger than before. Then 
those high, loving conversations turned practical. John suggested I get test-
ed for sexually transmitted diseases. I drove alone to the campus medical 
clinic and got tested for all of it: Chlamydia, Herpes, HIV, everything. The 
wait for results from the swabs and blood tests was short. The news from 
the doctor? I was clean. The other man’s poison was emotional and phys-
ical but not physiological. I gave a relieved, “Thank you,” and prepared 
to leave. The doctor, while ticking off boxes on the form, said, “No STDs, 
but you are pregnant.”

And then there was stillness and a clanging silence that hurt my neck 
from straining to grasp the tone. The next moment I’m in a triage coun-
selor’s office, her dimmed lights like a womb. It was murky and dark in 
Alaska nearly all day long at that point in winter. Like that heavy black-
ness, I could not see much light in my future at that point. What were my 
choices? The counselor told me: “Well, you can keep the baby, abort it, 
or place it for adoption.” Keep it? Keep this child who was created in the 
middle of my greatest lie? No way. I wanted to work through my marriage 
with John. Abort it? No way. Adoption? The obvious yes. I could carry a 
life and give it to someone who really wanted it because I was sure John 
wouldn’t want to raise a baby that wasn’t his.

I left that office and walked the empty halls of the campus. All the students 
had scattered for winter break. “I cheated. I’m pregnant. I’m twenty-two.” 
All of these truths were the eye of the storm splitting apart my landscape 
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when I saw my professor tripping down the hallway. In all my girlhood 
daydreaming about announcing my first pregnancy, I never ever imag-
ined this scene. He was holding a mess of papers in his arms like he was 
looking for a garbage can to dispose of them. He was rambling, he spilled 
coffee on his shirt, and his scarf trailed behind him. But who was more 
hopeless … me or him? When he finally looked up and saw me, he said, 
“You’re not okay. What happened?” So I told him and he heaved his pile 
of papers onto the floor of his office, put on his parka and said, “We’re 
going to Sam’s Club.” For the first time in my life I really wanted to go to 
Sam’s Club right then. He bought a single thing: a very expensive calling 
card. It had something like twelve hours of time on it. He handed it to me 
and said, “You’ll be making a lot of long-distance calls this week. You’re 
gonna need this.” At the time it was the single best thing anyone did for 
me. Just something practical and normal and needed. He wasn’t a coun-
selor or a therapist or a nurse or even married himself. But he was right. 
I needed that calling card because I was on the phone a lot that week. In 
that moment, my professor chose to just love this messed-up student of his 
with a simple gift. It was a window into what it would have been like if I 
had just chosen to love my husband when I was first pursued by another 
man.

I drove home with my calling card, walked inside my little apartment, saw 
John and said, “There is news. I don’t have anything. But I am pregnant.” 
He hugged me. I must have said “I’m sorry” fifty times while we cried 
over broken dreams. Finally he said, “We’re going to Walgreens.” I took 
my second trip to a store that day, and John bought me prenatal vitamins. 
So even in the darkest hour of our relationship, he honored our vows and 
cared for me—the one who did all the hurting. John chose love instead of 
anger.

We called our parents again with more incredible news. And we left 
Alaska. 

Eventually John decided he could not stay married to me. And really, 
could I blame him? I’d cheated and gotten pregnant with another man; 
reconciling those actions in a marriage would have been a mighty feat. 
John could not see his way through to doing that, and I understood. So 
we took our divorce papers to a notary public who sat down with us 
and said, “What can I notarize for you today? Let me guess … marriage 
papers?” And we said, no, we’re actually getting a divorce, and her eyes 
widened as she said, “Oh, I’m so sorry—you just seem so happy, so nice to 
each other.”
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Her response to our way of being gave us confidence in our decision to 
create the very best divorce we could. If people were going to talk about 
us, and they would and they have and they still do, we wanted our divorce 
to make people pay attention, take note, choose love. Even though I still 
believe divorce is so sad, mine is the best one I’ve ever heard about be-
cause we chose the way we were going to be was love. We’re still choosing 
it, because John and I live ten blocks from one another to this day, and 
we’re still actual friends.

Once the divorce was final, I lived in the basement of a Mennonite church 
where my sister was the pastor. It had a little apartment where I could live 
in exchange for maintenance and anything else Jennifer could find for me to 
do until I figured out who would adopt my baby.

The piles of profiles of potential adoptive families loomed on my desk. I’d 
grab a profile off the top, sink onto the couch and let it rest on my stomach 
while I paged through the six or so scrapbook pages laying out all the ways 
in which they would be a perfect couple to raise my baby. What a strange 
exercise—looking into snapshots of nice couples and all the things they 
liked to do. Flash: a couple riding bikes. Flash: a couple reading to their 
nephews. Flash: a couple baking Christmas cookies. 

All of these profiles started to swim before my eyes—their similarity being 
the lack of children in their homes. None of them called to me. None of the 
statements drew me in, made me certain I’d found the parents for my baby. 
I remember heaving up from a table where I’d just finished lunch with my 
friend, June. I was telling her about being this “parent consumer” and how 
it felt horrible to eliminate people for the most ridiculous reasons when all 
they wanted was what I very much did not want: a baby. But the obese cou-
ple? No way. I could never send my baby into that family. The couple with 
a scrapbook portfolio littered with grammatical errors? Totally out. How 
judgmental could I be? I mean, look what I’d done? But I’ll never forget 
what June said in response, “Well, Claire, no mother is going to be exactly 
like you and have all your qualities. You won’t find her unless you’re look-
ing for yourself.” I sat back down, then, and wasn’t sure what to say next 
when in reality the bigger question was: What would I do next. So I turned 
to God and begged to be given the opportunity to see clearly and know 
deeply who would parent this baby that I was caring for so well.

Finally, just ten days before I gave birth, I found my baby’s parents. A 
family from my home church knew a family from another church seeking 
an adoption after a difficult biological pregnancy of their own. I received 
their binder of photographs and bio, and I instantly knew this family was 
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my baby’s family. It was bliss to be at that space of knowing—those doubts 
and questions for once not blinding my days. We had email exchanges and 
a phone interview and this couple was perfect. Truly. They were Mennonite. 
They had careers they enjoyed. They had a church family who loved them. 
They were sweet parents to their little daughter. They were fit and smart and 
loving. It was as though I was meant to carry their baby. God has a power-
ful way of make things clear.

The big event was coming. The big hello. The big goodbye. Jennifer and my 
brother-in-law, Kent, and I went to the hospital at 5:00 a.m. on a Saturday 
morning. Days after the birth my midwife said I’d looked scared when I ar-
rived at the hospital. I was absolutely frightened. Here I was about to finally 
meet this child I’d been carrying. It would become this animated being that 
I’d have to hold once and let go forever. 

Three hours after we arrived, I pushed out this little person and everyone 
stood still, their breath held, looking at me expectantly. And I said, “Oh! It’s 
a girl!” I met my daughter. Then I called her parents and said, “I gave birth 
to your daughter, but I don’t know her name.” 

“Sophia,” they said, “Sophia Grace. We’re on our way!” 

While pregnant I had planned a Giving Ceremony for my baby. I went to 
Ten Thousand Villages in search of the perfect basket in which to place the 
baby during the ceremony that would then be handed over to her parents 
with all the notes and letters I’d been writing to the baby. I was picking up 
all sorts of baskets, trying to figure if they’d hold a baby or not, testing them 
gently. A woman came up to me and said, “You must be so excited to have 
your baby!” And I said to her, “Actually, I’m not excited. I’m placing this 
baby for adoption.” I could tell she was horrified, though I wasn’t sure if it 
was because of what she said or what I said, but she replied weakly, “Oh 
my! I’ve never known anyone that gave up her baby!” and then she touched 
my arm and maybe it was because I hadn’t been touched during my preg-
nancy or I was frustrated with the basket or it was so hot or I was so big or 
I was making such a shattering decision, but I recoiled from her touch and 
said, “You don’t know me.” 

It just shot from my mouth maybe because that was what this baby had 
been echoing into my body those nine months: “You don’t know me. You 
don’t know me. You don’t know me.” I didn’t want to know. I pushed the 
tiny heels that tried to punch through my stomach. I didn’t think of names.  
I didn’t buy anything baby-related.
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But there she was in the hospital: Sophia Grace, beautiful and perfect. I took 
more than seventy-five pictures of her first day of life. There is something 
breathtaking about meeting someone you know you are leaving, someone 
you will say goodbye to when only days old. I studied her. I tried to see 
myself in her face. I wondered if she looked like her Mexican birth father. 
I marveled at the wonder of her. She was so healthy and so delicious, like a 
little almond.

My brother-in-law, Kent, had to leave soon after the birth to tend to his 
farming operation. When he returned to the hospital that afternoon—the 
creases in his hands black from harvesting tomatoes—he presented to me 
three very critical distinctions about how I could approach my final choice, 
and he read them to me where he had written them on a seed packet. 

“Claire,” he said, “you have very few guarantees in this life and especially in 
this decision about whether to place your baby for adoption or not: If you 
place your baby for adoption, you might get back together with John. And 
you might not, you might lose John, there’s no guarantee. If you keep your 
baby, you might get back together with John. And you might not, you might 
lose John, there’s no guarantee. The only guarantee is that if you place your 
baby for adoption, you lose your baby.”

When my due date was starting to creep closer, the bi-monthly visits from 
John stopped since he had decided to explore Europe on a spiritual journey 
with the express desire to give me space to make my final decision. While 
travelling, he checked his email at an internet café, getting word from Kent 
that I had given birth to a girl. With that news, he tracked down a phone in 
Spain and called my hospital room in the deep of the night. We cried and we 
shared tidbits of our latest adventures: mine—birth, his—missing luggage. 
He said he loved me no matter what. He said he was proud of me and he 
missed me. He said he prayed for me every day and seemed to see pregnant 
women and babies everywhere he looked, and in Spain they all looked like 
me. I told him Sophia was always crying and unsatisfied with the formula, 
spitting out angry, staining milk on everything. He said he had to go; his 
money was almost used up. He told me to go down to the nursery and bring 
Sophia back to my room and take more pictures. So I did and then she was 
content to just sleep in my arms. I hadn’t slept because I knew I had only a 
few short days with my baby before I would become her birth mother and 
she would become the daughter to another. 

Sophia’s parents arrived in town. They wanted to come meet their daughter 
as soon as possible, but I wasn’t ready to meet them. I needed something.  
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I needed air. Space. Time. Certainty. I thought about Kent’s words that had 
come to him in the middle of the loamy, rich earth of an organic vegetable 
garden.

I mostly just sat in my bed for a day and sobbed. I pinched my eyes hoping 
all of this life would disappear. I screamed, my heart breaking. And then 
something stopped my crying. Something scary, which I know now, was the 
quiet understanding of God’s wonder—that I was God’s birth child cared 
for by my parents. I was safe, and Sophia would be safe no matter what. 
So I made my choice, and I knew what I had to do: I had to tell Sophia. I 
got her from the nursery and propped her up on my bed and told her many 
things, private things but, most significantly, I told her I was sorry. I was so, 
so sorry, and I didn’t know how to explain to her that I loved her, but the 
letters I wrote to her while I was pregnant with her would be understood 
when she read them when she was older. 

It was the early, early morning on the day of the Giving Ceremony when I 
was talking to Sophia. My parents were soon to arrive to stand beside me, 
their baby, as I placed my baby in the arms of her new parents. The sun was 
just peeking into the room, so I left Sophia on the bed where we’d had our 
serious conversation, and I set up my camera and tripod. I looked at her on 
the bed as I paused, my finger over the timer button on my camera shak-
ing but certain. I’d made my choice. I pressed the timer, picked her up for 
one last time as Sophia, sat in the rocking chair, whispered her new name, 
“Gloria,” into her ear, and gave her breast. 

The shutter released. Flash: a mother and daughter meeting for the first 
time. I cried into the dark hair of my wonder, my daughter. I felt her tiny 
body heave a huge sigh of relief while she loaded up on the breast milk 
she’d been screaming for two long days and nights. We nursed and nursed 
and there was something lovely and stunning about having that hour to-
gether on earth knowing she was my daughter and I was her mama and no 
one else knew, just the two of us. 

When my parents arrived for the Giving Ceremony, I was back in my 
hospital bed holding Gloria, and they came with loving but sad faces and a 
bouquet of flowers from their garden. I let them see us sitting there and then 
I said in a small voice, “Mom and Dad? I want you to meet my daughter, 
Gloria.” And they knew in an instant and cried out with joy. They kissed me 
and they kissed their new granddaughter and said they loved me no matter 
what.
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I heard it finally like a deep plate shifting in my inner being: “I love you no 
matter what.” John had said it. My parents had said it. So many others had 
all but said it during my pregnancy because God was breathing into that 
time, reminding me of this promise to all of us: “I will love you no matter 
what.” While my parents and I quietly celebrated this change of plans, I 
knew there would be no similar joy when the adoptive parents got the news. 

I brought my baby home to the basement of the church, reeling with the re-
alization that I had not one single thing for a baby. No diapers. No clothes. 
No blankets. No toys. Nothing. Then my sister said, “We have to go meet 
the adoptive parents right now.” So I left Gloria with her grandparents and 
went to meet the adoptive parents for the first and last time. 

They were absolutely heartbroken. They had the familiar tear-streaked faces 
I had been wearing for two days. We sat on couches facing each other. It 
was August. It was hot. My body felt weird and exhausted from lack of 
sleep and birth. My milk was coming in, leaking down my tank top. They 
asked if I had changed my mind because of John. Had he said he would get 
back together with me? No. In fact, he let me go, I said. They asked if I had 
changed my mind because of anything about them—something I didn’t like? 
No. In fact, I was so blessed to have them as a part of my life story because 
without them I would not have been able to fully choose my daughter, truly 
choosing to mother my own child when a wonderful option was available. 
And they said something I’ll always remember. “Claire,” they said, “we want 
what is best for that baby. If that is for you to be her mother, that is what we 
want.” And then we parted.

The abundance became clear after that meeting. Choosing Gloria spurred 
great desire in me to create a life for the two of us that I could love. I fin-
ished my master’s because of Gloria. I slowed down because of her. I paid 
attention. Abundance. 

John travelled to be present at Gloria’s dedication when she was six months 
old. Abundance. 

I discovered a year after Gloria was born that the adoptive parents did in 
fact adopt a child, born on the exact same morning Gloria was born—just 
in another country, so their baby was born that day after all! Abundance. 

The last time John and I spoke, he let me know he had presented his family 
tree to his master’s program class for marriage and family therapy, and 
someone had asked him why he included Gloria in his family tree, arguing 
she wasn’t his child, and he told them, “She is a part of my life story, part of 
my family; I’m keeping Gloria on my family tree.” Abundance. 
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Years later, when my sister was searching for a new pastorate, she was of-
fered a position at a church but before she accepted, she called me and said, 
“Claire, the church wanting to hire me is attended by the adoptive parents. 
If you don’t want me to take the job because of that, I won’t.” Without 
hesitation I said to absolutely take it because they are an integral part of my 
story and the story of Gloria. Abundance. 

I did eventually see the adoptive parents again. It was Mother’s Day Sunday. 
As the adoptive mom gave me a hug, I whispered to her, “I get to celebrate 
today because of you. Thank you.”

Love is an option among many. Choose love. It is the path to abundance. 
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9. Technology, Creation, and the  
Sacredness of Life
Meg Lumsdaine

Harmony and Disruption

“Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as 
crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the 
middle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of 
life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and 
the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.”    
—Revelation 22:1-2

The imagery of the tree of life with its fruits and its foliage is the alpha 
and omega of scripture, the beginning and ending. Both Genesis and 
Revelation depict the imagery of the tree bearing the fruits of life. Water 
of life, tree of life—all stem from God the Creator in perfect balance and 
harmony. 

One of the strongest undergirding elements of the Hebrew scriptures is 
encapsulated by the opening words of Psalm 24: 

“The cosmos and all that is in it belong to Yahweh; the earth and all 
who live on it are God’s.”   —Psalm 24:1, NIV 

Indeed, God begins Creation with the affirmation, “And God saw that 
it was good” (Gen. 1). This is not simply a statement about the Earth 
as a beautiful work of art. It is also an affirmation of the harmony of 
Creation. The sky, sea, mountains, animals, humans—everything that lives 
and breathes is in perfect balance and in perfect relationship with their 
Creator. Genesis 1 reads like a hymn of praise in recognition of this fact: 
All is good and as one with the Master Creator. 

In Genesis 2 and 3, the tone changes from harmony to disruption of the 
intended order and rhythm as ordained by God. Initially humankind lives 
in the context of a perfectly-balanced garden of abundance and harmony, 
the tree of life being in the background and not mentioned until it is vio-
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lated by a disruption to the proper balance of relationship. In the account 
of Genesis, we see humanity’s hunger for dominance over one another, 
over the environment, and over God play out in a dramatic narrative of 
idolatry. In tribute to humanity’s autonomous accomplishments, humans 
sought to build the Tower of Babel, a symbol that the work of our hands, 
independent of God’s divine will, is what reigns supreme. We seek to reach 
heaven through the mechanisms we build with our own hands and under 
our own direction.

Humanity’s Quest for Knowledge

Human civilizations tend to be uncomfortable with imposed limits. The 
concept of Manifest Destiny may be more firmly woven into our Western 
psychological make-up than we are comfortable believing, even among 
those of us who recoil from that ideology. Ethical boundaries, especially 
when it comes to human development, are becoming increasingly frayed 
in the pursuit of unmitigated knowledge. A mantra that we have come to 
internalize is, “If we have the capability, we also have the authority.” This 
ideology is applied to various realms of human existence—from medi-
cine, food production, electronic and biological technology, nanotech, 
and chemical production to numerous others, including cloning and the 
extension of the human life span through technological and biological 
mechanization and grafting. 

So, we may ask, what is so wrong with taking our knowledge and capabil-
ities to their highest level? What is wrong with moving the human poten-
tial forward? To many, there is no problem. Yet, is leaving the ideology of 
limitless possibilities unexamined the wisest course of action for ensuring 
the health of the earth and of generations to come? 

Impacts of Technology

Clearly with global climate change, we can see where overstepping our 
boundaries in consumption and pollution has brought unintended and 
potentially very severe consequences. 

Short of nightmarish apocalyptic scenarios, however, there can be effects 
or unintended consequences that can befall us when we allow technolog-
ical advances in biology, genetics, and robotics to go unchecked without 
limit. 

But let’s talk about the reality that most of us dwell in everyday, and nar-
row it down to a single category: computer technology. Remember back to 
the twentieth century when hearing “You’ve got mail” was actually cutting 
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edge and not a bit annoying? How has technology impacted your life since 
that time? How has it impacted your family and society?

My husband, Peter, overhearing a conversation concerning technology, 
recalled one person sharing with the other, “Don’t you just love technolo-
gy? And hate it?”

So let’s explore for a minute the issue of the Internet and, more specifically, 
social media. I don’t need to say much about the benefits. They are obvi-
ous to us. The efficiency and ease of finding information, reaching friends 
immediately, building networks, learning and teaching—this is a remark-
able resource. Remember the days when you had to do a research paper 
with microfiche? We’ve come a long way.

We know we have gained a lot through this technology. But do we stop to 
think what we might have lost? Setting aside any national security privacy 
invasion concerns we might have, let’s talk about the Internet’s effect on 
how we function. 

In certain respects, the use of the Internet has made us more efficient. But 
a shadow side of this is that it has also affected our ability to focus. In a 
March 2011 article in Computerworld Magazine, Mike Elgan makes the 
link: “The worst part of all of this is that as Internet distractions gobble up 
more of our time and attention, we feel like we’re working harder while 
our real work keeps piling up. So we force ourselves to work more and 
longer hours and bring more of our work home.”

Again, from the same Computerworld article: “Distractions are constantly 
evolving, and we aren’t. In all spheres of online entertainment—games, 
blogs, social networking—creators are inventing new ways to make their 
content more addictive.”

We might also ask ourselves how the use of the Internet or social media 
affects how we feel, how we see ourselves as people, how we see ourselves 
as confident women. In a 2013 article in the Los Angeles Times, the links 
between using Facebook and self-esteem issues are notable: “Facebook 
users in a study led by the University of Michigan wound up feeling worse 
about themselves after two weeks, and their moment-to-moment mood 
darkened the more they browsed the social medium. It didn’t seem to mat-
ter how big their network was, how supportive they thought their friends 
were, nor why they went to Facebook in the first place.”66

Again, a study from the University of Gothenburg (Sweden) published 
in Forbes magazine in 2012 says, “The most avid female Facebook users 
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were also more likely to be unhappier and less content with their lives 
than others.”67

Likewise, there have been links between self-esteem, body image, and 
social media use. Dr. Harry Brandt, director of The Center for Eating 
Disorders at Sheppard Pratt Hospital, who conducted a study of the link 
between them, says, “In this age of modern technology and constant access 
to SmartPhones and the Internet, it’s becoming increasingly difficult for 
people to remove themselves from images and other triggers that promote 
negative body image, low self-esteem and may ultimately contribute to 
eating disorders.”68

Not only is technology changing our self-image, it is also influencing our 
views on how we see the inherent value of our own selves and others 
around us as fellow humans, created by God. Sherry Turkle, director of 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Initiative on Technology and 
Self, has researched extensively about the social and psychological effects 
of technological change. In her most recent book, Alone Together: Why 
We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other, she com-
ments about the unintended negative effect technology has had on our 
relationships: “Technology is seductive when what it offers meets our 
human vulnerabilities. And as it turns out, we are very vulnerable indeed. 
We are lonely but fearful of intimacy. Digital connections and the sociable 
robot may offer the illusion of companionship without the demands of 
friendship. We’d rather text than talk.”69

Global Economy and Sustainability

The rapidly accelerating transition into a technologically-dominated era 
also carries serious implications for toxic environmental contamination, 
intensified mineral extraction, and unemployment from wide-spread auto-
mation of the economy.

Mechanization can result in a loss of jobs here in the United States as 
more people are replaced by machines. This is notably visible in gro-
cery stores, for instance, in which self-checkout is now ubiquitous. 
Technological innovation increases the divide between the wealthy and 
the poor as the division between high-earning, highly-skilled technical 
jobs increases, as do the low-wage service jobs, with the middle strata of 
employment opportunities rapidly eroding. 

As our robotic technology increases, it also makes it easier to go deeper 
into areas of the earth for mineral extraction to fuel our many techno-
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logical devices. Robotic technology makes violation of Creation far more 
efficient.

Despite these impacts, we may not feel these effects so readily ourselves 
here in the affluent United States. But as we explore both the cities and ru-
ral regions of the global South, we see where our techno-computer waste 
ends up—in trash heaps with children melting down toxic components 
and striving to scratch together enough money to survive. 

Dr. Vandana Shiva, who holds degrees in philosophy and physics and 
is the director of the Research Foundation for Science, Technology, and 
Ecology in New Delhi, offers a perspective that underscores the ill effects 
of these growing technological impacts. A native of India, she has been a 
passionate voice for justice in the face of multinational agribusiness that 
threatens the environment, human rights, and the sustainability of life.

Dr. Shiva draws the connection between consumerism, an increasingly 
mechanized global society, environmental destruction, and human ex-
ploitation. In a 2011 interview with The Progressive, Dr. Shiva explains 
that India is becoming invested in nonsustainable systems that create a 
culture of consumerism and ecological destruction. Using the example of 
the growing proliferation of cars in India, she argues that our global econ-
omy is destroying ecological sustainability. 

Because of these new car models there is suddenly on the streets of 
Delhi a new intolerance by the motorists for both the cows and the 
cyclists. So for the first time the sacred cow in India, which used to 
be such a wonderful speed-breaker, is now seen as a nuisance. For the 
first time, I’ve seen cows being hit and hurt. These guys just go right 
past, and if the cow is sitting on the road, they don’t care. We can’t 
afford to have a sacred car rather than a sacred cow. The other thing 
they’re working very hard at doing is to try and make cyclists—in-
cluding all the people who do servicing and sell vegetables on every 
street—declared illegal because they’re getting in the way of the fast 
cars. It means robbing the livelihood of millions of people who are 
more ecological, who are helping save the climate for all of us.70

Dr. Shiva also unabashedly denounces the effects of agribusiness, whose 
methods seek to privatize all the gifts that come freely to us from our 
Creator—seeds, land, water, air. Here is Dr. Shiva’s response to the seeming 
benefits of agribusiness: 
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The poorest of families, the poorest of children, are subsidizing the 
growth of the largest agribusinesses in the world. I think it’s time 
we recognized that in free trade the poor farmer, the small farmer, 
is ending up having to pay royalties to the Monsantos of the world. 
[Monsanto is] making money by coercing and literally forcing people 
to pay for what was free. Take water, for instance. Water has always 
been free. We’ve never paid for drinking water. The World Bank says 
the reason water has been misused is because it was never commer-
cially priced. But the reason it’s been misused is because it was wasted 
by the big users—industry, which polluted it. … Today you have a sit-
uation where now the prescription is: People who don’t have enough 
money to buy food should end up paying for their drinking water. 
That is going to be the kind of situation in which you will get more 
child labor. You will get more exploitation of women. You’re going to 
get an absolutely exploitative economy as the very basis of living be-
comes a source of capital accumulation and corporate growth. In fact, 
the chief of Coca-Cola in India said, “Our biggest market in India 
comes from the fact that there is no drinking water left. People will 
have to buy Coca-Cola.” Something is very, very wrong when people 
don’t have access to drinking water, and Coke creates its market out 
of that scarcity.71

What We Can Do

Sometimes we can feel overwhelmed when looking at questions pertaining 
to technology and Creation. Life-sustaining practices woven into the fabric 
of our economic and technological choices can seem complex, and at times 
we can feel paralyzed by the enormity of the situation while continually 
being lulled by the benefits of a consumerized, efficient, and mechanized 
culture. But for all our sophistication, what have we truly gained? And for 
whatever gains we might make, who pays the price? In future decades, will 
our children thank us for the world that is theirs to inherit? 

In the face of complexity, we can still make simple but significant life ad-
justments to correlate with our value of uplifting the dignity and life of the 
most vulnerable around the globe. Reusing an older model of computer 
saves one from being melted down into poisonous chemicals for children 
to breathe. Deciding not to have a TV helps to eliminate environmental 
waste, while also reducing the amount of exposure we have to exploitative 
and manipulative ads urging us to consume more. Limiting our computer 
use and technological gadgets creates more time for us to devote ourselves 
to face-to-face relationship building with family and friends, spiritual 
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deepening, and developing new and creative interests. Riding our bike and 
driving less provides us exercise and a fresh appreciation for Creation, and 
doing so saves natural resources. We can also commit ourselves to becom-
ing more educated about the technology we use and its impact upon the 
environment and the lives of others around the world. 

We can join with others who share these concerns, in ways large and 
small, planting a seed in hope for the healing of the nations.
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10. Growing at the Margins
Women Doing Farming as Theology
Katerina Friesen

We must learn what we are to know of love  
from immersion in the struggle for justice. 
—Beverly Wildung Harrison

On the margins of a field, mustard bolts near bright orange nasturtiums. 
The taproots of Malva dig down deep alongside wild carrots and sprouts 
of clover. Nettles sway in their season, and bees flock to sweet alyssum 
and other pollinator-attracting plants. In the work of agriculture, I have 
learned that the margins are one of the most biologically productive spac-
es in a healthy field; they are where interactions occur with overlapping 
ecosystems and outside influences, such as beneficial insects and different 
species of plants and weeds. Paying attention to the margins for the sake 
of the flourishing of life is one of the most important tasks of farming and 
also, I believe, of theology. In this paper, I seek to broadly sketch what we 
can learn theologically from women who are tending the margins of the 
dominant food system in the United States. The labor of women farmers 
in particular can provide valuable insights about love of God, Earth, and 
neighbor in the midst of forces that turn land into profit, bodies into re-
sources, and food into commodities. For these women, the work of farm-
ing at the margins is an embodied theological practice that incorporates an 
earth-based spirituality and a struggle made possible by love. 

Women Tending the Margins

What is the image that comes to mind when you think of a farmer? 
Many of us might envision a white man in a flannel shirt and overalls 
riding a tractor. Considering the number of farmers worldwide, however, 
the normative image should probably look more like a peasant woman 
farmer from the Global South. According to the United Nations Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), women produce between sixty and 
eighty percent of food globally.72
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In the United States, men still make up the majority of farmers and farm 
owners, though the number of small-scale growers are increasingly wom-
en.73 In fact, the number of women-operated farms doubled in the last 
thirty years; women now make up about thirty percent of our country’s 
farmers.74 The former US Secretary of Agriculture, Kathleen Merrigan, 
writes that recent years have shown a “serious momentum behind women 
in agriculture” and that women are driving the creation of more locally 
and regionally-based food systems.75 As women become more involved in 
the production of food outside of the home in this country, we are chang-
ing the image of what a farmer can look like. I believe that this growth of 
women’s labor in agriculture points to a need for the restoration of love to 
the work of farming. 

The Margins of Modern Agriculture

In contrast to the industrial-technological systems of agriculture, which 
separate us from where our food comes from, how it is produced, and 
who or what suffers in its production, the women I include in this paper 
are involved in ways of farming that seek to foster relationships between 
farmers, their land and its ecosystems, and their local community. I gen-
erally refer to these ways as “ecological” farming, meaning methods that 
attend to and seek to contribute to the interconnected webs of soil, plant, 
and animal life on and around the farm. 

Agriculture is a complex spectrum; farming can be done in ways that 
destroy and abuse the earth, and can also be done in ways that imitate and 
work with patterns of nature. As much as we would like to romanticize 
farming as a way of peace, of swords beaten into plowshares, the reality 
of industrial agriculture is the story of plowshares beaten into swords, of 
agriculture used as a weapon of war against the Earth.76 The stripping of 
soil through sterilization and topsoil loss; the widespread poisoning of 
water, air, and food; the consolidation of land and profit; the reliance on 
oil in every step of food production; the corporate control over the power 
of seeds to bear life; the abuse of human and animal bodies—to name just 
a few of the problems of the farm-as-factory—have rendered profane that 
which was meant to be sacred.

Wendell Berry writes, “There is work that is isolating, harsh, destructive, 
specialized or trivialized into meaninglessness … and there is work that is 
restorative, convivial, dignified and dignifying, and pleasing. … It is one of 
the forms and acts of love.”77

Katerina Friesen      n     All you need is love



75

I believe that an understanding of what truly restorative work might look 
like in the systems that should sustain life can enable us to know what it 
means to be human participants in the restoration of all life, which is the 
work of love. On the margins of the dominant food system, however, this 
work does not come without significant challenge. What can women of 
faith bring to this movement, and what can we learn from them about a 
theology of love and struggle?

Farming as Theology

Liberation theology instructs us that the starting place for theological 
reflection is in the lived experiences of the poor and the marginalized. 
Feminist theologians further teach us that theology must be embodied and 
rooted in praxis. Doing theology is not only for the formally trained theo-
logian, then, but everyone can “do theology” through their daily lives and 
work. For this reason, I use as a starting place the stories of women farm-
ers I know: Erynn Smith, Julia Baker, Nicole Bauman, and Reyna Ortega. 
Though their theological work is not published in print, it is produced in 
the fields as the work of their hands and minds, hearts and backs. Their 
labor is a way of knowing. 

Between the four of them, the women represent Catholic, Episcopal, and 
Mennonite faith traditions, as well as a diversity of life experiences that 
brought them to the work of farming. Erynn works at Join the Farm!, a 
five-acre sustainable diversified vegetable farm and Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA) program in California.78 She also does farm-based 
educational programming with her local school district and in the larger 
community. When this paper was written, Julia was working on backyard 
permaculture79 projects, and has spent the last several years working on 
small CSA farms in California, Indiana, and Michigan. Nicole has spent 
the last several years as a farmer at Rise Up!, a permaculture farm and 
CSA in Indiana, and also coordinates an alliance of community gardens 
in the city of Elkhart. Reyna worked for about ten years as a farm worker 
before coming into her current role as the farm manager at Join the Farm! 
in Santa Paula, California. 

Throughout this paper, I will also incorporate my own story and perspec-
tives. Though I do not consider myself a farmer by vocation, I worked on 
the same CSA farm as Erynn and Reyna. For three years, I also coordinat-
ed an urban community garden that is a ministry of a Methodist church 
in Oxnard, California. With the other four women I interviewed, I share a 
vision for food justice like that portrayed in Isaiah’s passionate call, “Ho, 
everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, 
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come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without 
price. Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread and your 
labor for that which does not satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what 
is good” (Isaiah 55:1–2b).80 

Women and the Earth

Before sharing the broad theological themes that emerge from women 
doing farming as theology, I will briefly explain why I begin with wom-
en farmers as subjects and authors of theology through farming. There 
is much that has been said about women’s connection to the earth from 
ecofeminists such as Vandana Shiva, Rosemary Radford Ruether, Ivone 
Gebara, and many others. 

Reyna, a farm worker for many years as well as a mother of four, connects 
women’s biological capacity to produce life with the earth’s life-producing 
capability. She says in an interview, “I believe the earth is very similar to us 
[as] women and men. But the giving of birth that women do connects us 
with the earth—it gives life to many things.”

Theologian Beverly Wildung Harrison, whose work I draw on in this pa-
per, writes that women have been shaped throughout history not only by 
their biological capacity to give life, as Reyna observes, but also to nurture 
life, a “social and cultural power.”81 Out of this power to nurture life, 
empathy with the Earth can arise. 

Through Reyna’s experience working in systems of industrial agriculture, 
she sees and identifies with the suffering of the Earth. Reyna laments:

The Earth is a subject that is very used. It is very used by big farms, 
commercial farms, and sometimes it is really tired—it doesn’t want to 
do more or produce more. And that is where I encounter its spiritual-
ity. After carrying a lot of use, use, use, in the end, it keeps on produc-
ing. It is the same with a person. Sometimes in the middle of a lot of 
suffering and all that there is in life, there are people who still have 
hope and the Spirit. In that way, I feel as if the Earth can identify with 
me.82   —Reyna Ortega

I find her observation profoundly insightful, especially the last sentence. 
Not only does Reyna identify with the Earth as a woman who has suf-
fered and yet still holds onto life, but she also says, “I feel as if the Earth 
can identify with me.” She presents us with a vision of the Earth as an 
active subject that continues to generate life even in the midst of exhaus-
tion, overwork, and oppression. Romans 8:22 says that the whole creation 
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groans in labor pain for the new creation. A spirituality that begins with 
gut-centered empathy for Earth, from her groans of pain to her cycles 
of new life, is a spirituality of communion. Communion engenders deep 
knowing and listening and is the starting place for the work of justice and 
love for women farmers.

Communion

The Earth can teach us many things when we come close enough to 
listen and learn. One of the first lessons of working close to the soil is the 
reordering of our lives as humans in relation to nature. Nicole speaks of 
her growing awe at the connections between the seasons of planting and 
harvest, as well as the phases of the moon and our menstrual cycles as 
women. She has recently discovered a lot of meaning in women’s rituals 
that honor these different phases. She says, “It feels necessary in my body 
and in my spirit to be a part of that cycle of birth and growth, and then 
death and regeneration … to be learning to participate in that, and seeing 
myself as part of it instead of separate from [nature], like nature’s over 
there and I’m over here.”83

Farming inculcates our bodies with the knowledge that cycles of work 
themselves can be forms of worship and communion. Like Benedictine 
cycles of prayer and work, ora et labora, this worship brings us closer to 
our Source and into what indigenous theologian Randy Woodley calls the 
“community of creation.”84 Julia writes that through the act of farming, 
she experienced a deep sense of communion with Jesus and other crea-
tures:

I was drawn to the Jesus who invited us to table fellowship, into a 
communion with all creatures, an embodied life … communion that 
tasted of so much more than the sweet Welch’s passed in plastic cups 
in the churches of my childhood. Being in the field with soil on my 
hands, being a part of the cycles of life/death, re-creation, resurrec-
tion—all tangible—is worship. While that “soil time” is a key place of 
spiritual nourishment, it has been enriched by being in communities 
where the conversations of church and soil are not separate but inten-
tionally woven together.85   —Julia Baker

Being replaced in relationship to the Earth, God and one another are all 
part of the work of ecological farming. In my own experience and in many 
of the stories these women shared, working closely with the Earth can 
open up a mystical relationship with Creation.86 The writings of women 
mystics like Hildegard of Bingen and Hadewijch of Antwerp play with the 
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distinctions between Self and Other, using images from the material world 
that flow into and out from their inner life. Erynn shares a sensibility with 
these mystics as seen in her following words: 

The Santa Clara River trickles right past the farm. For millions of 
years its once powerful flow deposited rich minerals into the soil 
where the farm now is. These minerals are a part of the rich sandy 
loam soil that grows microorganisms, food, and animals. Paying at-
tention, seeing, listening to these relationships makes me feel a part of 
a divine dance happening all around me, all the time, for who knows 
how many millions or billions of years. I am a part of the dance. I am 
a part of the soil, the mountains, the watershed. Seeing, tending, and 
eating plants and animals literally fill me and nourish me with this 
place. That connection is sacred. This sacred connection calls me into 
humility and deep gratitude. It calls me into God.87   —Erynn Smith

Through her poetic imagery, Erynn shares of being caught up in a cosmic 
dance, in which the Self is not destroyed but is absorbed into a creative 
communion of life and nourishment that is all part of the cyclical journey 
into God’s presence. Her farm and its diverse forms of life physically feed 
her, giving her strength as well as humility and gratitude—the knowledge 
of one’s limits intimately connected to one’s place in the natural order.

For me, working with the soil is sacramental work. By sacramental, I 
mean that which arises out of life, death, and resurrection; and witness-
es to God’s holy, incarnational gift of new life. At the community farm I 
coordinated, most of our harvest went to local food pantries and homeless 
shelters as well as to volunteers who needed it. Through sharing the food 
that I helped to grow with others, especially the hungry, I felt that my life 
somehow became part of their lives, and part of the life, death, and resur-
rection of Christ. Thanks to the gifts of good soil, sun, and rain, the energy 
of my body was converted into the power to nourish life, and my work 
itself became a joyful sacrament, shared so that all may be fed.

The Struggle for Life

The margins of farming are not purely spaces of beauty where women 
experience work as communion and sacrament, but also represent areas 
of intense struggle as they overlap with the dominant system. Along with 
liberation theologians, Beverly Wildung Harrison contends, “What is 
authentic in the history of faith arises only out of the crucible of human 
struggle. … That the locus of divine revelation is in the concrete struggles 
of groups and communities to lay hold of the gift of life and to unloose 
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what thwarts life has astonishing implications for ethics.”88 Women who 
farm at the margins of the industrial food system corporately know what 
it means to struggle to “lay hold of the gift of life.” 

To begin with, the struggle involves physical perseverance. Along with 
small farmers for thousands of years, manual labor connects us to the 
limits of our very bodies through planting, staking, cultivating, lifting, 
harvesting, and transporting. It almost goes without saying that the work 
is exhausting, especially when done without heavily mechanized methods 
of farming. Reyna says, “We don’t have machines, but we have our hands. 
It’s the reality—even though it is really difficult and hard work on our 
bodies. Sometimes I ask myself why I am doing this.”

Nicole also acknowledges that even though she loves the work, it takes a 
toll. “My body hurts. … Sometimes I wonder, if I were to have kept work-
ing at Rise Up! Farm for years and years, what would I have become? 
Like, if I was 40, would I have been able to bend over anymore?”

However difficult, the struggle is not just about the flesh-and-blood toil 
of farming, but also against white supremacist patriarchal capitalism, to 
name the interrelated powers that the cultural critic named bell hooks 
strings together in her writings.89 Nicole observes, “I think that the type 
of farming, both in terms of our practices on the land and in terms of the 
business model, financial incentive, or lack thereof, are very counter to the 
patriarchal capitalist world that we live in.”

Within this system, hierarchies of power and knowledge are unequally 
distributed. Reyna speaks about these hierarchies from the intersections 
of being a Latina farmer and former farm worker: “I know a lot [about 
farming], but from the position of a farm worker.” She describes being told 
exactly what to do as a contract laborer, and picking rows of strawberries 
or packing boxes hour after hour, yet not knowing the complex overall 
workings of the farm. An assembly-line Latina farm worker almost never 
becomes the lead farmer. Reyna says, “I want to show other women that 
we can [be the farm manager]. For different reasons, women don’t come 
to this position.”

Nicole, who grew up on a Mennonite farm in Canada, experienced first-
hand dualistic gender training and distribution of labor as a new farmer. 
She says:

My mom did more of certain types of work on the farm, and my dad 
did others. So managing a farm, I had to learn everything. I had to 
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learn how to fix a tractor, and I had to learn how to drive a tractor, 
and I had to learn how to do all the fieldwork, and to build a green-
house, and to do things that I was not taught to do or trained to do 
growing up. [I am] exploring both a different definition of farmer and 
a different definition of women’s work, and how those [definitions] 
are sometimes deceiving.   —Nicole Bauman

Working on the margins of—though still within—our economic system, 
some of the women I interviewed described the tension they feel between 
their visions of a more just food system and the realities of keeping their 
businesses afloat. With frustration, Erynn questions, “Are we a farm that 
provides access to affordable produce or living wages to workers? It’s 
hard to do both. In fact, it is not affordable to do both.” An economic 
context of scarcity creates competition between social “goods” like access 
to healthy food for everyone, living wages, or health benefits. Even on the 
margins of this context, there is no such thing as a triple bottom line that 
fully values the environment and people and still brings in surplus profit. 

Where Erynn and Reyna farm in Ventura County, California, the cost of 
agricultural land is exorbitantly high. Annual rent averages about $3,500 
an acre. The majority of farmland is dedicated to high-value monocrops 
such as strawberries, which are harvested an astonishing three times a 
year due to a cadre of chemical fumigants, pesticides, and fertilizers, not 
to mention cheap farm worker labor. However, Erynn does not completely 
reject the dominant food system. She wonders, “Is there a way to [incorpo-
rate] some of the ways of doing things that are more efficient and breathe 
relationship into them to make them whole?” To begin to construct an al-
ternative, diversified local food system within the shell of the old requires 
a constant negotiation of hopes and realities, resistance and acceptance.

Within Nicole’s context of northern Indiana and the Midwest region’s 
dominant ways of farming, she says that more “ecological” practices, such 
as using less fossil fuels, planting perennials and building soil life, are de-
valued and seen to be more feminine. Communication with other farmers 
and community members who are suspicious of “hippie” organic ways of 
growing can be emotionally demanding work. Nicole shares, “There are 
not a lot of organic farms in this area, especially run by women, and … 
trying to learn how to articulate why I do what I do, trusting that I myself 
can articulate that in the first place, and then trying to speak many differ-
ent “languages” in trying to communicate my ideas and beliefs—that’s a 
struggle.”
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On the margins, especially within groups working for justice, healthy 
communication with one another and the outside world about the dif-
ficulties of the work is as challenging as it is essential. Reflecting on the 
dysfunctions of internal communication within her farm’s collective team 
of decision-makers and farm owners, Nicole says, “I wanted to have a 
communicative, high-functioning group where people tended to emotions 
and people tended to relationships and people tended to each other and 
how they made decisions together. And that … was just always a struggle.”

Erynn speaks of the desire to communicate with integrity to the farm’s 
CSA members about the constant ethical dilemmas of sustainability at 
the margins of the industrial food system. Should the farm use a one-time 
application of pesticide to save all their brassicas from an invasive Bagrada 
bug infestation? Should they hire temporary contract labor in an effort to 
finish the farm-to-school harvest in time? Erynn says that when she hears 
dynamic leaders in agriculture speak glowingly about their farms’ “sus-
tainability,” she wonders how disconnected they are from reality on the 
ground. As much as she loves the work and is passionately committed to 
it, she readily admits, “The farm is always a source of tension.” 

In informal conversations with other women farmers and food justice 
activists, I have heard a metaphor for the struggle of our work at its 
height: that of a mother giving birth. In labor, mothers endure suffering in 
which they encounter both the limits of their own strength as well as the 
power to push new life into this world. In this context of giving birth, the 
Christian language of sacrifice makes sense to me. We do not endure pain 
for the sake of sacrifice, but struggle for the sake of life, which is the labor 
of love.90

Labor and the Work of Love

Love, like the word peace, has unfortunately been watered down to 
sentiment. This is why I have tried to ground the word love by framing it 
in terms of the embodied labor of farming. I have heard it said that “what 
the hands do, the heart learns.”91 When hands and bodies are degraded 
by work that is not made possible by love, the heart learns to internalize 
anger, oppression, and exploitation. When hands are part of work that 
nurtures their own communities and their very selves, the heart learns 
the power of love. In my own experience and in the stories of the women 
farmers I know, love is an active, passionate force that compels us into 
the power to struggle for the thriving of all things. The labor itself both is 
love, and is of love. Erynn says: 
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The farm defines “labor of love.” Out of love for my place, my 
community, my God … I labor in tending and coordinating the farm. 
There is a tremendous amount of emotional labor in stewarding land, 
a small business, and myself. But, it all comes from love. When I get 
too overwhelmed or stressed or feel this small, sustainable labor of 
love just can’t make it in the shadow of empire and industrialized 
agriculture, I come back to my God of relationship and love. I lean 
or rest into the people and relationships of my community, I am 
nourished by the relationships of my watershed and bioregion which 
ground me peacefully. I am nourished by breaking bread, which we 
grew, and returning to my connection with self, place, God, and love.   
—Erynn Smith

Both theology and modern farming have often disconnected love and 
labor from the radical mystery of incarnation, of God in flesh, of the daily 
breaking and sharing of bread. In the study of theology and ethics, we run 
the risk of extracting God from real-life context and struggle. The incarna-
tion of love in the person of Jesus challenges us to know love as personal 
action, as passionate doing and not just being. Beverly Wildung Harrison 
writes, “I believe we have a very long way to go before the priority of ac-
tivity over passivity is internalized in our theology, and even further to go 
before love, in our ethics, is understood to be a mode of action.”

Our action in the world shapes our theology and ethics. How might our 
daily work, in our own places and contexts, embody the incarnational 
love of God for the whole Earth? In what ways does our labor need to 
be liberated so that it can again produce life? God’s love compels us to be 
“repairers of the broken walls” (Isaiah 58:12, NIV), working alongside 
others to confront the poverty, alienation, and violence wrought by injus-
tice. Theologian Sallie McFague writes, “We misinterpret God’s love when 
we think it is merely for our comfort or even our spiritual growth. If the 
saints give us a lesson, it is that God’s presence in our lives should turn us 
into workers for an alternative world.”92 

In modern agriculture in the United States, the understanding of love as 
labor for a more just world is needed now more than ever. Farmers are in-
creasingly business owners who work away from their fields, where most 
of the work is done either by machines that cannot love or by contract 
labor, and most of the food is shipped far from the local community. The 
world of agriculture, which is the world upon which all of us depend for 
daily sustenance, desperately needs the labor of love that flows from a 
deep, connective communion with God and the rest of creation. 
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For the sake of life, agriculture must look to its margins, where women 
like Erynn, Reyna, Julia, and Nicole are reconnecting radical love with a 
field that has been cut off from restorative labor. They are giving life back 
to the food system so that it might again nourish everyone. Their labor, as 
it is restored to its proper place through the work of love, witnesses to the 
restoration of all labor to its proper place of shalom. 

I close with one last quote from Reyna:

Sometimes I complain a lot about my farm work, because I have good 
reason to! Right? It’s hard! But like I said earlier, why am I here? And 
I think that is the reason I’m here: because it is a way to demonstrate 
love. I am here to show my daughters that there is a way to love ev-
eryone.   —Reyna Ortega

And so, daughters, mothers, sisters, and brothers, may we, too, in our own 
contexts and ways, do the labor that demonstrates there is a way to love 
everyone.
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11. For Such a Time as This?
Love, Power, and the Relief and Deliverance of God 
in the Book of Esther

Catherine Thiel Lee

Esther is one of the few books of the Bible focusing on the experience and 
voice of a woman. Esther’s is a dark world of great struggle, and her story 
centers around the oppression of her people through politically crafted 
genocide. Today I offer you a retelling of the book of Esther, for I fear that 
it is a little read, often misunderstood, and incredibly complex corner of 
scripture. And then I want to ask what Esther has to teach us about the 
nature of love and power, and how as Christ’s followers we participate in 
God’s promised relief and deliverance.

I asked a friend once what she remembered about Esther. “She became 
queen and saved her people,” she answered. Which is true. I think it is the 
summary most Christians know, if they remember Esther at all.

But today I have a question: Is that Esther’s whole story? And how does 
the story of the book of Esther end?

It begins with a party. Xerxes, the king of the Persian Empire, throws a 
180-day celebration to show off the wealth and finery of his kingdom. 
Persia controls most of the known world, so its wealth and power are 
vast—so vast that 180 days are not enough. So Xerxes caps it off with an-
other party in the capital city, Susa. He orders his guests to drink all they 
want, however they want, and the wine keeps pouring. After seven days 
of drinking, he calls his queen, Vashti, away from her party of women. He 
wants to show Vashti off to his crowd of drunken male friends. But Vashti 
does the unthinkable. She says, “No.”

Thus it begins, a wild, over-the-top, ridiculous sort of story. Commentators 
call it a farce, for our storyteller loves exaggerations (like a six-month 
party), none-too-subtle characters, and lots of irony.
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Well, the king flies into a rage (he’ll do that again) and consults his advi-
sors. That’s a habit of his, asking others what to do. In the whole book 
Xerxes never really initiates anything, and never says no to anyone.93 He’s 
a parody of a king. His advisors are gravely concerned that people may 
get the impression that it is OK to say no to a man. So they tell Xerxes to 
issue an edict declaring, “Queen Vashti cannot come into my presence” 
(which is, by the way, precisely what she wanted).

And now, Xerxes needs a new queen.

Women are gathered (forcibly, the text suggests) from all over the king-
dom to enter the king’s harem. After they undergo a full year of beauty 
treatments, Xerxes picks his favorite to be queen. Here, we meet Esther for 
the first time.

Esther is an orphan, raised by her cousin and guardian Mordecai. As she 
enters the royal court, Mordecai instructs Esther to keep her Jewish identi-
ty a secret. Esther wins the favor of everyone in the harem, and eventually 
of the king. An orphaned Jewess becomes queen of the world.

Meanwhile, Mordecai uncovers a plot against the king’s life, saves Xerxes, 
and it is all written in the king’s annals. But more about that later.

Enter Haman, the highest ranking official of the king’s nobles—the prime 
minister, if you will. All the other officials bow down to Haman to honor 
him—all except Esther’s cousin Mordecai.

Haman is furious, so furious that he decides Mordecai’s behavior deserves 
the death penalty, but Haman wants more than a single execution. Haman 
offers the king a huge sum of money (equal to two-thirds of the empire’s 
annual income) for the right to destroy “a certain people” (Esther 3:8, 
Today’s New International Version). The king agrees, though he never asks 
who these people are. We know it is Mordecai’s people, the Jews. King 
Xerxes gives his signet ring to Haman, an act equivalent to handing over 
all the authority of his kingdom. Haman issues an edict in the king’s name, 
ordering the people of the empire on a certain day to “destroy, kill, and 
annihilate” all the Jews, young and old, including women and children 
(3:13). And, for good measure, to plunder their goods.

When Mordecai hears about the edict, he tears his clothes, dons sackcloth 
and ashes, and cries out bitterly in the city, like a good prophet would. 
Mordecai goes to Esther and commands her now to reveal her Jewish 
identity to the king and beg for her people. He tells her, “If you remain si-
lent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another 
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place … [but] who knows but that you have come to royal position for 
such a time as this?” (4:14)

Esther agrees. She risks her life by going to the king unannounced. The 
king accepts Esther and offers her anything, up to half his kingdom. She 
asks only that the king and Haman come to a banquet prepared in their 
honor. At the banquet, the king again offers her anything she requests. She 
says she will make her request known if he and Haman come again … 
tomorrow … to another banquet. 

That night Haman goes home quite full of himself. He has been invited to 
private parties with the king and queen. But as he passes Mordecai, that 
lowly Jew destined only for slaughter, Mordecai shows Haman no fear at 
all. Haman, enraged, orders Mordecai to be executed the next day.

Back at the palace, the king can’t sleep. Since he’s up, he has someone 
read his annals aloud to him, and he learns of a plot against his life which 
was foiled by a faithful citizen. When Haman comes in, Xerxes asks him, 
“What should we do for a man the king delights to honor?” Haman 
thinks the king is talking about, well, Haman, of course (who else would 
the king delight to honor?), and so he suggests an extravagant ceremony 
of recognition. The king agrees and commands Haman to organize the 
marvelous spectacle for the one who saved the king—that great man 
Mordecai, Haman’s enemy. Haman’s plan to kill Mordecai that day is 
humiliatingly foiled.

Later Haman and King Xerxes go (again) to dine with Esther. Finally, 
Esther makes her request. With a string of formalities and subservient 
gestures (“if I have found favor with you, Your Majesty” and “if it pleases 
you”) she begs for her life and that of her people. And with a dramatic 
flourish she names her “adversary and enemy, this vile Haman!” The king, 
enraged, whisks Haman away and executes him.

King Xerxes gives Haman’s estate to Esther.94 The king gives his signet 
ring, pried from Haman’s finger, to Mordecai. The theme of enormous 
reversal that occupies the rest of the book95 begins with the person of 
Haman and spreads “throughout the empire, to its distant shores” (10:1). 
But the problem remains: Haman’s edict still stands. Esther, Mordecai, and 
all the Jews are still in danger. Esther speaks to the king again, begging 
him to revoke Haman’s edict, that she and her people might be spared.

Edicts of the king, however, cannot be revoked. Instead, the king gives 
Esther and Mordecai permission to write a new edict in the king’s name 
“as they please” (8:8) to counteract the edict already in place. What pleas-
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es them is this: to allow the Jews on the day they are attacked to “assem-
ble” (i.e., to gather in military units)96 and “defend themselves.” It parallels 
Haman’s old edict almost exactly, even to the unsettling permission to 
“destroy, kill, and annihilate” women and children (8:11).

The day of the edicts arrives, and the Jews destroy their enemies. The 
scene is chaotic, violent, and bloody. Scholarly opinions go back and forth 
here: Is it a vengeful bloodbath meant to leave us questioning this “holy 
war,” or are the Jews justly defending themselves from decimation? Do the 
Jews righteously administer justice “measure for measure,”97 or do they 
go too far? The narrator doesn’t say, but neither does he go to great pains 
to describe the scene in a way that rouses sympathy for the Jews. The text 
fails to mention the deaths of any Jews, though surely some must have 
died, too, nor any attack from the Persians. It appears the Jews are attack-
ing, rather than defending themselves.98 The narrator’s choice of words is 
inconsistent and perhaps intentionally confusing. “The Jews struck down 
all their enemies with the sword, killing and destroying them, and they 
did what they pleased to those who hated them” (9:5). The phrase, “they 
did what they pleased,” is elsewhere a “sign of godless license” associated 
with excessive liberality, and it is “perilously close” to the verbal form “to 
murder.”99 Though they take no plunder, the Jews leave the empire’s fields 
strewn with more than 75,000 bodies, 500 in the city of Susa alone.

In the aftermath the king now comes to Esther, asking Esther what she re-
quests. This time she skips most of the formulaic, courtly language. Esther 
gets right to the point: she asks the king for another day for the Jews in 
Susa to enact the king’s edict and to impale the bodies of Haman’s ten 
already dead sons on high poles visible to all throughout the city.

The book of Esther ends with celebrations that later become the annual 
celebrations of Purim, a Jewish festival commemorating their deliverance. 
The Jewish queen of the world has the ear of the king, and Mordecai is a 
powerful administrator of statecraft on his people’s behalf. And all ends 
well.

Or does it?

Two pictures, two lenses for reading, stay with me as I read Esther, and I 
feel like I need to be true to both of them. The first comes from my friend 
Emmanuel. Emmanuel is a refugee from Burundi, a tiny country in Central 
Africa. Burundi experienced the same genocide in 1994 as its more famous 
next-door neighbor, Rwanda. Emmanuel is Hutu, married to a Tutsi wife 
over the strident objections of their families and communities. He is a 
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pastor, involved in reconciliation after the genocide between Hutus and 
Tutsis. The entirety of his life, personal and professional, is steeped in the 
turmoil that haunts his country. Emmanuel told me the story of Burundi: 
how colonialists came to his country and placed power in the hands of a 
minority tribe; how that tribe wielded power and privilege over another; 
how the ruled, oppressed tribe rose up to “destroy, kill, and annihilate” 
their enemies. When I read Esther, I can’t shake this modern image of my 
friend’s home: the ethnic tensions, shifts of power, plots of genocide.

I wonder to myself, what happens next in Esther? Does the power and 
does the violence just shift back? When and how will the pendulum 
swing? If we look at the history of the Jews in following centuries, we see 
that it does. Is that one of the questions the narrator is trying to pose:  
Can anyone wield power without succumbing to its temptations?

But there is another lens that brings Esther’s story into focus, tempers my 
confusion, and keeps in check any scholarly impulse to deconstruct the 
Biblical text. During World War II, Jews in concentration camps gathered 
secretly and wrote down the book of Esther from memory, word for word. 
During Purim, in whispered voices they recited it to each other. For Esther 
is the story of the salvation of a people—an unexpected, twisted, miracu-
lous salvation. The festival of Purim in Jewish communities is a wild party 
featuring a reading of the entire book. Ancient rabbis write that every-
one should drink until they cannot distinguish “cursed be Haman” from 
“blessed be Mordecai,” and they do. The story of Esther tells of the deliv-
erance from the greatest threat Israel had faced since Pharaoh’s plot to kill 
all their sons—it is no wonder it features largely in the Jewish imagination. 
Salvation deserves celebration.

The lens of celebrated victory and miraculous reversal is necessary for 
reading Esther. To lay that lens down and fail to see the book’s good news 
would be absurd. But a faithful reading can neither discount the story’s 
easy, outlandish relationship with violence, nor the narrator’s construction 
of a dark, satirical framework.

Esther’s world is a particularly difficult place for women. Queen Vashti is 
banished from her kingdom when she protests being displayed to a hoard 
of drunken men. The king rounds up women from all over the empire to 
satisfy his whims and to give him a thorough, deliberate sampling of the 
most beautiful. Women do not come on their own. The story may be a de-
liberate contrast to 1 Kings 1, where men appear to bring their daughters 
to the Jewish King David. The traffic of female bodies by men is prob-
lematic in and of itself, but Esther highlights the plight of these women. 
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Passive verbs suggest that the women are taken, as the Jews were taken 
into exile.100 Persian officers are appointed and sent out—likely because 
Jewish fathers this time hid their daughters.101 The Jewish Talmud suggests 
that Esther goes to the king against her will and is never an active partici-
pant in marital relations.102

There are other shadows of darkness throughout the narration. The word 
destroy appears twenty-five times in ten chapters, pulsing the plot with 
the threat of violence. Rage is a primary motivator for action throughout 
the story.103 Mercy and compassion fail to well up in any of the charac-
ters, aside from King Xerxes, the one who continually authorizes all the 
violence. Retribution is severe: Haman seeks the destruction of an entire 
race over a personal slight, and Esther sits by as King Xerxes executes her 
nemesis, despite Haman’s pleas to her for his life. The irony here is plain: 
minutes earlier Esther was pleading for the king to spare her life. In the 
story’s climax the Jews slaughter more than seventy-five thousand people 
in one day.

The book also ends in a more subtle theological shadow. In the Hebrew 
Bible, God makes a covenant with Israel, but the purpose of the covenant 
is never only to bless Israel. From the beginning, Israel is to be a channel 
of blessing to all people, to all of creation. Theologically, Israel is only 
truly being Israel when she blesses the nations.

Though God never intervenes directly (the word God doesn’t appear in 
the book), Jews and Christians have for centuries interpreted Esther as a 
story of God’s providence and deliverance, especially with regard to the 
series of “coincidences” leading to the Jews’ salvation.104 They see God 
upholding God’s end of the covenantal bargain, protecting and delivering, 
not abandoning the Jewish people to genocide. But Israel isn’t exactly 
blessing the nations. She is exerting violence (perhaps understandably?) 
in horrific, over-the-top ways. Even in the fairy tale picture of Mordecai 
ruling with great power, in the end he seeks only the good of his own peo-
ple.105 It is far from the prophet Jeremiah’s command to “seek the peace … 
of the city where I have carried you” (Jer. 29:7), far from the good to all 
creation promised in the covenant. At the end of Esther, Israel is not acting 
like Israel.

But God is with Israel, no matter how Israel acts, even when God ap-
pears to be hidden, unnamed.106 Amidst darkness, light shines through. 
Mordecai says with understated confidence that even if Esther does not 
go to the king, “relief and deliverance … will arise from another place” 
(4:14). It is perhaps the boldest statement of the entire book.107 Mordecai 
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is a Jew. He believes that God loves and will not abandon God’s people. 
He believes in the relief and deliverance of God.

It is in the notion of the “relief and deliverance” of God that I believe 
Esther has something to say about love and power. A lot of us are moti-
vated by love to do something about oppression and injustice. A lot of us 
find ourselves in places of power and privilege—or longing for power and 
privilege—so that we might effect change in the world. We long for “relief 
and deliverance.” We name whole specialties of nonprofit work after that 
desire—“relief work,” “aid.” We want to deliver people from poverty and 
injustice. We love God and we love God’s creation and we love God’s 
people and we yearn to see them free. As Christians, it is love that sends us 
out to work for the relief and deliverance of God in the world.

Esther shows us that God can use people in power to bring relief and de-
liverance. “For such a time as this.” Indeed! Esther is the queen who saves, 
who risks her life and uses her resources to liberate her people. Jews cel-
ebrate that miracle of history and intervention, whispering on dirt floors 
in concentration camps, feasting with wine during Purim. They repeat the 
story of Esther, the one used by God. They repeat the story of her partici-
pation in God’s saving work.

We, too, can repeat the story of Esther, repeat it to fortify and justify our 
motivation of love. But Esther is not a love story. It does not offer a simple 
happy ending. A faithful reading cannot only look like Arthurian romance 
recast with Old Testament characters. Esther’s story is more complex, as 
are the questions it raises about love and power. We cannot forget that 
Esther also puts on display the brutal reality of human relief and deliver-
ance gone awry.

Esther questions our capacity as agents of God’s relief and deliverance, 
even as it affirms it. Esther asks us if any human can handle power with-
out yielding to its dark side.108 It might even be fair to say that Esther 
asks: In the face of oppression, is reengagement with cycles of violence 
inevitable? At the end of a day’s killing, the narrator shows the king asking 
Esther, our heroine queen, “What is your petition? What is your request?” 
“Another day,” she responds. “More.”109 

History, and today’s front page, teach us that last week’s opposition party 
quickly becomes this week’s oppressor. However much we may embrace 
the celebration of Esther, the reality of a place like Burundi, the horrifying 
possibilities of reciprocal genocide, the continued historical enactments of 
the destruction of “a certain people”110—these do not allow us to brush 
aside Esther’s warning about the dark side of power.

Catherine Thiel Lee      n     All you need is love



92

Love cannot only be the good intention behind our desire for relief and 
deliverance from evil; love must also be the crucible by which we test our 
actions, the filter through which we discipline our thoughts and plans 
and conversations (like those in this conference). Love must be the lens 
through which we scrutinize the exercise of our power. Power undisci-
plined by love might bring deliverance. But power undisciplined by love 
will also, always, bring destruction. Power can only be exercised rightly 
through love. 111 It is not enough, no matter how sincere, that love be our 
motivation. Love demands more.

As Christians, we know that. We believe Jesus was able to wield power as 
a human agent in the work of God—through love—on a cross.

That is our great hope: God’s love, which is always cruciform. God’s love, 
which gathers the depth of our darkness and transforms it into light, even 
to celebration. We see it in Esther, where Israel, though doomed to exile, 
though doomed further to death and complete destruction, is saved. God’s 
relief and deliverance come to the Jews. They are not abandoned. And if 
this is true, then perhaps it will be true again. Even if Esther and Mordecai 
do not end the story as great, unblemished heroes; even if Israel isn’t 
acting like Israel as the book closes; we can hope that, again, when it is 
needed, they will not be abandoned.

When I read Esther—the whole story—the book leaves me, not with a 
sense of victory, but with “a knot in my stomach.”112 A knot that loosens 
only when it gives way, not to resolution, but to longing—a longing to 
see God’s love revealed in creation and incarnated among God’s peo-
ple. Perhaps Esther is a cautionary tale, a story of not only how humans 
can twist God’s relief and deliverance, but also of how the hidden God 
remains faithful.

For whatever the circumstances, however convoluted the plot or twisted 
our role in the story, relief and deliverance will arise, even in our world rife 
with oppression. May we learn to love in cruciform ways. And may we 
embrace and be transformed by the love of God, even as we struggle.
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12. On Claiming Sophia
Within and Beyond Our Jewish Heritage

Dorothy Yoder Nyce

To claim Sophia, the Greek word meaning wisdom, is to know her pres-
ence through experience, scripture, and diverse religions. To name Sophia, 
we look to the past as we ponder Divine Being for the present and future. 
Views of Sophia as Divine Presence appear among authors, whether of 
scripture or theology, or in friendship with Jewish, Hindu, or Buddhist 
loyalists. Sophia’s female aspect of divinity has been more hidden for 
most Protestants, whereas within Roman Catholic Apocrypha or Eastern 
Orthodox theology, Sophia reflects the Wisdom of eternal Divinity. To 
diminish divine breadth through absence of female expression or to distort 
divine wholeness through dominant, male dimensions misrepresents 
the Genesis text that credits human beings as created in God’s image. 
Yet God—the One known by diverse forms and names like Yahweh or 
Allah—is neither sexual in the human sense nor limited in any way as is 
true of each descriptor. 

Experience of Sophia—Personal and Through Time

Experience of Sophia can be personalized or known through others who 
have experienced her as Creator, Teacher, Possession, or other terms. Over 
twenty years ago I attended the ecumenical Re-Imagining Conference in 
Minneapolis—the most profound gathering that I have known. From 
forty-nine US states and twenty-seven countries, 1,500 members of five 
mainline denominations and Roman Catholics, and hundreds from other 
Protestant groups, gathered around circular tables, with speakers mounted 
on a slowly-rotating platform in the center of the hall. To share worship 
rituals—of milk and honey, global music, and justice themes—with two 
thousand feminists prompted an aura of togetherness. To invoke Sophia 
via song—“Now, Sophia, dream the vision, share the wisdom dwelling 
deep within”—prior to each speaker ensured a Presence distinct.113 My 
silent prayers since then have often invoked Sophia. 
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Biblical professor Elizabeth A. Johnson returned from my Re-Imagining 
high via her book titled She Who Is.114 Not only did that book open up 
Proverbs texts and move me into the Wisdom of Apocrypha content, 
through it I also learned the extent of Sophia’s activity that later was cred-
ited to Jesus the Son, to the near-demise of Christ-Sophia. Johnson also 
elaborates on Spirit-Sophia, Jesus-Sophia, and Mother-Sophia as language 
for the Trinity. And she notes three effects of naming God exclusively in 
the image of men: (1) When not naming alternatives, the one option gets 
taken literally (unfair to God, women and men); (2) The exclusive pat-
tern justifies the practice of patriarchy in church and society; and (3) To 
suggest that maleness has more in common with divinity than femaleness 
suggests that she images God less, counter to Creation basics.115 Johnson 
concludes: “Only if women of all races and classes enter into our symbol 
of the divine, only then will the idolatrous fixation on one image of God 
be broken.”116 

Consider the voice from Roman Catholic Thomas Merton, writer and 
Trappist monk. First immersed into the creative study of sophiology via 
three Russian writers, Merton awoke to Sophia, the image of the hidden 
Christ, the Wisdom of God. “Faith in Sophia became for Merton ‘the 
great stabilizer for peace,’” Christopher Pramuk reports.117 In a letter, 
Merton expressed his difficulty writing about the “most mysterious reality 
in the mystery of God—Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom).”118 Yet, interfaith 
respecter Merton opened himself to truth in the stranger. He saw Sophia 
the “Divine Nature” of Love convey God’s compassion (karuna), God’s 
emptying (kenosis); his poem “Hagia Sophia” discloses creative depth. 
Receiving Sophia, Merton valued relationship among all wisdoms; he con-
nected deeply with diverse people who re-imagined God’s vital presence. 
We, like him, will interrupt fixed systems of theology to discover anew 
Wisdom within, in order to “live our theology” boldly.

Experience with God-concept and divine figures recurs. When teaching 
a Bible and Sexuality course at Goshen College, I included “God Image” 
as one theme for study. We noted hymns that convey diversity of image. 
“Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise” includes eighteen adjectives, and in 
“O Come, O Come Emmanuel,” six terms of address appear. Biblical texts 
were supplemented with resources including Leonard Swidler’s Biblical 
Affirmations of Woman. On the cover of that book appears a photo of a 
fourteenth-century fresco depicting the Trinity with Spirit/Wisdom/Sophia 
in the center. When a Mennonite student expressed, “I want to think of 
God only as male,” she was invited to ponder why. When students asked 
“Why have we not encountered, through sermons or church publications, 
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the interpretations of historic facts presented here?,” issues of how Sophia 
threatens surfaced.119

Whereas early Christian believers had affirmed and invoked Sophia 
through Jesus, “later Roman Catholic piety redirected language about 
Sophia to Mary.”120 Facing historic, minimal attention to Mary of the 
“Magnificat,” Mennonites gathered in 2011 to claim in new ways and art 
forms her roles as welcoming sister, compassionate caregiver, and mother 
of God incarnate.121 As Eastern Orthodox priests might exclaim “Sophia!” 
or “Wisdom?” before reading scripture, Orthodox Christians have long 
worshiped in the Hagia Sophia, a Byzantine cathedral dedicated to Christ 
as Holy Wisdom. Mennonites, on a 2013 Mediterranean tour of Apostle 
Paul’s travels, observed how Hagia Sophia’s striking domes and mosaics in 
Istanbul, Turkey, bring together Christian and Muslim features.

Scriptural Explanation of Sophia’s Impact

The paragraphs that follow provide an overview of how Sophia’s image 
changed through biblical time. During a Hellenistic period (6–4 BCE), 
powerful queens with political influence marked the Mediterranean 
area. Interchangeable terms—Spirit, Wisdom, and Sophia for the female 
figure—appeared within Judaism to replace or protect against nearby cul-
tures with love goddesses.122 In early (200 BCE) chaotic Judaism, Sophia 
first appeared in Hebrew Wisdom literature as a trait of God—God’s 
Wisdom. From cocreator with God (Prov. 3:19), to sign of Divine power 
and glory (Wisd. of Sol. 7:25–26), until noted with the Torah (Law) in 
Orthodox Judaism, her attributes—love and wisdom—next appeared in 
Jesus. Like Wisdom, Jesus preexisted all things and dwelt with God (John 
1:1–2).

Early Christians viewed sage Jesus as a prophet or child of Sophia until 
during the first century, when he was viewed as her incarnation named 
“Christ-Sophia.” This writer can hardly imagine the significance Sophia 
had for groups in Judaism and early Christianity, as reported by theology 
professor Leo Lefebure. The name Christ-Sophia had helped bridge those 
peoples. Through beatitudes, parables, and sayings, Jesus offered the gift 
of wisdom (Matt. 5, 25:1–12; Luke 16:1–18). Then Paul named Christ 
“the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:24) and wrote God “made our wisdom”  
(1 Cor. 1:30). As noted, whereas early Christian believers had affirmed and 
invoked Sophia as truly divine, “later Roman Catholic piety redirected 
language about Sophia to Mary.”123 
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Female Divine Presence has been known by diverse forms and names with-
in scattered cultures. Not only mirrored in goddess Isis from Egypt, Ishtar 
in Babylonia, Inanna in Sumer, or Kuan Yin in China, Sophia appears 
in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Hear from the New Oxford Annotated 
Bible Proverbs 8: “Ages ago I was set up, at the first, before the beginning 
of the earth … I was there. … When Yahweh established the fountains of 
the deep, then I was beside the Creator. As a master workman, I was daily 
God’s delight, rejoicing in the inhabited world.”

Hebrew Bible professor Norman Habel explains that “to be there” as 
creativity began means to know mysteries of the created order, to under-
stand Earth’s ways.124 A passage celebrates divine Wisdom as “breath of 
the power of God, radiance of the glory of the almighty … a reflection of 
eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an image of 
God’s goodness” (Wisd. of Sol. 7:22b–8:1, New Oxford Annotated Bible).

Further texts include Proverbs (5 BCE), notably chapters 1, 8, and 9. 
Statements from Wisdom reverberate: “Whoever finds me finds life” 
(8:35). Apocrypha sources include Sirach (Ben Sira, Ecclesiasticus), notably 
a twenty-line speech in chapter 24, where the Torah is named the dwell-
ing of original Wisdom. Book of Wisdom125 follows (50 BCE), notably 
chapters 6 to 10 that praise the personified Sophia. A hymn of twenty-one 
epithets in chapter 7 describes Wisdom’s nature and her relationship to 
people and the world.126 Later, her power to redeem appears (10:15–17). A 
mid-second century text, the Odes of Solomon, is a collection of forty-two 
Christian hymns that reveal further beliefs and practices.127 

Two terms and several more texts help explain Sophia’s scriptural place—
personification and metaphor. The Spirit figure—Hokmah in Hebrew 
and Sophia in Greek—personified God. That means to treat as God 
though perhaps less divine or to theologically unite human and divine.128 
Metaphor finds two grammatical elements interacting to create a new 
meaning. In addition to the cosmic role of being an architect of creation, 
Sophia practiced as teacher, hostess, witness, and prophet. She cries, 
shouts, speaks, and confronts. Identified as a bridge between God and 
humans or between humans and the world, she represents God. Intent 
not to mistake word for reality when speaking about God, ancient folk 
discussed the Divine through metaphor.129 More recently, Mennonite 
theologian Gordon Kaufman imagined divine absoluteness, humaneness, 
and presence in constructing God-concept130 on his way to naming “God 
as Creativity.”
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Patriarchal history, which hated and feared Sophia’s being God’s repre-
sentative and her adoption among Gnostic groups, then demoted, at least 
subsumed, Sophia (Wisdom) under Christ (Logos).131 Noted Egyptian 
writer Philo used the Greek term logos meaning “word” for the rule and 
function of Wisdom. Perhaps “the Word” (Logos) seemed a higher, more 
central title for Christ than “the Wisdom of God.” In John’s prologue, 
logos became attached to Jesus as eternal Word of God. After the fourth 
century Council of Nicea, Jesus Christ as Son became the Roman Church’s 
standard formula; Orthodox Church fathers had also replaced Sophia 
and Logos with Son of God.132 Historian-theologian Rosemary Radford 
Ruether observes that a Wisdom focus could easily have continued: “The 
Hebrew tradition of the feminine Wisdom had been translated into a 
feminine image of the Holy Spirit.”133 That more of “a religion of men for 
men” followed hardly surprises. Nor need we deny that “women’s mysti-
cism and feminine divine figures were pushed underground again during 
the Reformation.”134 Many Protestants continue to resist or fear crediting 
the female divine.

A distinct feature of Second Testament accounts shows Jesus doing 
activities previously ascribed to Sophia. Were her earlier tasks or quali-
ties simply usurped by those writers for Jesus? Was the intent for Jesus’s 
maleness to diminish readers’ views and value for worthy female divine 
activity? Examples speak: (1) Whereas Proverbs (4:11, 22, 26) notes 
Hokmah/Sophia/Spirit as the path, knowledge, and way that ensures 
life, John depicts Jesus in parallel terms: “way, truth, and life” (14:6). 
(2) Whereas Proverbs 8 notes all things brought into being by God and 
Wisdom, Colossians 1:17 names only Christ “as before all things.” (3) 
What Judaism had said of personified Wisdom (Hokmah), Christian 
writers named Christ—“the image of the invisible God.” (4) Then Paul 
early on proclaims Christ crucified as “the power of God and the wisdom 
(Sophia) of God” (1 Cor. 1:24). (5) Whereas Hebrew folk associated rest 
for those who seek Sophia (Prov. 8:16), “Come to me all who are weary 
or burdened and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn of 
me” comes from Jesus’s mouth in Matthew 11:28–30.135 

Sophia-like Figures in World Religions

Today people again hear Sophia’s call for broadening Divine images, for 
her to again “pervade and penetrate all things” (Wisd. of Sol. 7:30). How 
do Korean women teach us to engage diverse worship resources—Shaman, 
Buddhist, Confucianist, and Christian—without fear of syncretism? Recall 
Chung Hyun Kyung’s address to the World Council of Churches Assembly 
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held at Canberra, Australia, in the early 1990s.136 She began by calling 
the spirits of diverse folk: spirits of Hagar and Jephthah’s daughter, spirits 
of people who died during the Crusades, of Jews killed in Holocaust gas 
chambers, of Gandhi and Romero. She called the spirits of Earth, Air, and 
Water harmed by human greed. As Chung heard screams of Han-ridden 
spirits among her Korean people, she called us to note the Holy Spirit’s 
activity amidst suffering creation—and then to repent. 

Consider also Buddhists and Taoists. Taoists honor the concept of Gu 
Shen.137 Their mentoring process promotes self-reflection, self-sharing, and 
openness to others. Emptied of self—as with Jesus’s kenosis or Buddhist 
patterns—the Tao cycle of learn-teach-learn finds that each learns from 
and then directly teaches the other before again being open to receive or 
learn universal wisdom (Tao/Way). Each gets out of the other’s way and 
makes room for the other. Partners preserve the spirit or inner truth of the 
other, led by Chi, the Eastern term meaning life force, energy, or the idea 
of wind as Spirit. Every living thing has Chi. Rather than the dualism of 
Greek spirit (pneuma) and body, Chi conveys overall energy.138 Also, note 
Kwan Yin, the Buddhist “Spirit” of Compassion. She models the bodhi-
sattva who chooses “to stay on the wheel of life to help others achieve 
spiritual enlightenment.” Not a go-between, she is presence within all.139 

No wonder the Golden Rule stems from multiple religions like Hindu, 
Confucian, or ancient Israel’s thought. All religions thrive on principles 
of Wisdom. To credit the cosmic Spirit’s presence within Chi, Gu Shen, 
or Kwan Yin’s Compassion broadens our gratitude for God’s universal 
Wisdom. Alert to Divine presence within other religious ways of seeking 
and finding, we deepen commitment to the Spirit that Christians call Holy. 
Not only associated with Pentecost, the boundless wind of Spirit presence, 
whatever named by peoples of faith, need not be denied.  Related truth 
comes from Christian Stanley Samartha’s voice that cried for decades in 
India: “For Christians, to be in Christ is indeed to be in God. But in a reli-
giously plural world, to be in Christ is not the only way to be in God.”140

To note, Shakti briefly addresses Hindu thought, known to be complex. 
Among the multi-meanings in India of Shakti, it can refer to the Supreme 
Divine Mother or her attributes. Those who worship the Great Goddess 
can be called Shaktas. Many goddesses are known as manifestations of 
Shakti; she represents the universal, yet local and particular. Or Shakti can 
be the name for a consort linked with the strong male god form named 
Shiva who depends on her shakti, her creative power. Know that Shaktism 
(the doctrine of power) has many forms. Reported not to confuse, the 
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point is to attend carefully to the terms. Linked to our theme and title, 
shakti can express female power or energy.141 This creative, divine power 
suggests not only being able, but also a life force that pervades the materi-
al world. In that breadth Shakti can be seen as a sister of Sophia Wisdom, 
available to Hinduism. 

We return to Judaism in our effort to practice love toward those who hold 
valid difference—via Judaism’s Shekinah, or God’s presence. Shekinah, 
from the Hebrew verb shakhan meaning “to dwell,” always dwells among 
the people. Whether in candlelight of each Saturday’s Shabbot or in a 
woman rabbi’s becoming Shekinah,142 whether back in time within the 
Tabernacle or the Temple’s Holy of Holies central shrine, or as Jewish 
people wandered in the wilderness and suffered through exile, Shekinah 
dwelled between human and divine. Whether in prayer: “Come be our 
Shekinah; we are your glory” or “Bless us and keep us, shine your face 
on us, turn your countenance to us and give us peace,” as expressed by 
Jewish poet Alicia Ostriker, the people seek Divine energy. Or whether in 
Kabbalah circles with “Tikkun Olam” efforts: the faithful work to “repair 
the world.”

Shekinah lives. A cloud by day or pillar of fire by night. With Moses in the 
burning bush or as hovering wings when he is carried for burial, Shekinah 
is light or radiance. She consoles through struggle. She protects, guides, 
and is present when Jews in motion pray, when mysticism is explained, 
when believers study Law or read the Shema (Deut. 6:4) of the Torah. 
Desiring to know Shekinah leads to God; to set one’s thought on her 
indwelling presence is true Wisdom.143

May we claim Sophia through experience, scripture, and living faiths and 
shout, “All You Need Is Love!” 
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13. Negotiating Christian  
and Indigenous Identities
The Story of Laughing Warrior Girl

Sarah Augustine

My grandmother is from the Tewa people. Specifically, she is of the People 
of the Round Earth, the Nambé Pueblo. Her traditional homeland is in the 
high desert in the fertile valley of our ancestors’ sacred waters, the Nambé 
River in the upper Rio Grande region that is now called Northern New 
Mexico. This sacred place, just west of the Nambé Falls, is the communi-
ty where our ancestors lived and died among the spirits who guided and 
protected us. 

Because I came from my grandmother, I too am a Tewa woman.

I am also a Mennonite woman. Like the many generations of Mennonites 
who have come before me, I am committed to living out the call of Jesus, 
as a peacemaker, in community. My mentors in the Mennonite Church 
have encouraged me to be humble, to seek justice, to listen for the Spirit 
in community, not insisting on my own way. I have taken these teachings 
seriously, and I have committed myself to them. These teachings are also 
indigenous teachings and reflect indigenous ways. However, at times it has 
been difficult to negotiate between the call to justice and the discipline to 
humble myself in community. The following story handed down from my 
indigenous ancestors has provided an opportunity for me to reflect on this 
struggle. 

Interpreting Meaning From Story

This is a story from the People of the Round Earth.

Among the people lived the Laughing Warrior Girl, a young woman 
who was constantly being told to be a “good girl.” But she would 
not. She argued with her elders and parents because she did not like 
to do the things girls were expected to do. She did her chores, but she 
complained. She wanted to do other things. She was considered to be 
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obstinate and difficult and fierce. Eventually, her family and her elders 
gave up scolding her. They gave up on her and left her alone. 

She was grinding corn one day with the other young women in the 
community when her uncle came to her and asked her for help. Her 
people were under attack by a dreaded enemy. Her uncle told her, 
“Come and help us to protect your people. You are fierce. Come and 
see what you can do in this time to be brave.” 

She laughed! She said, “I am not afraid. I will do all that I can,” and 
immediately went with him. 

“That is why I have come to you,” said her uncle. “Come out now.”

The young woman went out to meet the enemy with a bow in one 
hand, her musical instrument in the other. She went out to meet them 
ahead of all the warriors, singing. She sang the same song over and 
over again, laughing each time her song came to an end. She made 
such a spectacle that people came out to look at her. “That girl is go-
ing to the battlefield,” they said, and many of them laughed at her. She 
sang and laughed, fearless. When she came face to face with the ene-
my, she pulled up her skirt to show them she was a woman, laughing.

That day she defeated the enemy herself, with her bow, her musical 
instrument, her song and her laughter. When she turned back toward 
home, the male warriors, who were behind her, were amazed. She was 
wearing a large mask, with long teeth, one side a dark color and the 
other side light. 

When she got back to the community, she went into her house and 
hung the mask on the wall. Next to it, she hung her musical in-
strument and her bow. Because of her actions that day, she became 
Laughing Warrior Girl and claimed that name.

That night the elders came to her house. They told her that they 
would appoint her as a special chief. “You have to watch out for the 
people,” they said. “If any sickness comes, you have to drive the sick-
ness away from the people. And consider that the people are all your 
children. Treat them right.”

After that she became a good girl. She was no longer obstinate and 
was esteemed by all the people. When her people were in danger, she 
was the first to run to their defense. She was fearless. 
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Before she died, she said her mask would represent her. “I will be with 
you all the time,” she said.

—From the People of the Round Earth

Collective Tensions

This Tewa story, steeped in indigenous spirituality and passed down 
through oral tradition, has contributed to my Anabaptist tradition and 
spirituality. I have found that indigenous spirituality shares three primary 
features with Anabaptist theology. First, both traditions affirm the im-
portance of spirit in discernment, or forming an understanding of how 
we must live. The oral tradition of indigenous peoples is shared over and 
over again, where all members of a community are free to interpret sacred 
stories from their point of view. The opportunity to experience spirit is 
available to all. Stories are interpreted and reinterpreted according to life 
stage and context, not necessarily according to one’s status or expertise. 
Likewise, Anabaptists have proclaimed that anyone who has received the 
Holy Spirit is qualified to interpret scripture, regardless of rank or educa-
tion. 

Second, Anabaptist tradition prioritizes internal spiritual discernment 
expressed in outward action. Discipleship, or Nachfolge,144 broadly means 
forsaking one’s own desires and self-interest in order to live out Christ’s 
teachings (Bender and Hubener, 1990). Indigenous spirituality likewise 
values living in harmony with the Spirit of life, prioritizing wholeness over 
fractured self-interest.

Finally, both traditions emphasize and revere community. Many in-
digenous spiritualities acknowledge the systematic integration of all 
living things. In this system of thought, survival among all living things 
is co-mingled, and harm or destruction for one means destruction for 
all. Based on this spiritual understanding, indigenous communities are 
group-centric, where group identity is mutually reinforced and individual-
ism is discouraged. Anabaptist theology historically emphasized self-sur-
render or yieldedness, where God’s will is made manifest only to those 
who have surrendered their individual will. The German term for this 
concept is Gelassenheit,145 or submission. Although this is a concept found 
primarily in Amish writings, I have found it to be relevant to my experi-
ence as a Mennonite. Discernment takes place in the workings of com-
munity, where those in the body discern the will of God together, yielding 
to each other in the process. Humility and yieldedness are interpreted as 
outward signs of discipleship.
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Conflict has emerged in my Anabaptist identity, however, when there 
is tension between yielding to the wisdom of community and my own 
understanding of call to discipleship. Discipleship is a fundamental tenet 
of Anabaptism, where a Christian enters into a covenant with the living 
Christ and obediently, concretely, and realistically expresses his teachings. 
This tension likewise exists in indigenous communities. Many traditional 
stories focus on the disjunctions between communal needs and individual 
ones. The story of the Laughing Warrior Girl provides guidance on this 
exact conundrum. I will relay my thinking about this in an indigenous 
way by sharing another story.

Meeting Dina: My Call to Discipleship

In 2004 I was privileged to find myself on a multidisciplinary research 
team working in the rainforest of Suriname, South America. As the staff 
social scientist, my job was to create protocols for the team to interact 
with indigenous communities who were potentially impacted by contami-
nation from gold mining. At first, this seemed like a reasonable and doable 
task: review past research, create culturally appropriate methods, and con-
sult with indigenous communities in the process. Once I began interacting 
with community members, however, the task became more difficult.

Primarily women came to community meetings. They brought their 
children with them as they discussed the life-and-death impacts of cyanide 
and mercury contamination: the poisoned water and watersheds that 
served as the sole sources of clean water and food for the communities 
along with the birth defects, still births, and premature deaths. The women 
further discussed the impact of prospecting in their homes and lives, in-
cluding forced relocation, intimidation, malnutrition, and militarization of 
their traditional lands. Over and over again I heard the same refrain—out-
siders came in and took our lands. We have no homes. No food. No way 
to provide for our families.

My job was to create protocols, write reports, and communicate with 
funders. It was not my place to become personally involved with these 
women and their children. To do so would threaten my professional 
objectivity, I was told by my training, my mentors, and my colleagues. The 
tension I felt internally was resolved for me in 2005 when I met a woman 
named Dina. 

I had been in the community of Pikin Poika all day. My task that day 
was to monitor the conversation, take notes, coach the translators, and 
observe. I sat in the community square in heat and high humidity for more 
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than eight hours, listening to community members recount their experi-
ences with the aid of a translator. Dina, an elder, recounted how her home 
and small garden had been bulldozed while she was in the capital city 
receiving treatment for diabetes. When she returned to her community, 
a fence had been erected around the land where she had lived with her 
neighbors. The village land had been granted as a concession to a business 
interest, which had the intention of erecting an eco-resort where the village 
had stood. The whole community now lived in a cramped, makeshift 
camp next to the fence. 

I was with a team of a half dozen people from the United States, including 
scientists, health professionals, logistics coordinators, and translators. But 
Dina did not talk to any of these people. She spoke directly to me, look-
ing into my eyes the entire time. As she told her story, she stood up with 
dignity, straight-backed despite her age and illness, and pointed her finger 
at me.

“This is what I want to know,” she said to me, stepping toward me. “Are 
you going to fight with me?” 

I looked to my left and to my right. Who was she talking to? Didn’t she 
know I was a social scientist, a scholar? My commitment to the project 
was to write a report, or at most, to find the appropriate nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) that could assist these people. What could I possibly 
do to right how she had been wronged? I cleared my throat. She continued 
to walk toward me. “Well?” she asked. “Are you going to fight with me? 
Are you going to help me?” I could feel my face growing hot. The eyes of 
everyone in the square, including the people on my team, were fixed on 
me.

What could I say? I cleared my throat, looked at the translator, then back 
at Dina. “OK,” I said. “I will try. I will do my best.”

“Not your best,” Dina said to me. “Help us! Help us, or go away.”

I looked at her, and then said, “Yes. I will help you.”

This decision, made in an instant, has defined my life ever since. As a 
Mennonite teacher told me several years later as I scoured the Mennonite 
world looking for people willing to go on a human rights delegation to 
Suriname, Dina had spoken my commissioning. I had received the call of 
Jesus from an aging indigenous woman and would spend the next decade 
trying to respond to that call.
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Finding the Structural Oppression: What Is the Doctrine of Discovery?

It was neither obvious nor easy to know how to respond to Dina’s request 
in a simple, straightforward way. I learned very quickly that it is no simple 
matter to provide vulnerable communities with clean water. Even if I were 
able to create the infrastructure to deliver clean water to this community, 
the government could easily move the people who lived there if it found 
some “more productive” purpose for the land. The struggle for clean 
water, indigenous communities were quick to explain, is really the struggle 
for rights. 

The context of global inequality came into being with the rise of 
Constantine and the church structure that followed. Indigenous peoples’ 
lack of rights, it turns out, were defined by the church centuries ago, and 
the logic the church established continues on in both contemporary mis-
sion practices and in today’s secular legal system. 

I will explain this in the context of Suriname. In the 1980s, Christian 
missionaries began the process of consolidating the twelve distinct tribes 
of indigenous peoples in Suriname into village clusters. Prior to being con-
solidated in villages, these tribes had planted gardens and hunted in large 
areas of forest with low-population density on a cycle that could span 
decades. This ensured that the poor rainforest soil would replenish itself 
from light cultivation. 

Once mission villages were established, the national governments declared 
the interior “empty” and, therefore, open for resource exploration and 
extraction. However, indigenous peoples persist in traditional cultivation, 
hunting and gathering in cycles to provide the food, building materials, 
and medicines to support their population. The Suriname government 
does not take a census of the Forest Peoples’ population. The numbers, 
estimated to be ten percent of the national population, are based on village 
population estimates only. Meanwhile, according to government policy, 
the interior lands are uninhabited by humans and open for exploitation. 
These are the same lands indigenous peoples depend on for their food, 
medicines, building supplies, and livelihoods.

Suriname’s policy toward indigenous peoples did not originate in this 
small region. It is based on the principles defined in terra nullius, or “emp-
ty land,” a theological and legal doctrine that gave land title to Christian/
European states who would assume sovereignty over “discovered lands” 
beginning in the early 1400s. Terra nullius would become the cornerstone 
of the Doctrine of Discovery on the basis that discovered lands were de-
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void of human beings if the original people who had lived there, defined as 
“heathens, pagans, and infidels,” were not ruled by a “Christian Prince.”

This thinking set the stage for 500 years of international policy designed 
to advantage settler populations and ignore or remove indigenous popula-
tions from their traditional lands. Taken as a whole, this international pol-
icy, termed the “Doctrine of Discovery,” is a body of policy that originated 
from the Christian Church and is the basis of international law governing 
land tenure to this day. Since the European and Western legal systems are 
based on precedent, the land rights issues that indigenous peoples face 
today, reflected in legal decisions made by the US Supreme Court and 
high courts around the globe, are based on policy set by the church before 
Columbus and reinforced by legal structures for five centuries. The doc-
trine has been primarily used to support decisions invalidating or ignoring 
indigenous possession of land in favor of colonial or post-colonial govern-
ments. However, these policies are threaded through all of our institutions 
and unfairly disadvantage indigenous peoples as a matter of policy.

Defining the Tension: Asking for the Accompaniment of the Church 

Our first strategy to stand with Dina, beginning in 2005, was to find the 
right people, those who I believed would be qualified to help. I spoke with 
environmental organizations around the world. 

I was told by the World Wildlife Fund, “We are the World Wildlife Fund, 
not the world people fund.”

The United Nations environmental program told me, “Maybe in five or 
six generations the indigenous people will genetically adapt and become 
resistant to the impact of mercury.”

The Global Mercury Project told me, “How can you be sure that the mer-
cury is caused by mining? It could be naturally occurring. Until you know 
the source for sure, there is no way to effectively intervene.”

We conducted and published environmental risk assessments with the 
indigenous peoples to make our case, only to be told by the government 
of Suriname, “Since there is no cure, just don’t tell the people the results of 
the studies. They don’t need to know.”

The World Health Organization and many others explained that their 
mandates did not allow them to take action on this “issue.”

The Gates Foundation explained that communicable disease is their focus, 
not environmental health. 
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The United States Department of State in Suriname told us, “If we ac-
knowledge the problem, we become responsible to create a solution, and 
we are not in the position to do that.”

Many international aid organizations, including Mennonite institutions, 
explained that Suriname is not in a targeted project area.

Our team attended conferences around the world, conducted research, 
created documentary films, and took the Dan Rather news crew to the 
rainforest. 

Finally, I turned to people of faith for help.

The church was resistant. The Doctrine of Discovery is grounded in the 
Great Commission, divine mandate (Rom. 13), and the narrative of a 
covenantal people justified in taking possession of land as described in 
the Exodus story. These doctrines and the values attached to them remain 
precious to many Christians from various traditions, which are unable 
or unwilling to examine the impact of these beliefs or the mission iden-
tity that has led to the oppression of indigenous peoples globally. For 
those who are open to challenging some of these ideas, the Doctrine of 
Discovery remains an embarrassing and difficult topic. People in my own 
congregation have accused me of using manipulative language for publicly 
saying, “People in Suriname are dying.” I have been told I should rather 
give “a more balanced perspective.”

As an Anabaptist, it remains difficult for me to be at variance with others 
in my congregation and in my tradition. I have been taught to speak when 
moved to do so, but also to yield. The wisdom of the group will ultimately 
discern the will of the Spirit, I have been instructed. 

Yet the call that came to me so clearly, and that remains in my heart when 
I wake each morning, will not let me rest.

For the past two years I have encouraged this discussion to take place 
within the Mennonite Church in the United States and globally. My goal 
is not to take the church to task, but rather to mobilize my people to 
come to the aid of a people in need, a people who are also my people. 
Specifically, I have asked that people of faith actively call extractive indus-
tries into dialogue with indigenous peoples. As disciples of Jesus, people 
of faith represent the alternative to seeking profit at all costs. As a people 
of peace, Anabaptists have a special role in calling financial interests and 
political leaders alike into relationship with the oppressed.
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I have often been received with indifference and impatience, however. 
Friends I trust have questioned my arrogance in continuing to push, rather 
than yielding to the wisdom of others. I have found myself in the position 
of being obstinate and difficult, of refusing to be a “good girl.”

Seeking Hope in Reconciliation: Remaining in the Body With a New 
Identity

To unpack my own difficult story, I return to the Laughing Warrior Girl. 
In this story, the protagonist was not ejected from her community for 
being difficult. She did not embark on a quest to find herself outside the 
bounds of the community that had labeled her, as is often the case in 
Western narratives. Rather, her unique gifts were expressed at a time of 
crucial necessity for her people. She was affirmed in her identity under 
pressure, where she gladly ran into danger to aid those she most loved. 
Even so, her behavior was uncomfortable for those around her. 

In the beginning of the story, she faced ridicule from her family and those 
closest to her because she did not conform to their expectations. She 
further faced being dismissed, as her family and elders “gave up on her.” 
As she began her transformation, she faced mockery, where community 
members laughed at her for engaging in an activity that seemed inappro-
priate, even though she was racing to their defense. Even after she defeated 
the enemy that had threatened her people through the use of her unique 
gifts, her community initially responded to her with fear. 

After a little time had passed, at night, the leaders and elders took time to 
meet and talk together. Rather than remove her from the collective, they 
created a new role in the community for her where her gifts might safe-
guard their own health and well-being. The group grew to acknowledge 
this woman’s special call. They acknowledged that the call came from a 
good place, from the essence of who this woman was made to be. As the 
community was able to grow to accept the place of this special call, the 
protagonist was acknowledged as a “good girl” for her unique person and 
contribution to the whole.

This story has provided insight for how I might negotiate discipleship and 
yieldedness. It is not the case that the protagonist in the story refuses to 
yield to the group, although this is how she is typecast at the beginning of 
the story. Rather, she holds on to her unique call to justice, even fierceness. 
She yields by doing as she is asked, and by remaining in the community 
despite ridicule and misunderstanding. The community is able to integrate 
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her unique and powerful contribution once it has grown to allow for her 
character, which is not willfully variant, but rather necessary and essential 
to the survival of the community.

It is my hope to emulate the Laughing Warrior Girl, remaining in com-
munity with my Anabaptist brothers and sisters in spite of skepticism 
and misunderstandings. In the past ten years, we have approached the 
United Nations, the Organization of American States, the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights, the World Council of Churches, the 
International Human Rights Courts, mainstream media, and a host of 
others. We are committed to accompanying our friends in Suriname for as 
long as we are able. In my heart, I long for other Anabaptists to join us in 
this struggle, which is for the survival of us all. 

I hope that as in the story, my beloved community will grow to hear and 
acknowledge this call. As we grapple as a church with our response to 
indigenous peoples around the globe, indigenous traditions may provide 
the wisdom we need to light our way forward. 
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14. Christian Ecofeminist Images,  
Language, and Actions
A Conversation with Feminist Theologians

Erica Lea

Terra Mater. Gaia. Spider Grandmother. Mother Earth. Mother Nature. 
From pagan goddess worship to Greek mythology to Native American 
spirituality to contemporary discourse on climate and ecology, nature or 
Earth is often depicted or discussed in feminine terms by using the title 
Mother and feminine personal pronouns. Gender personifications of nei-
ther inherently male nor female matter reflect an underlying attitude about 
that matter. Ecofeminist theology desires to understand and discuss this 
connection between gender and ecology in order to make positive ecolog-
ical and social changes in both gender justice and ecological responsibility. 
Increased understanding of feminist and ecofeminist theology leads to a 
more expansive and inclusive view of creation care, humanity, and divini-
ty. Many religious traditions have feminist and ecofeminist theologies, but 
for the purposes of this paper all references to feminist and ecofeminist 
theologies will refer to a Christian perspective unless otherwise specified.

Feminist Theology 

Justo González defines feminist theology as a contextual theology that “re-
flects theologically while taking into account the experience of women—
particularly, their experience of oppression in male-dominated societies 
and churches.”146 Sarah Coakley identifies “classic liberal feminist goals 
for women, such as ‘autonomy,’ ‘freedom,’ and ‘self-determination.’”147 
Other goals include advocacy for women’s rights around the world, 
increased awareness of women’s experiences, and consciousness raising of 
socially-imposed sexism and institutionally-imposed sexism such as in the 
Church, education, government, and legal systems.

Different subsets of feminist theology have differing goals and approaches, 
but on the whole, feminist theology embraces many goals among other 
explicitly religious and spiritual goals such as consciousness raising of 
religiously-imposed sexism, inclusion of women at every level of religious 
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leadership, and feminine conceptions of God. Feminist theology and fem-
inism as a broader social movement both have origins among upper-mid-
dle-class white American women. In response, there are movements within 
feminism to be more inclusive of women outside of this specific, but influ-
ential, subset, such as black women in womanist theology and lesbian and 
transgender women in Queer Liberation Theology. Feminist theology is 
more than a social or religious desire for equality but equality in “blessed-
ness before God”148 and, by extension, blessedness before God’s people.

There is intellectual diversity within feminist theology. For example, Mary 
Daly at one point was influenced by Paul Tillich, but she became increas-
ingly radical over her lifetime. Daly eventually disassociated with ortho-
dox Christianity and instead embraced goddess worship and concluded 
that Christianity is inherently patriarchal and cannot be redeemed.149 As 
a result of high-profile coverage and attention, Daly’s deliberately divisive 
approach furthered a hostile and uncooperative stereotype that represents 
outlier radicals in feminist theology as normative.

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza shares some similar goals as Daly but takes 
a more nuanced approach. Fiorenza’s areas of interest include class issues 
and social justice for all, especially women. As is typical of feminist theolo-
gians and scholars, Fiorenza is critical of hierarchical systems. She pushed 
the Catholic Church, especially during the time of the Second Vatican 
Councils, to include women in “the full range of ecclesiastical offices,”150 
which is in harmony with feminism’s goal of women’s self-determination. 
Fiorenza’s less hostile approach than Daly and her faithfulness to Catholic 
Christianity come from her belief that “Christian tradition is capable 
of feminist reform and readjustment,”151 and, as a result, she has had 
greater impact by working for change within Christianity by staying in 
Christianity.152

Sallie McFague also contributes to Christian feminist theology by reha-
bilitating gender constructions and metaphors of God. Language used 
to understand God gives insight into one’s social understanding of the 
metaphor, such as speaking of God as Mother. The role and expectations 
of a mother vary between social contexts. When the metaphor of God as 
Mother is used, then which understanding and context of mothering is im-
plied? McFague’s conception of God as Mother should not be interpreted 
as a lightweight, as Coakley writes, “sentimental affair … [because] God 
is also ‘judge,’ the one who ‘establishes justice’ and promotes an ethic of 
‘care.’”153 Anyone who has experienced discipline from a mother recogniz-
es the power and authority behind the concept of God as Mother. Mothers 
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show tremendous strength, endurance, and dedication birthing and rearing 
their children. This metaphor works with God’s relationship with the 
Church and Christians on an individual level. 

While it may be effective and thought-provoking to conceive of God in 
gender-neutral terms such as Parent rather than Father or Mother, gender 
contributes to deeper personal connection between people and the Divine 
and is therefore necessary. McFague desires to add metaphors of God 
rather than replacing masculine metaphors with feminine ones. Rather 
than moving solely to gender-neutral metaphors and terminology, greater 
inclusion of a variety of honoring terms contributes to correcting cen-
turies of narrow conceptions of God. However, a greater faith and trust 
that God transcends all people groups must be considered, otherwise God 
becomes a Divine Congress where everyone must be represented in order 
to function effectively. 

The traditional Christian text, The Cloud of Unknowing, warns against 
allowing images of God to become God: “Our intense need to understand 
will always be a powerful stumbling block to our attempts to reach God 
in simple love, and must always be overcome. For if you do not overcome 
this need to understand, it will undermine your quest. It will replace the 
darkness which you have pierced to reach God with clear images of some-
thing which, however good, however beautiful, however Godlike, is not 
God.”154 There must be a careful balance between conceptualizing God in 
order to relate to God more intimately and wholly, compared to creating 
a god based on what one desires God to be. McFague’s metaphors of God 
are also used in her well-known work on ecofeminist theology.

Ecofeminist Theology

McFague argues that people distance themselves from the Earth by 
defining themselves by the Greatest Commandments: loving God and 
loving neighbor, which removes oneself from “relationship to the earth, its 
creatures, and its care.”155 Instead, McFague proposes a greater sense of 
interconnectedness between God, people, and Creation. For McFague, a 
deeper issue with human relationship to Creation is a sense of belonging: 
“It is the heart of the matter because it is the case. We do belong; … we 
are at home in this world because we were made for it.”156 Such a claim 
has eschatological implications. If Creation is considered quite separate 
from the spiritual, and the world is extraordinarily temporary such as 
common in rapture rescue theology, then why put forth effort to maintain 
and preserve Creation? An overarching goal of ecofeminist theology is 
to “educate consumers, environmental organizations, and policymakers 
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about the complex web of interrelationships between all living organisms 
and their environment.”157

Common to feminist theory, McFague essentially rejects dualistic ap-
proaches to viewing the world, such as body and spirit, or gender binary, 
in order to affirm the interconnectedness of lives and to reject simplistic 
divisions. Perhaps if God were more widely understood as neither femi-
nine nor masculine, but completely whole and encompassing all gender, 
then there would be less abuse of Creation as personified in the feminine 
and less goddess worship [whether directly or indirectly] as the thirst for 
inclusion of a feminine identity of God would be fulfilled, and a more 
balanced attitude about the relationships and connections between God, 
people, and all of Creation.

Justo González writes, “Most feminist theologians are seeking the libera-
tion, not only of women, but of all oppressed people—and, in a sense, also 
of their oppressors.”158 True Christian feminists and ecofeminists are con-
cerned about men’s relationships and patriarchal social systems’ relation-
ships with Creation as well. Ecofeminist theologians argue that Creation is 
oppressed and is in need of responsible liberation. 

If Earth is seen as a provider, then it is reasonable for Earth to be consid-
ered in masculine terms such as Father Earth because provision is often 
understood as a masculine trait. With times of drought and flood, for ex-
ample, the Earth does not provide consistently and therefore is unreliable 
and unpredictable as femininity is often similarly understood. However, 
the relationship between femininity stereotyped as unpredictable is more 
strongly ingrained than that of the Earth as provider, such as with natural 
disasters. Creation, like the Creator, is beyond tidy gendered categoriza-
tion.

Elizabeth Johnson’s work affirms the value of Creation and connects 
attitudes about Creation with attitudes about God, Creator: “For anyone 
who believes in a God who creates and sustains the world and who even 
pronounces the world as ‘very good’ (Gen. 1:31), wasting the world is an 
ethical, religious, and theological issue of critical importance.”159 Johnson, 
like McFague, also rejects dualism, but takes even more explicit opposi-
tion to hierarchical dualism. She argues that spirit is often identified as 
masculine, while matter is often identified as feminine. “The ruling man’s 
hierarchy over women and slaves extends also to nature, most often sym-
bolized as female.”160 Even in well-intended spiritually informed Christian 
conversations, created matter is often discussed as significantly lower in 
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value and desirability than spirit. This creates a hierarchical dualism as if 
spirit and matter oppose each other. 

This feminine perception and personification of Creation continues to be 
problematic with a divide between science and nature: “The birth of mod-
ern science depends on the move to make nature not a great teacher but 
man’s servant, and man not nature’s child but her master, in accord with 
patriarchal rule.”161 Patriarchy and an industrial military complex, wheth-
er implicitly or explicitly, promote masculine conquering of the feminine 
or perceived weaker other, as is common in complementarian and/or hi-
erarchical understandings of the world and Christianity. This carries over 
to Creation when a given society is patriarchal, because the society will 
necessarily respond to Creation as yet another something to be conquered, 
colonized and exploited.

Clearly communicating a perspective on ecological and theological issues 
is practically helpful enough, but Johnson moves towards suggesting 
alternatives to the current reality of hierarchical dualism and exploitation 
of Creation. She identifies “social injustice and ecological degradation 
as inextricably fused in theory and practice”162 and worthy of Christian 
consideration and work to change. Johnson also suggests remembering 
the one Creator Spirit that creates all, so that the equality of all will be 
remembered more than differences that lead to inequality.

Concerns and Conclusions

What do we do now? Rather than rejecting feminine Earth terminology, 
including masculine and feminine discourse when considering Creation 
will contribute to an improved sense of balance for a positive Christian 
ecological perspective. However, changed vocabulary can only go so far. 
Rosemary Radford Ruether writes, “There is a need to take account of the 
economic and social structures that serve to stabilize patterns of oppres-
sion.”163 Accepting and advocating for gender equality in every possible 
way for both women and men, especially women and other globally 
marginalized groups, will improve ecological conditions as ecofeminist 
theology connects exploitation of women and the oppressed with exploita-
tion of Creation. 

Some feminist and ecofeminist theological theories are far enough re-
moved from mainstream conceptions of Christian orthodoxy that they 
are disregarded as too radical or as peculiar outliers, and therefore are 
easily ignored. Feminist theology and ecofeminist theology are not simply 
fresh and challenging ways to consider God and theology but are attempts 
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to overhaul the Christian establishment’s patriarchy-infused orthodoxy. 
However, the overhaul must still be within the limits of Bible and tradition 
supported conceptualizations and understandings of Christianity insofar 
as social justice, equality among the sexes, and stewardship of all Creation 
are upheld. Feminist theologians could do a better job of building bridges 
between mainstream Christianity and their ideas. Ruether, for example, 
“tries to keep different aspects of the Christian story intact, even while re-
interpreting them in a radical way.”164 Christian ecofeminist theology and 
Christian feminist theology in general must be clearly and recognizably 
Christian.

There are a few worrisome directions that ecofeminist theology can go. 
Overemphasizing the connection between discussion and treatment of 
women with Creation can further contribute to the common, frequently 
implied belief that women are closer to nature than men. Pairing social 
justice (especially for women) through feminist awareness and ecological 
responsibility so tightly may further marginalize women outside of the 
historical heavy hitters of feminism—upper-middle-class white American 
women—by adding yet another sphere, ecology, to the list of feminist 
causes. 

From a deeply spiritual and orthodox concern, ecofeminist theology and 
Christian discussions of ecological issues must carefully balance overcor-
recting neglect of Creation by flirting with pantheism, panentheism, and 
deification of Creation. A balanced view of ecofeminist theology rejects 
pantheism and panentheism. In an effort to be responsible stewards of 
Creation and to have passionate conversations, ecologically-minded 
Christians—ecofeminist or otherwise—may be tempted to overstate their 
position and argument by too closely connecting God with Creation. God 
is not dependent on Creation, but decides to interact and participate in it 
(such as the Christ Event) as an expression of love. 

“Let everything that has breath praise the Lord.”   —Psalm 150:6, NIV
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15. Tennis and the ‘hood
Cathy Stoner

I live with some hard-to-love people. I’m not talking about my family, 
though we have the normal amount of challenges in that area. I’m talking 
about my neighbors and tennis teammates. They’re hard to love because 
they’re different from me—which wouldn’t have to be a problem. But I’m 
talking about different values, priorities, criterion for judgment based on 
different life experiences, resources, and choices that seem to be available. 
And, so many people around me come from vastly distinct places.

I live in South Bend, Indiana, in what many call “the ’hood” or “the 
ghetto.” This suggests that a lot of black people live here, which is true, 
but it’s really a lot more diverse racially than that. The ghetto part is more 
economic. It’s a relatively low-income place—very low income. It’s the 
most foreclosed-on ZIP code in Indiana, maybe anywhere. And it’s where 
my husband and I moved with our family.

South Bend is also a very Catholic university town. There are a lot of pro-
gressive white educated people associated with Notre Dame.

We moved to our neighborhood after having lived in similar parts of 
Lancaster, Pennsylvania; and Elkhart, Indiana. We felt called to live with 
and identify with the poor, which wasn’t such a stretch since we’d most 
recently been Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) volunteers with no 
car, no credit cards, and no job security with benefits. We did have college 
degrees and parents who could help us financially.

While my husband, André, was finishing seminary, he was hired by Kern 
Road Mennonite Church for a half-time position as pastor of outreach, so 
we moved to South Bend and into a newly renovated 100-year-old house 
with our two tiny kids. Some other members of the congregation lived 
some blocks away.

We didn’t think of ourselves as urban pioneers exactly, but we were pretty 
alone on our block as white, educated parents of two babies. Our nearest 
neighbors included a mix of black and white: some elderly white folks 
who’d been on the block for forty or fifty years, renters, along with others 
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who were African American, and several families and individuals who 
eventually bought the remaining seven restored homes from the neighbor-
hood association. The terms were 50 to 80 percent of median income and 
the ability to get (and pay) a mortgage. Most of these people had some ed-
ucation beyond high school. It didn’t feel like we were gentrifying because 
of the income guidelines.

There’s a lot of poverty in our area. So there was a lot of crime from the 
get-go. People would hear our address and say, “Oh, that’s a rough area.” 
We couldn’t keep an antenna on the car (we did have a car by now); 
antennas were broken off and used as crack pipes, which we’d find on the 
sidewalks. The double stroller disappeared off the side porch. The kitchen 
door was kicked in one Halloween night when we were all at home. Bikes 
and mowers were stolen out of the garage where I had my bicycle repair 
shop. The microwave went out the back door one evening as I was putting 
the now-three kids to bed while André was at a church meeting. The 
whole house got gone through one day, and a gallon of milk left with the 
burglar along with some cash and the kids’ coin collections. Banana peels 
were left behind on the dining room table, a washcloth draped over the 
bathroom doorknob after the thief freshened up.

On top of this, people would come to the door or stop us on the sidewalk, 
asking for money, telling any kind of story to work their hustle. I’d have 
the kids upstairs in the tub, and a guy would come around telling me he 
was the one who told me my lights were on in my car so could I please 
spare him some cash for a bus trip to Elkhart?

I guess we must’ve looked like the rich folks on the block since we had a 
nice, cared-for house and we were white. I contemplated putting a pre-
emptive sign on the porch: “My kids are on WIC (the Federal Women, 
Infants and Children nutrition program). Please leave a donation.”

I was totally embattled those years, feeling the keen contrast between the 
world as it is and the world as it should be. So much desperation, so much 
need. I got the feeling of being surrounded by people who had nothing to 
lose; they’d do anything to get by, even to people who tried to help them 
and were friendly. It’s a scary environment to live in when there’s no social 
contract. Everything’s fair game if it’s not nailed down. The hanging plant 
turned up missing one day. Our elderly neighbor, helpless on a chair on the 
porch, described the fellow who took it as someone who’d been around 
before—a guy we’d been generous with many times.
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This was all a challenge to our resolve to stay in the neighborhood and 
love our neighbors. It was especially hard for me, since as I put it, André 
sleeps in the ’hood, but I live in it. I began to wonder whether looking out 
my window on human misery and decay every day was taking a toll on 
my soul. Four out of ten houses were boarded up on surrounding blocks. 
Prostitutes frequented the streets and corners. There was a time when I 
could wake at any hour of the night, look out my window and see a drug 
deal happening or a stolen lawnmower being wheeled down the street. I 
could always find something to call the cops about, which I did regularly. 

We’d talked about living in this neighborhood as a spiritual discipline, 
but it was really wearing me down. I wanted to be generous, but found 
myself getting angry at people’s carelessness, tossing trash on the sidewalk. 
I’d be mad at the mothers of the kids who played on our basketball court 
because most times I got the sense that nobody knew or cared where 
they were when I finally sent them home at the end of the evening. I felt 
threatened and powerless when a big black guy would show up on my 
porch asking for money or if my husband was home. Embattled is really 
the word I’d use. 

These things all conspired to make it hard to love my neighborhood. At 
least to feel love, as I understood it. I had to learn to love people I couldn’t 
trust. People who were trying to get over on me. People who felt I owed 
them something because I had more than them and because of our history 
as a nation. People who were just making do and who resented me for 
what they thought I had, even though I’d deliberately chosen to live away 
from the material acquisition game by staying home and saving money 
instead of going out and making it.

Years ago my sister wrote to me that “living in the city can sure turn you 
into a bitch!” Now I knew exactly what she meant.

Bread and Glass

My grandparents were visiting from Pennsylvania. It was summer and we 
were sprucing up the front yard at our new house in South Bend. Our two 
young kids were running barefoot on the sidewalk as we planted grape 
hyacinths along the flower beds. It was hot and we headed inside for some 
lemonade. As I closed the gate behind us I heard a CRASH! of glass and a 
car passed by. They must’ve run over a beer bottle in the street, I thought 
to myself. But then I saw that broken bottle splashed all over the sidewalk 
where my children’s bare toes had just been playing.
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My first reaction was RAGE! My second reaction was OUTRAGE! Who 
was THOUGHTLESS and MEAN enough to drive by and break glass 
on my property? We’re trying to do something good here, to improve our 
neighborhood, to make it better. I wished I’d gotten his plates. …

Then I heard someone calling my name—my elderly Greek neighbor, 
Mrs. Macris across the street. Maybe she saw the license number. She was 
beckoning me to come over. My hands were full of bottle shards, which I 
shifted to one hand as she placed a warm loaf of bread in the other.

That’s how it is here—really bad and really, really good.

Happy Birthday

We’re heading down the street, my good husband and I, through the bitter 
cold. Is it even twenty degrees out here? It’s the week before Christmas, 
and we’re on our way to make what our neighbor, Cleo, called “a cameo 
appearance” at her sixtieth birthday party. Yesterday I’d consented to giv-
ing her a ride to the bank, which turned out to be the Dollar Store and the 
supermarket to order the cake, too, and, “Oh! Turn here into the liquor 
store! I’ve gotta get some beer for the party!”

André was game for the party. Cleo Carson will turn sixty only once, 
and she’d invited us earlier that week, saying, “I want you and Reverend 
Stoner to be there!”

Three houses down, Ofelia and her girls, Evie and Carol, were on the front 
steps taking pictures with what turned out to be relatives from Mexico. 
Snow was filtering down to the frozen steel of the sidewalks. As we in-
troduced ourselves in Spanish, I had to wonder how novel this snow and 
cold must seem to these visitors. We took some shots of them, then posed 
in some together, before we parted with Christmas greetings and words of 
appreciation for good neighbors.

We didn’t get far until Jerome pulled up in his Jeep and jumped out with 
his buddy. We stopped to say hello and do introductions. Jerome’s mar-
ried to Dawn, a member of the local school board, and our kids grew up 
playing kick the can together in our backyard. He and I started talking 
one morning when I noticed him reading his Bible on the front porch. We 
ended up praying together and have enjoyed chatting on the street ever 
since. His friend, James, was decked out in a white chef’s outfit. 

“It’s high time you and André met.”
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“Yeah, I mean to be a better neighbor.”

“Well, we mean to spend some time with you and Dawn riding bikes on 
the river.” 

Jerome, who was in black cook’s garb, explained that they’d been catering 
a big event in Granger, where a lot of my tennis friends live. James was in 
charge; Jerome said he was just the helper. They hustled inside out of the 
cold, and we stepped down the street towards Cleo’s apartment.

Cleo met us at the door with a can of that beer in hand. We were the first 
ones there, even with our delays. I laughed to myself that this was just so 
typical for us white folks, being “on time,” which translates to “early.” 
Stevie Wonder was on really loud on the stereo. Cleo already had a good 
buzz. We kicked off our shoes and started dancing, the three of us, to 
Stevie and the Commodores. Cleo set her birthday card on the table and 
we got into the music, taking turns dancing with the birthday child, turn-
ing and grooving and feeling good.

Cleo’s goddaughter soon arrived, still dressed in scrubs with her hospital 
tag clipped to her lapel. Sharneice didn’t join us. Did she think these old 
white people were a little crazy to be dancing with her half-intoxicated 
godmother to this loud music? Oh, well. We stayed to the end of “Brick 
House” and hugged Cleo good-bye and happy birthday.

We returned home through the cold, grateful to have such a wealth of 
relationships on our block. All it took was walking outside the comfort of 
our cozy living room.

Cleo Carson has been our neighbor for at least twelve years. She grew 
up on the south side of town with our fellow Kern Roader Danile 
Martens, attending the same after-school program offered by Community 
Mennonite Church, pastored by Danile’s dad, Dan Stoltzfus.

Cleo gets around on her bicycle in the warmer months, and I maintain it 
for her in my home repair shop. In return, she’ll bring me crab salad or 
fried okra. She even taught my mom and me how to fry okra with butter 
and cornmeal. Cleo loves to laugh and always has a good story. She never 
takes it personally when our little dog barks at her as she comes to the 
door. “Are we going to argue again, Bella?” she’ll say.

Singing is another of Cleo’s gifts. She sings at funerals and at the Elks 
Club with a band some weekends. We went to hear her there one week-
end close to our anniversary a couple years ago and she sang “Unchained 
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Melody” for us in a commanding baritone. We were the only white couple 
there. The long wooden tables were filled up with fifty- and sixty-ish 
African American couples, drinking Bud from cans and enjoying the scene. 
Somebody was having fun with us that night because somehow André and 
I each ended up with the mic in our hand during a Commodores song. We 
did our best to sing “Ride, Sally, Ride!” with the deafening band. It was a 
night to remember.

We invited Cleo to our backyard joint birthday party one spring, and 
the week before, she showed up to sing through a sample of what she 
planned to share. We weren’t home that day so when we got home, our 
sons, Matthew and Martin, told us how it went. Matt had met Cleo at 
the door, and, seeing who it was, Marty had dodged behind the La-Z-Boy 
recliner to avoid being made a fuss over as “my little boyfriend.” Seeing 
the piano, Cleo asked Matt if he played (she was certainly a little bit lit), 
and he’d had to admit he was taking lessons. So she gestured for him to sit 
down and accompany her, but he declined, and instead endured what the 
boys swore was half an hour of Cleo singing really low and really slowly 
through her repertoire of songs for the party. Martin was dying behind 
the chair, just hoping not to get caught. Matt had to politely endure the 
concert alone.

Cleo did sing for us in the backyard, gathering us and our fifty friends to 
attention to hear a very low, very slow version of “Unchained Melody” 
and another selection. Thank God for Reverend Washington, the pastor 
of the church around the corner, who stepped up to intercede between 
our dear soloist and a bunch of abashed white folks who were not being a 
very interactive audience. Gilbert, as we call him, started clapping and call-
ing encouragement from his spot in a circle of lawn chairs. This smoothed 
out the awkwardness between our sincere and enthusiastic neighbor and 
the crowd who was a little unsure where (or how long) this concert was 
going.

The Right Kind of People

I’m just trying to be faithful here. And what does that mean? I used to 
think it meant surrounding yourself with “the right kind of people.”

As a mother, being faithful means doing what’s best for my children. We 
have four children, three boys and a girl. And we moved into our neigh-
borhood when the oldest were tiny. Many people, including my mother, 
questioned whether this place was the best for raising a family. My dad 
got it, though. He understood the dangers we face/ed here—theft, break-
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ins, proximity to shots fired, people on the street compromised by drugs 
and alcohol and mental illness, and prostitutes and others driven to 
desperation by poverty and the lack of opportunity. He understood these 
were less of a problem to our kids than the insidious price of privilege 
exacted on kids who are sheltered from all the above dangers by living in 
“nice” neighborhoods and going to private schools. This price starts with 
a deep-seated sense of entitlement—a sense that you have access to the 
best of everything, from gadgets to opportunities to vacations, because 
you deserve them.

We didn’t want that for our kids. We wanted to help them understand 
their place in the world as closer to the poor and marginalized. We got 
these ideas from trying to follow Jesus, as interpreted by our church com-
munity. Most of our congregation is admittedly neither poor nor margin-
alized. 

Some members of our church do live nearby and more all the time. Now 
eight households from church live within a couple of blocks, which goes 
a long way towards helping us bridge the gaps between these different 
worlds. We are also part of the newly-named Cana Community, symbol-
izing transformation and celebration. We are four households, two single 
women (one retired Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary graduate, 
one Notre Dame grad student), and two couples with children (the wife 
in the other family is a Notre Dame grad student; both men work for 
churches or nonprofits; I’m at home). We all attend Kern Road and meet 
for a weekly meal and a biweekly meeting.

We didn’t want to use our money to separate us from the problems and 
pain so many others face from poverty, trouble at home and in school, and 
a depressing physical environment (four out of ten houses in our neigh-
borhood are vacant or abandoned). So we sent the kids to public schools, 
which is how we met Dion.

Dion

Martin, our youngest, came home from kindergarten talking about his 
friend Dion. Dion who? Dion Miller?! We know a Dion Miller! Turns 
out, Marty’s friend Dion is the son of a Dion we knew at the tutoring 
program our church used to jointly run eight or ten years ago with Saint 
Paul Bethel Baptist Missionary Church around the corner. The program 
drew kids from the neighborhood and helped them with homework. Dion 
Sr. and his brother, Cory, were some of the older kids in the program. 
They lived in a shabby rental right across the street from St. Paul with 
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their mom, Gloria, and their dad, Gilbert, who was many years her senior. 
Gloria was an alcoholic, and the boys were mostly left to run the streets, 
raising themselves.

Dion and Marty became fast friends and were in the same public 
Montessori classroom together for five years in a row. They were often 
tablemates and worked pretty well together, but after awhile Martin start-
ed complaining about Dion being jealous of his friendships with others 
and pestering him constantly for help. We knew Dion had a tough time 
at home as the oldest of five little kids, with parents who were barely into 
their twenties and overwhelmed. So we were back and forth for birthday 
parties, and Dion came over to play several times. He was even going to 
church and Sunday school with us for a little stretch.

We all enjoy Dion’s sunny disposition and good sense of humor and quick 
laughter. At thirteen, he’s also a good sport. The other night he arrived in 
time for artichokes and eggrolls, both new foods on his list. “I’m really not 
a tryer, so it’s amazing I ate that,” he said. “Also, because I don’t usually 
eat vegetables, but that’s what was in there!”

I congratulated him on being game and on getting in touch with us so we 
could get together. I’ve told him before that he has some skills in staying 
connected with people who can help him do the things he wants to do. 
Margie, a mutual friend, has taken Dion and his brother to gather what 
Dion calls “life experiences,” a phenomenon he’s told Margie he noticed 
white kids have and he doesn’t usually. Margie takes them horseback rid-
ing, to table tennis club—lots of places. We always let Dion know that we 
enjoy his company and are glad to have him around.

Dion and Marty are at different schools this year, so there’s a bit more 
space in their friendship. Dion will occasionally call and leave a message, 
saying, “Just wanted to call and see how my buddy Martin’s doin’.” He is 
a sweet, sweet kid who’s known his share of disappointments.

Dion Sr. is in jail for child support. Dion and his brother, Dionta, live at 
his other grandmother’s house (not Gloria’s). We’ll keep letting him know 
we love him and keep trying to stay in touch, which can be tricky when all 
the phone numbers he gives us change weekly or won’t accept our calls.

Tennis

I started playing tennis as an adult after my sister, Carrie, died of breast 
cancer. She was thirty-nine and I was thirty-eight when she left behind a 
husband and two pre-teen boys.
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Carrie and I used to play tennis together down at the park when we were 
teenagers. Carrie played in high school and went on to start a club team 
in college. I stuck with running and basketball. Our ten-by-twelve-foot 
shared bedroom meant that we each needed to have our separate lives out 
in the world.

After Carrie’s death, I went down to the local tennis courts and started 
hitting and taking lessons. I met some folks who encouraged me to play in 
the Metro tournament. I’d rediscovered the fun of doing a sport, so when I 
won my division in singles, I was hooked.

A friend invited me to play on a traveling team in the fall. My first ques-
tion was, “Do we have to wear those little uniforms?” I was playing in 
shorts and tank tops from Goodwill. 

I’d never considered joining the racket club, though a friend at church 
used to tell me about playing there. Joining is a prerequisite for playing on 
a team because they play and practice through the winter. I was hesitant. 
I felt I didn’t belong with a bunch of rich doctors’ wives who live in the 
suburbs and drive Lexus and BMW vehicles. I live in the ’hood and drive 
a twenty-year-old VW van. And I park it on the street. The antenna was 
long-ago sacrificed for a crack pipe, and the blue coat hanger I replaced it 
with has fallen out, so no radio in the van. I do have a nice Pioneer stereo 
in there, and its faceplate travels with me in my non-Coach or non-Gucci 
bag.

I had to think about this. What the racket club represented to me was the 
“wrong kind of people” for my downward mobility lifestyle plan. It didn’t 
fit. I live with the down-and-outers who are much more familiar with 
waiting for the power company to come and turn the lights back on than 
waiting for delivery of their new living room set. How could I cross over 
and go play with the “up-and-outers”?

I really loved the game and had caught a new whiff of feeling like an ath-
lete. So I paid my money and joined.

A major block to feeling at home at the club was this identity thing. I’m 
a WIC mom from the ’hood, and I didn’t like the idea of trying to pass as 
one of those rich ladies who didn’t have to work because she was already 
rich. My husband and I decided I’d stay home for quality-of-life reasons—
being there for the kids, being available for school and neighborhood 
involvements, and cooking dinner so we can eat together, which we value 
in our family.
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So the questions became: How can I be faithful to my Christian values in 
an environment of wealth and privilege? How much of this identity ques-
tion is a matter of faithfulness and how much is a matter of pride? Am I 
somehow feeling morally superior because I don’t take it for granted that 
I will get a new vehicle every year or have access to Notre Dame football 
tickets or be able to vacation in Hawaii in the middle of January?

I just didn’t want that world to seem normal to me. I had to let people 
know (however subtly)—out of loyalty to my neighborhood—that I came 
from a different frame of reference. That’s why I always said, “I’m repre-
senting,” when I told people I’d joined the racket club. Or that it’s been “a 
big departure for me” to enter into the privileged world of daytime tennis 
players.

Meanwhile, I want to be open to real friendships with my teammates and 
to break down the barriers we felt. Only it feels like our preconceived 
notions take us in opposite directions from each other. To a certain extent, 
the more I learn about my teammates as people, the more I can break 
down my prejudices and see our common humanity. But the more they 
learn about me, the weirder I seem. I shop at Goodwill and Salvation 
Army, paint my own house and mow my own lawn. I repair bikes for 
neighbors and don’t own a TV that gets any stations, or a smart phone 
(those pesky texts show up as “99+ unread messages,” to my teammates’ 
chagrin).

The main way we spend time together off the court is by going out to 
lunch after our drill. Even this poses a problem, as I’m used to going home 
and eating leftovers and not spending money for lunch.

In some ways, entering this world was an escape for me. In a time when I 
felt I was constantly making something out of nothing—living in a neigh-
borhood seen by most as undesirable, shopping at secondhand stores, 
fixing bikes left for junk in alleys, picking up trash on my walks with the 
dog—it was a relief to step onto a court where there were no cracks. The 
net was perfect. The balls were new. I had a great racket and shoes and a 
cute new uniform. Everything worked. I didn’t have to jerry-rig anything 
or improvise or make do. The locker rooms were stocked with compli-
mentary lotions and feminine supplies. Everything was there for us (be-
cause we deserved it/paid for it). And this is the way things are supposed 
to be in this world.

The worst time for me was climbing into a big 1990s conversion van with 
McCain–Palin stickers on the bumper. We were all in our cute tennis uni-
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forms, headed to a match in Fort Wayne, two hours away. I braced myself 
for what promised to be a long ride.

I wasn’t really nervous. I liked my teammates. We had fun together and 
had plenty in common. We all loved tennis, most of us had been to at least 
some college, and our kids were around the same ages. We were a mix of 
Catholic, Protestant, and Mennonite, but our faith was important to most 
of us, and church was pretty central to our lives.

I knew with all this time to talk we’d probably get into some controversial 
issues where I could feel like an outsider. Election season was in full swing. 
So I was determined to show my true colors and be honest about where I 
stood on some things without getting too testy and alienating anybody.

So I sat in the way back and waited. It didn’t take long until people started 
talking about Obama. Was he actually a Muslim? Or born in the United 
States? There may have been more racist comments. I suspected that was 
the backdrop. 

This was Patti’s van. She was my doubles partner. We enjoyed each other. 
She was fun and a good player—just getting into tennis, like me. Patti 
was married to a doctor and sported a little palm tree tattoo on her ankle. 
She had kids my kids’ ages. We laughed a lot and got along great—except 
for our politics, which turned out to be pretty opposite. But our conver-
sation stayed civil, with each of us saying things the other disagreed with 
but listening respectfully and appreciating that the other had reasons for 
believing the way she did. I was especially relieved that I was able to see 
past these ideological differences, which can be a barrier to me. Maybe it 
was because I felt others listened to me and didn’t try to put me down for 
thinking differently. We got to our match and won handily.

My frame of reference is my neighborhood. And despite all the common-
alities I share with people at the racket club, I don’t totally identify with 
them. I hold this association at arm’s length.

It was awesome for me to have a coach for several years who helped 
represent life on the other side. Sarah had four kids, just younger than 
ours. The babies’ daddy was African American and Sarah had a direct, 
loud, and hilarious style that didn’t mirror the proprieties and customs of 
the mostly white racket club. We got along. Sarah would barter some drill 
fees for repairs on her kids’ fleet of bikes. I brought her firewood for her 
fireplace at the rental home she lived at, and she would hand down kids’ 
clothes and shoes and rackets to me to replace the twenty-five-year-old bat 
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I was playing with. She invited us to swim at her pool and made ice cream 
cookie sandwiches for the kids.

We’d talk about social issues and some politics and local events that 
involved race. We WIC moms have to stick together! It turned out Sarah 
had lived a couple blocks down on our street right before we moved in 
until one day she came home to find a bunch of people sitting around her 
dining room table hanging out. They’d broken in the back door and were 
making themselves at home. That’s when she decided to move.

It was nice to have somebody who got that I had to think about how 
much tennis I could afford, who understood about using shoe-goo to get a 
little more mileage out of my shoes, and who appreciated that I sometimes 
rode my bike to drill. She even started riding some days. She commented 
on how I hang up my wash. Sarah got where I was from.

No longer my coach, she and I recently played a match against each other 
when the team she coaches and plays for came to town. We reminisced 
about hanging by the pool and going on field trips with our kids together. 
It was good to see her again and to win against my former coach!

My present partner, Melinda, has also been a good friend to me. Her 
family’s Presbyterian and faith is important to her. Melinda and her 
husband also have three boys; the oldest is autistic. We’ve been at each 
other’s homes a few times, and I’ve really come to appreciate what faithful 
and generous people Melinda and Paul are. Having an autistic member of 
the family has made them all very patient, giving people with great sense 
of humor. They were probably like that before, but I have to admire the 
commitment and dedication it’s taken to raise a son with special needs 
alongside two others who have grown into empathetic and unselfish 
young men.

Melinda describes herself as an “NPR Republican.” She’s always reading 
or taking Great Books courses on history and culture. Sustainability is a 
big thing for them, too. They have many features like solar panels built 
into their new home and are doing interesting things with native plantings 
on their property. Melinda’s a great storyteller and loves to use colorful 
images and word plays. She calls me “toast” because, as she says, “You 
can’t go wrong with a hot, buttered sesame bagel.” And as her partner, we 
always have a good time—and win plenty, too!

I’ve really been grateful for the friendship Melinda’s shown me, on and 
off the court. She notices our differences, but we have mutual respect and 
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admiration for each other’s lives and choices—something I would not have 
thought possible when I first ventured into the tennis world. I’m shedding 
my fear of being a sell-out and learning to build friendships without wor-
rying so much about associating with people whose values don’t exactly 
match mine. We have a lot more in common than I used to believe. So I’m 
freer to accept and slower to judge. I think they call this redemption.

Open Court

Part of being faithful is sharing what you got. So when the neighbor kids 
started playing basketball on our rickety hoop behind the garage, we 
decided to pour a slab to replace the gravel and grass. I grew up loving 
basketball. But I only dreamed of having my own hoop. I’d always walk 
to the park or play on MCC’s short court in my hometown of Akron, 
Pennsylvania.

So having our own glass out back was a dream come true for me. The 
court stands outside our fence on the alley, so it’s accessible to the neigh-
borhood without turning our yard into a public park.

That court has been the single best way for making friends, especially 
among the eight- to fifteen-year-olds on our block and for blocks around, 
really. Running the court has had its ups and downs. We’ve struggled with 
setting limits that feel good to our whole family. Our kids aren’t big into 
basketball, so having set times for Open Court Tuesdays and Thursdays 
ensures that we have some family time out back without the background 
noise of half a dozen vociferous young ballplayers.

Some evenings while I’m cooking dinner and there’s a crowd out back, 
I’ll groan inwardly. This is not my best time of day, anyhow. It’s 4:45 p.m., 
dinner’s not started, the ballplayers are asking for water, there are a few I 
haven’t met—looks like somebody’s big brothers came along—and they’re 
tall! I’d rather not be bothered right now with hosting a rowdy bunch of 
kids I need to supervise because the n-word keeps bouncing off the court 
through my kitchen screen door. “Language!” I yell.

But I’ve learned that it’s at these moments, when I really resent being the 
Kool-Aid mom on the block, that I need to push myself out that door, turn 
down my skillet, grab the cups and a gallon of water, and go out and meet 
Keshawn and Trajon’s tattooed brothers.

At these times when I walk towards what I dread and what feels like a 
bother and an inconvenience, these are the times I can feel best about be-
ing where I am, doing what I do. I introduce myself to all the new players 
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(and fans) and get all their names. Some have to repeat them or spell them 
for me: Armani, JaVon, Demarcus, Tavarius, JaShaun, TJ, Demetrius. I try 
to bless them. I watch their three-on-three or games of 21 and cheer their 
good moves. I ask who’s going out for the school team and tell some that 
the coach really should know about their skills. I ask how school’s going, 
and kids will tell me if they got on honor roll. I tell them that basketball’s 
fun, but schoolwork comes first.

Sometimes if I have time, I’ll take a couple of shots with them. They’re al-
ways impressed that an old white lady can shoot. My whole family’s been 
known to join in a big game of Knockout where everybody lines up and 
we take turns shooting two balls, trying to score before the person ahead 
of you.

We’ve met a ton of kids since we put up the court eight years ago. It’s 
awesome knowing two or three kids in every band of youngsters walk-
ing down the street together—a phenomenon that could otherwise strike 
terror in the heart of a middle-class white lady. “Hey, Miss Cathy!” they 
shout. Not too cool to holler, “Hi.” I delight in these kids and try to let 
them know it.

It’s nine o’clock at night. I stop with my dog at the porch of a sketchy 
rental where a couple kids I know are hanging out with some friends. 
There are five or six boys and girls on the porch, being loud and silly, 
trying to stay cool on a hot night. I get most of their names, have to ask a 
couple—“Demetrius, I promise I’ll get it right next time.” I laugh at their 
antics and try to let them know I’m for them, that I really enjoy them and 
think they’re great kids. “I want to read all about the awards you’re get-
ting in the paper,” I say. “We got in the paper one time when we was down 
at the park!” they say. They bless me, and I try to bless them.

One morning, though, the news was not good on the front page. Kevin, a 
young man who used to play on our court, was sentenced to 111 years for 
“gang-related activity and attempted murder.” I remembered him well—
his twin, Kelvin, and little brother Darius, too. Kevin would come around 
just to talk. He looked kind of lost. Sometimes he asked for money. Once 
he stayed for dinner when I was cooking fish, greens, and cornbread.

A friend from church had him in home economics class in middle school; 
Kevin was now twenty-two. My friend agreed with me that the suspicion 
of being a “gang leader” didn’t sound right. Kevin wasn’t the leader of 
anything; he was a follower.

Cathy Stoner      n     All you need is love



139

I was devastated. I carried that newspaper out to my court that afternoon 
and stopped the game going on. I showed the boys the article and went 
on about how I wanted them all to succeed and not get mixed up in gangs 
and drugs and guns. I told them again that I want to be reading good stuff 
they do in the paper, and before they ever resort to making bad choices 
like Kevin, they need to come see me because they have some friends at 
this house. I was losing it and getting all teary, so I apologized and said, “I 
just love you guys and want you to do well,” and I walked inside.

Just as I get all choked up about how much I love all my neighbor kids 
and I’m feeling all warm and fuzzy about them, I’m awakened at 12:30 
a.m. to the thwack, thwack of a ball on my court. I’m pissed, and sneak 
out the front door so I can slip down the alley and trap them on the court 
and give them a piece of my mind. I think one time there were a couple 
scary-looking grown men playing with the kids I knew, but they got to 
hear my lecture about trying to get over on your friends, respecting the 
rules, etc. I must have been really pissed that time because I realized later 
that my surprising them could’ve been dangerous if somebody had had a 
gun.

Or a bunch of kids have a big fight all over our yard with apples from our 
tree beside the court. Or somebody keeps cursing a blue streak even after 
I’ve gone out and warned everybody about the language rule. Or they 
leave the hydrant running all night after getting a drink. 

It’s the bread and the glass. It’s never all one thing. Living where I live, 
playing tennis at the racket club, coming home to the ’hood. It’s a state-
ment of faith to say I am right where I belong.

I rage against the way it takes so long to build up something good, but 
evil is so quick. So final. Think about it. A lone gunman can have a whole 
nation in mourning, reexamining their lives and cringing in horror. Why 
doesn’t good have the flash and the instant impact that violence does? 
Why isn’t the whole city shaken out of its complacency and compelled to 
praise the Lord when I spend the morning shoveling out my neighbor’s 
driveway?!
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16. Our Words Matter
Julian of Norwich and Diverse Images of God

Maria C. Hosler Byler and Lindsay Mustafa Davis

The image of God as a strong, upright father is stable and comforting to 
many. But the life experience of many in the world does not fit into this 
one image. And even for those who have experienced this sort of father 
figure, that one image can’t tell us everything we need to know about God.

In 2012, 24 percent of US American children lived with only their moth-
ers, and 41.5 percent of these single mothers lived in poverty. Just 74 per-
cent of white, 59 percent of Hispanic, and 33 percent of Black American 
children lived with both parents.165

As someone who grew up in a single-parent household, I (Lindsay) often 
found language used to describe God solely as Father to be simultaneously 
confusing and comforting. While it was comforting knowledge to have a 
Heavenly Father who created and loved me for who I was, I was confused 
as to how to communicate with and relate to this Father when I had no 
father figure in my own life. In addition, there was always the tiniest trace 
of fear that God could leave me if I caused him disappointment. 

This experience of distance and fear is not limited to the fatherless in 
America. For those who have experienced oppression at the hands of au-
thority, relating to a God who is only powerful and in control is alienating 
or frightening. How could God relate to any of us on a personal level 
when God has no understanding of our individual lived experience? What 
can we do to get a more complete picture of who God is?

Followers of God throughout history have recognized that God cannot be 
explained only as father, or by any single metaphor; we come to under-
stand who God is more clearly when we talk about God in many ways. 
For example, in Matthew 23 Jesus describes himself as a mother hen 
gathering her chicks under her wings. Hosea also uses the compassionate 
language of a parent to describe God’s deep love and attention to human-
ity: “Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I who took them up in my 
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arms; but they did not know that I healed them. I led them with cords of 
human kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift in-
fants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them” (Hosea 11:3–4).

Julian of Norwich, a fourteenth-century English mystic, used images from 
the Bible and her own experience of God to explain the motherhood and 
servanthood of Jesus and describe how the Trinity is embodied in the 
human soul. She described God using masculine and feminine terms, in 
a position of power and a position of servitude, in order to help those 
around her understand God’s character and relate to God in their time. As 
a result, Julian connected very deeply with God as mother and father, lord 
and friend. When we follow the example of Julian of Norwich by using a 
diversity of images and descriptions for God, we reach a fuller understand-
ing of who God is, allowing everyone to identify closely with their Creator. 

Julian of Norwich lived from 1342 to around 1420 in Norfolk, 
England.166 She was an anchoress, living alone in a room attached to a 
church and serving as a spiritual counselor. On May 8, 1373, shortly 
before her thirty-first birthday, she became seriously ill, and as she lay 
(she thought) near dying, she experienced sixteen visions, which she called 
“showings.”167 She recovered and soon after wrote a short summary of 
the visions and what she learned from them. Fifteen years later she wrote 
a longer version, including more detail about the content and meaning of 
the visions.168 These two writings contain everything that is known about 
her relationship to God, and she has much to teach us about how to un-
derstand God. 

It is clear that Julian had a strong faith before the visions. Both the illness 
and the visions were answers to requests she made to God in order to 
deepen her spiritual life.169 As an anchoress, Julian would have lived sim-
ply, but she could not have been unaware of the turmoil that was happen-
ing in the Christian world throughout her life. She lived through two out-
breaks of the plague in Norwich, one when she was six and another when 
she was twenty-nine.170 The church of her time was in conflict concerning 
papal authority: at one point in her life there were two different popes, 
and at another there were three.171 Recognizing this context and what it 
means for her writings will help us more clearly understand her message 
about who God is and how God relates to humanity in our time.

Julian’s reflection on the showings, called Revelations of Divine Love, 
was finalized in a time of great confusion over and condemnation of the 
human body, particularly women’s bodies. Aquinas’s theology concerning 
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women dominated the religious scene of the fourteenth century. Julian’s 
contemporaries viewed the human body, particularly the female form, as 
something to be despised.172 In addition, when the plague swept across 
Western Europe in the middle of the fourteenth century, the devastation 
was viewed by many as an outpouring of God’s wrath.173 Thus, human 
bodies were seen as even more depraved when compared to an all-power-
ful and angry god who punishes humans with plagues and famines. Her 
contemporaries, Richard Rolle and the anonymous author of The Cloud 
of Unknowing among them, placed distance between God and human-
ity.174 This separation and hierarchy was made evident in the patriarchy 
and rigid ecclesiastical structures of the fourteenth century, which allowed 
only elite men educated in Latin to have an authoritative voice in the 
church.175 It was into this context, with the rigidly hierarchical church and 
society attempting to make sense of the frailty of human life, that Julian 
not only found her voice, but also used it to provide a holistic vision of 
God embodied within the human soul.

Using gender and class norms appropriate for the world she lived in, 
Julian described a God who is embodied by and accessible to people of 
all genders, gender identities, and social classes. In her descriptions of 
God, she incorporates gender and class norms to communicate her broad 
understanding of God’s character and relationship with humanity. Our 
identity and authority come through God the Father, God Almighty; and 
God’s restoration and wisdom are from God our Mother, or God All-
Wise (58, 138).176 She leaves the Holy Spirit genderless in this instance 
but describes it as God All-Goodness. Similarly, in the parable of the lord 
and servant, which we will describe in more detail below, she portrays the 
three persons of the Trinity in relationships of power, humility, and love. 
Thus, despite the rigid gender and class norms of her world, she succeeded 
in portraying God in a variety of roles.

Julian devotes the entirety of chapter fifty-one of her Revelations to the 
lord and servant, a vision she receives in the form of a parable. The lord 
sends the servant on an errand, and the servant, in rushing to obey the 
lord, falls into a pit. Julian describes the servant’s suffering, which results 
from his sudden loss of connection with his master, and describes how 
the lord looks at the servant with love. Julian is clear that the lord is the 
Godhead, and the servant stands for both Adam (meaning all humans) 
and Christ, the second person of the Trinity. The Holy Spirit, the third 
person of the Trinity, is the love shared between the lord and servant. This 
parable provides a wealth of images for God and describes God’s relation-
ship to humans in many ways. Exploration of this parable is useful for 
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understanding Julian’s perspective on the closeness of God to humanity in 
the midst of our own brokenness.

One notable aspect of the parable of the lord and servant is Julian’s 
description of Jesus throughout the parable. Julian sees the three parts of 
the Trinity as so closely connected that her vision of Jesus and the close-
ness she feels to Jesus through the vision are applied to the whole Trinity: 
“I saw no difference between God and our essential being, it seemed to 
be all God” (54, 130). Her description of the parable can seem confusing 
because of her complete inability to differentiate the characters; in the 
parable, Christ is a part of God, but also Christ is humanity. Jesus was 
fully human, and there is no way around it. This closeness with Christ and 
with the whole Trinity may seem incongruous with her description of God 
Almighty and God All-Wise, but it is just another method Julian uses to 
portray the indescribable, helping her readers relate more closely with the 
whole of Divinity.

Julian’s description of Jesus through the parable is most strikingly ex-
plained through the servant character. As mentioned previously, the 
servant is all of humanity, and this is clear enough. The servant is clumsy, 
short-sighted, completely powerless, and seriously suffering. The surprising 
aspect of the story is that this very human servant is also Christ, which 
means to Julian that he is also God. The only possible conclusion is that 
God has become actually powerless in a human Christ. Yet her use of the 
servant image to describe the second person of the Trinity does not limit 
God to the servant’s powerlessness. Instead it makes clear how fully God 
understands the pain of humanity, explaining yet another dimension of 
God’s complete self by using yet another image for God.

Through Christ as the servant, Julian explains more about who God is, 
but she also explains more about how God relates to humanity. Because 
Jesus became the servant in the parable, in a way God became the servant 
and the Holy Spirit became the servant. The parable is how Julian explains 
the oneness between Adam and Christ, and the closeness in that relation-
ship is a metaphor for the oneness of humanity and God. 

The character of the lord and his relationship with the servant describes 
God in another way for Julian. In her exploration of the parable of the 
lord and servant, Julian realized that “only suffering blames and punishes, 
and our kind Lord comforts and grieves” (51, 118). The suffering that was 
such a large part of her life makes the goodness of God stand out to her 
even more in comparison. In chapter eighty-two the Lord says to Julian, 
“do not be too troubled by the sins that you commit unwillingly” (82, 175).  
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During the revelation of the parable, when the servant falls into the pit, 
Julian pays close attention “to see if i [sic] could perceive any fault in him, 
or if the lord would blame him at all; and in truth there was no fault to be 
seen” (51, 116). The lord acts with love and pity toward the servant and 
even sees fit to reward the servant for the suffering he experienced on the 
lord’s account even more than if the servant had not fallen. In Julian’s un-
derstanding, God is not so unjust as to punish humans for sin when God 
does not blame humans for sin. The closeness between the lord and the 
servant is both a demonstration of the oneness between the Father and the 
Son and the oneness between the Trinity and humanity. We now can learn 
from this parable as well: when we identify with the Son, our relationship 
with the Father improves. 

God’s presence in Julian’s view is constant, loving, and active. She attri-
butes no wrath to God at all: “For I saw quite clearly that where our Lord 
appears, everything is peaceful and there is no place for anger” (49, 112). 
God’s gaze follows Adam, portrayed by the servant, even into hell and 
stays with him until he comes into heaven. Christ himself is Adam going 
into hell and coming out again. At the same time of the servant’s suffering, 
the lord is already looking forward to the reconciliation and joy he will 
bring to the servant. Throughout human suffering, as demonstrated in 
the parable, Julian is convinced “that in falling and rising we are always 
preciously and tenderly protected in one love” (82, 175). Understanding 
God as being with us in our suffering allows all people, in the fourteenth 
century and today, to break down the barriers between God and ourselves, 
allowing for a closer identification and relationship with God.

The parable of the lord and servant provides several images that were 
important for Julian in her understanding of and relating to God. Through 
the parable she portrays God as Father, Mother, and Goodness; both 
loving lord and suffering servant; at once in need and capable of great 
love. God is everywhere in the parable, helping readers visualize the many 
ways Julian understands God. Beyond the parable, Julian has other useful 
images that help her understand and communicate who God is to her. 
We will explain a few more images that Julian uses, later discussing their 
significance for today. 

One of the ways Julian describes God’s closeness to us is by using very 
human images for God, allowing us to see ourselves in God. The most 
striking example of Julian using diverse human roles to describe God is in 
her descriptions of Jesus as Mother, including very clear womb imagery:
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And then he revealed a beautiful and delightful place which was large 
enough for all mankind who shall be saved to rest there in peace and 
love. And with this he brought to mind the precious blood and water 
which he allowed to pour out completely for love. And in this dear 
vision he showed his sacred heart quite riven in two. And with this 
sweet rejoicing he revealed to my understanding some part of the 
blessed Godhead, arousing the poor soul to understand, so far as it 
may be expressed, the meaning of the endless love that has always 
existed and is and ever shall be (24, 76).

The wound in Christ’s side acts as a womb that encloses all Christians. 
The blood and water that pour from Jesus’s side are reminiscent of the 
sacraments of baptism and Eucharist. This reminds the reader that Jesus 
provides nourishment for his children by offering his body as food for 
nourishment, in the same way that a mother feeds her child from her 
breast.177 In baptism, he cleanses his children as a mother bathes her chil-
dren.178 The pain of the cross is reminiscent of the labor pains of a mother 
giving birth.179 With this imagery, Jesus embodies the mothers of the earth 
and identifies with them uniquely: “Only a woman can offer her body 
to her child as food. Christ’s body thus shares the same capabilities as a 
female body since he is able to offer his body as food in the Eucharist, and 
to nourish his children with the food of life.”180

In a time in which the female body was regarded as inferior to the male 
form, Julian unites Jesus’s body with the body of a mother, a special role 
that men cannot realize—and which almost all women of her time had 
experienced. Jesus becomes one with the mothers of the world, bringing 
forth his children in pain and giving them his body for food to sustain 
them. Using this image, Julian creatively explains to her audience another 
way of considering God, allowing for a new way of connecting with God.

As you can see from the above examples, Julian actually goes far beyond 
the traditional male and female roles of her day; God simply cannot be 
defined by any one, or even two, genders. This does not mean that God 
is genderless, but rather that God is in all identities and sexualities. She 
spends a lot of time on the motherhood of God, so we will continue to 
focus on that image and what it can teach us here.

This imagery is essential in understanding Julian’s concept of the moth-
erhood of God, for it is through Jesus’s womb that the Christian soul is 
brought into oneness with Father, Son, and Spirit (6, 49). In living, dying, 
and being resurrected as a human, Christ bears the soul in its essence and 
sensory being to the Godhead. Once the soul is enclosed within Christ, 
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it is given to the Father, received in joy, and returned to the Son.181 In 
becoming an embodied human, Jesus became the mother of humanity by 
taking on flesh and giving birth to the soul within the Trinity. Jesus’s death 
unites the soul to its essential being in God, and his womb bears it into 
the embodiment of the Trinity. The two parts of the Godhead, Father and 
Son, are co-parents to the soul, and their partnership as parents and their 
individuality as mother and father are essential for bringing new life to 
the soul. Without this co-parenting, the soul would be left in its broken, 
fallen state. It is because of this holistic love embodied by Father and Son 
that the soul is restored into relationship with its Creator. Contrary to the 
male religious hierarchies of her time, there is no hierarchy in this triune 
God. Even though Julian claims that God is both mother and father, the 
two work together to bring about a holistic soul that reflects their holistic 
relationship. This is explained more clearly in Julian’s own words from 
chapter 59:

Thus Jesus Christ who does good for evil is our true mother; we have 
our being from him where the ground of motherhood begins, with all 
the sweet protection of love which follows eternally. God is our moth-
er as truly as he is our father; and he showed this … where he says, 
‘It is I,’ that is to say, ‘It is I: the power and goodness of fatherhood. 
It is I: the wisdom of motherhood. 
It is I: the light and the grace which is all blessed love. 
It is I: the Trinity. 
It is I: the unity.’
(59, 139)

This conclusion of the motherhood of God was radical for Julian’s time 
and proves to be empowering in our contemporary times. Though Julian 
did not have children, she found comfort in her time from Jesus as a 
mother. When God Almighty (Father), God All-Wise (Mother), and God 
All Goodness (Lord) enclose the soul and rejoice over it, something ex-
traordinary happens before Julian’s eyes: This joy also becomes enclosed 
within the human soul, “for our essential being is whole in each person of 
the Trinity, which is one God” (58, 138). As a result of this enclosure, “it 
is Christ and the Holy Spirit working in us that cause us to lead Christian 
lives. The inward cycle—our being born into mother Christ, into the 
Trinity—now turns us outward. The Trinity is enclosed within us and we 
ourselves become mothers.”182 Once the soul is completely enclosed by 
the womb of the Trinity, the Trinity becomes enclosed in the womb of the 
human soul. Now, each human soul, regardless of sex or status, has the 
responsibility of bearing God into the world as a result of being born into 
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the Trinity. As a childless woman, Julian did not adopt an identity as an 
inferior woman; instead, she challenged all human beings to bear God into 
the world, and therefore identified with Jesus as a mother despite the fact 
that she was single and childless. 

Julian was able to use examples that confined men and women to specific 
roles to make God more relatable to humanity. She described the holistic 
Trinity, the Trinity’s holistic relationship with humanity, and Jesus’s bond 
with mothers, giving life to a theology that valued the male and female 
forms together. In doing so, Julian also painted a portrait of a loving God 
who completely identifies with humanity. The God Julian describes is not 
androgynous or un-gendered but “a Godhead particularized into Mother 
and Father, united in creation, recreation, and reconciliation.”183 This 
theology reminds contemporary Christians that God is with us as men 
and as women, as the ones in power and as the ones on the margins. It 
empowers men and women, young and old, rich and poor, to be embodied 
by God’s love in the Trinity in order to embody this transformative love in 
the world around us.

If Christian communities incorporated this holistic theology into their 
liturgical and theological practices, a more holistic faith community 
could emerge as a result. In Julian’s church context of strict hierarchy, her 
Trinity is united and mutual; each individual of the Godhead has its own 
function and title, but motherhood, servanthood, and love unite them all 
for the sake of saving the human soul. This holistic theology can lead to 
discussions that break down hierarchy within the Church, specifically the 
hierarchy of sexism and classism. By realizing the motherhood, servant-
hood, and unity of love within the Trinity in theology, American Christian 
communities could begin to embody the Trinity of motherhood, servan-
thood, and unity within their congregations and their personal lives. A 
more holistic theology can give faith communities the space and opportu-
nity to grow into more holistic faith communities, rooted in the same love, 
servanthood, and motherhood described to Julian in her revelations.

Beginning with Julian’s images, Christian communities are challenged to 
confront their own distorted stereotypes concerning the male and female 
form. In turn, this realization can help communities break down barriers 
between the oppressed and those with privilege as well as cultural distinc-
tions between masculine and feminine. Language that shows God to be 
in everyone in the diverse body allows individual members to experience 
this holistic relationship with God within the body, contributing to the 
community narrative of holistic relationship with the Trinity. Confronting 
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terminology is important for both the individual Christian and Christian 
faith communities as we seek to embody the Trinity in the diverse 
Kingdom of God. 

Julian’s view of the whole process of reconciliation is also beneficial to 
contemporary Christian communities. In a generation of great political 
and global division and turmoil, Julian’s revelations remind us that God 
is never far away; on the contrary, Julian repeatedly emphasizes God’s 
continual nearness. For this unity with God she frequently uses the word 
“one” as a verb. Just after noting that all humans are sinners, she states, 
“For through [God’s] own goodness our soul is completely united with 
God, so that nothing can come between God and soul” (46, 83). And later, 
“God is nearer to us than our own soul” (56, 114). The God who revealed 
himself and herself to Julian is a God of unity and closeness, the “oneness” 
that Julian experienced. This God does not needlessly condemn or guilt-
trip humanity into submission and obedience. This God comes to us as 
our mother and father, lord and friend, to bring us back to his side and 
suckle us at her breast in comfort, love, and peace. In Julian’s revelations, 
our Mother God lifts us to her cheeks and whispers into our ears, “All 
shall be well.” 

This challenge that Julian issued—the challenge to envision God in cre-
ative and personal and life-shattering ways—still stands for all who find 
themselves somehow connected with God. We as Christ’s body are called 
to receive this Trinity, joining with the Mother and Father to bear it into 
the world. But Julian’s struggle also remains. How can we conceive of this 
Divinity, and how can we communicate it to the world in a way that all 
people can understand for themselves and for their communities? How 
can we continue to do Julian’s work of expanding our understanding of 
who God is and our relationship with God in our time? Julian’s images are 
six centuries old and were envisioned in a world very different from ours. 
We have thoughtful work to do to carry out her mission today.
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17. Letting Go
Jane Hoober Peifer

Ancient mystics and modern contemplatives teach practices of kenosis—
emptying and yielding—as the path of being transformed into the mind 
of Christ (Phil. 2:1-13). Anabaptist theology and practice has included, 
in addition to inner yieldedness, social rites that reflect an outward life of 
Gelassenheit—yielding self-will and autonomy to the community, believ-
ing that true redemption and love are created through the selflessness of 
yielding my rights to the wisdom of the gathered. How has this history 
impacted our current reality as Mennonites? How might a renewed com-
mitment to kenosis assist twenty-first century Anabaptists in reflecting the 
heart and love of God?

It was in the midst of a presentation by Cynthia Bourgeault back in 
November 2013 that I began asking this question. Cynthia is described 
as “a modern-day mystic.” She is an Episcopal priest, writer, and inter-
nationally known retreat leader. Years ago, I was introduced to centering 
prayer through reading her book, Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening 
(Cowley Publications, 2004). Her topic at the seminar I attended was 
“Jesus and Sacred Wisdom.”

Cynthia says that Jesus discovered and modeled for us as human beings 
what it looks like to empty oneself, to let go and yield to the spirit of God 
in everyday life. “Kenosis comes from the Greek verb kenosein, which 
means ‘to empty oneself.’ It was Paul who first applied this term to Jesus,” 
Cynthia writes. “In a moment of intuitive brilliance, Paul grasped the 
essential element in Jesus’s methodology,” which is described for us in 
Philippians:

Let the same mind be in you that was [or that you have] in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 
but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness, and being found in human form, 
he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death  
—even death on a cross [from where God raised him up].
—Philippians 2:5–9a
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Cynthia said, “The heart of the Jesus path is vulnerable stripping of one-
self. Something else begins to grow in us when we follow the example of 
Jesus by regularly stopping to ‘let it all go.’”

We begin to be established in the universal heart and mind of Christ, 
which ultimately satisfies our craved union with God. Cynthia even said 
that in practicing meditation and the discipline of “letting go,” our brains 
are physically re-wired, and she noted brain research that has measured 
brain changes in those who meditate and “let go” regularly.184

Something deep within me resonated with what she was saying, and how 
very simple it is, and at the same time, how very difficult it is. I observe 
within myself and others that it takes oh such a little bit of letting go, in 
order to be inundated by a boatload of grace and love from God! It is 
such a small and easy thing to do to just let go and trust to the bottom of 
my toes that I will be held and fed by the Spirit of the cosmos who loves 
me deeply, and it will be enough. Such an easy thing.

And yet, at the same time, I observe in myself and others how very hard it 
is to let go to the point of even giving the Spirit just a crack into the world 
and story that I have created for and about myself. It is such a hard thing 
to do. I doubt that I’m alone in feeling both the lure of letting go and the 
fear that if I do, I’ll lose my very soul and being in the process. The Spirit 
within me so resonated with the truth of Cynthia’s words. In my own life, 
I have found this to be true. Learning to let go is the key not only to the 
transformation of individuals, but also to the transformation of communi-
ties of people, and perhaps (could it be true?) when enough communities 
live this way together, it is the key to the transformation of the world.

The other thing that got my attention that day as I listened to Cynthia 
is that I realized that Anabaptists have been on to this truth about yield-
edness—or at least have been a yieldedness experiment ever since its 
inception. The church and community that formed me knows something 
about this, I said to myself, because this idea is all throughout Anabaptist 
literature. It is one of the early Anabaptist distinctives. And somehow it 
is in the DNA of those of us who have been raised and steeped in this 
tradition. And for those of you who have not been raised in this tradition, 
don’t think for a moment that I assume that gives “cradle Mennonites” an 
edge on holiness. I worry instead that how it has played out in us over the 
centuries has contributed to more dysfunction in the system than anything 
redemptive, as it was intended.
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This motivated me to delve into our history to find out what it was our 
ancestors knew, because the call to give up self for the sake of the com-
munity sure did look different (in my memory) from the beauty of the 
mystical experience that Cynthia spoke of and that I have often experi-
enced. The German word used to describe kenosis among Anabaptists was 
Gelassenheit. And, sure enough, there were connections between the early 
Anabaptist movement and German mystics. 

J. Craig Haas, in Readings from Mennonite Writings: New and Old, de-
scribes how the South German and Austrian Anabaptists drew inspiration 
from late-medieval German mysticism. Haas writes:

These Anabaptists … viewed all things in God and God in all things. 
Accordingly, God is not anchored to any creature, but makes himself 
known through the creation as a whole. Nevertheless, one must let 
go of all creatures in order to truly know God through himself alone. 
This happens with great suffering sometimes physical, but primarily in 
the depth of the soul. … One must “let go” to God, or be in a state of 
Gelassenheit (yieldedness, submission, composure), if one is to experi-
ence God. … These Anabaptists expected, with God’s help, to succeed 
as Christians, to be transformed into the likeness of Christ. They 
trusted the Christ within to lead them aright, and were therefore least 
inclined of any Anabaptists to establish specific standards of conduct 
binding on others.185

Hans Denck is one who made the idea popular among the Anabaptists in 
the early days of the movement. He wrote: “If man shall become one with 
God, he has to suffer what God intends to work in him,” and “There is no 
other way to blessedness than to lose one’s selfwill.”186 

Another quote from that time: “When we truly realize the love of God, we 
will be ready to give up for love’s sake even what God has given us.” It is 
by this Gelassenheit that a true disciple is first recognized. Only by over-
coming all selfishness will a community of love become possible.”187 

The stories of the martyrs in the 1660 Martyrs Mirror reflect both lan-
guage and experience of inner life yielded to the Spirit and language that 
reflects the ethical obligation they embraced for their day-to-day living—
which is what got them into trouble.188

Others, like Menno Simons and those from the Dutch Anabaptist groups, 
taught that “new life, the yielded life, would express itself in social and 
ethical dimensions by means of love, peace-making, service, mercy, and 
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generosity. They refused to interpret the inward work of the Spirit sepa-
rately from the spiritual person’s outward conduct.”189 But, Haas notes, 
this insistence on the shape and form of the visible body of Christ gave 
them the challenge of deciding which standards marked the true church 
and what to do when members did not adhere to those standards. Clearly 
this has always been the challenge of community living—whether small, 
tight-knit communities or large, spread-out communities as we experience 
today in our national church. Who decides and what do we do when 
covenants are broken?

During the years of persecution, the commitment to yield one’s life within 
the strength of the love and support of like-minded brothers and sisters 
in Christ is easier to understand, but about a century after the movement 
began, things started to change.

J. Craig Haas writes:

The ferment and drama of Anabaptist radicalism was past, replaced 
by a more structured and regular community life. … How does a 
people with a martyr-consciousness understand itself when no one is 
killing them any longer? … The Mennonites of Switzerland and south-
ern Germany developed a carefully regulated discipline (Ordnung) 
to define the community distinct from the “world.” If one could no 
longer “bear the cross” to the place of execution, one could bear it 
inwardly, by humbling [oneself] and practicing obedience. This was in 
some sense an extension of the Anabaptist aim of Gelassenheit.190

And so the rules for living got longer and more defined.

Jumping forward to the nineteenth century, I spent some time reading 
Sandra Lee Cronk’s 1977 doctoral dissertation on Gelassenheit. Sandra 
observed and studied Old Order Amish and Old Order Mennonites of the 
nineteenth century in North America. She describes evidence of a commit-
ment to Gelassenheit in these communities, even though the word itself is 
used only rarely in this time period. Quoting Cronk:

The Amish and Mennonite redemptive process was deeply concerned 
about the misuse of power, especially the coercive and manipulative 
use of power involved in interpersonal relations. The redemptive 
process considered the selfish, manipulative use of power evidence 
of self-centeredness instead of God-centeredness. The rites tried to 
curb this selfish use of power. They believed that God’s power of love 
would be released to form the brotherhood only when the misuse 
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of power was stopped. Thus, the nineteenth-century Amish and 
Mennonite communities lived a redemptive process based on the para-
doxical power of powerlessness.191

And I hate to admit it, but I do believe that this is the seedbed of pas-
sive-aggressive behavior and major confusion about power in many 
Mennonite people—mostly the Anglo ones (from Lancaster County), I 
might add. Cronk lists the ways that Gelassenheit, or surrender of self, 
built community in these groups: hard work, mutual aid and visiting, rites 
of abstention (nonresistance; non-swearing; non-participation in military, 
political, and cultural life), plain dress, plain lifestyle, and language. She 
writes, “The rites were designed in such a way that while they demanded 
surrender of personal strivings for pleasure, status, wealth, and power, 
they simultaneously replaced the ‘undesirable’ behavior with activities 
which worked toward building a community of love and belonging.192 

Being part of the community demanded that you think of the needs of 
others before your own needs, wants, opinions, and desires. BUT in yield-
ing yourself in that way, you were contributing to creating a community 
where often (when it worked well) everyone was taken care of and loved 
in the end. This is what I observed when I attended an Amish wedding 
dinner in November. I watched what was an amazingly well-oiled ma-
chine of preparing and serving food to probably 400 people. (This was 
the second sit-down meal of the day.) I was warmed by the richness of 
their relationships and fellowship as they worked together. They all knew 
exactly what to do when and how, without anyone making any announce-
ments (as far as I could tell), simply because they have done it together—in 
the same way—a million times before, and everyone not only knows your 
name, they know what you are good at and what you aren’t—which is 
wonderful because surely someone else will make up for your weaknesses 
and you for theirs. I think this is the beauty of “letting go” internally and 
externally. The gifts are abundant, but the pitfalls are many as well.

My sense is that this whole reality of yielding to the community is a lot 
like the nursery rhyme about the little girl who, when she was good, was 
very, very good, and when she was bad, she was horrid.

I think that is how this idea of Gelassenheit worked in our history. When 
it worked, it worked very, very well (for those inside the circle, of course), 
and when it didn’t, it was horrid—even there!

For example, how community life played out for our mothers and sisters 
is often a very sad story. John Ruth records many such stories in his huge 
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history of Lancaster Mennonite Conference. He tells the story of Mary 
Hershey from York County, Pennsylvania, who struggled to follow the 
rule of wearing an apron over her dress. 

John Ruth wrote:

(Mary) decided that she was “guilty” of disobedience and went 
through “considerable struggling” before she “yielded” on the apron. 
This submission made her feel bitter. “I rebelled,” Mary testified, 
“and hell seemed to open her gulf for me.” Though resolving again 
and again to be obedient, she could not help resenting the fact that in 
“other localities” of Mennonites the apron requirement was “not ad-
hered to.” Finally she broke, “crying to God” that she would “be will-
ing to do anything for Him.” In reply “words came … in mighty force, 
‘Settle, until your dying day, to be in submission to modest apparel.’” 
Accepting this command “ended the battle” for Mary and brought her 
“joy and peace of mind”—and a sense of being “in the order” of the 
church enough that the conservative bishops would approve of her.193

Was Mary yielding to God or to the bishops? Or both? Or, was it the 
love and Spirit of God who enabled her to yield to the bishops and not be 
worn down inside by bitterness and anger? Of course, we don’t know and 
should not assume we do. We cannot assume that the call to “let go” looks 
the same for everyone, which heightens the call to come together and be 
vulnerable enough to live our own story “of letting go”—and share that 
story with the community, believing that together we are a fuller manifes-
tation of the gospel than any of us can be on our own. This is where I see 
our need for growth in our current context.

As Anglo Mennonites, we have so much to learn about yielding to the 
knowing, the experiences, and the life stories of people of color and/or 
other ethnicities. Michelle Armster and I worked together for two years as 
pastors of Blossom Hill Mennonite Church in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. I 
eventually learned to test my intuitions with Michelle about most every-
thing—writing a sermon, planning a congregational event, relating to the 
community, all of it. And—God love her—sometimes when I would test 
my idea with her, I would watch her say to herself, “Just breathe. Just 
breathe,” and I knew I was being blind again, in some way, and she was 
trying to figure out how to tell me graciously. And, of course, being an 
African American pastor in a primarily Anglo congregation of German 
origins meant that Michelle was constantly yielding to life as we lived and 
understood it.
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I learned a whole lot about yielding in love in those two years. I learned 
to trust something deeper than “her way” or “my way.” And the amazing 
and wonderful thing is that the gifts of yielding to this “other” story that 
Michelle brought to us so enriched me and our corporate life! We learned 
more about God than we ever knew before, simply because she opened 
our eyes in ways we never could have done for ourselves (and in some 
cases even got our heads out of the sand, where it is very difficult to see, 
by the way).

And, as straight folks, we have so much to learn about yielding to the 
knowing, the experiences, and the life stories of LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, queer) folks in our church and in our communi-
ties—every person whom we invite to go on this “letting go” journey with 
us as a church where we all practice vulnerability and yielding to the love 
and way of Jesus. Every additional story helps to fill out the God-story for 
us. We can trust God for this journey—I have no doubt about that!—as 
long as we are trusting and yielding ourselves to the love of God and not 
to some Ordnung of behavior that we’ve come up with in trying to man-
age and organize the mystery of the Spirit of God at work in us and in the 
world.

The Spirit of God—of love—is very trustworthy and safe, and I have 
found that a regular practice of prayerful letting go—emptying my mind—
has opened up the fullness of God’s love and presence in significant ways 
for me.

So, yes, our Anabaptist mothers and fathers were on to something. There 
is power within voluntary powerlessness. There is freedom in letting go. 
Suffering and emptiness are part of the Jesus way. Love is so much stron-
ger than all other energies in this cosmos. We are all better off when we 
let go of personal agendas and focus on loving God and others at least as 
much as we love ourselves.

May God help us all.
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18. The Sacrament of Genuine Meeting 
Between the Generations
Janet Stauffer

Our ways of relating to persons “other” than us are shaped by our prima-
ry relationships early in life. How we navigate differences in expectations, 
needs, and longings between the generations becomes a resource or an 
impediment to ways of engaging with persons who differ from us across 
racial, gender, sexual, cultural, or theological lines. This presentation, 
rooted in story, theology, and therapy, will explore the sacramental nature 
of being truly present to both “self” and “other,” particularly between gen-
erations of related persons. The stories as well as theory will demonstrate 
a means to find one’s voice and claim one’s side while also being present to 
the other in their “otherness” as a form of active and embodied love. 

“There is a funny story about Myra when she was a five-year-old,” 
says Pat. “As a child, Myra always liked her girlfriends’ mothers better 
than me. She would say, ‘Terry’s mother does it like this. Why can’t 
you be like Terry’s mother?’ One day I said to her, ‘Okay, if Terry’s 
mother is so much better than me, then you flag down a taxi and tell 
the driver to take you to Terry’s house,’ and I put her outside of the 
fence that enclosed our yard and shut the gate and went back inside 
my house. She didn’t want to go to Terry’s. I can see her yet hanging 
on the fence screaming her head off—screaming so loudly that the 
neighbors came out to see what was wrong. It is a funny story we tell 
about Myra.”   —Pat*

I can’t find any humor in Pat’s story. My heart aches for the little girl, the 
now-grown thirty-five-year-old woman sitting in my office, who experi-
enced the profound fear of abandonment, hanging on the fence, screaming 
to the world that all she wanted was love and security. As I sit with Myra, 
the now-adult daughter, and her mother, Pat, in my therapy room, I ask 
Pat about her life as a child with her own mother. Myra and I listen as 
we hear how Pat hung on her own fence vis-à-vis her mother with unpro-

*Names and details in the stories have been changed to protect identity.
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cessed years of abandonment and abuse she had known, her silent unan-
swered screams for her own mother unmourned, unnamed, turned round 
on the “revolving slate” and slid off toward her daughter.194 They sit in 
my office together, mother and adult daughter. I admire their courage and 
vision and deep care for one another that enabled them to come and say, 
“Enough. Something has been very painful between us over the years and 
we can’t get a handle on what is going on. Please help us.” 

As humans, we come into personhood through address and response with 
another. We are named and confirmed in our essential otherness through 
our primary relationships. Through trustworthy relating, we learn to say 
who we are, and we learn to grow the space to honor the voice of the 
other.

We are deeply drawn, we yearn for this love, a place of trust where we 
can say who we are to another human being and truly be present to 
them, and they to us. Yet, every one of us knows our wounds are deep. 
We have known ruptures and pain where others could not hear us, could 
not make room for “otherness” in their world, and we were excluded or 
misunderstood or negated. I find in myself that my capacity for steadfast 
love is small. And I am often frightened to really say my truth, or I press 
forth my side without regard for the voice of the other. To be human is to 
hold incredible power. As George Steiner noted, “One word can cripple a 
human relation, can do dirt on hope. The knives of saying cut deepest. Yet 
the identical instrument … is that of revelation, of ecstasy, of the wonder 
of understanding that is communion.”195 How I turn and what I offer the 
other can slay life or inspirit it.

Truth and trust and steadfast love are core theological tenets. As process 
theologian Catherine Keller claims, these are not simply static concepts, 
but rather dynamic relational words—ways to walk that get worked out 
in the living into them through our relationships with one another.196 The 
act of creation emerges from dynamic relatedness, notes Keller, with ruach 
Elohim pulsing over the face of the deep. Spirit/breath/wind of God pulses 
over the unformed primal chaos of possibility. Keller suggests flow and 
vibration and primal rhythm between ruach Elohim and the deep. Flow, 
vibration, and rhythm echo in our bodies, breath, and blood.197 A relation-
al dynamic bears forth creation, and we mirror and live into the profound 
beauty and mystery and terror of relational love when we meet another in 
such union that bears forth new life and flows into creative embodiment.
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Throughout the pages of scripture we see again and again dynamic relat-
edness, the real and particular human response to God as transcendent 
Other who engages humankind: 

“Where are you?” God calls to Adam. 
“I heard you, so I hid. I was afraid because I was naked.”  
—Gen. 3:9–10, New Living Translation (NLT)

“The Lord is with you,” the angel of the Lord said to Gideon, who 
replied, “If the Lord is with us, why has all this happened to us?”  
—Judg. 6:12–13, NLT

“Hagar, what’s wrong? Do not be afraid! God has heard the boy’s 
crying. … Go to him and comfort him, for I will make a great nation 
from his descendants.” Hagar’s eyes are opened and she sees water 
which she gives to her son.  
—adapted from Gen. 21:17–19, NLT

“Please give me a drink,” Jesus addresses the woman of Samaria 
whom he had just met by a well, breaking all the cultural rules for 
appropriate behavior. He truly meets her, naming his need and inviting 
her to name hers, honoring her quest for truth by opening a space to 
know God in Spirit rather than confined to place. 

“Come and meet a man who told me everything I ever did! Can this 
be the Messiah?” she calls to everyone in her village, confirming him 
in his otherness.  
—adapted from John 4:7–42, NLT

Our Anabaptist theology understands God not as crystalized power in 
the sky who gives ultimatums, but rather as a God who is known and 
expressed through Christ. We live into his life as expressed in his teachings 
on the Sermon on the Mount as ways to walk in relationships of love, 
truth, and trust.

We are born into a web of relationships. We are addressed by our pri-
mary caretakers, both pre-verbally in infancy, when oohs, ahs, and facial 
resonance lay down pathways in the brain for internal organization and 
the ability to self-soothe, as well as later, when we are called into words, 
invitational utterances from those who hold and surround us.

In both the yeses and the nos of our relational web, we are co-constructed. 
We learn to trust, or trust is ruptured. We learn to know and speak our 
truth to another, or we learn to hide and show only a pretense meant to 
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please even though we annihilate ourselves. We learn to love and grow a 
heart-life capacity to be present and open to another in her or his distinc-
tiveness even while remaining in tune with our own heart being, or we 
despair and destructively close off to otherness, having lost trust that we 
can be received and loved precisely wherever we are in our own becoming. 
When our trust that we can be loved is ruptured repeatedly, our longing 
for love turns all too easily into a pursuit of pseudo-refuge in addictions, 
affairs, eating disorders, absorption in technology, rigid fundamentalism, 
total relativism, or other self-destructive behaviors.

So what is the way forward? Where do I find the courage to truly meet 
another, to say, “Here I am,” to have the capacity to be truly open to the 
other without losing me? How can I re-form, re-new, re-spirit where I have 
shut down and seduced myself into listlessness or pretense?

I find that philosophical anthropologist and Jewish mystic Martin Buber198 
points to a way in his notion of I Thou and I It relationships (I Thou as 
relationships of genuine meeting, truly being present to self and others, 
versus I It as relationships of function).

Martin Buber was three years old when his mother abruptly left the family 
in Austria and disappeared. Young Buber was sent to live with his grand-
parents, where he was given a rich learned environment, but no one spoke 
to him about his mother. Until one day, on the balcony with an older play-
mate from the neighborhood, he heard her say very directly to him, “No, 
she will never come back.” The young girl addressed the deepest question 
of his heart. It was a moment of “meeting,” claimed Buber, distinctly op-
posite from the “mismeeting” and rupture of his mother’s abrupt leaving 
without facing little Martin and saying good-bye.199

Buber200 contends that each of us is addressed daily, that “living” in fact 
“means being addressed” if we just open and see, but that we wear armor 
that keeps us shut off to avoid the call to respond to otherness out of 
our whole being. The armor encases us so fully that eventually we no 
longer notice the spark or recognition, the call, the sense of awakening 
in one’s particularity, in one’s life. Instead, we limit our view, we live out 
of pretense, and we demand others be as we want them to be. However, 
when we can drop our armor and open ourselves to the present moment, 
to the one who would address us, when we can engage and respond with 
our whole being and are met by the other with or without words, Buber 
claims “the word of dialogue has happened sacramentally.”201 Sacrament, 
in Buber’s view, is not ritual reserved for a particular place or time; rather, 
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it is a happening in the concreteness of living into the moment where the 
divine meets human engagement.202

Each moment is its own moment with a particularity and possibility that 
has never been and never will occur again. The moment when another 
turns to face me, to address me, is an invitation to respond. I can’t memo-
rize a plan or practice ahead of time how I will face the other. It demands 
my bringing myself in authentic and genuine response, my opening of 
my truth, handed forth in trust. Additionally, Buber noted, “There are no 
gifted and ungifted here, only those who give themselves and those who 
withhold themselves.”203 It is not something we put on; we just direct our 
attention, turn toward the other, allow it to emerge, and stand in amaze-
ment as it unfolds.204

Buber claimed that God is present in the between, in this space of turning 
and facing, of being fully present to oneself and to the other, of knowing 
that transcends cognition. As we live through our body into the real situa-
tion that meets us, ready to meet mystery, we are ready, in Buber’s words, 
to “be a sacrament.”205 It is the relationship between me and another, this 
responsiveness to the other in the moment before me, that can emerge into 
a space where the divine presence dwells. Each moment then is a moment 
of sacramental possibility. 

Sonya, an accomplished urban professional, sits in my office unraveling 
her story, one that she has held in the secrets of her heart for many years. 

I feel guilty and can’t sleep at night because to say these things to 
you, I feel that I shouldn’t—my mother is dead. Yet, these questions 
persist. Why did she insist at a young age that I move to live with my 
father who I had met for the first time in my life only a week earlier? 
Later, back home with her, when she wanted to go to the casinos and 
gamble on weekends, I had to stay with my uncle, a man who sexually 
assaulted me weekend after weekend for years. Why did mother keep 
my sister with her on the weekends and not me? All I needed was for 
her to love me.   —Sonya 

As I hold safe space for Sonya to trust herself, to find her voice, and to 
know and name her pain, eventually she is able to consider what her 
mother held—her life, limits, and failed responsibilities—and how the 
strands of her mother’s care for her were woven into her life amidst the 
terrible perpetuation of injustice. Paradoxically, the only way for her to 
love herself is to find some way to view her mother beyond “the woman 
that I wasn’t good enough for.” So we work at holding the both/and—
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claiming her voice and her story while also finding her mother’s voice and 
her story posthumously, present to both self and other. 

I invite Sonya to hold both, honoring the deep and tragic violations she 
experienced while also honoring the realities of her mother’s life (her 
struggle with chronic mental illness, her fighting body constrained at a 
young age by her brother as his friend raped her). In this way, Sonya be-
gins to find compassion for herself and her wounds and is able to begin to 
see the other not only as one who injured, but as one who was wounded, 
too. Sonya no longer blames herself for not being enough for her mother 
to love. She sees her mother’s profound limits for what they were—injus-
tices that terrorized her life and capabilities. She can be both angry and 
compassionate, claiming her side and her profound losses and injuries 
while recognizing the other has a side to be known and addressed. She can 
wrestle with her own ability to respond, to live with integrity, as she both 
recognizes the profound limits that obstructed her mother’s capacity to see 
her needs and to nurture her, and also receives the gifts of life her mother 
shared. 

Nicholas Lash states, “To be human is to be able to speak. But to be able 
to speak is to be ‘answerable,’ ‘response-able’ to and from each other, and 
to the mystery of God.”206 How does one find her voice, her humanity to 
speak, to answer, to respond?

Pamela Cooper White describes us as a braided self of body, relationship, 
spirituality, and ethical practices. She claims that to feel secure enough to 
explore our multiplicity, we need to be “held” by a mother-other. White 
notes that we become for one another this living space of otherness where-
in a self can emerge and lead out of its multiplicity. As we proclaim in our 
hymn, “What Is This Place,” “we are each other’s bread and wine.”208 We 
become spaces of presence and gift to another who can then listen into her 
life, her distinctiveness, and come forth with another step in her existence. 

This turning and facing, meeting the other in the moment before us, is 
an offering of trust. It can be a form of repentance, or a proclamation of 
gift. It is a naming and claiming of what is between us, of naming what 
was owed or deserved and what was given or withheld. Sometimes we 
give, thinking we know what is best for the other, but in reality we have 
wittingly or unwittingly demanded that the other be what we needed them 
to be and have missed seeing the other altogether. The gift then, howev-
er beautifully it may have been wrapped, is empty as it missed hearing, 
knowing, being truly present to the other in the full truth of who the other 
is.
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Both treasure and pain from Rachel’s past, where she was rooted in a large 
extended family deeply loyal to the Mennonite Church, resided with her 
through her adult years. As she neared retirement, she was overcome by 
her mother’s words at a meeting when her siblings and she were called 
to their parents’ home to hear mother and father’s wishes for end-of-life 
decisions. Rachel tells of her mother’s words to her that night:

[She] said she was sorry for her strict and unquestioned adherence 
to our church discipline, for her slavishly following the rules of the 
church and insisting that we all follow suit. She elaborated on this 
theme a bit more and then turned to me and said, “[Rachel], I will 
never forget the time you came home from [college] and you had cut 
your hair. You wanted to sit with us in church, and I did not want you 
to.” She [mother] sat somewhere else because she was ashamed of me. 
She said over the years she has not been able to sleep at night thinking 
about the things she did to her children in the name of trying to be 
obedient, and she simply had to apologize. ... It was totally incom-
prehensible to me that she, at eighty-four, could summon the courage 
and raise the subject that we all thought was dead and buried. Her 
sensitivity was there all along, but the awareness of all the dynamics in 
play came much later, I suppose. And she could easily have let bygones 
be bygones, too, but chose not to. ... We then went on to listen to her 
instructions for their funeral/burials, but I was so distracted by her 
first declaration I could hardly pay attention!207   —Rachel

Rachel’s mother, in her eighties, found her voice and turned and faced, 
naming the pain she held for her injuries to her children where she had 
been caught in loyalty dynamics between church and children. Whose 
needs were more important, and where did she fit in? How many nights 
she suffered in silence. What courage it must have taken to finally come to 
voice in the face of the other. Grit, grace, gift, offering, and sacrament. The 
presence of God in the between. A Mennonite mother steps into the heart 
of Anabaptist understanding of relational address, of naming one’s truth, 
of repairing ruptured trust.

“You never know how the tributaries of grace can be worked through 
you,” said Austin Joyce. We cannot will it, proscribe it, contain it, or con-
trol it. We can be open and engage its possibilities. This entails courage, 
imagination, vulnerability, risk, and at times sheer joy.

As we turn and face, as we find confirmation of being through otherness 
within our primary relationships, we will be prepared to transport the 
practice of loving inclusion and confirmation to others beyond the family 
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through the particulars of difference and disagreement. Life is gift. It 
cannot be willed into a notion of perfection, because real living transcends 
any one person. The breath of Spirit blows where it will, and we lift our 
sails and catch its wind or collapse in on ourselves in fear and protection. 

Love is a commitment, a way to walk in spirit and in truth. Practices that 
embody this love across the generations become sacramental moments as 
the Spirit meets our offering.
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19. Sacred Yet Insufficient
The Use of Scripture as a Source in a  
Mennonite-Feminist Approach to Sexual Ethics 
Kimberly Penner

Claimed as scripture by the church, the Bible has special status and au-
thority as a source for Christian ethics. As scholars Bruce Birch and Larry 
Rasmussen articulate, “Christians cannot escape the question of biblical 
authority because it is inherent in the claim that the Bible constitutes scrip-
ture for the church.”209 Yet, determining the role and authority of scripture 
is not easy. This is particularly true for sexual ethics. The patriarchal na-
ture of biblical texts and interpretations (i.e., the lack of women’s voices), 
the distance between the worlds of the text and the world today, and the 
absence of a coherent sexual ethic have made the Bible a stumbling block 
for a healthy, sex-positive, justice-oriented approach to sexual ethics. As 
Mennonites engage the topic of sexuality and pursue approaches to sexual 
ethics that are life-giving, the need to clarify the authority of scripture is 
paramount. 

In the following paper I draw on key feminist theologians to clarify and 
critique Anabaptist-Mennonite understandings of the authority of scrip-
ture for the purpose of developing a Mennonite-feminist approach to 
sexual ethics that is justice oriented. I begin by looking at the authority of 
scripture in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition. I then introduce key fem-
inist theologians who critique traditional understandings of the author-
ity of scripture. In conjunction, I demonstrate how feminist theologians 
function as resources and interlocutors for clarifying the use of scripture 
for a Mennonite approach to sexual ethics that values women as persons. 
My thesis is that scripture is a source of sacred wisdom for ethics that is 
not authoritative a priori, but must be evaluated in conjunction with the 
experiences of the oppressed and marginalized with the norms of love and 
justice, since it is in love and justice that God is known.210 

The Authority of Scripture in the Anabaptist-Mennonite Tradition 

Scripture is the primary source for theological and ethical discernment 
in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition. Unlike Protestant traditions that 
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draw more evenly on the Wesleyan quadrilateral of four sources for 
Christian ethics (scripture, reason, tradition, and experience), Mennonites, 
as stated by Article 4 of the Confession of Faith in a Mennonite 
Perspective, believe this:

We acknowledge the scripture as the authoritative source and stan-
dard for preaching and teaching about faith and life, for distinguish-
ing truth from error, for discerning between good and evil, and for 
guiding prayer and worship. Other claims on our understanding of 
Christian faith and life, such as tradition, culture, experience, reason, 
and political powers, need to be tested and corrected by the light of 
Holy scripture.211 

In early Anabaptism, “[Scripture] alone was considered authoritative for 
doctrine and life, for all worship and activity, for all church regulations and 
discipline.”212 According to Menno Simons, “the whole scriptures, both Old 
and New Testament, were written for our instruction, admonition, and cor-
rection. ... Everything contrary to scripture, therefore, ... should be measured 
by this infallible rule.”213 Thus, it is clear that scripture is a primary source of 
divine authority in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition. 

The notion of the hermeneutic community (the community of faith as an 
interpretive body) is also significant in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradi-
tion, revealing a connection between scripture and experience that is not 
acknowledged in the above citations. Mennonite-Feminist theologian 
Lydia Neufeld Harder states, “Central to the way Anabaptist/Mennonites 
have expressed their approach to scripture interpretation has been an 
emphasis on the faith community as a hermeneutic community.”214 It is 
within the faith community, a community of people committed to lives of 
discipleship modeled after the Jesus of scripture, that the revelatory truth 
of the biblical text is most readily discerned. Quoting Harder:

[In Anabaptism] all members of the covenant community were to be 
responsible to participate in the process of determining the meaning of 
the Bible. Not the state, nor specialized theologians, nor hierarchical 
authorities were to be the final judge of the Bible’s meaning. Rather ac-
countability was to the whole community of faithful followers of Jesus. 
A process of dialogue and mutual council was to enable a congregation 
to live out the practical implications of the gospel message. Faith experi-
ence (salvation) was thus closely linked to faith knowledge (revelation). 
Instead of a sole emphasis on the objective revelation of the past, there 
was a shift to include the present faith experience as important in the 
process of hearing the dynamic Word of the Bible.215
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Thus, scripture is not authoritative a priori in the Anabaptist-Mennonite 
tradition, but is granted authority in the relationship between text and 
readers as members of the hermeneutic community identify their own 
lived stories with those recorded in the Bible and evaluate them together 
based on certain norms and criteria. In this way, it is important to ask: 
“Whose experience matters?” “What are the criteria for granting authori-
ty?” “Who participates?” and “Who decides?” To offer encouragement for 
beginning a critical reexamination of authority in the Mennonite tradition 
and to provide interlocutors for a Mennonite approach to sexual ethics, I 
bring in the voices of feminist theologians, who address these questions and 
seek to remain both within their faith traditions and also critical of them. 

Reexamining Authority in the Mennonite Tradition;  
Feminist Interlocutors for a Justice-Oriented, Mennonite Approach  
to Sexual Ethics 

Feminist theologians, who critically analyze the authority of scripture 
because they “continue to see the Bible as crucial for their understanding 
of the Christian faith” and “seek an interpretation ‘that will affirm women 
so that they are acknowledged as fully human partners with men, sharing 
in the image of God,’”216 are valuable conversation partners for discern-
ing the authority of scripture for a Mennonite approach to sexual ethics. 
Despite the fact that Anabaptist-Mennonite suspicion of theological and 
ecclesial traditions has, at times, resulted in a reluctance to accept feminist 
critique and/or incorporate feminist methods of biblical interpretation and 
approaches to ethics, several Mennonite theologians—for example, Lydia 
Neufeld Harder, Gayle Gerber Koontz, Carol Penner, and Denny Weaver— 
engage scholars in feminist ethics, affirming the value of these conversa-
tions for theology and ethics within the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition.

Perspectives within feminist theology and ethics are diverse. Yet, there 
remains a shared commitment to naming and dismantling intersectional 
structures of oppression such as sexism, racism, classism, ageism, and 
ableism. With regards to scripture as a source for Christian ethics, this 
includes a critical analysis of the authority of scripture and the importance 
of beginning with women’s experiences of struggles for justice as sources 
for Christian ethics. 

Women’s experiences, understood as diverse and not universal,217 are val-
ued by feminist theologians as important sources of divine wisdom to be 
weighed and analyzed in community and against scripture using the norms 
of liberation and justice (meaning rightly-ordered relations of mutuality in 
the total web of our social relations218). Womanist219 Kelly Brown Douglas 
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reminds us that by valuing women’s experience, we are open to the work 
and potential of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit, she argues, is present with us 
in our embodied lives (women and men). Just as in the incarnation God 
became flesh, God is with us in our flesh; there is wisdom there.220 A good 
sexual ethic is thus open to the Spirit of God speaking to us through our 
bodies. In sum, experience, in the form of women’s struggles for justice 
and freedom from oppression specifically, is an important source for 
ethics, which, like all sources of authority, must be tested in community 
using particular norms and criteria. All knowledge is mediated, including 
knowledge of God, through our bodies. Key questions are: Whose experi-
ence matters? Who are the moral agents? What is their power? 

Feminist theologians, ethicists, and biblical scholars clearly stress that au-
thority comes from the interaction between text and interpretive commu-
nity. Harder clarifies this: 

Feminists ... assume that interpreters of the Bible choose to identify 
with particular communities of dialogue because they are committed 
to particular agendas. For Christian feminists, this agenda focuses 
on the full inclusion of women in the social and political interpretive 
process that yields authoritative interpretations for the church. These 
women are therefore forming particular communities of conversation 
that read the Bible in light of their own experience and vision.221

Jewish feminist theologian Judith Plaskow is a clear example. She values 
the role of feminist communities in interpreting scripture and granting 
authority based on the experiences of communities struggling for trans-
formation, liberation, and justice. According to Plaskow, authority does 
not reside in the text or tradition itself, but in the hermeneutic community, 
which wrestles with scripture and evaluates it using specific norms and 
criteria.222 

Feminist liberative social ethicist Beverly Wildung Harrison names the 
Christian community as the place where moral discernment takes place, 
particularly “the Christian body of oppressed people birthing the Spirit 
together.”223 According to Harrison, authority is a relationship, a con-
nection between text and persons who encounter in the text something 
life-giving.224

Feminist biblical scholar Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza defines the center of 
biblical interpretation as the ekklesia of women, or women-church, which 
grants authority based on the experiences of women working for justice in 
the form of righting patriarchy.225
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Each of these scholars names the relationship between scripture and expe-
rience as interconnected and views the authority of scripture as given and 
received in the dialogue between text and readers, particularly those who 
are oppressed and marginalized. As a result, they are prepared to articulate 
specific criteria for determining which texts and whose experiences are 
authoritative.

The primary criterion for feminist theologians in discerning the author-
ity of particular biblical texts is that the text is experienced as liberative 
by all. Three examples of women theologians who exercise this criterion 
and who serve as good interlocutors for a Mennonite approach to sexual 
ethics are Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Kwok Pui-lan, and Kelly Brown 
Douglas.

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza is a leader in feminist biblical interpretation. 
For Fiorenza, discussions of authority are guided by a hermeneutics that 
challenges oppression and empowers us to seek justice, freedom, and 
well-being.226 She is known for establishing a process and method for a 
feminist political reading that empowers women to learn to read against 
the grain of the Bible and the faith community’s patriarchal rhetoric.227 
According to Fiorenza, malestream biblical studies are destabilized and 
critiqued by the ekklesia (a public assembly of Christians), which she con-
structs as a feminist center and public sphere from which feminist biblical 
rhetoric can speak. This is where biblical interpretation takes place and 
whose experiences, namely those of women working for justice, ought to 
guide the use and interpretation of the Bible. Her criterion for interpreting 
scripture and considering it authoritative is that the text is liberative by 
transforming interlocking systems of oppression as tested by the question: 
Can this text be deconstructed and reconstructed in terms of a global 
praxis of liberation for all wo/men?228

To determine an answer, Fiorenza’s hermeneutical strategies for biblical 
interpretation begin with experience and naming one’s social location as 
an interpreter, move to suspicion and critique of the biblical text and the 
tradition, and finish with reconstruction of the text by “recontextualizing 
the text in a socio-political-religious historical model of reconstruction 
that aims at making the subordinated and marginalized ‘others’ visible,”229 
and transformative action for change that works “for a different and more 
just future.”230 

Fiorenza’s work is not without its critics. Postcolonial feminist Musa Dube 
is wary of the term ekklesia for the women’s hermeneutical circle since it 
evokes imperialism and therefore needs to be opened up more broadly.231 
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Others have pointed out that “by relating church so closely to an identity 
of liberation defined by white American females, feminist theology can be 
perceived as denying an identity of church and discipleship to those with 
different experiences and convictions.”232 Thus, while Fiorenza remains 
an important contributor to the field of feminist biblical interpretation, 
it is important to view her work with the same suspicion with which she 
views the biblical text and the interpretive tradition. As Harder articulates, 
suspicion of power ought to be carried over from suspicion of gender 
relationships to a suspicion of the hidden agenda within the feminist com-
munity.233

Critiques notwithstanding, the questions Fiorenza raises and the methods 
she develops offer critical questions for discerning the use and authority 
of scripture for a liberatory approach to sexual ethics. What if, for exam-
ple, Mennonite approaches to sexual ethics weighed biblical passages and 
interpretations in terms of their ability to be liberative for all, which can 
only be measured in the dialogical relationship between the experiences of 
the most oppressed and marginalized and the text? If we affirm and accept 
patriarchal and oppressive texts as authoritative, then we believe in a God 
who is patriarchal and oppressive. Confronting the oppressive influences 
in the Bible and the tradition and breaking silence on the topic of sexuality 
is thus an important part of developing a justice-oriented approach to sex-
ual ethics. In order to do so, and to guide the use of scripture for ethical 
discernment, safe spaces and opportunities must be created for Mennonite 
women and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) per-
sons to share their stories.

A hermeneutics of suspicion, which grants greater transparency and 
examines the frameworks used for decision making, is an important tool 
for accomplishing this goal.234 A particular example of where and how 
it could be utilized is with regards to Mennonite Church Canada’s cur-
rent process of discernment on scripture and sexuality, entitled “Being 
a Faithful Church.” The “Being a Faithful Church” (BFC) process is a 
multiyear effort to “strengthen our capacity as a church to discern the will 
of God through the church’s efforts to interpret the Bible for our time,” 
paying particular attention to matters concerning sexuality.235 The church 
is currently engaging Part 5: “Between Horizons: Biblical Perspectives on 
Human Sexuality.”236 While the BFC process acknowledges the need to 
clarify the authority of scripture in the Mennonite tradition with respect 
to sexual ethics, which is encouraging, it fails to name the presupposi-
tions of the hermeneutic community and, in particular, the authors of the 
material (in this case, three white male leaders237). In addition, by focusing 
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primarily on scripture as a source for ethics, it does not acknowledge the 
ongoing ability of the Spirit to be present in the embodied experiences of 
the marginalized and oppressed. Or, as Harder explains, at times a closed 
hermeneutical circle has been created in the Mennonite community when 
“experience and biblical text interact in such a way in the interpretive 
process that transformation of the community is cut off and the status quo 
maintained.”238 Hence the need to begin with a hermeneutics of experience 
that dispels the search for objective truth, followed by a hermeneutics of 
suspicion, which assesses whether or not in the mediation of God’s author-
ity (in the Bible and in the church), God is “affirmed as being in solidarity 
with the movement of freedom and liberation, a movement of those com-
mitted to the discipleship of equals.”239

Known for her postcolonial feminist approach to biblical interpretation, 
Kwok Pui-lan recognizes that biblical interpretation is imbued with issues 
of authority and power. Thus, like Fiorenza, she argues that biblical truth 
cannot be prepackaged but is found in the interactions between the text 
and the particular historical situation of the interpreter. For her, biblical 
authority is fluid. There is room for dialogical imagination, conversation, 
listening, talking, and two-way traffic. It is never just “what does the text 
say to us,” but also “what do we say to the text”?240 Thus, like Fiorenza, 
Kwok Pui-lan argues that the critical principle for biblical interpretation 
lies not in the Bible itself, but in the community of interpreters.241 Within 
the community of interpreters, she reads the Bible from the experiences of 
those whose lives have been marginalized and oppressed by the Bible.242 
For her, the criteria for discerning authority is whether or not the text 
lessens human suffering and builds a community that resists oppression in 
the church, the academy, and society.243 In order to be a community that 
resists oppression, it must be a place in which biases and prejudices are 
confronted together and individuals come to see how their social location 
influences how they read scripture. Within community, diversity is an 
effective tool for accountability since it creates tensions that can lead to 
dynamic conversations in which claims to truth are relativized, but also 
listened to. In particular, Kwok emphasizes the importance of listening to 
voices outside the West when engaging in biblical interpretation to offer 
greater diversity.244 

Kwok’s emphasis on the importance of accountability and transparency 
between individuals in the hermeneutic community is reminiscent of the 
emphasis on mutual accountability in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition. 
The central themes of discipleship and community in the Anabaptist-
Mennonite tradition include an emphasis on accountability and mutual 
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admonition built on the principle of the “rule of Christ” (Matt. 18), in 
which Jesus gives his disciples the responsibility to “bind and loose.” This 
principle has led to the practice of the ban (exclusion from the communi-
ty), a largely failed attempt to bring about forgiveness, resulting in broken-
ness and division. In addition, the patriarchal nature of the community, 
present in Mennonite practices of accountability and mutual admonition 
(as male leaders act on behalf of the community), has largely escaped 
critique and thus led to increased oppression rather than restoration and 
mutual accountability.

An example of how mutual accountability continues to function in a 
problematic manner in the Mennonite Church is the statement released 
February 17, 2014, by the Mennonite Church USA Executive Board titled, 
“Moving Forward.”245 In this document, the board responds to Mountain 
States Mennonite Conference’s decision to grant a ministerial license to 
Theda Good, “a pastor in a same-sex committed relationship.” Caught 
between the “strong emotions” in the church for and against this decision, 
the Executive Board “prays that the missional commitments expressed 
in the Purposeful Plan [a plan accepted by churchwide delegates in 
Pittsburgh in 2011 to nurture missional congregations in line with church 
statements of vision and priorities246] will be able to unify us all in the 
Lordship of Christ, the authority of scripture, and covenants of mutual 
accountability.” Using feminist hermeneutics of suspicion, we note several 
concerns. First, the term “Lordship,” while biblical and given new meaning 
in its association with Jesus, who was a very different kind of “lord,” re-
quires further analysis and ought to be used with caution since it remains 
a male and authoritative descriptor that can be experienced as oppressive.  
Second, the authority of scripture is not named in conjunction with the 
role of the hermeneutic community, which risks an uncritical acceptance 
of the current relations of power present in the hermeneutic community, 
allowing certain people’s interpretations to be understood uncritically as 
the “Word of God,” and assuming that there can be a neutral, objective 
reading of scripture. As a result, committing all to “mutual accountability” 
is suspect as a cover for the submission and accountability of some, name-
ly those who are already marginalized and oppressed, to others, namely 
those with power and privilege.

Kwok’s work serves as a reminder and an example for the kind of ac-
countability and transparency required within the Mennonite tradition 
and hermeneutic community. Instead of allowing certain individuals, for 
example, white male leaders, to hold other members of the community 
accountable to their interpretations of scripture and approaches to ethics, 
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each member of the community must confront their biases and presuppo-
sitions in order to prevent misuses of power, to deconstruct structures of 
oppression, and to understand the way experiences shape interpretations 
of scripture.

Womanist theologian Kelly Brown Douglas is another valuable resource 
for evaluating the use of scripture in a Mennonite approach to sexual eth-
ics. In Sexuality and the Black Church: A Womanist Perspective, Douglas 
engages black experiences of white power (oppression) and their impacts 
on black sexuality in order to develop a sexual discourse of resistance, 
which enables the black church and black community to reclaim their sex-
uality, transform relationships, and challenge existing oppressive structures 
of white heterosexist and racist culture. According to Douglas, particular 
social, historical, cultural, and political contexts are significant as they 
influence the questions asked or not asked with regards to theology.247 It 
is experience that guides our discourses. She also draws on the authority 
and interpretation of scripture in the black biblical tradition in order to 
critique existing notions of black sexuality and to develop theology as a 
sexual discourse of resistance. Key scriptural texts and theological images 
Douglas uses are Jesus as God’s radical embodied revelation, which em-
phasizes God’s presence with us in our humanity,248 and an understanding 
of human beings and bodies being created “good” in the image of God 
from Genesis.249 In this way, she does not abandon scripture, nor does she 
grant it undue authority for sexual ethics. Her criterion is that texts and 
images promote human flourishing by affirming black bodies and are thus 
justice and freedom oriented.

Douglas’s work demonstrates how scripture can be both sacred, yet insuf-
ficient as a source for Christian sexual ethics rooted in an understanding 
of authority that recognizes the relationship between experience and scrip-
ture and values the experiences of the oppressed first and foremost. By her 
example, she makes it possible to envision a justice-oriented approach to 
sexuality and sexual ethics within the Mennonite tradition. That she draws 
on existing scriptural emphases and key images within her tradition serves 
as an encouragement for Mennonites that there might already be liberative 
and justice-oriented themes in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition upon 
which we can draw for sexual ethics. How might Anabaptist-Mennonite 
theologies of peace, for example, guide our conversations about sexuality?

Conclusion

The Bible is a sacred source of God’s wisdom in the Anabaptist-Mennonite 
tradition. At times this has led to a false dichotomy of scripture and expe-
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rience that does not resonate with the Anabaptist-Mennonite understand-
ing of the hermeneutic community. The challenge for Mennonites now 
is to read scripture in light of the experiences of the marginalized and to 
weigh all sources of authority with the norm of liberation from oppression 
for all, particularly women, since they often experience multiple forms of 
oppression. With regards to sexual ethics, I am proposing that the Holy 
Spirit’s presence with us in our embodied experiences is valued as an im-
portant source for moral discernment in conjunction with scripture.

As I mentioned in my introduction, this paper is part of a much larg-
er project, namely my doctoral research, on forming a justice-oriented, 
Mennonite-feminist approach to sexual ethics. In my larger work I address 
related issues in greater detail, such as the compatibility of Mennonite and 
feminist approaches to ethics, the characteristics of Mennonite social eth-
ics, and theologies of power. It is my hope that in this paper on the use of 
scripture for a Mennonite-feminist approach to sexual ethics, I have clar-
ified authority in the Mennonite tradition and offered important critiques 
and resources from the work of feminist theologians for Mennonite ethical 
discourse and analyses that seek to nurture healthier attitudes and behav-
iors toward current concerns regarding sexuality within the Mennonite 
church and community.
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20. Christian Love as Love of Self  
and Love of One’s Sisters
Lessons from Teresa of Avila
Julia Feder

Introduction

The stories that we have heard all touch on violence done to the self—the 
violence of others saying “you are distorted, you are broken, you are not 
worthwhile”—and yet these women have stood in front of us as women of 
strength and vulnerability, capable of sharing their stories with us of wound-
edness and healing. 

To help us to reflect together a little more on the nature of Christian love, 
I offer some reflections from Teresa of Avila—a sixteenth-century Spanish 
mystic who felt a powerful calling from God to be a very practical kind of 
reformer, setting up single-sex communities of austerity and equality for 
women and men to learn how to draw deeper into relationship with God 
and with each other. These were audacious goals in her context and in the 
particular ways in which she envisioned carrying out her mission. As a re-
sult, those in power repeatedly tried to convince her that she was possessed 
by the devil and should abandon her mission. She was placed under exam-
ination by the Spanish Inquisitional authorities and held in a state of limbo 
(without a verdict) until after her death (surely causing much anxiety for 
herself and for those who believed in and relied upon her work). 

Like the women who stood before us this morning, she, too, struggled to 
have confidence in knowledge of herself as one who is created beautifully by 
God, and she struggled to see herself as empowered by God to resist those 
who did not recognize this blessedness. She wrote several books that detail 
some of this struggle and, as a result, her writings are a wonderful insight 
into the fruits of this struggle. In the last book she wrote before her death, 
The Interior Castle, she offers an image of the self that I think can be partic-
ularly moving to us as we reflect on these contexts of love of self, sexual 
violation, and the experience of Christian gays and lesbians. 
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This image of the self as a castle reveals to us that real love of others (real, 
lasting, authentic, strong) is rooted in a strong sense of self as related to 
God. Confusion, disorientation, even (dare I say it) sin can result when we 
are too permeable to others (or when we are made, through no fault of our 
own, too permeable to others). This is not a portrait of the self as absolutely 
separate in some kind of individualistic fantasy, but rather it is a portrait of 
the self in conscious relation to God and ultimately leading to a robust love 
of others. This love of others can come in the form of resistance and bound-
ary setting as much as it can come in the form of welcome and vulnerability. 
These are all forms of love of God and of a strong and true vision of the self 
as humbly related to God. 

The Self as a Castle

Here I will describe Teresa’s image. 

In the Interior Castle, she describes the soul as an expansive castle with 
many rooms (too many to count) and walls made out of “diamond or a 
very clear crystal.”250 In the center of the castle is a singular chamber from 
which light emanates into the surrounding rooms.251 These rooms form 
seven sets of “dwelling places.”252

The first dwelling places are located along the most exterior edge of the 
castle and can seem dark since one cannot easily see the light emanating 
from the center of the castle here. Because these rooms are located along the 
exterior walls of the castle, many nasty creatures (snakes, vipers, vermin, 
etc.) enter with the practitioner of prayer and prevent her from achieving 
any sense of calm or observing the beauty of the rooms she occupies. Yet, 
“[she has] done quite a bit just by having entered,”253 Teresa writes reassur-
ingly to beginners, since many people only dwell within the outer courtyards 
of their castle and never attempt to explore its inner rooms at all. This is the 
beginning of the path of knowledge of God in and through knowledge of 
the self. It is only through a deep commitment to know oneself that one can 
come to realize deeply that one is made in the image of God.254 To be truly 
within oneself, for Teresa, is to know oneself truly. To know oneself truly is 
to know oneself as one in whom God dwells. The individuals who remain 
in these outer areas of the castle believe mistakenly that they, too, are one 
of these nasty creatures they spend so much time with. Women, especially 
those who suffer from acute forms of violence such as social exclusion and 
sexual violation, understand well the dangers of this kind of mistaken soli-
darity with filth.
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Self-Knowledge, True Humility

Yet, those who attain some true knowledge of the self will discover them-
selves as “magnificent[ly]” beautiful and possessing a “marvelous capacity” 
for God because they are created in God’s image.255 Self-knowledge, for 
Teresa, consists of a blend of both low esteem and high esteem of oneself. 
If we truly know ourselves, we will know that we are “lowly” since we are 
plagued by earthly miseries; we are fearful, fainthearted, cowardly, marked 
by the effects of sin, and dependent upon God for everything. And yet, we 
are also given the capacity to change ourselves and the world in which we 
live since God dwells within us, at the center of the castle. This knowledge 
of self as both lowly and magnificently capacious of God is true humility for 
Teresa. False humility, a special danger for women as Teresa sees it, consists 
of making oneself less than one is and thinking that God can’t use one to ac-
complish divine work. True humility will lead one to accept God’s blessings 
and courageously take up the work of love of neighbor and transformation 
of the world. True humility leads one to confidently act, while false humility 
leads one to paralysis.

Love of Others From the Center of the Castle

When one dwells in the center of the castle—the center of the self, where 
God dwells—one experiences an intense sense of peace and stability. This is 
not a naïve statement from Teresa. She does not think that prayer or knowl-
edge of self alone will automatically solve the problems and chaotic messes 
around us. Rather, it is her confidence that when we are well within, when 
we experience peace “within our own houses,” as she puts it, we are able 
then to live in the world with confidence and a clear sense of when and how 
God calls us to be in relation with others.

The purpose of this journey within is to gain the “strength to serve”256 
those in one’s community through “the birth always of good works, good 
works.”257 In the seventh dwelling place, the center of the castle, Mary and 
Martha work together.258 When we live from this central empowering place 
within ourselves, we are able to work together with our sisters to make 
manifest God’s love in the world. This love is made manifest in many forms: 
in the form of resistance to evil and to lies about the true beauty of ourselves 
and our sisters, in the form of welcome and vulnerability to those who can 
responsibly and respectfully receive the gift of ourselves, and in the form 
of endurance when violence persists and all we can hold onto is hope for 
change that we cannot effect on our own.
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Conclusion

As we heard reflections from E——,  who spoke about the tough work 
of caring for herself as a foundation for healing others, I thought about 
Teresa’s insight that it is only when we are rooted in a place of firm knowl-
edge of self as intimately related to God that are we able (sometimes even 
with great pain and grief) to discern how to best love others. 

As we heard a personal story from G—— about the healing transformation 
that she experiences as she sits alone and in silence, especially when others 
are not able to receive her story, I thought about Teresa’s confidence in her 
own sense of God within when others could not see it, and how she, too, 
struggled to see this for herself but was ultimately successful as she took up 
over the course of a lifetime the difficult work of interior prayer. 

As C—— spoke about her fifteen friends who circled around her to offer 
support and protection in the midst of the violence of so-called “loving 
correction,” I thought about Teresa’s image of Mary and Martha joining 
together in the center of the castle, working to birth together good works. 
These young people are able to act confidently and strengthen each other 
amidst competing visions of God’s dream for the church. They have experi-
enced the overwhelming witness of divine light present within themselves as 
individuals and wherever else women (Marthas and Marys) come together 
in love (whether romantically or otherwise).

We gather this weekend in the tradition of Christians who seek peace as 
God’s holy work. Teresa reminds us that peace begins with love. The work 
of Christian peacemaking out of love involves loving ourselves, loving our 
sisters, and affirming love wherever we find it. Teresa urges us, as she writes: 

Can there be an evil greater than that of being ill at ease in our own 
house? What hope can we have of finding rest outside of ourselves if 
we cannot be at rest within. … 

Peace, peace, the Lord said, my Sisters; and He urged His apostle so 
many times. Well, believe me, if we don’t obtain and have peace in our 
own house we’ll not find it outside. 

Let this war be ended.259
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“When hands and bodies are degraded by work that is not made 
possible by love, the heart learns to internalize anger, oppression, and 
exploitation. When hands are part of work that nurtures their own 
communities and their very selves, the heart learns the power of love.”
     —Katerina Friesen

“The challenge … now is to read scripture in light of the experiences 
of the marginalized and to weigh all sources of authority with the 
norm of liberation from oppression for all.” 
     —Kimberly Penner

“There is power within voluntary powerlessness. There is freedom 
in letting go. Suffering and emptiness are part of the Jesus way.  
Love is so much stronger than all other energies in this cosmos.”
     —Jane Hoober Peifer
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