
 

DOCTORAL THESIS

An exploration of John Paul II’s theological anthropology in the context of his theology
of the body and new feminism, in engagement with the perspectives and experiences
of some Irish Catholic women.

Doherty, Grainne

Award date:
2022

Awarding institution:
University of Roehampton

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://pure.roehampton.ac.uk/portal/en/studentTheses/41305c64-3435-4a02-8cee-d40297e5ba87


 

 

 

An exploration of John Paul II’s theological anthropology in the context of his theology of the 

body and new feminism, in engagement with the perspectives and experiences of some Irish 

Catholic women. 

 

by  

 

Gráinne Doherty B. Rel.Sc., M.A. 

 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of PhD 

Department of Humanities 

University of Roehampton 

2021 

  



ii 
 

 

 

 



i 
 

Abstract 

 

In September 1979, John Paul II began presenting his theological anthropology – comprised of his 

Theology of the Body catechesis and his writings on the nature and role of women. Three weeks later, 

he came on a papal visit to Ireland. Speaking to a country where, at the time, being Catholic was 

almost synonymous with being Irish, and where the icons of Mary, and Cathleen Ní Houlihan were 

held up to women as models of true womanhood, John Paul II praised the Irish people for being 

semper fidelis, always faithful. The intervening 42 years has seen this “Catholic Ireland” undergo 

radical change. Rocked by revelations of various forms of abuse inflicted by both clergy and female 

religious, “Catholic Ireland” is now frequently presented as the first country in the world to legalise 

same-sex marriage by popular vote, and of passing some of its most liberal forms of abortion 

legislation.  

Much of the commentary to date on such a transition has been a simplistic one: the secular debate has 

dismissed the Catholic church as now irrelevant – especially to women; while the religious debate 

has failed to take seriously the proclaimed disconnect that often exists between church teaching on 

such issues, and the lived realities of many of its members.  

Despite the contentious role John Paul II’s theological anthropology has played over the years in 

debates between the conservative and liberal wings of the church, its teachings and language have 

informed the papacies of his two successors and are still to the fore in the Catholic church today.  

But how does it speak to women who have lived within its theology for most of their lives?  

This research explores this question by contextualising John Paul II’s theological anthropology in the 

faith lives of some Irish Catholic women. 
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Preface 

 

I was 13 years old when Karol Wojtyla became John Paul II. In the many years that followed, every 

part of my journey from being a young teenager to becoming a middle-aged woman has thus been 

lived out in the shadow of his lengthy papacy and its legacy (particularly evident in the papacy of his 

close friend, advisor, and successor, Joseph Ratzinger/Benedict XVI). John Paul II’s pronouncements 

on issues such as sexuality, the essence and vocation of women, understandings of church and the 

role (and gender) of the ordained, social justice, and on ‘approved’ imagery and language of God, 

coincided with my own searching and discernment in all of these areas – a searching that took place 

in an Ireland marked by the ambiguous intertwining of a deeply ingrained creation-based Celtic 

spirituality on the one hand, with a conservative, Roman-centred Catholicism on the other, that seeped 

into every facet of life. Growing over the years, into a deepening sense of self – a sense of self that 

has been informed by my choosing to study and work within theology – I became increasingly aware 

of the disconnect that often existed between John Paul II’s naming of my identity as a woman and as 

a sexual being, with my own lived experience. While such a disconnect has not been my whole 

experience as an Irish Catholic woman, it has been a significant part of it – significant enough to leave 

me searching for some resolution.  

Such searching has brought certain experiences into sharper focus. These include: 

Working in adult faith formation, I hear the repeated refrain from women of “why haven’t we heard 

this before?” Their new-found energy is palpable as they are introduced to their sisters hidden in the 

scriptures and in tradition. Exploring new dimensions of the divine that challenge the confined and 

confining god of patriarchy in which they have been immersed for much of their faith journey, they 

are freed to reflect anew on themselves as imago Christi/imago Dei. Their calling to imagine and 

actively work towards creating a “new heaven and a new earth” (Rev. 21:1), reveals hopes and 

yearnings long repressed.  
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I see students to whom I teach theology, either gradually drift away from, or actively leave, an Irish 

church they perceive and experience as misogynist, corrupt, and abusive, with little to say to their 

lived realities. They take their giftedness, leadership skills, and spirituality with them.  

Sitting in my local church on a Sunday morning, I find myself frequently wondering what draws 

women to attend. It is a small community, and I am aware of how the lived experiences of many of 

the women present contradict the church’s teachings in areas such as family, sexual orientation, 

contraception, abortion, marriage and so forth.  

Conscious of, and trying to make sense of all of this, I am also aware of my ongoing passion for the 

church’s rich theological and philosophical tradition. My life is shaped by its celebration of the 

sacredness of all creation, its social justice pursuit of the common good and its recognition of the 

dignity of the person – all values that are rooted in the two core Christian tenets: the presence of the 

incarnation in the world’s sufferings, and the resurrectional rolling away of the stone from every 

entombed part of our lives.  

Without my noticing, my research focus, therefore, began to emerge out of all of these – and many 

other – experiences with women’s faith journeys. Certain questions came increasingly to the surface 

of both my personal faith, and in my theological work within the church – and I wondered: how can 

a celibate, male Vatican pronounce so definitively and confidently on women’s nature and purpose, 

when we ourselves increasingly question whether such homogeneity is either possible or desirable? 

How does a male-defined church continue to uncritically believe it understands women’s vocation(s) 

without listening to our understandings of God and our own sense of being called? And how can an 

incarnational and sacramental faith fail to incorporate into its unilateral teachings on family, sexuality, 

and women, the increasing diversity and complexity of intersectionality?  

Although none of these is the specific question of this research, they all form the backdrop to it. What 

this research goes towards doing, therefore, is what the official church has failed to do – actively 

listen to the lived experience(s) and faith journeys of women. In my setting out on my research 
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journey, I heard the question posed by Miriam in the midst of her own wilderness, when she asks: 

“Does God speak only through Moses?” (Num. 12:2). 

The women in this research answer with an emphatic “no.” 
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Introduction 

 

As a philosophical ethicist, John Paul II made the human person the centre of his moral thinking.1 He 

was concerned particularly with the significance of sexual difference and the implications of this for 

the relationship between the female and male. His theological anthropology has provoked lively 

debate and analysis among a wide spectrum of theologians2 and is to be found in both his Theology 

of the Body (consisting of 129 General Wednesday Audiences delivered during the first five years of 

his pontificate)3 and in his concept of “new feminism,” which was first introduced in Evangelium 

Vitae and subsequently developed in several encyclicals and Addresses to women.4 John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology is important not only for the central role it played in his own papacy, but 

because of its integration into the papal catechesis of his two successors, Benedict XVI5 and Francis.6 

In this way, it has formed the main teaching not only on the nature and role of the human in general, 

but more specifically on those of women, for over four decades. The naming and defining of women 

and womanhood within Catholic theology is, therefore, almost exclusively done by the ordained – 

who are always male, and traditionally celibate. In this research I explore the authenticity of such a 

 
1 Leonie Caldecott, “Sincere Gift: The Pope's ‘New Feminism,’” Communio 23, no.1 (1996): 65. 
2 Nancy A. Dallavalle, “Neither Idolatry nor Iconoclasm: A Critical Essentialism for Catholic Feminist 

Theology,” Horizons 25, no.1 (1998): 23–42. 
3 Hereafter abbreviated to TOB. 
4 John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae, #99, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-

ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
5 Shortly after his election as pope in 2005, Benedict XVI declared that he did not foresee himself writing many 

documents during his papacy; rather, he understood that an important part of his mission as pope was to make John Paul 

II’s writings more widely known. His first encyclical, Deus Caritas Est, (God is love) reflects this.  

Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est found at: https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-

xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20051225_deus-caritas-est.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. See 

also, José Granados, “Theology of the Body: More Than Just Sex Ed,” Humanum Review 3 (2015), 
https://humanumreview.com/articles/theology-of-the-body-more-than-just-sex-ed. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

Benedict XVI, “Address to Participants in the Meeting Promoted by the Pontifical John Paul II Institute for Studies on 

Marriages and Family” (May 13th, 2011),  http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-

xvi/en/speeches/2011/may/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20110513_istituto_gpii.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
6 Early into his papacy in 2013, Pope Francis announced the holding of an Extraordinary (followed by an Ordinary) 

General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops on topics related to the family and evangelization. In 2016, he issued an 

apostolic exhortation, Amoris Laetitia, which is a result of his prayerful reflection on the discussions and outcomes of 

both synods. Francis, Amoris Laetitia (April 8th, 2016), 

https://www.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-

ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20051225_deus-caritas-est.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20051225_deus-caritas-est.html
https://humanumreview.com/articles/theology-of-the-body-more-than-just-sex-ed
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2011/may/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20110513_istituto_gpii.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2011/may/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20110513_istituto_gpii.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf
https://www.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf
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naming and defining by the magisterium, by listening to women name their own lived experience of 

being both Catholic and female. In this Introduction and Chapter one, I set out the steps I undertake 

to do that.  

Here, I begin by succinctly presenting the research question, which is then elaborated upon as I 

explain my reason for engaging in this particular area of study. The research question both reflects 

and adds to existing feminist ecclesiology. As a theologically trained lay woman, I have to date, 

chosen to remain within the Catholic tradition. My knowing and understanding this tradition beyond 

its patriarchal and often misogynist expression, has been informed by feminist theology. It is from 

this feminist perspective that I undertook, interpreted and wrote this research. To clarify my position 

as researcher therefore, I present my understanding of feminism and feminist theology that informs 

this work. After referring to paths not taken in this research, I conclude by clarifying both the use of 

certain terminology throughout the thesis, and the context in which the empirical research took place. 

 

Research question  

Throughout his many writings about/to women and, in declaring himself “the feminist pope,”7 John 

Paul II suggests that he understands the nature, role, and vocation of women in society and in the 

church. But what do women themselves think and say is their space and calling within these spheres? 

This research explores John Paul II’s presumed understanding of women by examining it in the light 

of both academic feminist theologians, and the lived experiences of ten Irish Catholic women. 

 

 

 
7 In the late 1990s, the Vatican convened a conference on “Women’s Health and Human Rights.” During an Audience 

with conference attendees, Pope John Paul II proclaimed, to the surprise of his listeners, “Io son il Papa feminista,” (“I 

am the feminist pope”). See: Shelia Garcia. Pope John Paul II: The Feminist Pope (posted April 18, 2011), 

http://usccbmedia.blogspot.com/2011/04/pope-john-paul-ii-feminist-pope.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

http://usccbmedia.blogspot.com/2011/04/pope-john-paul-ii-feminist-pope.html
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Reasons for this research 

Core to John Paul II’s theological anthropology is his essentialist approach to the complementary 

natures of women and men, claiming that they are equal but different. He states in his Letter to Women 

that “Womanhood and Manhood are complementary not only from the physical and psychological 

points of view, but also from the ontological.”8 This belief leads him to argue that women and men 

are consequently called to different and complementary roles within the family, society, and the 

church. These roles are seen as being particular to one’s gender/sex.9 The influence of such thinking 

is evident throughout his interpretation of a wide range of official doctrine and practices. These 

teachings include, but are not limited to, the reserving of ordination and formalised roles of leadership 

to men, the rejection of homosexuality and/or bisexuality, the use of predominantly male imagery 

and language for God, and his highlighting the roles of motherhood and virginity for women. 

All of this has resulted in feminist theologians arguing that a large gap exists between officially-

expressed church teachings and doctrine on women, and women’s own practices and beliefs on a 

wide range of issues. In a recent study What Catholic Women Think, conservative (“new”) feminists, 

Mary Rice Hasson and Michele M. Hill, state that only 13 per cent of women surveyed completely 

accept the church’s teachings in the areas of “faith, conscience and contraception.”10  

This gap between the actual practice of women, and current magisterial teachings about women has 

– feminist theologians argue – resulted in a broad range of stances taken by women in relation to the 

 
8 John Paul II, Letter to Women (June 29th, 1995), #7, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
9 John Paul II initiated the papal preference for the term “sex” rather than “gender” – the term currently used in a wide 

range of disciplines. He (and his successors) warns against an ideology of gender that as Francis says, “denies the 

difference and reciprocity in nature of a man and a woman and envisages a society without sexual differences, thereby 

eliminating the anthropological basis of the family.” Focussing on the idea of gender over and against that of the sex of 

a person, has the potential, John Paul II fears, to separate a person from her/his identity as female/male that is divinely-

assigned at birth, resulting in a person’s identity, which, in Francis’ words, “become the choice of the individual, one 

which can also change over time.” Francis, Amoris Laetitia, (March 19th, 2016), #56,  

https://www.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-

ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
10 Mary Rice Hasson and Michelle Hill, What Catholic Women Think About Faith, Conscience, and Contraception: 

Preliminary Report (Washington, D.C., Ethics and Public Policy Center, August 2012), 5, http://eppc.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/07/What_Catholic_Women_Think_Contraception-Aug_2012.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf
https://www.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf
http://eppc.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/What_Catholic_Women_Think_Contraception-Aug_2012.pdf
http://eppc.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/What_Catholic_Women_Think_Contraception-Aug_2012.pdf
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church overall. These stances range from some choosing to exit completely from the Catholic church, 

to some others choosing total adherence to all of the church’s doctrine. Many others – as the previous 

statistic highlights – remain within the church, but discern for themselves which teachings to either 

accept or reject. To date, much of the debate within feminist theology over the acceptance or rejection 

of magisterial teaching by women has taken place in academic circles. (This is not to say that women 

at the church’s grassroots are not also making decisions about their own acceptance or rejection of 

church teachings; rather, I posit that this discernment happens in more privatised settings, and is, 

therefore, not as visible as the debate happening in academia). Academic feminist writings focus on 

church teaching in general, in areas such as anthropology, sexuality, gender, ordination of women, 

and so forth. In comparison to the amount of feminist theological engagement available on such 

topics, detailed critique at academic level of John Paul II’s theological anthropology specifically is 

relatively sparse. One notable exception is that of British theologian Tina Beattie’s New Catholic 

Feminism.11 While excellent in what it aims to do (offering a “detailed analysis of Catholic neo-

orthodoxy in its representation of gender and sexual difference”), how women who are not 

theologians respond to John Paul II’s teachings on women goes unexamined, however.12 The 

aforementioned “gap” regarding Catholic teaching on the one hand, and on the other, women ignoring 

many of those teachings while still remaining Catholic, remains unaddressed in her work. Outside of 

academia, when John Paul II’s teachings – and the implications of them for women’s daily lives – 

are engaged with by women, it is normally done by women who support and promote such teachings 

and who, therefore, are not concerned with possible limitations inherent in them.13  

 

 
11 Tina Beattie, New Catholic Feminism: Theology and Theory (London: Routledge, 2006). 
12 Ibid., quoted on fly cover. 
13 One well known example is that of Endow (Educating on the Nature and Dignity of Women), an online resource that 

“seeks to educate women toward a more profound understanding of their God-given dignity through study in small 

group communities of faith and friendship. Rooted in the teachings of Pope St. John Paul II, Endow affirms the genius 

of women – the feminine genius – and empowers them to “fulfill our culture’s desperate need for an authentic feminine 

presence in every aspect of life and society.,” https://www.endowgroups.org/about/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.endowgroups.org/about/
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The contribution of this research to existing knowledge in this area 

While addressing many aspects of John Paul II’s writings on women, much of the examination has 

to date, therefore, failed to look at women as historically situated. What difference, if any, do issues 

such as culture, ethnicity, age, education, and so forth, have on women’s response to such teachings? 

This research begins to address two significant gaps in the discussion on John Paul II’s 

anthropological writings on women: 

(i) The examination that remains to be done on how women at the grassroots of the church 

engage with his theological anthropology. 

(ii) How Irish women in particular – who are living in a time of rapid change in both the 

country’s Catholic church and its society – respond to his theologically defining their 

nature and vocation for them. 

 

This thesis wishes, therefore, to broaden out the existing debate to women at the church’s grassroots. 

Through the consultation of a small group of Irish women, and through situating the results of such 

consultation in wider feminist theological debate, I investigate whether or not the deductions found 

within John Paul II’s theological anthropology regarding the identity, nature and roles of woman in 

the church and society, resonate adequately with the lived experiences of the Irish women I 

interviewed, and how the women define and identify themselves in regard to same. Although the 

group studied is particular and small with regards to nationality, gender, religion, and so forth, and 

while I do not make any universal claims about my research findings, I, nevertheless, posit that this 

research offers insights that help to understand some of the omissions in John Paul II’s work – 

omissions that will be explored in the following pages.  

While I acknowledge and explore some overlap between the women’s theology and that of John Paul 

II, one of the main contributions of this research is in what was not said in the empirical research 

rather than what was. When analysing the interview data, I noticed a disconnect between what the 
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women shared, and the teaching and language of John Paul II’s theological anthropology. Prior to 

conducting the interviews, I had anticipated bringing both voices more closely together than was 

ultimately the case. Each woman had received a page of quotes from John Paul II’s writings on a 

variety of his teachings on women, sexuality, and the family. This was done with the aim of bringing 

his theology into my conversations with the women being interviewed. Although in the main, they 

talked about these topics, they did so without reference to his writings. Their faith stories did not 

prioritise the same issues as did John Paul II. All of the women had opinions on – and sometimes 

experience of – issues such as homosexuality, sex outside marriage, and contraception, but the 

interview data indicated that they were not central to their faith journeys. The emphasis placed on 

these various issues by John Paul II and by the women were markedly different. As researcher, 

therefore, and being true to the data, I decided not to force connections that the women themselves 

were not making. What resulted was a feeling at times of having the thesis go in two different 

directions – John Paul II’s theological anthropology on the one hand, and the women’s faith stories 

on the other. Although I make occasional connections between the two, I decided that it would have 

been misrepresentative of their voices if I had increased the significance the women paid to these 

issues in order to make it fit into the first part of the research. The contribution of this research, 

therefore, lies in the connections that were not made, and the conversations that were not voiced, by 

women in relation to John Paul II’s writings about them. 

Placing the women’s voices in the centre of the empirical research is vital to the already-mentioned 

feminist perspective of this research. It is important, therefore, that I clarify the understanding of 

feminist theory and theology that informs both the content and the process of this study.  

 

Feminism and feminist theology 

Over its relatively brief history, feminism has taken many forms and has meant different things to 

different people. Although countless examples can be found in history, of women challenging the 
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socially accepted oppressive limitations placed upon their sex, feminism as a structured and 

coordinated movement only emerged in the late nineteenth century – primarily rooted in the issues of 

voting rights and the abolition of slavery. As it developed, it influenced and was influenced by many 

other developments in western thought, such as Marxism, psychoanalysis, existentialism, the sexual 

revolution of the 1960s, and many more.  

How feminism manifested itself in the past – and even to a greater extent, how it manifests itself 

today – is strongly shaped by the particular group in whose hands it lies. Factors such as religion, 

race, sexual orientation, socio-economic situation, and education, all impact on what form feminist 

expression takes, and how it is understood and lived out. It is more accurate to talk of 

feminisms/feminist theologies, therefore, than thinking of feminism/feminist theology as a singular 

and unified entity.14  

American feminist theologian Joann Wolski Conn defines feminism “in its broadest outline” as: 

Both a co-ordinated set of ideas and a practical plan of action, rooted in women’s 

critical awareness of how a culture controlled in meaning and action by men, for their 

own advantage, oppresses women and dehumanizes men.15 

 

Beginning with one’s lived experience – and conscientisation – of oppression as female in a male-

defined reality, feminists move beyond being simply critics of the dominant system by working to 

deconstruct its symbols and patterns of domination, while also striving to re-imagine and build 

relationships marked by inclusion, dignity, and equality.  

 
14 New feminist Beatriz Vollmer Coles states succinctly that today feminism “has as many tendencies as supporters.” 

Beatriz Vollmer Coles, “New Feminism: A Sex-Gender Reunion,” in Women in Christ: Toward a New Feminism, ed. 

Michele M. Schumacher (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2004), 52. For a more 

comprehensive understanding of the various waves/stages and types of feminism and feminist theology than is possible 

here, please refer to some of the following: Anne Clifford, Introducing Feminist Theology (Maryknoll, New York: 

Orbis Books, 2002); Regina Coll, Christianity and Feminism in Conversation (Mystic, CT: Twenty-third Publications, 

2001); Linda Hogan, From Women’s Experience to Feminist Theology (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995); 

Susan Frank Parsons, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2002); Sandra Schneiders, Beyond Patching: Faith and Feminism in the Catholic Church (New York, Paulist Press, 

2004); Rosemary Tong, Feminist Thought: A Comprehensive Introduction (London: Routledge, 1992). 
15 Joann Wolski Conn, “New Vitality: The Challenge From Feminist Theology,” America 165 (5th Oct. 1991): 217. 
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In simple terms, feminist theology involves applying these principles to all things theological – thus 

questioning an existing theological narrative that works to justify male dominance and female 

exclusion. While re-emphasising the richness and complexity that inter-sectionality has brought to the 

feminist debate since the 1980s, I here mention three broad categories of feminist theology that existed 

at the time John Paul II was offering his critique of feminism. As I mention again later, what John 

Paul II criticises and rejects as feminist thought is in fact only one of these categories – that of radical 

feminism. This is often referred to as ‘post-Christian’ due to the fact that many of its followers were 

originally members of a Christian church/denomination, only to conclude that its being irredeemably 

patriarchal and misogynist, must lead to their leaving it behind. At the other end of the spectrum, is 

that of reformist feminist theology, which although believing in and working for more inclusion of 

women in the life and leadership of the church, generally accepts and is uncritical of the church’s 

teachings and structures. Taking up much of the middle-ground on this continuum is that of 

reconstructionist feminism, which despite sharing with reformist feminism a belief in the greater 

inclusion of women in the church, differs from it by working for a deeper transformation of not only 

the church’s structures and teachings, but also of its symbols and language – particularly in relation 

to God, scripture, and tradition. Reconstructionist feminist theology’s vision is rooted in the Exodus 

and the reign of God expressed by Jesus, as a way towards the building of an inclusive community of 

faith marked by a “discipleship of equals” and social justice, which strives for inter-denominational 

and inter-faith partnership and sharing. 

It is reconstructionist feminist theology that informs the reason for and direction of this thesis.  

Although my feminist theological position reflects an English-speaking academic tradition, my 

position as researcher is also informed by my living in the Philippines for several years where I 

experienced a complex co-existing of Catholicism (that ranged from a liberation and eco/theology-

focussed faith expression to one reflecting deep conservativism), and a multi-faceted and often 

colourful expression of gender and sexuality. Although not directly relevant to the research in hand, 

such an experience helped keep the question of “who names experience?” (with all its associations 
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with power/empowerment/powerlessness) and the reality of my white privilege to the fore when 

planning, implementing, and interpreting all stages of the research process. 

Throughout the research, I use the terms “mainstream feminism” or “traditional feminism” (or simply 

“feminism”) in the same way as they are employed by “new feminist” advocates in Women in Christ, 

to refer to the types of feminist thought other than the “new feminism” presented by John Paul II.16 

Occasionally, I use the terminology of “reconstructionist”, “radical”, or “reformist”, to differentiate 

between the different schools of “mainstream”/ “traditional” feminism.  

Both the centrality of reflected lived experience in feminist theological thought, and the importance 

of positionality in the social sciences, declare that there is no neutral starting point for the researcher. 

The importance of recognising oneself as either an outsider or insider to the research focus is therefore 

highlighted in the two disciplines. One of the implications of this is the choice made about the use of 

language – should it be “we”/“us” or “they”/“them”? For the purposes of this research, I have chosen 

to use the latter. In doing so, however, I am not choosing to place myself as an outsider to the research 

process or to the faith lives of the women I interview. Rather, I reject the dichotomous thinking that 

commands such a choice and posit that the “insider/outsider” positionality as researcher is rather a 

continuum – one on which I move back and forth, and one where – in relation to the interview material 

in particular – I find myself holding multiple positions simultaneously. Sonya Dwyer and Jennifer 

Buckle writing on the challenge of being an “insider-outsider,” reflect my own experience when they 

say that  

The notion of the space between challenges the dichotomy of insider versus outsider 

status. To present these concepts in a dualistic manner is overly simplistic. It is 

restrictive to lock into a notion that emphasizes either/or, one or the other, you are in 

or you are out. Rather, a dialectical approach allows the preservation of the complexity 

of similarities and differences.17 

 
16 Schumacher, Women in Christ, x-xi, 80–104.  
17 Sonya Corbin Dwyer and Jennifer L. Buckle, “The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outside in Qualitative 

Research,” International Journal of Qualitative Methods 8, no.1 (2009): 60. They go on to say that “holding 

membership in a group does not denote complete sameness within that group. Likewise, not being a member of a group 

does not denote complete difference… Perhaps, as researchers we can only ever occupy the space between.,” 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/160940690900800105. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/160940690900800105


10 
 

 

In the writing up of the research, neither the use of “we/us” or “they/them” managed to convey the 

complexity and nuance of where I have often found myself in much of the process, and it became for 

me an unnecessary distraction. As a result, I intuited a use of language that I deemed appropriate and 

allowed my declared feminist positionality to speak to that nuance instead. By employing feminist-

valued research methods at every stage of the research process, I align myself not with one woman’s 

opinion as distinct to another on any given issue, but instead, with being immersed in the collective 

narrative of women’s faith. My feminist perspective allows me to understand reflected lived 

experience not in homogenous terms, but as a rich starting point from which to examine the relevancy 

or otherwise of John Paul II’s theological anthropology for women.18  

Space does not allow for much commentary on John Paul II’s understanding of feminism but I believe 

that it is important to note that in his criticism of mainstream feminism – and despite his claim that “I 

am the feminist pope” – he fails to recognise its many complexities and multi-valent perspectives. On 

several occasions, he seems rather, to reduce it to being an ideology that both seeks out the domination 

of men by women, and the nullification of sexual difference.19 In Evangelium Vitae, he illustrates his 

 
18 One example suffices to illustrate that, for me, the employment of fundamental feminist principles throughout my 

research place me more naturally, though not exclusively, as an insider. Andrew Holmes talks of “emic” and “etic” 

accounts in research that indicates the positionality of the researcher as an “insider” or “outsider” respectively. With 

regards to interview transcribing, for example, an etic transcription excludes the use of colloquial language and corrects 

the spelling and grammar inherent in interview data. An emic transcription follows the natural flow of interview 

conversation – with its pauses, repetition, breaks in thought, and so forth. Without knowing of such a distinction, I 

intuitively followed the latter style, thus positioning me as an insider with the interview data. Andrew G. D. Holmes, 

“Researcher Positionality: A Consideration of its Influence in Qualitative Research – A New Researcher Guide,” 

Shanlax International Journal of Education, 8 no.4 (Sept. 2020): 1–10, 

http://www.shanlaxjournals.in/journals/index.php/education/article/view/3232j. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

For further reading on positionality, see for example: Richa Nagar and Susan Geiger, “Reflexivity and positionality in 

feminist fieldwork revisited,” in Policy and Practice in Economic Geography, ed. Tickell, Adam et al, (London: Sage, 

2007); Robert K. Merton, “Insiders and outsiders: A Chapter in the Sociology of knowledge,” American Journal of 

sociology, 78, no. 1, (1972), 9-47; Robin M. Hopkins, Glenn Regehr, and Daniel D. Pratt, “A Framework for 

Negotiating Positionality in Phenomenological Research,” Medical Teacher, 39, no. 1 (Nov. 11th, 2016): 1–6, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309883101_A_framework_for_negotiating_positionality_in_phenomenologic

al_research. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
19 In 1995, for example, he observes that “in recent times some trends in the feminist movement, in order to advance 

women’s emancipation, have sought to make her like man in every way.” John Paul II, Wednesday General Audience 

(Dec. 6th, 1995), #1, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/Audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-

ii_aud_19951206.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

In his encyclical on the vocation of women, Mulieris Dignitatem, he warns that “even the rightful opposition of women 

to what is expressed in the biblical words “He shall rule over you” (Gen. 3:16) must not under any condition lead to the 

“masculinization” of women. In the name of liberation from male “domination”, women must not appropriate to 

themselves male characteristics contrary to their own feminine “originality.” There is a well-founded fear that if they 

http://www.shanlaxjournals.in/journals/index.php/education/article/view/3232
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309883101_A_framework_for_negotiating_positionality_in_phenomenological_research
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309883101_A_framework_for_negotiating_positionality_in_phenomenological_research
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html
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desire for a different type of response to the oppression of women than that of traditional feminism, 

asking women to instead promote a “‘new feminism’ which rejects the temptation of imitating models 

of ‘male domination.’”20  

Those aware of the many subtleties and nuances of feminist thought argue that what John Paul II was 

criticising was, in fact, radical feminism.21 One of those to argue this is American feminist Joan 

Chittester, who points out that radical feminism refers to a very precise type in the history of feminism 

that has never been the driving force in the women’s movement implied in his criticism.22 While the 

majority of feminists engage with the same themes as radical feminists, different perspectives and 

positionings result in contrasting conclusions being drawn. Tina Beattie spells this out when she states 

that 

 
take this path, women will not reach fulfilment, but instead will deform and lose what constitutes their essential 

richness.” John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem (August 15th, 1988), #10, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/apost_letters/1988/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19880815_mulieris-dignitatem.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
20 John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae (March 25th, 1995), #99, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. This 

language anticipates a later publication by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (approved by John Paul II) in 

2004, On the Collaboration of Men and Women in the Church and in the World. In the opening few paragraphs, the 

document talks of two approaches to women’s issues in recent years. The first approach, the letter claims, states that 

“women, in order to be themselves, must make themselves the adversaries of men. Faced with the abuse of power, the 

answer for women is to seek power.” This seeking out of power leads to antagonism between men and women where 

one sex seeks to dominate the other. An attempt to avoid this domination leads, the letter states, to the second approach, 

which is to deny all differences – “viewed as mere effects of historical and cultural conditioning” – between women and 

men. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church On the 

Collaboration of Men and Women in the Church and in the World (July 31st, 2004), #2, 

https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20040731_collaboration_en.ht

ml. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
21 See: Tina Beattie, “Feminism, Vatican-style,” The Tablet (Oct. 7th, 2004), file:///C:/Users/Owner/Downloads/Tablet-

FeminismVatican-Style%20(1).pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021; Edward Collins Vacek, “Feminism and the 

Vatican,” Theological Studies 66 (2005): 159–177. In The Ratzinger Report of 1985, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, then 

head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith observes the following: “[It is] necessary to get to the bottom of 

the demand that radical feminism draws from the widespread modern culture, namely the ‘trivialization’ of sexual 

specificity that makes every role interchangeable between man and woman… Detached from the bond with fecundity, 

sex no longer appears to be a determined characteristic, as a radical and pristine orientation of the person. Male? 

Female? They are questions that for some are now viewed as obsolete, senseless, if not racist.” Joseph Cardinal 

Ratzinger and Vittorio Messori, The Ratzinger Report: An Exclusive Interview on the State of the Church (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1985): 95. Although Ratzinger uses the word “radical” twice in this quote, it is unclear 

whether he was referring to a specific branch of feminist theory or if he believed that feminism in its very ideology was 

radical. Foreshadowing the observations of John Paul II and the magisterium with regard to their understanding of 

feminism, Rosemary Tong points out that “Radical Feminists have traditionally taken the lead not only in articulating 

the ‘highly elaborate’ and ‘deeply entrenched’ nature of the sex/gender system, but also in sketching exit routes out of 

it. In particular, radical feminists have proposed several ways to free women from the cage of femininity. These 

proposals have ranged from working toward an androgynous culture in which male and female differences are 

minimized to replacing male culture with female culture.” Tong, Feminist Thought, 2–3. 
22 Joan Chittester, “To the ‘Experts in Humanity’: Since When Did Women Become the Problem?” National Catholic 

Reporter (NCR), (August 2, 2004). 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1988/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19880815_mulieris-dignitatem.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1988/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19880815_mulieris-dignitatem.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20040731_collaboration_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20040731_collaboration_en.html
file:///C:/Users/Owner/Downloads/Tablet-FeminismVatican-Style%20(1).pdf
file:///C:/Users/Owner/Downloads/Tablet-FeminismVatican-Style%20(1).pdf
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If there are some forms of feminism that are not compatible with Christianity, there 

are many others in which women and men together seek new ways of relating, not 

through a struggle for power over one another, nor through regarding one another ‘as 

enemies to be overcome’, but in a shared endeavour to understand and unmask the 

dynamics of power, domination and oppression as these affect the relationship 

between the sexes.23 

 

It is such an understanding of feminism and feminist theology that has given birth to and shapes this 

research, and which I use in helping me critique and explore both the writings of John Paul II and the 

women’s interview data.  

 

Roads not taken 

The nature of research is that where one plans to go is not necessarily where one ends up. Such was 

my experience. This research took many unexpected turns in the course of its lifetime. Three of the 

more significant changes to the original planning are the following: 

1. Groupings: 

My initial proposal for the empirical stage of my research was to interview four to five Irish Catholic 

women from three distinct groups: (i) graduates from a B.A. in Theology who chose feminist theology 

as a specialised elective in their final year of study, (ii) women with little formal theological 

knowledge but who are involved in some form of ministry within their respective parishes, and (iii) 

 
23 Beattie, New Catholic Feminism, 2. Taking these themes into the theological realm is the basis of what is known as 

feminist theology. Susan Frank Parsons claims that “theology that is called ‘feminist’ may be understood in this light as 

theology that nurtures hope for the liberation of humanity into a just and equitable political order in which our life 

together as women and men might be more happily realized.” Frank Parsons, The Cambridge Companion to Feminist 

Theology, xiv. Feminist theologians believe that reinterpreting and reconstructing traditional symbols, language, 

doctrines, and structures of the Christian tradition is both possible and desirable for women, enabling the God of 

Christianity to be one of liberation for all. Elizabeth Johnson talks of three interrelated tasks of feminist theology: (i) to 

recognise, criticise, and deconstruct sexism in all aspects of the religious tradition, (ii) to discover hidden themes of 

liberation that have been covered over – consciously and subconsciously – in the tradition, and (iii) to construct a new 

religious vision and create new religious symbols that recognise the full humanity of women. Elizabeth Johnson, She 

Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse (New York: Crossroad, 1992), 29–30. See also: Daphne 

Hampson, ed., Swallowing a Fishbone? Feminist Theologians Debate Christianity (London: SPCK Press, 1996). In this 

book, six British feminist theologians explore whether it is healthier for feminists to remain inside or to leave the 

Christian faith. All but one emphasized that they continue to practice Christianity due to their belief in a liberating God 

of the oppressed.  
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women who identify themselves as Catholic and lesbian. Due to changes in access to the first and 

third of these groups (with the college that provided such access closing down) as well as a significant 

change in where I live, the target group for interviewing changed to five women from an urban setting 

and five women from a more rural one – all of whom were (or recently had been) involved in parish 

ministry, and who had engaged in some form of adult faith formation. As will be seen, this research 

reflects the richness of women’s experience of the Irish church from those I did interview. I believe, 

however, that the voices of lesbian women who choose to remain involved in their local church in 

Ireland still need to be heard.  

2. The empirical research: 

This was initially envisaged as being a much smaller part of the overall study. Reflexively following 

the essence of grounded theory, which demands that the argument flows and is formed from the data 

(rather than the data being shaped to fit into an already-formed argument), led me to fully open myself 

up to the possibility of changing the direction of the research and allowing a space for such potential 

to dialogue with the direction initially envisaged.24 This led to a significant amount of work already 

written on John Paul II’s understanding of feminism and feminist theology, as well as corresponding 

writings of advocates of his new feminism, being excluded from the later research process. 

3. Theology of disability: 

While not part of the original research proposal, I became increasingly conscious during my studies 

of a significant absence in the discussion between John Paul II’s theological anthropology and its 

relevancy or otherwise for disabled people. From previous experience of working in the Irish church 

with people living with a disability and/or impairment,25 I looked in vain for research that spoke to a 

 
24 Kathy Charmaz points out the importance for practitioners of grounded theory that they respond and change with 

whatever direction the data takes. Kathy Charmaz, “Grounded Theory: Objectivist and Constructivist Methods,” in 

Handbook of Qualitative research, eds., Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage, 1994): 

509–536. 
25 In 2,000 the Dublin archdiocese launched a booklet called “It’s my Church too” calling on all its parishes to become 

(more) conscious of including people with disabilities in the life of the church. Alison Healy, “Dublin Diocese Starts 

Disability Campaign,” Irish Times, Sept. 15th, 2000, 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/dublin-diocese-starts-disability-campaign-1.1102932 . Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/dublin-diocese-starts-disability-campaign-1.1102932
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dialogue between a theology of disability, and John Paul II’s writings on sexuality, anthropology, 

self-gift, and so forth. Although such a focus was beyond the scope of this research, I posit that 

theology in general, and feminist theology in particular, has largely ignored developing such a 

theology.26 I suggest that it is research that needs to be done. 

 

Clarification of some terminology and use of language 

Within my discussion of feminism/feminist theology above, I discussed my use of certain terms 

throughout the thesis. In this section, I wish to briefly look at and clarify some more terms that I 

frequently use. These include: 

 

Lived Experience 

The role of lived experience has always been integral to the Catholic theological tradition. Simply 

stated, it refers to one’s encounter with the divine and how the interpretation of this is lived out in 

one’s everyday. Traditionally, much of the official naming of this encounter has been in the hands of 

the ordained. Liberationist theologies (including that of feminist) highlight the absence of 

marginalised voices from this naming. While second-wave feminists strived to differentiate women’s 

experience to that of men’s, third-wave feminists have challenged such defining being confined to 

gender alone, reminding white women in particular that the naming of experience is also conditioned 

by issues such as colour, sexual orientation, education, and socio-economic background. Although I 

frequently use the terms “women’s experience” and “lived experience”, I am mindful of the challenge 

 
In 2011, the first WHO/World Bank World report on disability was published, which reviewed evidence about the 

situations of people with disabilities around the world. From its findings that about 15 per cent of the world's population 

lives with some form of disability, it points out that the disabled are the world’s largest minority. World Health 

Organization (WHO), “World Report on Disability,” 2011, 

 https://www.who.int/teams/noncommunicable-diseases/sensory-functions-disability-and-rehabilitation/world-report-

on-disability. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
26 Writing on feminism and disability, Jenny Morris addresses such a gap and suggests that because the idea of personal 

autonomy is central to feminist theological thought, it unconsciously and implicitly excludes discussion of the disabled 

body. Jenny Morris, “Feminism and Disability,” Feminist Review 43 (1993), 57–70. 

https://www.who.int/teams/noncommunicable-diseases/sensory-functions-disability-and-rehabilitation/world-report-on-disability
https://www.who.int/teams/noncommunicable-diseases/sensory-functions-disability-and-rehabilitation/world-report-on-disability
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of third-wave feminism and, although I use it in line with second-wave feminist thought – that is, to 

differentiate women’s experience from male-named experience – I am conscious that it is always 

historically situated and boundaried. When referring to “experience”, I am stressing the 

commonalities among women, rather than claiming universality. 

Androcentrism/patriarchy/misogyny 

Although these words are sometimes used interchangeably, and while acknowledging that there is 

some overlap, I strive to be specific in my use of each term. I use “androcentrism” when referring to 

a way of thinking that is male-centred, and which unquestioningly accepts the male as the norm, with 

the female as the exception to the norm. I posit that almost all of society and religion is androcentric. 

I use the term “patriarchy” – literally, “rule of the father” – when I wish to imply a deeper level of 

the systemic marginalisation of women. I use it to refer to a series of hierarchies that validates and 

affirms relationships of power/powerlessness in all aspects of society and the church. Traditionally 

understood as the dominance of the male over the female, patriarchy is also seen in relationships of 

power/powerlessness between women, men, and people of different races/ethnicities/socio-economic 

classes/sexual orientations.27 As will be discussed in more detail in chapter nine, I posit that the 

institutional church is patriarchal. I seldom use the word misogyny in my research, but when 

employed, it refers to a male hatred and fear (conscious or unconscious) of women.  

Inclusive/exclusive language 

Engaging with theological and ecclesial language can prove problematic for feminists as almost all 

English translations of documents are in the generic (with male as the norm) – even after debate 

advocating for this not to be the case.28 Throughout this thesis I made three different decisions about 

 
27 See, for example, Phyllis Trible’s exegesis on the relationship between Sarai and Hagar. Phyllis Trible, Texts of 

Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984). 
28 The first translations of the Catechism of the Catholic Church appeared in 1992. It was 1994 before the English 

translation was published. The delay was caused by a lengthy debate over exclusive or inclusive language – with fears 

being expressed that an inclusive translation was being pursued by feminists promoting gender ideology. See: Peter 

Steinfels, “After Long Delay, a New Catechism Appears,” New York Times, May 28th, 1994, 

https://www.nytimes.com/1994/05/28/us/after-long-delay-a-new-catechism-appears-in-english.html. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1994/05/28/us/after-long-delay-a-new-catechism-appears-in-english.html
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using either inclusive or exclusive language: (i) I decided to keep official church documents in their 

original exclusive language translation in order to (a) hold to the integrity of the original document 

as historically-bound writing and because (b) the exclusive language stands in sharp contrast to the 

general use of inclusive language in most academic disciplines today. I believe, therefore, that 

maintaining a document in the original English translation more effectively points to the invisibility 

of women in the hierarchy of the church than if I had changed the language to one of inclusion, (ii) 

when talking of God, I use gender-neutral language as much as possible except when referring to the 

Holy Spirit, when I use the feminine in acknowledgement to the tradition of Spirit-Sophia language 

in Judaic-Christian history,29 and (iii) when using third-person-singular pronouns, I choose “she” and 

“her” rather than “he” and “his” due to both the focus and perspective of this research being 

gynocentric. 

“Hear into speech”  

A well-known and widely used phrase within feminism and feminist theology – and which I 

frequently use in this research – is that of “hearing into speech.” In describing what she means by 

such a phrase, its creator Nelle Morton quotes another woman-writer’s poem. Talking of what 

happens when a physical and emotional space is created for deep listening to another’s story, she says 

that: 

Our stories jump out at us; 

Taken by surprise 

in  

their locked up corners; 

chained 

to the walls of the past of men. 

They leap to freedom-dancing- 

Hopping with joy – at being set free- 

Unchained – unlocked.30 

 

 
29 Elizabeth Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse (New York: Crossroad, 

1993). 
30 Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985) 204–205. 
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Such a description is particularly pertinent in the later stage of this thesis when I reflect on my 

empirical research and the faith stories of the women I interviewed. 

Finally, prior to beginning my exploration of John Paul II’s theological anthropology, it is important 

to present a brief overview of the context in which this research took place. 

 

The current context of Catholic women in Ireland 

It is widely recognised and accepted that Ireland’s identity as a nation has changed radically in the 

past couple of decades. Such a change has been both seismic and rapid, primarily arising out of the 

continuous revelations of corruption and abuse at all levels of many of its key institutions. In a country 

known worldwide as ‘the land of saints and scholars’ however, the institution that has been 

relentlessly exposed, not only for its horrific abuses – effects of which reached into every corner and 

facet of the country – but also for its systemic and evil culture of silence which covered up such 

abuses, is the Catholic church. The response to such moral corruption and double standards within a 

religious institution that not only claims to guide people not only in the truth of Christ, but also with 

the authority of Christ, has been particularly evident in the past five years in the results of four 

referendums seeking changes to Ireland’s constitution.31 The majority of Irish people voted strongly 

in favour of same sex marriage, abortion, liberalising the laws surrounding divorce, and to remove 

the law of blasphemy – all changes that involved assessing the message and influence of the Catholic 

church in the governance of Ireland and in the lives of its citizens, and which gauged clearly how the 

Irish people wished to define anew their country’s identity.  

This is not the space to explore the long history that has formed the complex relationship between the 

Catholic church and the Irish state. It is important however to look at and understand the context in 

which my interviews took place and why the subject of positionality of the women who participated 

in them emerged in a significant way from the data.  

 
31 These referendums which were all passed were: 38th Amendment: Regulation of Divorce (May 2019); 37th 

Amendment: Repeal of the Blasphemy offence (May 2018); 36th Amendment: Regulation of Termination of Pregnancy 

(May 2018); 34th Amendment: Marriage equality (May 2015) 
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After eight centuries of being colonised (which culminated in what is known as the war of 

Independence), most of the island of Ireland seceded from Britain in 1922 to become the Irish Free 

State.32 Subsequently, the Irish Constitution was ratified in 1937. Establishing itself in the world as a 

new republic was complex but doing so involved two core elements which were to have far-reaching 

repercussions in the decades that followed: 

 

• A “special position” was given to the Catholic church in its constitution - thus differentiating 

itself from what was perceived as ‘Protestant’ Britain.33 

• The holding-up of wide-ranging but non-defined conscious striving to present an idealised 

and perfect image of the country and its new independence which was encapsulated in the 

figure of Cathleen Ní Houlihan - a mythical symbol and emblem of Irish nationalism found 

in literature and art.34 

 

The country’s identification with the romanticised perfect female – which was subsequently to extend 

to all females - could not be damaged or corrupted in any way. A blemished and tarnished woman 

resulted in a blemished and tarnished Ireland, and because they were now responsible for how the 

new Irish republic was to be perceived in and by the world, women were expected to be pure, modest 

and feminine at all times. Irish history has shown how the various institutions in the country colluded 

together to control and mould women in this way, and to suppress, hide away and punish any woman 

who failed to live within the narrowly boundaried life presented to her. By controlling women, the 

social and religious order could be contained and protected.  

 
32 Under the Anglo-Irish Treaty the six north eastern counties, known as Northern Ireland, remained within the United 

Kingdom, creating the partition of Ireland. 
33Article 41.1.2 which was deleted in 1972 states that “The State recognises the special position of the Holy Catholic 

Apostolic and Roman Church as the guardian of the Faith professed by the great majority of the citizens. Government 

of Ireland, “Fifth Amendment of the Constitution,” Irish Statute Book (July 1st, 1937). 

https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/cons/en/html. Last accessed Aug. 3rd, 2021. 
34 For further reading see: Tom Inglis, “Origins and Legacies of Irish Prudery: Sexuality and Social Control in Modern 

Ireland” Eire-Ireland, 40 (3 & 4): 9-37. https://researchrepository.ucd.ie/handle/10197/5112. Last accessed 14th Nov. 

2021; Caitriona Beaumont, “Women, citizenship and Catholicism in the Irish free state, 1922-1948,” Women's History 

Review, 6:4, (1997) 563-585.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church_in_Ireland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church_in_Ireland
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/cons/en/html
https://researchrepository.ucd.ie/handle/10197/5112
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The referendums of the past five years on the Irish Constitution have marked conscious efforts to 

escape from the abusive results of such an ideology and to move towards a greater separation of state 

and church. Such was the context in which I conducted my interviews and, although I never addressed 

the referendums in any direct way in the interviews, later analysis revealed that they were clearly 

present – either consciously or unconsciously - in the minds of many of the women as we talked. 

Hence, their answers often marked an attempt by them to articulate where they currently found and 

positioned themselves in the institutions of both church and state – institutions that were rapidly 

changing from those in which they grew up and with which they were familiar. 

Most analysis of the referendum results – particularly in relation to the votes on equal marriage and 

abortion - has highlighted the waning influence of the Catholic church in Irish life. While 

acknowledging that many of the electorate had been educated in Catholic schools, commentary often 

implied that people had now turned their backs on the Catholic church, its teachings and its practices 

and, except for the continuing presence of an aging population, the Catholic church’s relationship 

with Irish people has been, in the main, relegated to history. The impression given has been that the 

Catholic church, once all-pervading, is now largely irrelevant. The general discourse within the 

church has been equally reductionist, often naively placing the power of the ‘Yes’ votes in the hands 

of those who have a tacit – if any – relationship with its practices or message.35 Criticising the over-

simplistic analyses evident in the immediate aftermath of the vote, Cathleen Kaveny observed that 

commentary was reduced to the refrain of “liberals applauded the Irish for finally coming around, 

while Catholic conservatives decried their apostasy.”36  

 
35 In the immediate aftermath of the vote, the Irish bishops spoke words of support to those who had voted ‘No’ and 

proposed the establishment of a ‘Council of Life’ to respond to the fallout from the result. Bishop Kevin Doran called 

on those who voted ‘Yes’ should consider going to confession. Patsy Mc Garry, “Description of Yes result as an end to 

Catholic Ireland greatly exaggerates,” Irish Times, May 29th, 2020. https://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-

affairs/religion-and-beliefs/description-of-yes-result-as-an-end-to-catholic-ireland-greatly-exaggerates-1.3511868. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. A more wide-ranging and inclusive response was that of Archbishop of Dublin, Diarmuid 

Martin. In a homily at a diaconate ordination in Maynooth two days after the referendum, he warned against the Church 

becoming inward-looking and stated that “a self-centred, contented, safe, comfort-zone for the like-minded… becomes 

an arrogant Church.” Archbishop Diarmuid Martin, Homily Notes, Diaconate ordinations at Maynooth (27 th May 

2018). http://www.dublindiocese.ie/deaconate-ordinations-may-2018/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
36 Cathleen Kaveny, “Could the Church take a risk? Thinking About Abortion After Ireland.” Commonweal 145, no.13 

(August 10, 2018). https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/could-church-take-risk. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/religion-and-beliefs/description-of-yes-result-as-an-end-to-catholic-ireland-greatly-exaggerates-1.3511868
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/religion-and-beliefs/description-of-yes-result-as-an-end-to-catholic-ireland-greatly-exaggerates-1.3511868
http://www.dublindiocese.ie/deaconate-ordinations-may-2018/
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/could-church-take-risk
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As this thesis demonstrates, the reality – especially for women – is a great deal more complex. 

In this Introduction, I have presented the backdrop out of which this research emerged and to which 

it contributes. This involved concisely stating the research question, the reasons for this research, and 

situating it within the broader context of both current feminist theology, and the Irish Catholic church 

(especially for women). Chapter one adds to this backdrop by outlining the overall structure and 

direction of this research.  
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Chapter one Methodology and structure of the research 

 

After presenting the primary focus of this research, this chapter outlines how this focus is addressed. 

I do this by providing an overview of the methodology I employed in the research. Interwoven into 

this overview is a brief presentation of the main literary sources to which I turn in this study. I conclude 

by outlining the shape and direction of the argument.  

 

1.1. Interdisciplinary employment of research methods 

Filipinos Agnes Brazal and Daniel Pilario, C.M. observe that the practice of interdisciplinarity 

continues to increase in popularity. They point out that as modern society becomes increasingly more 

complex, more specialised knowledge is required, resulting in the ongoing creation of new disciplines. 

To counteract the potential in each discipline to become an isolationist and exclusionary body of 

knowledge, and thus separate from one another, academic research turns to interdisciplinarity. With 

the emergence of the liberationist theologies of gender, race, and/or economics, there is a growing 

recognition that the world’s problems are multi-faceted and therefore necessitate a dialogue between 

different schools of thought in order to have access to the best knowledge available. They point out 

that interdisciplinary conversations are a means of solving problems and questions that are unable to 

be addressed by singular methods.37 It is not enough to bring two disciplines together, however; they 

both must be allowed to inform one another. The two disciplines necessary for this research are: (i) 

theology and (ii) sociology.  

Although theology is the area under investigation, I draw on the tools of sociology to help in that 

exploration. Helping me, therefore, to interpret and structure my theological resources to best address 

 
37 Agnes M. Brazal and Daniel Franklin Pilario, C.M. “Disciplines, Interdisciplinarity and Theology,” A Journal of 

Interdisciplinary Theological Research, 4 no.1 (Sept. 2008): 5–25, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/251048186_Disciplines_Interdisciplinarity_and_Theology. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/251048186_Disciplines_Interdisciplinarity_and_Theology


22 
 

this research question, I turn to two established tools of research: 1) documentary, and 2) qualitative 

methods.  

In this section, I explore each of these in turn to show (a) how the methodology contributes to 

addressing the research question, and (b) to look at the literature that informs and directs my 

argument. 

 

1.2. Documentary research 

This research is built on two core sets of primary sources (i) the writings of John Paul II, which 

presents his theological anthropology, and (ii) the interview data, which presents the voices and 

opinions of ten Irish Catholic women. Interweaving and informing my exploration throughout the 

thesis of both of these primary data sources, is the secondary source of theological literature. Although 

my use of theological writings is wide-ranging and covers a variety of theological disciplines 

(including scriptural exegesis, and systematic, moral and pastoral theologies, for example), my 

consistent theological perspective as shown is that of feminism.  

 

1.2.1. The writings of John Paul II 

In order to address the thesis title in a comprehensive manner, an understanding and critique of the 

theological anthropology of John Paul II is fundamental. It is essential, therefore, to read and analyse 

both primary and secondary sources relevant to his ideas in this area. Main themes are elicited and 

presented from primary sources. These sources include written encyclicals, Letters and Addresses of 

John Paul II as well as a series of 129 talks given by him on the nature and role of woman and man. 

This reading will extend to other writings of his in the same subject area, prior to him becoming pope. 

As will be seen in the chapter following, assessing John Paul II’s theological anthropology 
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necessitates establishing and briefly exploring his philosophical and biblical methods of theological 

interpretation – both of which greatly inform his work. 

Further documentary research drawn from recent feminist theological thought is undertaken in order 

to inform the critique and evaluation of John Paul II’s theological anthropology. Feminist theological 

writings – primarily in the areas of ecclesiology, sexuality and gender – are discussed. Although not 

exclusively so, emphasis is placed on the writings of women theologians. The preference for female 

authors is both a deliberate choice, and a necessity. As the primary focus of John Paul II’s writings 

on women is from the perspective of the male, women’s voices and opinions are needed in an attempt 

to give gender balance to the argument. It is also important from a feminist perspective, to prioritize 

the hearing of women’s voices, due to their systemic marginalising.38 Secondary sources are chosen 

for their credibility as reputable academic sources, as well as being representative of current thinking 

in the research area. All of the textual material analysed (outside of the interview data) is in published 

form – either in hard copy or online. These include books, academic journals, ecclesial Addresses, 

and so forth.  

Jashim Ahmed points out that doing documentary research is much more than the recording of facts 

and information. In order for the information being investigated to lead to the formation of a coherent 

argument, it must be situated within a particular frame of reference.39 My frame of reference was 

formed from assessing how the content of John Paul II’s theological anthropology addressed and 

impacted upon women. I studied the documents from that perspective therefore, and minimalised 

aspects of his writings I judged not relevant to it.  

 
38Marjorie L. Devault, “Talking and Listening from Women's Standpoint: Feminist Strategies for Interviewing and 

Analysis,” Social Problems 37 (Feb. 1990), no. 1, https://academic.oup.com/socpro/article-

pdf/37/1/96/4658981/socpro37-0096.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
39 Jashim Uddin Ahmed, “Documentary Research Method: New Dimensions,” Indus Journal of Management & Social 

Sciences 4, no.1 (Spring 2010): 1–14, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227441751_Documentary_Research_Method_New_Dimensions. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://academic.oup.com/socpro/article-pdf/37/1/96/4658981/socpro37-0096.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/socpro/article-pdf/37/1/96/4658981/socpro37-0096.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227441751_Documentary_Research_Method_New_Dimensions
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As previously stated, some of the main primary sources presenting John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology are the Wednesday General Audiences (1979–1984) that are known collectively as is 

his TOB, as well as numerous papal Addresses and a number of encyclicals/apostolic exhortations – 

such as Mulieris Dignitatem,40 Redemptoris Mater,41 and Familiaris Consortio,42 and Letters 

(including his Letter to Gertrude Mongella,43 and his one to women44). While two versions of his 

TOB Addresses are widely recognised, I use the more recently published of the two in this thesis: 

Man and Woman He Created Them.45 Providing an excellent Introduction and commentary that 

contextualised and deepened the talks, this edition breaks open language that has often been criticised 

for being dense and inaccessible,46 and helps in particular to inform the chapter following which looks 

at the important role played by both philosophy and scripture in John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology.  

Understanding both his grounding as a philosopher in phenomenology, and his distinctive narrative 

use of scripture, is essential in order to more fully comprehend and do justice to his writings. Reading 

which helps deepen this knowledge include advocates of John Paul II’s works, such as Peter Simpson 

(On Karol Wojtyla),47 as well as some of his critics, such as Charles E. Curran.48 John Paul II and 

 
40 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem. 
41 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater (On the Blessed Virgin Mary in the Life of the Pilgrim Church), 1987, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031987_redemptoris-mater.html. 

Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
42 John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio (On the Role of the Christian Family in the Modern World), 1981, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-

consortio.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
43 John Paul II, Letter to Mrs. Gertrude Mongella, Secretary General of the Fourth World Conference on Women of the 

United Nations, 1995, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-

ii_let_19950526_mongella-pechino.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
44 John Paul II, Letter to Women, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-

ii_let_29061995_women.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
45 John Paul II, Man and Woman He created them: A Theology of the Body (Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 2006), 

with Translation, Introduction, and Index by Michael Waldstein. 
46 Luke Timothy Johnson, “A Disembodied 'Theology of the Body': John Paul II on Love, Sex and Pleasure,” 

Commonweal (June 4th, 2004), https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/disembodied-theology-body. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 
47 Peter Simpson, On Karol Wojtyla (Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing, 2001). 
48 In 1986, the Vatican declared that Charles E. Curran could no longer teach theology at the Catholic University of 

America schools, and he was neither suitable nor eligible to be a professor of Catholic theology. He was subsequently 

fired from his position. See: Allison Walter, “Fr. Charles Curran: ‘Pope Francis' reforms are ‘more than just style,’” 

National Catholic Reporter (Apr 15th, 2016),  

https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/fr-charles-curran-pope-francis-reforms-are-more-just-style. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031987_redemptoris-mater.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_19950526_mongella-pechino.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_19950526_mongella-pechino.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/disembodied-theology-body
https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/fr-charles-curran-pope-francis-reforms-are-more-just-style
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Moral Theology, edited by Charles E. Curran and Jesuit, Richard A. McCormick, and reflecting a 

diversity of thought, was particularly insightful.49 Although only occasionally cited in this research, 

certain books, nevertheless, informed the context out of which his theological anthropology emerged 

and helped deepen my writing overall – especially George Weigel’s biography of John Paul II50 and 

John Paul II’s own writings prior to being elected pope, including The Acting Person, and Love and 

Responsibility.51  

Such writings also informed his later works on his concept of new feminism. Although the issues 

raised in John Paul II’s writing on new feminism and in documents written about or to women are 

also found in his TOB Addresses, the majority of female theologians I source focus specifically on 

how new feminism is expressed in papal documents such as Mulieris Dignitatem, and his Letter to 

Women. Again, my reading on new feminism is informed by a wide spectrum of feminist thought – 

on the one hand, they include important texts in this area such as Mary Shivanandan’s Crossing the 

Threshold of Love: A New Vision of Marriage, as well as Women in Christ, (edited by Michele 

Schumacher), which is a rich collection of essays from leading advocates of new feminism (many of 

whom are associated with the John Paul II Institute for Studies); while on the other hand, British 

feminist theologian Tina Beattie’s New Catholic Feminism represents a more critical approach to his 

work.52 Furthering my critique of his theological anthropology – especially in chapters three to six – 

are a large number of mainstream feminist theologians that include European theologians Lisa 

Isherwood, Maaike de Haardt, Uta Ranke-Heinemann, and Sarah Jane Boss, as well as North 

American theologians such as Lisa Sowle Cahill, Susan Ross, Christine E. Gudorf, and Margaret A. 

Farley, and Canadian Janet Soskice. As will be seen, they address a wide range of issues such as 

 
49 Charles E. Curran and Richard McCormick, eds. John Paul II and Moral Theology (Mahwah, New Jersey Paulist 

Press, 1998). See also: Charles E. Curran, The Moral Theology of Pope John Paul II (Washington D.C.: Georgetown 

University Press, 2005). 
50 George Weigel, Witness to Hope: The Biography of Pope John Paul II 1920–2005 (London: HarperCollins, 2005). 
51 Karol Wojtyla, The Acting Person (Dortrecht, Holland: D. Reidel Publishing, (1969), 1979, English trans.); Love and 

Responsibility (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, (1960), 1981, English trans.) 
52 Schumacher, Women in Christ; Mary Shivanandan, Crossing the Threshold of Light: A New Vision of Marriage 

(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999); Beattie, New Catholic Feminism. 



26 
 

sexuality, gender, family, and the body – all issues that according to John Paul II, are expressed in a 

particular way in the person of Mary of Nazareth. 

Due to my own position as an Irish feminist and the position of my empirical research, my main 

feminist resources were English-speaking feminist theologians and theorists. I have already 

commented on the diversity within current feminist thought, and I note that there are other contexts 

in which John Paul II’s theological anthropology might be read differently, but that is not the focus 

of this research. The Irish women who inform this research are not speaking from this multi-faceted 

and global perspective but from their own Irish context, and my reading reflects this. 

 

1.2.2. The interview data 

As well as John Paul II’s writings on the nature and role of women being a core primary source in 

this research, so too was the data that emerged from the semi-structured interviews I held as part of 

my study. Chapter six discusses in detail the reasons for using the medium of semi-structured 

interviews, as well as the transcribing and analytical process I undertook with this primary source; 

here it is sufficient to point to authors and texts that aided this process.  

Many of the authors just listed also informed my theological analysis of this data. In addition, I turned 

to feminist theologians whose work showed the influence of a pastoral theological perspective. A 

significant theme to emerge from the data was the identity of woman as fundamentally relational. 

Due to the fact that such an identity has often – both implicitly and explicitly – resulted in the denial 

and loss for women of a sense of self outside that of being of service to others, a healthier and more 

self-affirming narrative (that was still faithful to the data) was required. It was to the theological work 

of Belenky et al.53 and Mary Grey54 that I was particularly drawn, as both have explored ways in 

 
53 Mary Field Belenkey et al.,  Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self, Voice, and Mind (New York: 

Basic books (1986) 1997). 
54 Mary Grey, Redeeming the Dream (London: SPCK, 1989). 
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which the call of women into full selfhood involves a balancing of the needs of others with looking 

after one’s own needs. Added to their theological perspective on women’s faith development, is that 

of developmental psychology. Carol Gilligan’s challenging, in her own research, of androcentric 

models of human development that unfavourably compare relationality to that of individuation, 

reflect my own findings.  

Other developmental theories such as those of James Fowler,55 and of Janet Hagberg and Robert 

Guelich56 further deepened the analysis of my data. The writings of the latter were particularly helpful 

as it broadened the often-erroneous impression of “stages” in the language of faith development as a 

linear and hierarchical process, to one that is marked by a continuous moving back and forth 

depending on a person’s responses to difficult life events. Reflecting on my interview data through 

the lens of psychology as well as theology helped situate it in a broader area of discussion which I 

found helpful.57  

Such analysis was greatly informed and deepened by many women who have done parallel forms of 

research of women’s faith experience. To the forefront of such writers is British researcher and 

theologian Nicola Slee.58 Her accessible yet deeply knowledgeable writings provided me with clarity 

and guidance for my empirical research, as well as affirming at every stage of this part of the research 

my own intuiting engagement with the interview data. Although significant differences existed 

between her doctoral research and mine, there were also key similarities such as its exploration of the 

faith lives of women through the medium of semi-structured interviews, which greatly informed and 

affirmed my own analytical processing of the interview data. Writings by Miriam Therese Winter et 

 
55 James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning (New York: 

HarperSanFrancisco, (1978), 1995); Becoming Adult, Becoming Christian: Adult Development and Christian Faith, San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000). 
56 Janet O. Hagberg and Robert A. Guelich, The Critical Journey: Stages in the Life of Faith (Salem, Wisconsin: 

Sheffield Publishing Company, (1995), 2005). 
57 Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development, (London: Harvard University 

Press, 1982). 
58 Nicola Slee, Women’s Faith Development: Patterns and Processes (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2004); Nicola Slee, 

Fran Porter, and Anne Phillips, eds., The Faith Lives of Women and Girls (London: Routledge, 2013); Nicola Slee, Fran 

Porter, and Anne Phillips, eds., Researching Female Faith: Qualitative Research Methods (London: Routledge, 2018). 
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al.59 and Ellen Clark-King,60 which like those of Slee, focussed on the faith lives of women, again 

provided a mirror that helped me to recognise patterns within the data, and to gradually discern its 

main themes.  

Deciding to employ a grounded theory approach in my analysis of the interview data, I was drawn to 

the writings of Kathy Charmaz in particular. Her idea of the researcher’s discerning what she terms 

an “analytic story” helped me identify and name associations I was already making in the data with 

Walter Brueggemann’s theological concept of “prophetic imagination.”61 Charmaz’ work enabled me 

to construct a framework that helped move individual-personal faith stories beyond the privatised 

context into the broader Judaic-Christian tradition of the prophetic voice. As will be seen, therefore, 

I point to parallels between the women’s individual and collective faith experiences and 

Brueggemann’s prophetic role, which involves, first of all, the women’s naming of the oppression 

behind an ecclesial façade of wellness and strength, and secondly, their holding out the possibility of 

an alternative reality than that presented by the status quo.  

 

1.3. Qualitative research  

As well as employing the methodological tool of documentary research in developing my theological 

argument in this investigation, I also turned to that of qualitative research to help facilitate my 

empirical study. As with my documentary research, feminism and feminist theology also informed 

and shaped this stage of the process. 

 

 

 
59 Miriam Therese Winter, Adair Lummis, and Allison Stokes, Defecting in Place: Women Claiming Responsibility for 

Their Own Spiritual Lives (New York: Crossroad, 1995). 
60 Ellen Clark-King, Theology by Heart: Women, the Church, and God (Peterborough, England: Epworth Press, 2004).  
61 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001. See also: Walter Brueggemann, 

Hopeful Imagination: Prophetic Voices in Exile (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986).  
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1.3.1. Qualitative or quantitative? 

In her own research, Nicola Slee asks:  

How is it possible to research with integrity and sensitivity the hidden spaces of 

women’s faith lives which, until recently, have been largely absent from public 

accounts of religion? … What sort of methodologies are appropriate for bringing into 

visibility women’s faith lives, women’s concerns, women’s meanings?62  

 

Such were the questions that challenged me as I imagined my research and what form it should/could 

take. While I planned, I heard the voices of the many women who desire to have a safe space to share 

about their faith lives, and I knew that I needed a style of research that would facilitate some of their 

voices at least being “heard into speech.”63 As the research process developed, I realised that this 

challenge continued to re-surface: should I choose qualitative or quantitative research methods? What 

form would facilitate a woman being given a safe space in which to share her Story?64 What analytical 

tool would best serve and empower such Stories? What theological perspective would hear and reflect 

the women’s voices and affirm their place within the wider faith tradition? 

With one of the primary aims of my research being to hear women’s faith stories, I quickly opted for 

the qualitative method for as Frances Ryan et al. state, its aim is “to explore the phenomenon in 

question by focussing on the individuals who experience it.” They go on to say that qualitative 

methods “are concerned with experiences, feelings and attitudes as opposed to precise measurement 

and statistical analysis.” 65 In contrast to the more deductive and universal nature of the official 

 
62 Slee, Women’s Faith Development, 43. 
63 Morton, The Journey is Home, 202. 
64 I occasionally employ the term “Story” instead of “story” in this thesis. I use it intuitively in my writing when I want 

to describe the unique life contribution and presence each human being makes and has on this planet; it is connected to 

but distinct from the myriad stories/anecdotes that we recount in our daily lives. Although I use it intuitively, I note that 

in the corporate world, what is known as “the Capital-S Story” is a recent phenomenon to indicate “Who you are and 

what you stand for” and for “identifying [one’s] underlying sense of identity or purpose.” See for example: “What’s 

your Capital-S Story?” https://thecontextofthings.com/2015/10/14/whats-your-capital-s-

story/#:~:text=A%20capital%20S%20story%20hones,support%20for%20a%20leader's%20initiatives. Last accessed 

14th Nov. 2021. 
65 Frances Ryan, Michael Coughlan, and Patricia Cronin, “Step-By-Step Guide to Critiquing Research. Part 2: 

Qualitative research,” British Journal of Nursing 16, no.12, (2007): 738, 

http://medical.coe.uh.edu/download/Step_by_step_guide_to_critic_qual_research.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://thecontextofthings.com/2015/10/14/whats-your-capital-s-story/#:~:text=A%20capital%20S%20story%20hones,support%20for%20a%20leader's%20initiatives
https://thecontextofthings.com/2015/10/14/whats-your-capital-s-story/#:~:text=A%20capital%20S%20story%20hones,support%20for%20a%20leader's%20initiatives
http://medical.coe.uh.edu/download/Step_by_step_guide_to_critic_qual_research.pdf
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church’s teachings on women, qualitative research methods facilitate women to articulate their 

particular faith story in their own words and situate these Stories in specific contexts and experiences.  

 

1.3.2. Interviewing 

A specific form of qualitative methodology is that of interviewing. Semi-structured interviews seek 

out rich, detailed answers that nuance the positions taken by the interviewees. The qualitative 

researcher is greatly interested in why an interviewee thinks the way she does, not just in what she 

thinks.66 Reflecting my desire to hear women into speech, Shulamit Reinharz observes that the 

employing of semi-structured interviews is particularly important in any study that involves women 

because “in this way learning from women is an antidote to centuries of ignoring women’s ideas 

altogether or having men speak for women.”67 Unlike the structured interview, a certain amount of 

freedom is given to how and in what order these areas are discussed in the course of the interview, 

which allows for more in-depth answers that reflect the feelings, thoughts and context of the 

interviewee. 

Semi-structured interviews were also appropriate because this method, like John Paul II’s theology, 

is inherently phenomenological.68 As will be shown in the chapter following, John Paul II was a 

phenomenologist – that is, he looked to the expressed reality of a situation in order to expand his 

interpretation and description of it. Phenomenology argues that an experience cannot be described in 

isolation from the person who has that experience. As I have already discussed, the quest that 

prompted this research emerged from asking: “is what appears to be going on within this situation 

 
66 Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004): 319–320. Michael Patton echoes 

this and states that “the purpose of qualitative interviewing is to understand how the subjects studied see the world, to 

learn their terminology and judgments and to capture the complexities of their individual perceptions and experiences.” 

Michael Patton, Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1990), 290 (italics in 

original). 
67 Shulamit Reinharz, Feminist Methods in Social Research (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992): 19. 
68 Barbara Di Cicco-Bloom and Benjamin F. Crabtree, “The Qualitative Research Interview,” in Medical Education 40, 

no.4 (April 2006): 315, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2929.2006.02418.x. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2929.2006.02418.x
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what is actually going on?” This thesis wishes to illustrate that one’s conclusions regarding any issue 

is influenced and coloured by whose experience is observed and evaluated. External observations of 

an action are frequently different from the acting person’s perspective. 

Another reason why I wished to use in-depth interviewing is that it affirms the importance and weight 

given to feminist thought throughout this thesis. A key concern of feminist research methodology is 

that of the power balance between the interviewer and interviewee. Inherent in a variety of data 

gathering methods is a strong imbalance of power which favours the researcher and can often 

objectify and render relatively passive those who are the subject of research. One-to-one, semi-

structured interviews rectify this balance somewhat. As stated above, in qualitative interviewing it is 

the reasoning, context and perceptions behind the data that is of main interest; consequently, the 

dominant voice in the course of the interview is that of the respondent.69 Connected to the belief of 

the centrality of the subject, is the necessity of some level of reciprocity between the interviewer and 

the interviewee. One of the main criticisms of in-depth interviewing is that the data gathered and the 

conclusions drawn are limited and weakened due to a lack of scientific objectivity and neutrality.70 

Gubrium and Holstein argue, however, that interviewer neutrality is never possible and that, in order 

for the interview to reach maximum potential by attempting to maintain – as much as possible – the 

integrity of everyday experience and viewpoint, some form of reciprocity is necessary between the 

two parties involved.71 They believe that the more removed and distant an interviewer is in her 

attempts to remain objective, the less the interviewee emotionally and verbally engages; what results, 

therefore, is data that is one-sided, unnatural, and inaccurate.  

Finally, a key feature of qualitative interviewing is that its analysis is made on relatively small groups 

of people. Precisely because it is conducted in depth, qualitative research cannot be conducted on 

very large samples. As a result, it does not, in the main, seek to apply its findings generally to a group 

 
69 Piergiorgio Corbetta, Social Research: Theory, Methods, and Techniques (London: Sage, 2003), 266. 
70 Nicholas Mays and Catherine Pope, “Rigour and Qualitative Research,” British Medical Journal (BMJ) 311 (1995): 

109.  
71 J.F. Gubrium and J.A. Holstein, eds., The Handbook of Interview Research: Context and Method (London: Sage, 

2001), 15. 
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at large or claim to be representative of a larger reality.72 What it does do is “bring out what is hidden 

or unforeseen” and allow the interviewer to pursue this hiddenness in depth.73 My research makes no 

claims to the universality of women’s faith experience. Rather, it seeks out an epistemological 

approach that emphasises and describes the depth rather than the breadth of women’s lived 

experiences within the Irish Catholic church. While making no universal claims however, I will show 

in chapters seven to eleven, that the faith journeys of the women interviewed situate themselves in 

the wider prophetic tradition of the church. 

 

1.3.3. The search for a feminist method of analysis 

Choosing the qualitative method of semi-structured interviewing that aims, in practice, to be as open-

ended and as free-flowing as both the criteria of this method and the necessity of addressing the 

research question demanded, was only one part of my search for an overall research methodology 

that honours the principles of feminism in both theory and practice. Much time was spent 

endeavouring to discover a “feminist” method that would help in the analysis of the material gathered 

from the semi-structured interviews. I have already mentioned my turning to the work of Nicola Slee 

as an aid to understanding and fulfilling the empirical part of this research. Her similar journey of 

looking for a feminist methodology led her to conclude that such a search was never going to be 

successful for two reasons: 

(i) there is no single understanding and/or practice of feminism, and 

(ii) any research method is formed and shaped according to the particular context in which it 

is practised, and therefore can be adapted and moulded to suit many research requirements. 

Sandra Harding, involved in the same quest, suggests that it is not the method that is important, but 

the principles underlying its practice. It is in the personal striving to make feminist principles an 

 
72 Corbetta, Social Research, 267. 
73 Ibid., 284. 
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integral and defining factor of her own particular research where a feminist researcher must focus her 

energy.74 Some of these principles include: 

• the valuing of women’s lived experiences as a legitimate source of knowledge 

• acknowledging the important role context plays in influencing the production of knowledge 

• honouring the necessity of reflexivity in the research process 

• the rejection of traditional subject-object dualisms – and consequently, 

• being aware of relationships of power and agency throughout the process, and 

• the aim of challenging existing injustices and working towards ongoing social 

transformation.75 

The research method I found that could best be adapted to incorporate all of the above principles was 

that of grounded theory. Chapter six will outline and explain in detail my use of grounded theory as 

an analytical method. Here, it suffices to briefly explain why I, like many feminist researchers, chose 

it over other tools of analysis. As a methodological tool, its core tenets affirm that knowledge derives 

from experience and is always relational, an understanding that research participants are 

“storytellers,” and its insistence that data is the source in the construction of an inductive 

epistemology. As such, grounded theory reflects the feminist perspective I wanted to shape and 

inform this research question.76  

 

 

 

 
74 Sandra Harding, ed., Feminism and Methodology (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 1–14. Other writers 

central to this debate include: J. Campbell and S. Bunting, “Voices and paradigms: Perspectives on Critical and 

Feminist Theory in Nursing,” Advances in Nursing Science 13, no.3 (1991): 1–15; R. Campbell and S.M. Wasco, 

“Feminist Approaches to Social Science: Epistemological and Methodological Tenets,” American Journal of 

Community Psychology 28, (2000): 773–791; C. Ramazanoglu and J. Holland, Feminist Methodology: Challenges and 

Choices (London: Sage, 2002); F.S. Routledge, “Exploring the Use of Feminist Philosophy Within Nursing Research to 

Enhance Post Positivist Methodologies in the Study of Cardiovascular Health,” Nursing Philosophy 8, (2007): 278–290. 
75 M. Plummer and L.E. Young, “Grounded Theory and Feminist Inquiry: Revitalizing Links to the Past,” Western 

Journal of Nursing Research 32, no. 3 (April 2010): 305–321.  
76 Ibid. 



34 
 

1.4. Overall structure of this research 

As stated, this research aims to explore the theological anthropology of John Paul II, and to critique 

it from the perspective of both academic feminist theology and the lived faith experience of a small 

group of women in the Irish church. Before beginning such a critique, it is important to establish the 

main tenets of this anthropology. In chapters two to five, I do this in a number of ways.  

In Chapter two, I look at the two main disciplines that inform and shape John Paul II’s work: 

philosophy and scripture. Before becoming pope, the then Karol Wojtyla lectured in philosophy, 

focussing particularly on phenomenology and what he called “Thomistic personalism.”77 Alongside 

this, his pastoral work as a priest encouraged him to look to scripture as an important medium for 

catechesis. Both, I argue, are clearly evident throughout his theological anthropology and need to be 

explored in order to more fully appreciate his understanding of the human person.  

After contextualising his writings, I discuss his theological anthropology in a form of triptych by 

looking at it in three distinct but interconnected ways. In the first of these – Chapter three – I look at 

his understanding of the human body and the significance of the incarnation in such an understanding. 

The Thomistic personalism outlined in the previous chapter is presented as the framework for what 

he claims is the nature and purpose of the person. I examine his interpretation in light of mainstream 

academic feminist thought – questioning, in particular, the absence of women’s input in any of his 

writings and wondering at the disconnect that exists between his teachings and real lived experience. 

Chapter four looks at John Paul II’s perception of the body as distinctly female or male – specifically 

examining his theology of complementarity, which is at the core of his theological anthropology. I 

look at three ways he presents this theology: (i) his concept of “feminine genius” – by which he means 

the values and characteristics that are found in men, but are more readily and deeply found in women, 

and which he hopes will become increasingly visible in both society and the church; (ii) his idea of 

 
77 Karol Wojtyla, "Thomistic Personalism" in Person and Community, trans. by Theresa Sandok, OSM (New York: 

Peter Lang, 1993): 165–175. (Originally published 1961 in Polish.) 
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“original solitude” – which refers to the symbolic aloneness of the first human at the beginning of 

creation, and what it signifies for understanding our human nature today; and (iii) the nuptial imagery 

of Ephesians 5:21–33, and the theological implications he claims it has for a variety of issues, 

including ecclesiology, gender roles, and the reservation of priesthood to men only. As with the 

chapters preceding and following it, I evaluate his arguments in and through the prism of feminist 

theological thought. John Paul II’s understanding of the human and, more specifically, of the role and 

nature of woman is, he claims, embodied in the person of Mary of Nazareth. In Chapter five therefore, 

I look at two particular aspects of Mary’s life that he maintains speak especially to women’s lives – 

Mary’s virginity, and her motherhood. I explore the ambivalent role Mary plays for feminist 

theologians – as a construct of patriarchal defining on the one hand, and a potentially rich symbol of 

the female at the centre of the salvation story on the other.  

After presenting and critiquing John Paul II’s theological anthropology (with particular emphasis on 

his teaching on women), I turn to my empirical research and to examining his thought in the light of 

women’s lived faith experience. Chapter six outlines the methodology I employed when conducting 

my semi-structured interviews and when doing my subsequent analysis of the data that emerged. I 

present the principles and main stages of grounded theory and draw attention to the meta-narrative of 

Walter Brueggemann’s prophetic imagination that I saw materialise out of the data.  

In Chapters seven to eleven, I use the key concepts of Brueggemann’s work as a framework in which 

I situate the women’s faith stories. Through these chapters, I illustrate that their expressions of faith 

mirror the prophets of scripture. Brueggemann observes that the two main tasks of the prophetic voice 

are to (i) name for the community at large the grief and pain that exists within it, and (ii) to believe 

in and hold out the hope of new possibilities rooted in the values of the eschaton. Chapter seven 

focusses on the women’s articulation of their pain and sense of powerlessness in the face of the 

church’s clericalism, and the exclusion of women from any form of decision-making roles within its 

structure. The struggles they articulate contradict the official message, which continues to believe and 

maintain that everything is healthy and positive, and act as a foil to John Paul II’s desire for women’s 
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feminine genius to permeate the whole church. I posit that in expressing their grief, they name and 

make visible the reality of sadness and anger, alienation, and impotency that exist for many in the 

church – especially women. I draw on similar experiences and observations among mainstream 

feminist theologians and interweave the latter’s writings with the interview data. I continue the 

articulation of the women’s struggle in Chapter eight when I discuss the women’s ambivalence 

towards the person and symbol of Mary, and how she is presented by John Paul II as a model for their 

understanding of themselves as women. Joined with the voices of academic feminist theologians, the 

chapter points out that the women’s struggles lie more in the interpretation of Mary presented by an 

androcentric and often patriarchal system, than in Mary herself. Chapter nine marks out the women’s 

striving towards hope in the midst of their pain at their voicelessness and powerlessness, thus 

affirming Brueggemann’s argument that prophets must seek out alternatives to the status quo’s 

version of reality. I look at two aspects of their lives that enable such a change in perspective – that 

is, their religious studies (regardless of how formal/informal they are) and their living relationship 

with God – and I show that they affirm women in both their knowledge of their faith and in their 

growing intimacy with God. Chapter ten focusses on one of the main themes that emerged from the 

data: the women’s understanding of themselves as fundamentally relational – an understanding that 

speaks not only to their own identities but to their preferred model of church. Helped by feminist 

debate, I examine such an interpretation in the light of John Paul II’s similar claim that women’s 

vocation is to give of herself to others and note that, while there are some similarities in language 

between the claims of both parties, the women’s interpretation of themselves as relational differs from 

that of John Paul II’s. The women’s faith narratives conclude in Chapter eleven with a recognition 

that their developing sense of self is grounded in a vision that interweaves one’s own empowerment 

with the empowering of others. Unlike the kenotic undertones in John Paul II’s call to women towards 

self-gift, the women’s faith stories reveal a growing love of self, gained from the affirmation of others, 

their own reflective discernment and conscientisation, and by being heard – and hearing other women 
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– into speech. Such self-naming both emerges from and confirms the prophetic hope that promises 

life in abundance (Jn. 10:10). 

This introductory chapter provides an overview of this research as a whole. In presenting both a 

summary of my chosen methodology employed in this research, and an outline of the overall study, 

I have sufficiently established its overall structure, and direction to now begin my exploration of John 

Paul II’s theological anthropology. Chapter two therefore starts this process by looking not only at its 

influence within the church, but also at the importance of both philosophy and scripture in its 

formation.  
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Chapter two An overview of John Paul II’s theological anthropology 

 

This research explores the main tenets of John Paul II’s theological anthropology – particularly those 

aspects that apply to and affect women’s lives. To help focus and inform this exploration, I turn to 

the faith stories of ten women in the Irish Catholic church. Before turning to either John Paul II’s 

theology, or the women’s experience of such a theology, however, it is important to not only briefly 

assess its presence within the Catholic church since its initial presentation, but to also introduce the 

two strands of thinking that inform such teaching – phenomenology and scripture. This second 

chapter, therefore, is a short exposition of the context of John Paul II’s theological anthropology 

before discussing its claims and influence in more detail throughout the remainder of this work. I 

begin by briefly establishing the current status of his theological anthropology, before outlining how 

both his strand of philosophical thinking, and his particular interpretation and employment of 

scripture, informs his whole argument.  

 

2.1. Current influence of John Paul II’s theological anthropology 

As already stated, John Paul II’s TOB Addresses took place in the years 1979–1984. Less than two 

decades after the end of Vatican II, they came into a Catholic world just beginning to re-imagine moral 

discourse in language other than that of the deeply embedded and more legalistic manualist tradition 

that had dominated pre-Conciliar Catholic theology.78 Although John Paul II changed nothing of 

church doctrine in the area of sexual morality, his initial engagement with the language and 

methodology of his theological anthropology appeared to many to be a radical departure from what 

had existed previously. One such reaction is that of Catholic theologian George Weigel, who has come 

to be closely associated with the theology of John Paul II. Describing John Paul II’s TOB as “one of 

 
78 Following the Council of Trent (1545–1563) moral theology concentrated on the confessional. To this effect, 

seminary training focussed on helping the confessor make a good confession by knowing what sin had been committed 

and how often. Moral thought became simplified into manuals rooted more in canon law than the Gospels, outlining a 

frame of reference for the types, severity and frequency of sin being confessed and suggesting corresponding penances. 
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the boldest reconfigurations of Catholic Theology in centuries,”79 and “a kind of time-bomb set to go 

off with dramatic consequences ... perhaps in the twenty-first century,”80 Weigel joined many others 

in establishing it almost as a distinct aspect within Catholic theology that merited adherence in its own 

right.81 As Catholic journalist Mark Neuhengen observes, it has become a “tour de force” in the United 

States with many secular conservative-leaning universities offering courses on it and many of its 

bishops devoting large parts of their diocesan websites and catechetical programmes to it.82 For many 

others, however, the antithesis is true. Rather than seeing John Paul II’s theological anthropology as 

radical, it is associated with the more conservative part of the church due to its exclusive focus on 

sexual morality, while largely ignoring both his and the wider church’s extensive writings on social 

justice. This association has strengthened in the past several years – especially since the election of 

Pope Francis. Church personnel like Cardinals Robert Sarah and Raymond Burke often use the 

language of John Paul II’s theological anthropology to put forward a conservative viewpoint (and 

criticise directions taken by Francis in the area of sexual morality),83 while politicians such as Donald 

Trump referenced John Paul II in order to appeal to conservative Catholic voters during his 2020 

American presidential campaign.84 For the majority of Catholics outside such spheres of influence, 

 
79 George Weigel. Witness to Hope: The Biography of John Paul II, 1920–2005 (London: HarperCollins, 2005): 336. 
80 Ibid., 343. 
81 It is neither possible nor necessary to go into detail to indicate the popularity of John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology in certain sections of the church since its initial presentation, so a few examples of its more prominent 

institutes and advocates will suffice: One of the more formal is the recently re-named John Paul II Pontifical 

Theological Institute for Marriage and Family Sciences founded by Pope John Paul II himself in 1982 based in Rome 

but with affiliated campuses around the world teaching theology to both lay and ordained; American Christopher West 

has founded several highly successful commercial enterprises and is so closely associated with John Paul II’s ideas that 

many readers fail to see his writings as separate and different from those of John Paul II. A new wave of female 

theologians has also written on John Paul II’s theological anthropology – and on his concept of New Feminism in 

particular. These include Sr. Prudence Allen, (appointed in 2014 to the International Theological Commission by 

Francis); Former U.S. Ambassador to the Holy See, Mary Ann Glendon; Michele Schumacher; American historian, 

Elizabeth Fox Genovese, and American philosopher and moral theologian, Janet E. Smith (who has served in several 

agencies in the Holy See, most prominently as a consultor to the Pontifical Council for the Family). 
82 Mark Neuhengen, “Progressive and Conservative Catholics Find Their Own Saints,” National Catholic Reporter 

(NCR), April 25th, 2020. https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/progressive-and-conservative-catholics-find-their-

own-saints. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
83 Commenting on gender ideology at the Synod of Bishops in 2015, Cardinal Sarah referred to the two “apocalyptic 

beasts” of “gender ideology and ISIS” that threaten the family today. Robert Sarah, “ISIS and Gender Ideology are like 

‘Apocalyptic Beasts,’” Catholic Culture, Oct. 12th, 2015,  

https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=11047. (Italics in original). Last accessed 12th March, 

2021. 
84 In an interview with EWTN aired in the weeks coming up to the 2016 U.S. election, Donald Trump spoke out against 

abortion and when asked to name his favourite saints, named Mother Teresa and Pope John Paul II. Shortly before the 

https://www.hillsdale.edu/hillsdale-blog/academics/bridging-the-gap-science-theology-body/
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/marriage-and-family/natural-family-planning/catholic-teaching/theology-of-the-body.cfm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_John_Paul_II
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Theological_Commission
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pontifical_Council_for_the_Family
https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/progressive-and-conservative-catholics-find-their-own-saints
https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/progressive-and-conservative-catholics-find-their-own-saints
https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=11047
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however, much of John Paul II’s theological anthropology has passed them by at any conscious 

level.85  

Creating such a dichotomy between the teaching of John Paul II (and Benedict XVI) on the one hand, 

and Francis on the other is, however, intellectually dishonest.86 While John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology is sometimes presented by his supporters as something unique within the church’s 

teachings on marriage, family, and sexuality, its main language and ideas have been absorbed into 

current catechetical discourse at all levels of the institutional church. One indicator of this is the 

widespread repetition of his theology of complementarity and “feminine genius” (both of which will 

be explored in the following chapters) which has to some extent, resulted in large parts of the church’s 

current suspicion and criticism of gender ideology and mainstream feminism.  

Despite Francis challenging the church leadership to not reduce Catholicism to either sexuality in 

general or to its teaching on abortion in particular, the centrality of John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology in the decades prior to and including Francis’ papacy has shaped many people’s 

understanding of Catholicism within such parameters.87 It is because of this ongoing understanding, 

and its apparent integration into the church’s tradition, that John Paul II’s theological anthropology 

merits ongoing exploration and analysis. Understanding his use of both philosophy and scripture in 

his thinking not only helps explain John Paul II’s thinking on sexual morality, but also goes towards 

helping inform the ongoing impasse that sometimes exists between supporters of his papacy, and those 

of Francis’.  

 
2020 election, Trump organised a photo opportunity (which was immediately condemned by Washington archbishop, 

Wilton Gregory) at a shrine to John Paul II in Washington. Neuhengen, “Progressive and Conservative Catholics.” 
85 Juan Marco Vaggione, “The Conservative Uses of Law: The Catholic Mobilization Against Gender Ideology,” Social 

Compass 67, no. 2 (2020): 252–266, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0037768620907561. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 
86 Carol Glatz, “Humanae Vitae scholar is New Vice President of John Paul II Institute,” NCR, Nov 1st, 2019. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/theology/humanae-vitae-scholar-new-vice-president-john-paul-ii-institute. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
87 Peter Weber. “Catholic Bishops are Making American Catholicism a Single-Issue Religion,” The Week, June 21st, 

2021, https://theweek.com/feature/analysis/1001754/the-us-catholic-bishops-are-making-american-catholicism-a-one-

issue. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0037768620907561
https://www.ncronline.org/news/theology/humanae-vitae-scholar-new-vice-president-john-paul-ii-institute
https://theweek.com/feature/analysis/1001754/the-us-catholic-bishops-are-making-american-catholicism-a-one-issue
https://theweek.com/feature/analysis/1001754/the-us-catholic-bishops-are-making-american-catholicism-a-one-issue
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2.2. John Paul II’s philosophical thought 

John Paul II was a personalist philosopher informed by Aristotelian-Thomism and phenomenology – 

particularly that of Max Scheler. Whereas Aristotelian-Thomism spoke of a universal essence 

common to all human beings, Scheler focussed on the uniqueness of each human person, one from 

another, and spoke of one’s “individual-personal value essence.”88 Although not uncritical of Scheler, 

John Paul II emphasised the priority given by him and other phenomenologists to the epistemological 

relevance of the senses.89  

As will be seen later, John Paul II’s holding the subjective and the universal in tension is also a 

challenge faced by both feminist theologians and the women interviewed for this research – with his 

appeal to phenomenology paralleling the importance feminist theology places in lived experience. 

Although the interviewees did not use such terminology, articulating the reality of similarly 

negotiating a path between their own lived experience and the more deductive church teachings 

formed the core of our conversations. While all parties faced the same question about how to balance 

the two, therefore, their respective resolution of the question was formed by the greater weight each 

chose to give to either the deductive and universal on the one hand, or the inductive and lived 

experience on the other. In this regard, while John Paul II’s phenomenological lens broadened moral 

thinking beyond the manualist tradition prevalent prior to Vatican II, I posit that his ultimate 

 
88 Karol Wojtyla, “Subjectivity and the Irreducible In the Human Being,” in Person and Community (New York: Peter 

Lang, 1993, English trans. by Theresa Sandok OSM): 213. Aristotelian-Thomistic thought allowed for what they termed 

substance (i.e. the nature of being) and accidents (i.e. secondary modes of being that were changeable and fluid). 

Writing shortly before his death, John Paul II acknowledged his struggle with philosophically accounting for the 

uniqueness of each person and made reference to the influence of personalist philosophy (of which phenomenology is a 

branch) in his thought: “it is difficult to formulate a systematic theory on how to relate to people, yet I was greatly 

helped in this by the study of personalism during the years I devoted to philosophy. Every human being is an individual 

person and therefore I cannot program a priori a certain type to relationship that could be applied to everyone, but I 

must learn it anew in every case... Every person is a chapter to himself. I always acted with this conviction, but I realize 

that it is something you can’t learn. It is simply there because it comes from within.” John Paul II, Rise, Let Us Be on 

our Way (New York: Warner Books, 2004): 65–66. See also: Max Scheler. The Nature of Sympathy (Connecticut: The 

Shoe String Press, 1973, English trans. by Peter Heath): 34; and Scheler’s Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics 

of Values (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973, trans. by Manfred S. Frings and Roger L. Funk), 489ff. 
89 Peter Simpson. On Karol Wojtyla (Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing, 2000), 7–8.  

Simon F. Nolan, “The Philosopher Pope: Pope John Paul II and the Human Person,” Carmel in the World, XLIV nos. 1 

& 2 (both editions were put together to create a special edition to mark the death of John Paul II), (2005), 

https://silo.tips/download/the-philosopher-pope-pope-john-paul-ii-the-human-person#. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

See also: Karol Wojtyla, The Acting Person, translated by Andrzej Potocki (London: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 

1979), #3. 

https://silo.tips/download/the-philosopher-pope-pope-john-paul-ii-the-human-person
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favouring of the cosmic ordering and universal nature of Thomistic thought, leaves reality being 

examined at perhaps a more abstracted level than the approach chosen by either feminist theologians 

or the interviewees who, in general, placed the emphasis more on their lived experience. For John 

Paul II, phenomenology leads him to understand and view doctrine not as a series of abstract 

principles, but as a revelation of Christ expressing how to live one’s life. When viewed from a 

Thomistic perspective, however, such a revelation is situated within a system of thought that 

originates in, and leads back to a universal ordering of truth, resulting in teachings being fixed within 

such an ordering.  

John Paul II’s ultimate leaning towards the more deductive-styled Thomistic thought rather than an 

inductive phenomenological approach is evident when, in Veritatis Splendor, he clarifies that the final 

interpreter and teacher of God’s revelation in the church and in the world is the magisterium rather 

than one’s own conscience. For him, the role of the magisterium counteracts the danger inherent in 

phenomenology to reduce one’s moral discernment to subjectivism. Such thinking leads new 

feminism advocate Janet E. Smith, to observe that despite a change of language from that of his 

predecessors in the writings of John Paul II, there was no change in church teaching.90 

I now turn briefly to the second aspect of John Paul II’s methodology: his interpretation and use of 

scripture. 

 

2.3. John Paul II’s method of scriptural exegesis 

Even a cursory reading of John Paul II’s theological anthropology reveals the central role he gives to 

the scriptures in explaining and justifying his teachings.91 Bypassing the critical exegesis model of 

modern biblical scholarship, he employs a narrative approach of post-critical thought throughout all 

 
90 Janet E. Smith, “Natural Law and Personalism in Veritatis Splendor,” in John Paul II and Moral Theology: Readings 

in Moral Theology: No 10, eds. Charles E. Curran and Richard A. McCormick, S. J., (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 

1998): 67. 
91 Curran, The Moral Theology of Pope John Paul II, 45. 
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of his moral thinking.92 Despite the fact that his use of scripture forms such a foundational role in all 

of his writings, little critique or explanation of such use has been done, however, and while such a 

critique is needed, space limits mine to a couple of introductory points on how he uses scripture in 

relation to his teaching on women.93  

As will be seen in the following few chapters, John Paul II builds his theological anthropology on a 

small number of scripture passages – primarily Genesis 1–3, Ephesians 5, and most of the texts in 

which Mary appears (especially those of the Annunciation). While these are undeniably significant 

texts with which John Paul II engages deeply, his interpretation of them is presented as definitive. 

This is despite the fact that other interpretations are possible that would be equally valid, and/or there 

are many other texts he could have chosen that may have led to very different (if not contradictory) 

conclusions to those given. It is, admittedly, impossible to focus equally on every text, but his failure 

to explain his methodology or acknowledge the possibility of other interpretations and/or texts that 

would challenge his argument raises questions about the strength and validity of his overall argument. 

Texts chosen affirm rather than challenge traditional models and teachings in the area of sexuality 

and gender. One such example pertinent to this research – and which I touch on again later – is his 

almost complete ignoring of Mary’s Magnificat in favour of texts that affirm both Mary’s virginity 

and motherhood, when presenting her as a model for, and to women.  

Even when he does include certain texts, John Paul II tends to sideline them in favour of his own 

argument. While including Genesis 1 and 2 in his theology, and while repeatedly acknowledging the 

equality of women and men, his more frequent use of Genesis 2 when he addresses women for 

 
92 John Paul II clearly moves away from the scientific methods of scriptural analysis and interpretation influenced by 

enlightenment rationalism and re-claims aspects of Patristic/pre-critical exegesis, now known as post-criticism. Peter 

Ochs. “Returning to Scripture: Trends in Postcritical Interpretation” in CrossCurrents 44, Winter 1994/95, no. 4, 437–

452. 
93 Reading from a religious and spiritual perspective, the reader does not read for information or analysis but for 

transformation and inspiration. It is within this context that John Paul II consistently refers to his TOB Addresses as 

“meditations” and/or “reflections.” See for example: John Paul II, “Wednesday General Audience,” (March 26th 1980) 

#1,  http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/Audiences/1980/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19800326.html. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. Walter Vogels claims that such an approach means the Bible is not just inspired at the time of 

writing but is now inspiring, setting free the Spirit into the individual and communitarian lives of its readers. Walter 

Vogels, “The Role of the Reader in Biblical Authority,” Theology Digest 47, (200): 223. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/audiences/1980/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19800326.html


44 
 

example,94 undermines such assurances. Emphasising that “man”/“hāˀādām” includes both male and 

female, his prioritising of Genesis 2 – omitting the simultaneous creation of both as in Genesis 1 – 

perpetuates a model of womanhood marked as complementary and as a helper. Other scripture texts 

are chosen that repeat this image, with the result that woman’s agency is presented in limited terms – 

never for example, presented as the initiator of sexual activity, or even being equal to the male in 

sexual transgressions. John Paul II’s phenomenological language of woman’s agency is compromised 

somewhat by his use of scripture passages that challenge such a presentation.  

In his first major exhortation Catechesi Tradendae, John Paul II highlights the central role scripture 

plays in any catechesis.95 As will be seen in Chapter nine, the women interviewed embraced the 

dialogical and inductive model of their own adult catechesis and faith formation.96 Such an approach 

is in stark contrast, however, to the didactic one taken by John Paul II in his teachings. As with his 

phenomenology being shaped by his Aristotelian-Thomism, so too his catechesis favours the 

importance of natural law and the role of the magisterium rather than that of conscience and sensus 

fidelium.97 This research later explores how John Paul II’s use of scripture results in a catechesis that 

is removed from the messiness of everyday life. Luke Timothy Johnson sums up such an approach 

 
94 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #6–7. 
95 John Paul II, Catechesi Tradendae (Oct.16th, 1979), #27, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_16101979_catechesi-tradendae.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

While acknowledging in the Apostolic Exhortation the significant contributions both Paul VI, John Paul I and the 1977 

Synod of Bishops made to the content (#2–4), it is evident also that much of the content and its spirit comes from John 

Paul II himself, as its many themes were to form a core element of the following twenty-six years of his papacy. 
96 International Council for Catechesis, Adult Catechesis in the Christian Community: Some Principles and Guidelines, 

Vatican: St Paul Publications, 1990. Affirming such an approach, the principles given suggest the “need to show special 

concern for those living in irregular situations,” the necessity of keeping “in mind the specific adults with whom one is 

working,” and “the fundamental importance [of] the dialogical approach.” 

https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_cclergy_doc_14041990_acat_en.html. 

Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
97 John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, #60. “The term sensus fidelium literally means the sense of the faithful or the 

doctrinal intuition of believers.”  Fundamentally, it highlights the importance of consulting the faithful in matters of 

doctrine. While discerning what the sensus fidelium is on any particular moral issue, and ascertaining how to 

incorporate people’s lived experience into church teachings, are complex processes, and are beyond the scope of this 

thesis, I mention it here to indicate the need for the papacy to extend its knowledge and consultation beyond that of the 

magisterium. Charles E. Curran, “‘Humanae Vitae' and the sensus fidelium,” NCR (June 25th, 2018), 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/humanae-vitae-and-sensus-fidelium.  Last accessed 30th Nov. 2021. See also: 

International Theological Commission, “Sensus Fidei in the life of the church,”  

(2014), https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_cti_20140610_sensus-

fidei_en.html. Last accessed 30th Nov. 2021.  

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_16101979_catechesi-tradendae.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_16101979_catechesi-tradendae.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_cclergy_doc_14041990_acat_en.html
https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/humanae-vitae-and-sensus-fidelium
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_cti_20140610_sensus-fidei_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_cti_20140610_sensus-fidei_en.html
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when, in his own critique of John Paul II’s employment of scripture observes that “John Paul II thinks 

of himself as doing ‘phenomenology,’ but seems never to look at actual human experience.”98  

This chapter has provided a brief overview of John Paul II’s theological anthropology by first looking 

at its significance of it in the church at the present time and proceeding to situate it within the two 

core elements of his methodology: his use of both personalist phenomenology and Aristotelian-

Thomism, and a post-critical interpretation of scripture. After situating it in this way, I now turn to 

specifically presenting his theological anthropology. 

  

 
98 Luke Timothy Johnson. “A Disembodied ‘Theology of the Body: John Paul II on Love, Sex and Pleasure,” 

Commonweal (June 4th, 2004), https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/disembodied-theology-body. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 

https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/disembodied-theology-body
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Chapter three Human in creation: A feminist critique 

 

The previous chapter looked briefly at the methodology that shaped and informed all of John Paul 

II’s papal writings – his post-critical engagement with scripture, as well as his claim towards 

phenomenology in general, and personalism in particular. It is not enough to understand his 

methodology, however; it is more important to appreciate how such a methodology directed his 

understanding of the human being – and specifically his understanding of the nature and role of 

woman. In this section, therefore, I present some of the main tenets of his theological anthropology 

and evaluate them from a feminist theological perspective. It is clear from the study of John Paul II’s 

writings, that his understanding of personhood took three particular directions, each of which will be 

explored in the following three chapters of this section. These are:  

1. The human in creation: the theological anthropology of John Paul II, as outlined in his 

TOB and writings on “new feminism.”  

2. The sexed human of female and male: John Paul II’s theology of complementarity. 

3. The female human: looking to John Paul II’s presentation and understanding of Mary as a 

model for womanhood. 

This chapter will therefore look at the importance of the body for both the theology of John Paul II, 

and that of Christian feminists. It will establish that despite having much to contribute, women’s 

voices have consistently been excluded from any discussion on the body by the official church – 

including from any writings of John Paul II – and will look at some of the consequences of doing so. 

In order to more fully explore John Paul II’s theological anthropology, I then turn to one of the main 

criticisms of it – its disconnect from the lived experience of many people. Finally, I will discuss how 

John Paul II’s chosen methodology contributes to such a disconnect. Running through each of these 

sections is a feminist theological perspective that not only critiques the theology of John Paul II, but 
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also holds out alternative interpretations and approaches that aim to facilitate a theology of the body 

that more closely reflects and speaks to people’s lived reality – especially that of women. 

 

3.1. The human in creation: the theological anthropology of John Paul II 

It is clear from what has already been presented, that central to John Paul II’s ethical thought was a 

fundamental interest in the origins, nature and purpose of the human being. His passionate interest in 

a theological interpretation of anthropology influenced all of his doctrinal thinking and was not 

confined to the area of sexual morality alone. For him, it was so fundamental to all theological thought 

that it is impossible to construct any framework of moral thought without initially establishing the 

human being’s nature and vocation. In Dives in Misericordia, for example, John Paul II describes the 

urgent need to discern and understand the truth about humanity.99 He argues that an accurate and 

universal moral theology must be grounded in an accurate theological anthropology to prevent people 

from constructing and following erroneous ideas. As the Introduction briefly outlined, such a 

theological anthropology is found primarily in what he called his “Theology of the Body” and “new 

feminism.”  

As previously stated, his thinking in this area has been viewed by certain parts of the church as 

something radically new. In reality however, its appearance of newness has been, in fact, one more 

of style than of substance.100 While aspects of it (such as some of its terminology and the debt it pays 

to phenomenological thought) are new to Vatican thinking, it re-affirmed the church’s existing 

teaching. Much of its appeal lies in John Paul II’s definitively establishing the body within church 

teaching as something to be celebrated and good. He asserted that with the incarnation of Christ, the 

 
99 John Paul II, Dives in Misericordia #2, (November 30th, 1980), https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30111980_dives-in-misericordia.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
100 John Paul II’s official biographer, conservative writer George Weigel argues that despite being “so often dismissed 

as ‘rigidly conservative’, [John Paul II has] proposed one of the boldest reconfigurations of Catholic theology in 

centuries.” Weigel, Witness to Hope, 336. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30111980_dives-in-misericordia.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30111980_dives-in-misericordia.html
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sacramentality already contained in all matter was deepened and ensured that “the body entered 

theology… through the main door.”101  

As seen in his methodology, John Paul II’s interest in personhood drew him towards phenomenology 

and the personalism of Max Scheler – an exploration that, for him, expanded upon the church’s 

Thomistic understanding of human nature, as well as by scriptural revelation. Such deep-seated 

interest resulted in his playing a central role in the theology of the Second Vatican Council, 

particularly in the writing of Gaudium et Spes, (the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 

World) – a document that is central to his later theological anthropology.  Later acknowledging the 

importance of this document for his life as pope, he reflected that  

I must confess that the Gaudium et Spes is particularly dear to me, not only because of 

the themes it develops, but also because of the direct participation that was allowed to 

me for its elaboration… The great intimate knowledge of the genesis of Gaudium et 

Spes enabled me to appreciate in great depth the prophetic value and to widely 

undertake the contents in my Magisterium from the first Encyclical, Redemptor 

hominis.102  

 

John Paul II points out in this encyclical that the nature and role of the human body marked by the 

reality of Christ’s incarnation – which, he claims, has penetrated “in a unique and unrepeatable way 

into the mystery of man and his heart,”103 – has resulted in it being “raised to a dignity beyond 

compare.”104 As such, John Paul II’s consequent theological anthropology leaves the church in no 

doubt that the body in and of itself is a theology – being created by God and in the image of the divine, 

it is a source of revelation for goodness and truth. Contrary to the, at times, Gnostic-influence within 

the church’s history (that has sometimes resulted in the body being viewed as a barrier to the divine 

 
101 John Paul II, Man and Woman, 220, #4. In his Address, John Paul II states that “the fact that theology also includes 

the body should not astonish or surprise anyone who is conscious of the mystery and reality of the Incarnation.” 

(Emphasis in original). 
102 John Paul II, Address for the 30th Anniversary of the Proclamation of the Second Vatican Council's Pastoral 

Constitution Gaudium et Spes (Nov. 8th, 1995). John Paul II goes on to reminisce that “that young Bishop of Krakow 

(...) was the member of the subcommission in charge of studying the ‘signs of the time’ and, from November 1964, I 

was called to be part of the central subcommission, in charge of formulating the text.,” 

http://www.vatican.va/jubilee_2000/magazine/documents/ju_mag_01051997_p-28_en.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 

2021. 
103 John Paul II, Redemptor Hominis, #8. 
104 John Paul II, Redemptor Hominis, #5. 

http://www.vatican.va/jubilee_2000/magazine/documents/ju_mag_01051997_p-28_en.html
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rather than its revelation), the body in John Paul II’s theology is something marked by its inherent 

dignity and a locus of celebration.  

The affirmation of the human body is also core to the work of feminist theology. Recognising that 

the body is the medium through which humans engage with reality, it claims that close examination 

must be paid not only to how it is interpreted but to what it seeks to express. Striving to do so, 

however, is a complex task for, as British feminist theologian Lisa Isherwood succinctly observes: 

“[the] body is everywhere yet agreement about what it is can be hard to come by.”105 Fertility issues 

such as abortion and contraception highlight that the body can be interpreted in personal, social, and 

political ways.106 Depending on one’s perspective, therefore, the role and nature of the body can have 

a variety of meanings.  

Systematic theologian Maaike de Haardt agrees that engaging with and understanding the body is 

both complex and ambiguous, but reflects that  

Perhaps it is only because of our concrete, however ambiguous, bodies, that in the end 

we can say, “I am” even without knowing “who” I am; even out of the awareness that 

the “who” is constantly changing, as is the body; and even knowing that the “I” is not 

identical with the body.107 

 

Like John Paul II, feminist theologians work to understand the body from a theological perspective 

and explore how a belief in the inherent dignity of every person as imago Dei shapes a Christian 

understanding of a person’s essence and purpose. Due to the ambivalent history Christianity has had 

with the female body in particular, however, much of their work involves challenging and 

deconstructing the androcentric and Gnostic-influenced dualisms that continue to negatively compare 

the flesh to the spirit, and which fear the flesh as something that has the power to tempt and deceive. 

Within such thinking, women are associated with the flesh and men with the spirit and are, therefore, 

 
105 Lisa Isherwood, “Sex and Body Politics,” in The Good News of the Body, ed. Lisa Isherwood (New York: New York 

University Press, 2000), 22. 
106 Viewing the body as political and social, as well as personal, has also been evident in various health issues raised by 

the current Covid crisis, including the wearing of masks and the call to be vaccinated. 
107 Maaike de Haardt, “Bodiliness and Sacramentality” in Embracing Sexuality: Authority and Experience in the 

Catholic Church, ed. Joseph A. Selling (Burlington, USA: Ashgate, 2001), 43. 
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the physical embodiment of such temptation and deception, which, in the realm of theology, has often 

been represented in the character of Eve.108 The body of the woman becomes the “other” and is 

burdened with characteristics and values that are judged disparagingly by androcentric systems which 

strive to protect the existing status quo. Feminist theologians have pointed out that despite 

traditionally being equated with matter and the flesh, women – especially economically-vulnerable 

women – have often lacked agency or power over their own bodies. As a result, women in theology 

strive to eradicate such hierarchical binaries by consciousness-raising and by helping women find 

safe spaces in which they can begin reflecting on and articulating their experience in church and 

society of being embodied as female. Doing so has not only allowed stories to emerge of women’s 

bodies being sites of abuse and violence in a wide range of oppressive situations, but has also given 

voice to a developing theology of redemption that gives space for the oppressed body to identify with 

that of the incarnate Christ – a resurrected Christ that bears and exposes his woundedness and pain, 

and a resurrected Christ that invites all creation to participate in a new creation.109 Jesus’ promise of 

“life to the full” (Jn 10:10) is the catalyst to look at the body as a site for potentiality and giftedness, 

and being imago Dei is, for feminist theologians, an ongoing reminder that a person is called beyond 

the narrow and limiting parameters of androcentric hierarchical power systems.110 As Lisa Isherwood 

 
108 For further reading on the influence of Gnosticism and dualistic thought in the area of embodiment and sexuality, 

and the response(s) of feminist theology, see, for example: Ute Ranke- Heinemann, Eunuchs for the Kingdom of 

Heaven: The Catholic Church and Sexuality (London: Penguin Books, 1990); Susan Abraham and Elena Procario-

Foley, eds. Frontiers in Catholic Feminist Theology: Shoulder to Shoulder (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009); Lisa 

Isherwood, ed. The Good News of the Body: Sexual Theology and Feminism (New York: New York University Press, 

2000); Christine E. Gudorf, Body, Sex & Pleasure: Reconstructing Christian Sexual Ethics (Cleveland, Ohio: The 

Pilgrim Press, 1994); Adrian Thatcher and Elizabeth Stuart, eds. Christian Perspectives on Sexuality and Gender 

(Wiltshire: The Cromwell Press, 1996); Lisa Sowle Cahill, Between the Sexes: Foundations for a Christian Ethics of 

Spirituality (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985); Michelle A. Gonzalez, Created in God’s Image: An Introduction to 

Feminist Theological Anthropology (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2007).  
109 Writing in relation to the sexuality of disabled persons, Nancy Eiseland highlights talks of such a portrayal of the 

resurrected Christ as “the disabled God.” Observing that both John and Luke reveal the resurrected body of Christ as 

one that visibly carries the marks of his crucifixion, Eiesland reflects that such wounds are a reminder that Christ 

assumed the totality of our human experience – our brokenness and vulnerability, as well as our potential for 

unconditional love. If the church is to truly be the body of Christ, and if any one member’s lived realities affect the 

whole body (1 Cor. 6:12–20), then the church, she claims, must hold visible all aspects of that body’s lived reality. 

Nancy Eiesland, The Disabled God: Towards a Liberatory Theology of Disability (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994). 
110 For an excellent summary on feminist theological writing on woman as imago Dei, see Gonzalez, Created in God’s 

Image, 133–160. 
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observes, the power of the incarnation in each person is “the power that can burst out and 

transform.”111 

Affirming the radical potential of the incarnation, not only for women but for all of creation, de Haardt 

talks of “the sacramental principle” that is fundamental to the church’s tradition, and defines it as “the 

recognition or the insight that all creation is sacred: all of being – human, animal, vegetable, mineral 

– is potentially revelatory of the divine and is to be treated as such.”112 American theologian Susan 

Ross, writing on theological anthropology, concurs with de Haardt that the sacramental tradition of 

the church is core to a redemptive understanding of the body, but warns against the dangers of either 

falling into androcentric stereotypes of limiting the female body to matter only and reserving a sense 

of the transcendence to the male, and/or reducing the divine to the natural world.113  

While the next chapter will explore in greater detail the importance of establishing the sacramentality 

of both female and male bodies, this chapter now looks at some of the weaknesses inherent in John 

Paul II’s theological anthropology that are particularly relevant to this research. Agreeing with him 

on the essential dignity of the person and the fundamental goodness of the human body, mainstream 

feminist theologians, nevertheless, point to the limitations of other aspects of his anthropological 

understanding. I begin, however, by naming the one weakness that underlies all others: the absence 

of women’s contribution and voice in such writings.  

 

 

 
111 Lisa Isherwood, “The Embodiment of Feminist Liberation Theology: The Spiralling of Incarnation” Feminist 

Theology 12, no. 2, (2004): 149. Capturing the task of feminist theology as that of both deconstruction and 

reconstruction, Isherwood earlier claims that the body is “both the ongoing, alive critique of oppression and the site of 

struggles for liberation,” 140. 
112 De Haardt: “Bodiliness and Sacramentality,” 45. Throughout his ground-breaking encyclical on ecology, pope 

Francis echoes this deep connection between sacramentality and anthropology and observes that “There can be no 

renewal of our relationship with nature without a renewal of humanity itself. There can be no ecology without an 

adequate anthropology.” Francis, Laudato Si (May 24th, 2015), #118, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-

si.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
113 Susan A Ross, “God’s Embodiment and Women” in Freeing Theology: The Essentials of Theology in Feminist 

Perspective (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1993), 195.  

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
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3.2. The silence of women’s voices in John Paul II’s new feminism 

At no point throughout his extensive writings on women is there any indication that John Paul II ever 

consulted women. There is no evidence of him asking women their opinion on what he was 

presenting, and he never references the work of any modern women theologians or scripture scholars. 

When commenting on the letter On the Collaboration of Men and Women in the Church and in the 

World, Tina Beattie comments on the “ludicrousness” of such a practice, and questions:  

What other institution today would produce a document about women, written by one 

group of men (the CDF under the signature of Cardinal Ratzinger), addressed to 

another (the bishops), without quoting or referring to any woman’s ideas?114  

 

As will be later seen in the responses of the women interviewed for this research, many women keenly 

notice the absence in all levels of the church of their voice and lived experience. In an attempt to draw 

attention to such silencing (not only in the church at the time of John Paul II’s papacy but since it 

began), the theological journal Concilium devoted a volume in 1985 titled Women: Invisible in 

Church and Theology. One of its editors, scripture feminist theologian Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, 

writes that  

Women are not only the “silent majority” but we are also the “silenced majority” in the 

Roman Catholic Church… Although women are the majority of people still going to 

church and of those joining religious orders, the Church is officially represented by 

males only. Although the Church is called “our mother” and referred to with the 

pronoun “she”, it is personified and governed by fathers and brothers only. Therefore, 

when we speak of the Church we see before our eyes, the pope in Rome, bishops or 

pastors, cardinals and monsignors, deacons… all of whom are men.115 

 

The existence of feminist theology speaks to the invisibility and silencing experienced by many 

Catholic women in every corner of the world and, as evidenced by the revelations in the recent past 

in Ireland (the location of this research), the Catholic church has been closely associated with the 

 
114 Tina Beattie, “Feminism, Vatican-style,” The Tablet (7 October 2004). Although written by the Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), On the Collaboration of Men and Women was approved by John Paul II and presents many 

of the core elements of his teaching on women, file:///C:/Users/Owner/Downloads/Tablet-FeminismVatican-

Style%20(1).pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
115 Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “Breaking the Silence – Becoming Visible”, in Concilium 182, no.6 (1985): 4. 

file:///C:/Users/Owner/Downloads/Tablet-FeminismVatican-Style%20(1).pdf
file:///C:/Users/Owner/Downloads/Tablet-FeminismVatican-Style%20(1).pdf
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silencing of women not only within the church but also within the wider society, through the systems 

of Mother and Baby homes and the Magdalene laundries.116 The silencing of women by the Irish 

church has not been confined to such systems, however. In 1996 for example, Cardinal Desmond 

Connell, in a response to John Paul II’s call for a new feminism the previous year, inaugurated the 

Women’s Forum in the archdiocese of Dublin. Its aim was to both listen to the views and experiences 

of women in the church, and to develop ways in which women could be involved in their local 

parishes. However, despite generating a great deal of momentum among women in many Dublin 

parishes and it producing four different discussion documents, the forum was plagued by a lack of 

support by many of the clergy (including the bishops) and by tensions within it.117 Many women 

involved found the experience of being unsupported and ignored so painful that they withdrew from 

any further involvement in their respective parishes.118  

Almost 25 years later, talking of the institutional church’s attitude to women at a conference alongside 

former president of Ireland Mary McAleese, American feminist theologian and Benedictine sister, 

Joan Chittester, lamented that  

Silence, invisibility is the only role a woman has in the Catholic Church. We make very 

good window dressing, but in terms of being able to contribute as a baptised person to 

the development of the Church, we are not there. Someday you have to wake up and 

say what you see, and what I see is that the Catholic Church, for women, is a totally 

owned subsidiary of pious males. We really are not full members of the Church. We 

are the outside edge.119  

 

 
116 See: Justice for Magdalenes Research (A resource “or people affected by and interested in Ireland’s Magdalene 

Institutions”) at http://jfmresearch.com/ and The Mother and Baby homes Commission of Investigation at 

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/mbhcoi/. Both last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
117 Speaking in 2019 at a mass to remember former members of the forum who had died, Archbishop Diarmuid Martin 

admitted that “the Women’s forum, despite the generosity and commitment of its members, did not attain the role that 

was envisaged by Cardinal Connell when he launched it. This is not to say that there has not been progress in the active 

presence of women in church structures and church life. I must take my level of responsibility in not 

bringing sufficient new vigour to the aims of the Forum.,” https://dublindiocese.ie/mass-to-remember-womens-forum-

members/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
118 Don Lavery, “‘Ignored' women advisors quitting forum.” Irish Independent, April 6th, 2003, 

 https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/ignored-women-advisors-quitting-forum-26230275.html. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 
119 Editor of Novena, “Former Irish President Decries ‘Invisibility and Powerlessness’ of Women in Church,” Novena, 

Nov. 4th, 2019, https://novenanews.com/ireland-president-mcaleese-invisibility-powerlessness-women-church/. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

http://jfmresearch.com/
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/mbhcoi/
https://dublindiocese.ie/mass-to-remember-womens-forum-members/
https://dublindiocese.ie/mass-to-remember-womens-forum-members/
https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/ignored-women-advisors-quitting-forum-26230275.html
https://novenanews.com/ireland-president-mcaleese-invisibility-powerlessness-women-church/
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In their comprehensive research documenting women’s experiences of the relationship of women to 

their particular church, Miriam Therese Winter et al. engaged with almost 4,000 women across 

various Christian denominations – with one-third of their participants being Catholic. In their 

findings, they observe that more women (four out of five) feel alienated in the Catholic church than 

in any other denomination in the study. They comment that  

Although both groups [Catholic and Protestant] are feeling alienated over similar 

issues, there seems to be a distinction in terms of degree. One of our staff members put 

it this way after completing a number of in-depth telephone interviews with Catholic 

women: “There is a much stronger and consistent anger, and I might even say rage, 

that comes through about the lack of recognition and inclusion and about the abuse that 

women in the Catholic Church experience.”120  

 

While such exclusion of women’s voices is not only problematic for the church generally, and women 

specifically, it also underlies some of the limitations running through all of John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology:  

(i) One of the notable gaps in John Paul II’s theological anthropology is the lack of any 

equivalent in-depth exploration of the nature and role of the male that parallels the focus 

he gives to the female. This is regrettable for men in particular and the church in general. 

It also limits and makes difficult any attempt at evaluating his theology of women – how 

can his concept of complementarity (foundational to his anthropology) be fully understood 

when he only presents one-half of the equation? Doing so results in everything he has 

written, therefore, being left without direction or resolution.  

 
120 Miriam Therese Winter, Adair Lummis, and Allison Stokes eds., Defecting in Place: Women Claiming 

Responsibility for Their Own Spiritual Lives (New York: Crossroad, 1995), 103. Such a lack of consultation is mirrored 

in the wider church. Mary Grey and Joseph Selling report on the findings of the “Sarum seminars” – an initiative taken 

by a working group put together by The Research Centre of the Queen’s Foundation for Ecumenical Theological 

Education in Birmingham, England, to “study what was perceived to be a deepening breakdown in communication 

between the hierarchy of a number of Christian Churches and significant portions of the ordinary faithful.” Reporting 

on their findings, the authors state that “The participants deeply felt that although a genuine effort had been made on the 

part of the faithful to listen to the teaching and advice of the magisterium in these matters, precious little listening has 

been done on the part of the representatives of authority and governance in the Church to the experience, the witness 

and the advice of the faithful.” Mary Grey and Joseph Selling, “Marriage and Sexuality in the Catholic Church,” in 

Embracing Sexuality: Authority and Experience in the Catholic Church, ed. Joseph Selling (Aldershot, England: 

Ashgate, 2001), 180.  
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The absence of a teaching by John Paul II on man and manhood also raises the question 

as to the reason such a significant part of a theological anthropology failed to be written. 

Is it because that within the Catholic tradition, man continues to be understood as the 

norm, with woman relegated to being the “other?” Over 2,000 years of tradition being 

written, interpreted, and taught from the exclusive perspective of the male points to a 

presumption by the official church that it already knows the nature and purpose of the 

male, and a theology of man (male), therefore, does not have to be articulated in the same 

way as does a theology of woman.  

(ii) The silencing results in both a disconnect from the lived reality of women’s lives as well 

as an overall romanticisation of women – with John Paul II believing that inherent in their 

“feminine genius”, was a woman’s innate orientation towards being moral arbiters for not 

just the whole church but also for society.121 Even as John Paul II acknowledges and shows 

an awareness of the oppression of women, such acknowledgement of it is fleeting and 

seems to lack the strength of feeling that is warranted by the daily reality for many women 

of pain, fear, and voicelessness that is inflicted by such oppressions. How the ongoing 

experience of gender oppression really impacts women can only be guessed at, as 

women’s voices are absent from the narrative. All that exists is the expressing of these 

experiences through the male voice. When referring to the oppression of women, John 

Paul II, in the main, looks outside the parameters of the church for such abuse of power; 

only seldom does he acknowledge the church as a locus of women’s oppression, and even 

when he does, his acknowledgement always appears qualified. When talking in an 

 
121 John Paul II’s romanticisation of women will be looked at in more detail later in relation to his relationship with 

Mary. Karol Wojtyla’s mother died when he was just eight years old leaving his father to raise him alone. His father 

dedicated the life of his son to Mary and pointing to a painting of her in a nearby church, told the young Karol that 

“Your mother is dead. This is your mother now.” Stephen Moss, “Your Mother is Dead. The Virgin Mary is your 

Mother Now,” The Guardian, April 5th, 2005, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/apr/05/catholicism.religion10. 

Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021.There is no evidence of any significant female figures in his life as he grew up – As well 

as his mother’s early death, his infant sister died before he was born. With the death of his older brother when Karol 

Wojtyla was twelve, he had no sisters-in-law or nieces. Entering the seminary and getting ordained only reinforced his 

personal experience of women’s lived reality remaining at a remove.  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/apr/05/catholicism.religion10
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Angelus Address in June 1995, of the equality of women and men, he states that the church 

follows Jesus’ example of treating women with dignity and equality, and reflects that “if 

down the centuries, some of her children have at times not lived [the Gospel message of 

the dignity of women] with the same consistency, this is a reason for deep regret.”122 Such 

an acknowledgement, although welcome, fails to do justice to the depth of alienation and 

marginalisation felt by many women in the church on an ongoing basis – and which is 

expressed by the women interviewed for this research. 

(iii) The lack of consultation of women and the excluding of their voice from any documents 

he presented to and about women, contradicts John Paul II’s core argument of 

complementarity. As shown, he maintains that while equal, woman and man are 

“complementary not only from the physical and psychological points of view, but also 

from the ontological.”123 If this is the case, then according to his own argument, he, as a 

man, cannot perceive and/or understand reality in the same way as women and therefore 

cannot speak to their experience. John Paul II’s exclusion in his writings of women’s 

naming of their own reality challenges his own argument, therefore, and reduces what he 

says about the nature and vocation of women to the remarks of an observer. By his own 

logic, such observations can only have limited – if any – theological authority.124  

As stated, the absence of women’s voices and lived experience from the theological anthropology of 

John Paul II underlies other weaknesses – one of the most frequently-voiced criticisms of it being its 

disconnect with the reality of many people’s lives.  

 
122 John Paul II, Angelus Address (June 25th, 1995), #2, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/it/angelus/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_ang_19950625.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
123 John Paul II, Letter to Women (June 6th, 1995), #7, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html (emphasis in original). Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
124 Regardless of the implications of John Paul II’s theology of complementarity on his own argument, mainstream 

feminist theology challenges the belief that anyone other than women can name women’s experience. American feminist 

theologian Susan Ross, for example, writing on the aforementioned On the Collaboration of Men and Women in the 

Church and in the World, issued by the CDF – an office headed by the then Cardinal Ratzinger – observes that while “the 

diversity of feminist approaches to theological anthropology can be dizzying… there is, I think, wide agreement that it is, 

fundamentally, women who are the ones to define what it means to be a woman.” Susan A. Ross, “Christian Anthropology 

and Gender Essentialism: Classicism and Historical-Mindedness,” Concilium no. 1 (2006): 43–50. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/angelus/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_ang_19950625.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/angelus/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_ang_19950625.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html
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3.3. The absence of the “messiness” of lived experience 

Despite John Paul II’s claims of rooting his thought in phenomenology, the end result seems to miss 

both the struggles and the pleasurable and carefree aspects of love as it is actually lived out. In his 

often-quoted critique of John Paul II’s TOB, Luke Timothy Johnson echoes this when he observes 

that: 

None of [love’s] grandeur or giddiness appears in these talks, which remain at a level 

of abstraction far removed from novels and newspapers with their stories of people like 

us… In the pope’s formulations, human sexuality is observed by telescope from a 

distant planet. Solemn pronouncements are made on the basis of textual exegesis rather 

than living experience. The effect is something like that of a sunset painted by the 

unsighted… A theology of the body ought at least to have feet that touch the ground.125 

 

The subtitle of John Paul II’s TOB is “Human Love in the Divine Plan.” Part of the reason it can be 

perceived as being somewhat removed from many people’s experience of human love stems from its 

almost total focus being on agapé rather than eros.126 Throughout his writings, John Paul II situates 

human love within the meta-narrative of the covenantal love between God and creation – the most 

potent image of this being the love of Jesus’ total self-giving on the cross. God gives this gift and 

humans receive it. As a consequence of this, “every creature bears within itself the sign of the original 

and fundamental gift.”127 It is in and through this gift that the body takes on what John Paul II refers 

to as its nuptial (or spousal) meaning.128 All are called, therefore, to gift their whole self in all of their 

relationships, but it is within marriage – which he refers to as “the primordial sacrament”129 – that 

female and male are particularly called to be “gift” to one another. It is in and through the mutuality 

 
125 Luke Timothy Johnson, “A Disembodied ‘Theology of the Body: John Paul II on Love, Sex & Pleasure,’” 

Commonweal (June 4th, 2004), https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/disembodied-theology-body. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 
126 Church tradition talks of four forms of love that are found in scripture:  Eros (romantic love), Storge (love within 

family), Philia (brotherly love), and Agapé (God’s divine love – selfless/unconditional love). 
127 John Paul II, Man and Woman, 177, #4.  
128 See particularly John Paul II’s Wednesday Audiences in April 1982 in John Paul II, Man and Woman, 426–440. 

Christopher West claims that understanding the body as fundamentally nuptial/spousal, is “one of the most important 

and synoptic concepts of the Pope’s entire catechesis.” According to John Paul II the term “nuptial” reveals in a word 

“the whole reality of that donation of which the first pages of the Book of Genesis speak” i.e. “Therefore, a man leaves 

his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife and they become one flesh.,” (Gen. 2:24). Christopher West, Theology 

of the Body Explained: A Commentary on John Paul II's Man and Woman He Created Them (Boston: Pauline Books & 

Media, 2007), 97. 
129 John Paul II, Man and Woman, 503–507. 

https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/disembodied-theology-body
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of self-giving that a person continues to be seen and valued as a subject, rather than as an object only 

valued for her/his usefulness to another. The opposite of love for John Paul II, therefore, is not hate 

but objectification. 

Despite John Paul II’s view of the person as one who is always a subject being important for any 

anthropology, his situating it in stark contrast to the person being viewed as an object is problematic 

in his discussion on human relationships. Although probably not intentional, his understanding of 

love situates it in one of two extremes: it is either celebrated through total self-giving, or else it is 

debased through selfishness and objectification. He fails to acknowledge that in reality, the majority 

of relationships lie somewhere along a continuum between the two.  

In reducing the sexual act to being either one of mutual unconditional love or one of selfishness and 

objectification, John Paul II reveals a lack of recognition and understanding that the majority of 

people spend their lives negotiating the territory in between these two extremes. Contrary to the tone 

of his writings, no person’s sexuality comes fully formed.130 Rather, it is a life-long, often ambiguous 

process that, for the most part, happens to the person and that is frequently outside any real possibility 

of being controlled in the way John Paul II hopes when he suggests that passions and one’s 

“exteriority” can and should be directed by one’s interiority. Talking of the state of “original 

nakedness” in the Garden of Eden, John Paul II states that “aware of the procreative power of his own 

body and of his own sex, man is at the same time free from the ‘constraint’ of his own body and his 

own sex.”131 In his Address of the following week, he again talks of the body as something that has 

to be controlled and reflects that Adam and Eve were both able to recognise each other as subject and 

“without shame” because they were “interiorly free from the constraint of their bodies and of sex.”132 

Viewing the body as something that in some way has to be transcended, belies John Paul II’s core 

argument that the body is a source of revelation of the divine and something that is fundamentally 

 
130 Johnson, “A Disembodied ‘Theology of the Body.” 
131 John Paul II, Man and Woman, 184, #6 (emphasis in original). 
132 Ibid., 187, #3. Other discussion on the body as something that has to be “constrained” is repeated several times in his 

catechetical Addresses – especially in relation to the body’s spousal meaning. See Man and Woman 255–257, 289–292, 

297–301, and 655–688.  
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sacramental. For John Paul II, constraint of the body is interwoven into its redemption for – as he 

states in a later Address when talking of the resurrection of the body – “the resurrection signifies a 

new submission of the body to the spirit.”133  

John Paul II continually struggles to articulate the pleasure and enjoyment of physical/sexual desire 

between two people. When discussing the role of eros in relationships, he unfailingly connects it to a 

discussion on lust, adultery, and concupiscence. Eros, he insists, is something to be controlled. While 

much of the language contained in his TOB Addresses is dense and not easily accessible, the language 

he employs when talking about eros and sexual attraction is even more so. Both the language and its 

content seem far removed from the reality of what two people are feeling when sexually drawn to one 

another. Referring to such feelings as belonging to what he calls “the exterior man,” John Paul II 

highlights Christ’s talk on the ability to “commit adultery in the heart” (Matt. 5:28) and observes that, 

in response to such words, a person  

Should succeed in being really an interior man, able to obey right conscience, able to 

be the authentic master of his own innermost impulses, like a watchman who watches 

over a hidden spring, and finally able to draw from all these impulses what is fitting 

for “purity of the heart” by building with consciousness and consistency the personal 

sense of the spousal meaning of the body, which opens the interior space of the freedom 

of the gift.134 

 

While correctly indicating that sexual pleasure for its own sake can at times lead to sexual encounters 

that are abusive and destructive, John Paul II’s academically remote and sterile language and imagery 

fails to imagine, let alone articulate, the sexual relationships of the majority of couples. As Timothy 

Luke Johnson observes, John Paul II misses “the giddiness” of human love. It also misses the layers 

of emotions and situations that can result in sexual encounters. John Paul II’s insistence on the 

openness of every sexual encounter to procreation, as well as both partners always fully giving of 

themselves without any element of self-interest at any time during sexual intercourse, not only limits 

 
133 Ibid., 389, #5. 
134 Ibid., 320, #3. 
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intimate sexual activity to penetrative intercourse, it fails to accept that, even within the commitment 

of marriage, people are sexually intimate for a myriad of reasons and emotions.135  

John Paul II also ignores the eros dimension of human love when speaking specifically about 

women’s sexuality. In everything he writes about and to women, he seems much more at ease 

discussing the hidden parts of the woman’s body (such as her womb) and how central they are to how 

a woman is being called to live her life, than he is discussing the more visible and pleasure-centred 

genitalia (such as her clitoris and vulva). In this way, biology is interpreted by him as a sign of 

woman’s identity and how she is being called to live her life, rather than as a sign of her desire for 

sexual pleasure. Even when talking about woman as mother and virgin, he avoids any 

acknowledgement of the physical aspects involved in such a discussion, such as menstruation, 

ovulation, and lactation.136 

The one time that John Paul II does turn towards the language of eros is in his referencing the Song 

of Songs. Doing so raises its own questions, however. In a series of Addresses towards the end of his 

Wednesday Audiences devoted to the TOB (in May–July 1984), he turns to the metaphor of 

Bride/Bridegroom (explored in more detail below) in order to “understand more adequately and 

exhaustively the sacramental sign of marriage.”137 In his May 30th Address, he focusses on the short 

passage Song of Songs 4:9–10138: 

 

 
135 Tom Shakespeare, Kath Gillespie-Sells, and Dominic Davies, The Sexual Politics of Disability: Untold Desires 

(London: Cassell, 1996), 97. Referring to the challenges the church’s teachings on sexuality gives to people with 

disabilities in particular, the authors criticise what they call a “fucking ideology” (associating “sex” exclusively with 

penetrative intercourse) and argue that the giving and receiving of love and physical pleasure is not and should not be 

confined in such a way. Christina Traina argues that John Paul II’s idea that only the act of unprotected intercourse truly 

speaks of the total self-gift of spouses, is not [in her experience] a path to happy marriage and responsible parenthood. 

She says that “for me, contraception does not impede self-gift but, like pregnancy, allows it the freedom to proceed 

unworried by consequences.” Christina Traina, “Papal Ideals, Marital Realities: One View from the Ground” in Sexual 

Diversity and Catholicism: Toward the Development of Moral Theology, eds. Patricia Beattie Jung with Joseph Andrew 

Coray (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2001), 278–279. 
136 Whereas John Paul II is clearly not unique in the long history of popes in not doing so, the absence of any 

acknowledgment of women’s embodied physicality is perhaps more noticeable with John Paul II because of how much 

he has written on women. Although giving an Address on May 12th, 1995 on the topic of breastfeeding, the Address 

was to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences and their studies and research on the issue rather than specifically to some 

women who may have had a particular interest. John Paul II, Address on Breastfeeding (May 12th, 1995), 

https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/Address-on-breastfeeding-8196. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
137 John Paul II, Man and Woman, 732. 
138 Ibid., 563.  

https://www.ewtn.com/catholicism/library/address-on-breastfeeding-8196
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You have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride; 

You have ravished my heart with one glance of your eyes 

With one bead of your necklace. 

How sweet are your caresses, my sister, my bride. 

 

Going on to emphasise that “she is bride precisely as sister,”139 he celebrates what he terms the 

“eloquence” of the language. For John Paul II, it illustrates the fact that although distinctly male and 

female, they share the one humanity and thus complement one another. Wanting to further stress the 

depth of their closeness and shared origins, he points out that it is 

As though he and his woman descended from the same family circle, as though from 

infancy they had been united by memories of the common hearth. In this way, they 

reciprocally feel as close as brother and sister who owe their existence to the same 

mother… [The] bridegroom’s words… see her still in the time of girlhood and embrace 

her entire “I”, soul and body, with a disinterested tenderness.140 

 

In his Address of the previous week, John Paul II clarifies that the language in the Song of Songs is 

metaphorical and corresponds to the nuptial language of both Genesis 2 and Ephesians 5.141 It is the 

language that he uses, however, to explain his reading of the text that is problematic. Written at a time 

when the world in general, and the church in particular, were being greatly exposed to the sombre 

reality of child sexual abuse in institutions and within family homes, John Paul II seems oblivious to 

the possible destructive layers of interpretation inherent in his own language in this situation. His lack 

of awareness and/or acknowledgment of such a potentially pain-filled and traumatic context in which 

his catechesis was being presented and received, is another example of how both the language and 

content of his theological anthropology can at times appear disconnected from the lived reality of 

families – some of whom are forced to face into dealing with the pain of sexual abuse taking place in 

their own “same family circle” and “common hearth.”142  

 
139 Ibid., 560, #1 (emphasis in original). 
140 Ibid., 563, #3 (emphasis in original). 
141 Ibid., 548–550.  
142 Despite stating in 2002 that “there is no place in the priesthood and religious life for those who would harm the 

young”, John Paul II has been widely criticised for failing to respond appropriately or expeditiously to the sexual abuse 

crisis within the universal church, particularly in relation to certain priests in powerful and influential positions – such 

as former director general of the influential religious institute Legion of Christ, Fr. Marcial Maciel Degollado, and US 

cardinal Theodore McCarrick (defrocked by pope Francis in 2018 after a Vatican investigation confirmed decades of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_(Catholicism)
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This apparent lack of acknowledgement of such realities within families is interwoven with his 

somewhat romanticised idea of the family of Mary, Joseph, and Jesus, which John Paul II holds as 

“the prototype and example for all Christian families”143 – a family who lived in an “atmosphere of 

tranquillity and peace,” in which for Mary, “the simple, humble chores of everyday life took on 

special value.”144 It is partly as a response to such a perception of the family that has propelled many 

feminist theologians to theologically explore the nature and role of family. From their own lived 

experience of family, they challenge what they perceive as overly simplistic the claims by the far 

right (in both the church and civil society) to so-called traditional “family values.”145 They struggle 

with what they perceive as too narrow a definition of family that fails to acknowledge the reality of 

homosexual as well as heterosexual couples, of blended families and the complexity of a myriad of 

inter-relationships, and of children conceived outside of John Paul II’s ideal of spousal love-making. 

Added to such issues that affect the majority of families throughout the world, John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology completely fails to take into account families – primarily in developing 

countries – who live on a daily basis with realities such as war, poor nutrition, AIDS, contaminated 

water, limited access to education, and so forth. In general, a feminist theology of family is one that 

recognises it as something shaped by the context in which it is situated and is therefore something 

that is fundamentally fluid and dynamic. 

 
allegations that he had sexually molested adults as well as children). See: Report on the Holy See’s Institutional 

Knowledge and Decision-Making Related to Former Cardinal Theodore Edgar McCarrick, 1930–2017 (Nov. 10th, 

2020), https://www.vatican.va/resources/resources_rapporto-card-mccarrick_20201110_en.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 

2021. 
143 John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio, #86.  
144 John Paul II, General Audience, January 29th, 1997, #1-2. He proceeds to talk of the “dignified and hard-working 

atmosphere of Nazareth.,”  https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/Audiences/1997/documents/hf_jp-

ii_aud_29011997.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
145 Bonnie J, Miller McLemore, “Also a Mother: Beyond Family Values,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 12, 

no. 1 (1996): 133–150. Other feminist theologians who are key in the discussion of family and marriage include: 

Margaret Farley, Just Love: A Framework for Christian Sexual Ethics (London: Continuum, 2006), and Farley, “The 

Church and the Family: An Ethical Task,” Horizons 10, no.1 (1983): 50–71; Susan A. Ross. Extravagant Affections: A 

Feminist Sacramental Theology (London: Bloomsbury, 2001); Rosemary Ruether, “Politics and the Family: 

Recapturing a Lost Issue,” Christianity and Crisis 40, no. 15 (1980); Christine Gudorf. “Parenting, Mutual Love, and 

Sacrifice,” Women’s Consciousness, Women’s Conscience: A Reader in Feminist Ethics, eds. Barbara Hilkert 

Andolsen, Christine E. Gudorf, and Mary D. Pellauer (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985). 

https://www.vatican.va/resources/resources_rapporto-card-mccarrick_20201110_en.pdf
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/audiences/1997/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_29011997.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/audiences/1997/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_29011997.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i25002263
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i25002263
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/horizons
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With the only type of relationship acclaimed by John Paul II being that of sacramentally married, 

heterosexuals, any group of people that does not fit into his vision of marriage and family goes 

unacknowledged. Appearing to contradict his professed phenomenological approach to relationships, 

he fails to recognise the very real complexities in people’s sexual lives of biology (including the inter-

sexed), sexual orientation (including lesbianism and homosexuality), and gender identity (including 

transgenderism) as well as ignoring the vast numbers of people who for a variety of reasons are 

involved in a sexual relationship outside of marriage, and the many couples who do not have children 

– either through choice or as a result of infertility.  

Many feminist theologians have expressed disagreement with the church’s teachings on all of the 

issues just mentioned, as well as its stance on others such as abortion, contraception, sterilisation, and 

divorce and remarriage, for example.146 They criticise the church for presenting teaching that 

consistently refuses to engage with the real lives of many of its members. Research, such as that 

undertaken by Marie Houghton and Fiona Tasker with lesbian and bisexual women about their 

relationship with their Catholic faith, confirms that such a lack of open discussion around many of 

the aforementioned issues generally results in one of two actions – either people walk away, or else 

they remain but hide the parts of themselves that do not fit with official church teaching. Only 

occasionally, are they able to hold the two in tension.147  

Much of feminist disagreement with the church’s teaching on sexuality focusses not only on 

individual issues but also on its deductive style. Core to feminist theological thought is one’s lived 

 
146 Exploring women’s opinions on individual sexual issues is beyond the scope of this research. I have chosen not to 

pursue these issues in detail here due to (a) the amount of work already done by feminist theologians that is widely 

available and (b) although the women interviewed spoke on many of the above-named issues, what emerged from the 

data was the rationale behind the women’s positions on such issues rather than the positions per se. It will be this, 

therefore, that I explore when presenting my empirical research. 
147 Marie Houghton and Fiona Taske, “Exploring Lesbian and Bisexual Catholic Women’s Narratives of Religious and 

Sexual Identity Formation and Integration,” Journal of Homosexuality, 68, no.1 (2019), 47-69. The lack of transparency 

by the church around the lived reality (particularly in the areas of sexuality) was highlighted at an event in the week 

prior to the visit of Pope Francis to Ireland in August 2018. Entitled “Voices Pope Francis will Not Hear,” Catholic 

theologians looked at issues that included the marginalisation of women and LGBT persons, as well as the harm caused 

by the Vatican’s ban on contraception, the abortion debate, and the silencing of priests and theologians. The Trinity 

College Dublin School of Religion, “Voices Pope Francis will Not Hear,” (August 20th, 2018), 

https://www.tcd.ie/news_events/articles/public-discussion-on-controversial-teachings-of-the-catholic-church/. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.tcd.ie/news_events/articles/public-discussion-on-controversial-teachings-of-the-catholic-church/
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experience as the starting point for any theological reflection or construction. Its inductive style, 

therefore, acknowledges that a person’s reality is influenced and changed by factors such as location, 

gender, race, and culture.  

In contrast to his theological anthropology, John Paul II at times embraces the see-judge-act 

methodology found in many of the church’s social justice documents.148 Referring to the Apostolic 

Letter, Octogesima Adveniens, of his predecessor Paul VI, John Paul II reminds the reader that 

because of constantly changing realities in the world and in the lives of people (economically, 

culturally, politically, and so forth), church teachings in the area of social justice are “subject to the 

necessary and opportune adaptations.”149 Two distinct ways of understanding and applying church 

teaching, therefore, exist: in the area of social justice, the church’s interpretation and employment is 

generally inductive – it entrusts individuals and local churches to “read the signs of the times” and 

apply broad principles and general guidelines as they see fit; in the area of sexual morality, however, 

church teaching is deductive and absolute, with the role of interpretation lying with the magisterium 

rather than the local church. The more inductive style of moral reasoning in the area of social justice 

seems to be more aligned with John Paul II’s claims of his theology being influenced by 

phenomenology. It also affirms his professed favoured Vatican Two document, Gaudium et Spes, in 

its emphasis on the historical situating of all persons. From its famous opening words, the document 

strives throughout to emphasise the deep reciprocity that exists between people’s lived reality and the 

Gospel message incarnated in the modern world: 

The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially 

those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and 

anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to raise an 

 
148 “See, Judge, Act” is an inductive method of analysis. It is a reflexive practice of looking keenly at one’s reality, 

analysing it in the light of the Gospel, and moving forward in action resulting from such discernment.  
149 John Paul II states in Sollicitudo Rei Socialis that “This twofold dimension is typical of her teaching in the social 

sphere. On the one hand it is constant, for it remains identical in its fundamental inspiration, in its ‘principles of 

reflection,"’ in its ‘criteria of judgment,’ in its basic ‘directives for action,’ and above all in its vital link with the Gospel 

of the Lord. On the other hand, it is ever new, because it is subject to the necessary and opportune adaptations suggested 

by the changes in historical conditions and by the unceasing flow of the events which are the setting of the life of people 

and society.” John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, #3,  http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30121987_sollicitudo-rei-socialis.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30121987_sollicitudo-rei-socialis.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30121987_sollicitudo-rei-socialis.html
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echo in their hearts… [T]he Church has always had the duty of scrutinizing the signs 

of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel.150  

 

Such words carry the potential to form an inductive and dialogical starting point for an engagement 

by the church, with people immersed in “the joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties” of sexual 

and familial relationships. In place of this more inductive, inclusive, and localised adapting of 

suggested “principles of reflection,” however, Christina Traina points out that “John Paul II insists 

that accounts of concrete experience may enter moral argument only after universal norms are 

established, and then solely to confirm them.”151 How different his theological anthropology would 

have been if it had been grounded in the inductive starting point of people’s lived experience and only 

subsequently moved to more universal principles. 

Despite his frequently talking about both the mystery of the body and the theology of the body, John 

Paul II appears to want to control the body and fit it into already existing church teaching about the 

body and sexuality. While the human is a rational being and does often control the actions of her/his 

body, the body cannot always be controlled. The body is in many ways still a mystery – medically, 

anthropologically, socially, and so forth. There is so much that has still to be revealed about and by 

the body but John Paul II’s own theological anthropology leaves no space for the unknown, or for 

what does not fit into an already-existing framework of church doctrine. Claiming a theology of the 

body that is rooted in the embodiment of Christ has to be fundamentally incarnational, thus opening 

itself up to an ongoing unfolding of the mystery of what it means to be human. Lisa Isherwood points 

to the radicalness and unpredictability of being embodied incarnationally and contrasts it with the 

message often given by the church that the body is something that has to be controlled.  

Committing to flesh is a risky business… However, risking embodiment is perfectly in 

line with a religion that has incarnation at the heart. Becoming flesh is risky – the stories 

of the creation of the world and the crucifixion highlight just how risky – nothing is 

guaranteed… God took the risk of leaping into flesh, yet we have been encouraged to 

resist our enfleshment… Incarnation acknowledged as risk means that the kingdom, 

our visions, are always on a knife’s edge between the gloriously successful 

 
150 Paul VI, Gaudium et Spes (Dec. 7th, 1965), #1, 4.  
151 Traina, “Papal Ideals, Marital Realities,” 270. 
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empowerment of ourselves and others, the devastatingly wrong and the mundanely 

unimaginative.152 

 

A theology of the body that is humble enough to admit to not being fully certain about everything 

might be more reflective of human love as it is actually lived out. It would allow space to truly 

acknowledge that the gift of God’s love in our world transcends human comprehension and allowing 

space for uncertainty also allows space for Ruah, the breath of God, to hover over the mystery and 

create something new.  

 

3.4. The Methodology of John Paul II’s theological anthropology 

It is clear, therefore, that many of the weaknesses and contradictions within John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology stem from a disconnect between the theology at an almost abstract level and the reality 

of people’s lives. It could easily be assumed that his grounding in Scheler’s personalist 

phenomenology would ensure that such a disconnect would be negligible, but this, in the main, has 

not been the reality. Despite John Paul II being convinced that his theology was greatly informed by 

phenomenology, and by his interest (as shown above) in the person, little evidence of phenomenology 

is evident in the conclusions drawn from what he observes of human behaviour. While allowing it to 

shape some of his thinking around the nature and essence of a person (such as John Paul II’s claims 

to a person’s call to original solitude, original unity, and original nakedness), he falls back on his 

other great philosophical influence – that of Aristotelian-Thomism – to help him in looking at the 

possible implications suggested by such a calling (implications that include but are not confined to 

the sacramental nature and purpose of marriage, gender complementarity, homosexuality, 

contraception, abortion and so forth). When considering all of these issues, it is clear that John Paul 

II reverts to natural law.  

 
152 Isherwood, “The Embodiment of Feminist Liberation Theology,” 49. 



67 
 

As with any aspect of theology, natural law can be interpreted in different ways. There is not scope 

in this thesis to discuss these differences in detail, but a brief summary of the interpretation employed 

by John Paul II will suffice in order to outline some of its limitations in light of more historically 

situated interpretations.  

It is in Veritatis Splendor – John Paul II’s 1993 encyclical on moral theology, and the church’s role 

as teacher – that he presents his understanding of natural law in the clearest terms.153 Extolling the 

truth of natural law, John Paul II refers to St Paul and points out that the human being is helped to 

discern good from evil by a law that is inscribed in his heart (cf. Rom. 2:15). Quoting Aquinas, John 

Paul II says that natural law is “nothing other than the light of understanding infused in us by God, 

whereby we understand what must be done and what must be avoided. God gave this light and this 

law to man at creation.”154 Natural law is therefore something that is intrinsic to the person and which 

is independent of – although not disconnected from – civil law.  

As previously discussed, John Paul II turned to a classicist interpretation of Aristotelian-Thomistic 

natural law in order to avoid what he perceived as the subjectivist leanings of Scheler’s personalist 

phenomenology. For him, natural law is by contrast, unchanging, infallible, and universal, and is 

found in the God-given capacity for reason that is constitutive of the person, and he interprets and 

makes sense of the lived reality of the world and of people’s lives through this lens.155 Both natural 

law and human nature in which it resides remain basically unchanged. While holding to the church’s 

natural law tradition, Charles E. Curran, however, points to another school of natural law 

interpretation – that of historical consciousness, which “gives more importance to the particular, the 

 
153 John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, #42-50 (in particular). The importance of natural law to John Paul II’s moral 

thinking is indicated by his making reference to it over 30 times in the document.   
154 Saint Thomas Aquinas, In Duo Praecepta Caritatis et in Cecem Legis Praecepta. Prologus: Opuscula Theologica, 

II, No. 1129, ed. Taurinen (1954), 245; cf. Summa Theologiae, I–II, q. 91, a. 2, quoted in John Paul II, Veritatis 

Splendor, #12, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-

splendor.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
155Ibid., #40: “The rightful autonomy of the practical reason means that man possesses in himself his own law, received 

from the Creator.” Also, in #4, John Paul II highlights such characteristics of natural law when he argues that current 

moral practices demonstrate that “the traditional doctrine regarding the natural law, and the universality and the 

permanent validity of its precepts, is rejected.”  

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.html
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contingent, the historical and the changing.”156 All aspects of the person – including her/his human 

nature and capacity for reason – are shaped by historical context – time, culture, language, geography, 

and so forth – which in turn affect the interpretation of the eternal law of God as expressed through 

natural law. Curran argues that failing to situate natural law in history, keeps it abstracted from an 

evolving and changing human race which lives in an evolving and changing world. This results in an 

increasing disconnect between the context in which doctrine was formulated and the context in which 

it is applied. As Curran suggests, John Paul II’s classicist employment of natural law can result in it 

being equated by its advocates with the eternal law of God – believing in it as immutable and eternal, 

the power of a person’s historical conditioning goes uncritiqued, allowing personal biases and 

agendas to inform any possible interpretation in favour of the perspective of those responsible for 

such interpretation. John Paul II’s entrusting the interpretation of doctrine in the light of natural law 

reasoning to the magisterium fails to appreciate that it, through its members, is – like every human 

institution – historically situated and conditioned with its own biases and perspectives.  

It is because of such uncritical belief in the supposed objectivity of both natural law and its resulting 

church doctrine, that its role in the church’s tradition has often been one of ambivalence for feminist 

theologians. As Cristina Traina observes,  

Natural law seems weirdly out of place in [Catholic feminist theology] … when one 

remembers how often it has been used to stifle intellectual exchange, justify oppressive 

hierarchies, and encourage political quietism. Nothing about it seems either inspiring 

or liberating.157 

 
156 Charles E. Curran, “Catholic Ethics in Tension: Sexuality and Social Justice” (keynote Address at the 10th 

Anniversary Conference of Chicago Call to Action, Nov. 7th, 1987). See also, Charles E. Curran, “Catholic Social and 

Sexual Teaching: A Methodological Comparison,” Theology Today 44, no. 4 (1988). John Paul II acknowledges the 

historical context of a person, but this is always incidental to the universal and non-changing character of the church’s 

teachings – see, for example, John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor: “It must certainly be admitted that man always exists in a 

particular culture, but it must also be admitted that man is not exhaustively defined by that same culture. Moreover, the 

very progress of cultures demonstrates that there is something in man which transcends those cultures,” (#53). 
157 Christina Traina, “Feminist Natural Law,” Concilium 3 (2010), 79–87. In the Editorial of the same issue of 

Concilium, American moral theologian Lisa Sowle Cahill, lists many of the main criticisms brought against natural law. 

The criticisms include natural law’s deductive method, Eurocentric and patriarchal biases, abstract universalism, and 

neglect of distinctive Christian ethics and traditions. Lisa Sowle Cahill, “Editorial,” Concilium 3 (2010), 7–16. For 

further reading of feminist theologians engaged with natural law, see Christina L. H. Traina, Feminist Ethics and 

Natural Law: The End of the Anathemas (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 1999); Lisa Sowle Cahill, 

“Presidential Address: Feminist Ethics and the Challenge of Cultures,” CTSA Proceedings 48 (1993): 65–83, 

https://ejournals.bc.edu/index.php/ctsa/article/download/3838/3405/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. Celia Deane-

Drummond, “Plumbing the Depths: A Recovery of Natural Law and Natural Wisdom in the Context of Debates About 

https://ejournals.bc.edu/index.php/ctsa/article/download/3838/3405/
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Nevertheless, feminist theologians continue to search out ways to avoid the potential relativism 

inherent in a theology that has lived experience as its starting point. The challenge is to claim 

universality while at the same time recognising historicity. This, Traina argues, is possible through 

the practice of ongoing “self-critical humility,” which is possible in a natural law rooted in historical 

consciousness rather than the more objective, classicist approach. From their own experience of 

oppression, Traina claims that women are attuned to the inbuilt biases and unjust hierarchies of any 

structure, including that of the Catholic church. Human flourishing that is central to eternal law and 

which is expressed in the language and imagery of the reign of God, cannot be achieved without 

critically examining the contexts – political, economic, social, and cultural – in which humans are 

situated. The type of holistic flourishing as expressed in John 10:10 necessitates a natural law that 

starts from the margins rather than the centre of power as it recognises that “the welfare of those most 

marginalised in society is the measure of that society’s success in promoting the common good.”158 

As a result, Traina claims that an interpretation of natural law that emerges from the perspective of 

feminist theology is possible but it must be inductive rather than deductive, and open-ended and 

dialogical, rather than “rigid” and dualistic. She says that  

Participation in God’s providence should lead to an ambitious, inductive, practical 

epistemology of self-critical humility rather than over-confidence. No matter how 

much we think we already know, we need always to be busy discerning what 

constitutes flourishing and how to promote it, in particular for people who are in any 

way marginalized. Even more importantly, we must let them speak first and freely, and 

we must be prepared to have our assumptions challenged.159 

 

Such an understanding of natural law challenges the “expert in humanity” language begun by Paul VI 

and subsequently used by the CDF led by the then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, and occasionally by 

 
Evolutionary Purpose,” Zygon 42, no.4 (2007): 981–998; Susan Parsons, “Wisdom and Natural Law: A Christian 

Feminist Enquiry,” in Where Shall Wisdom Be Found? Wisdom in the Bible, the Church and the Contemporary World, 

ed. S.C. Barton (Edinburgh: Clark, 1999), 279–293; Christina A. Astorga, Catholic Moral Theology and Social Ethics 

(New York: Orbis, 2013). 
158 Traina, “Feminist Natural Law,” 81. 
159 Ibid., 83. 
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John Paul II himself.160 In calling for “self-critical humility rather than overconfidence” where 

assumptions are challenged, a feminist understanding and employment of natural law would help close 

the disconnect which I have already discussed that exists for many people between John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology and their lived experience of sexuality, marriage, and family in their 

everyday.  

As shown, however, John Paul II’s interpretation and employment of natural law was more abstract 

and absolute than that proposed by some feminist theologians. In this way, it reflected his catechetical 

method with regards to sexual ethics which I have shown comes across to many as failing to accurately 

represent their lived experience. It is important, however, to note that John Paul II’s first apostolic 

exhortation Catechesi Tradendae, was published just two months after his TOB catechesis began and 

its influence not only on his TOB, but on his whole theological anthropology is clear.161 All of it 

reflects John Paul II’s emphasis throughout the document that all catechesis has to be rooted in a 

personal encounter with Christ, while also insisting that every catechist is only the medium, not the 

controller, of Christ’s message and one who can fulfil Christ’s own words: “My teaching is not mine, 

but him who sent me.”162  

One particular element of Catechesi Tradendae does, I argue, influence how John Paul II understood 

his role as catechist. When addressing some deficiencies in the practice of catechesis – “limitations 

[that] are particularly serious when they endanger integrity of content” – he warns against that of 

improvisation saying that “improvisation begets confusion on the part of those being given catechesis, 

 
160 Paul VI, Address to the United Nations (Oct. 4th, 1965). In the Address, he states that “It is as an 'expert in humanity’ 

that We bring to this Organization the voices of Our latest Predecessors.,” https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-

vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19651004_united-nations.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. John Paul 

II, Address to members of the Pontifical Academy of Sciences (Oct. 23rd, 1982) #1. https://www.vatican.va/content/john-

paul-ii/en/speeches/1982/october/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19821023_pont-accademia-scienze.html. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, On the Collaboration of Men and Women, (#1). Referring to the 

writings of John Paul II on family, and on the role of women, the letter states that “The Church, expert in humanity, has 

a perennial interest in whatever concerns men and women… Having contributed to a deeper understanding of this 

fundamental question, in particular through the teaching of John Paul II, the Church is called today to Address certain 

currents of thought which are often at variance with the authentic advancement of women.”  
161 Waldstein, “Introduction” in Man and Woman He Created Them, 14. Waldstein observes that “one can assume that 

he had his catecheses on human love in mind when he wrote Catechesi Tradendae and vice versa, that he had his 

account of catechesis in mind when he delivered TOB.”  
162 John Paul II, Catechesi Tradendae, #6, cf. Jn 7:16. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19651004_united-nations.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19651004_united-nations.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1982/october/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19821023_pont-accademia-scienze.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1982/october/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19821023_pont-accademia-scienze.html


71 
 

and… it also begets all kinds of deviations, and the fracturing and eventually the complete destruction 

of unity.”163 By his ensuring that it was the orthodoxy of the Gospel message and not the personality 

presenting it that was to the forefront, as well as avoiding any form of improvisation in delivering the 

content, the end result inevitably comes across to many as academic, staid, and impersonal.  

Both his style in which he presented his catechesis and the role he gave to classicist natural law in the 

area of moral thinking, are therefore far removed from any significant influence of his 

phenomenological background.164 It could be argued that the gap between these two philosophical 

influences in his thinking grew wider the more he progressed within the church’s hierarchy. As pope, 

not only was he pastor of the universal church, he also worked at fulfilling his duties of teaching 

central to his office as bishop of Rome. The responsibility of this role seems to have resulted in him 

falling back on the authority of his position rather than opening up space for dialogue and diversity of 

opinion. Such a stance is in stark contrast to the opening of his early precursor to his later TOB - in 

his 1960 treatise on sexuality, Love and Responsibility, he wrote:  

This work is open to every echo of experience, from whatever quarter it comes, and it 

is at the same time a standing appeal to all to let experience, their own experience, 

make itself heard, to its full extent in all its breadth, and all its depth... Love and 

Responsibility, with this sort of methodological basis, fears nothing from experience. 

Experience does not have to be afraid of experience. Truth can only gain from such a 

confrontation.165 

 
163 Ibid., #17. 
164 The deductive and didactic teaching style of John Paul II contradicts the style of pedagogy generally employed in the 

teaching of adults – including instructions on adult catechesis in documents issued by the Vatican subsequent to John 

Paul II’s TOB Addresses. Such documents stress the importance of taking into account the cultural, economic, spiritual, 

and educational starting point of the audience. The Congregation for the Clergy document, Adult Catechesis in the 

Christian Community makes explicit that “One must begin by accepting adults where they are… It is essential to keep 

in mind the specific adults with whom one is working, their cultural background, human and religious needs, their 

expectations, faith experiences, and their potential… Of fundamental importance is the dialogical approach which, 

while recognizing that all are called to the obedience of faith (Rom 1, 5), respects the basic freedom and autonomy of 

adults and encourages them to engage in an open and cordial dialogue. In this way, they can make known their needs 

and can participate, as they should, as subjects or agents in their own catechesis and in that of others,” #56–57 

(emphasis in original). Congregation for the Clergy, Adult Catechesis in the Christian Community: Some Principles and 

Guidelines (April 1990), 

https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_cclergy_doc_14041990_acat_en.html. 

Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
165 Karol Wojtyla, Love and Responsibility, trans. H.T. Willetts (New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 1981; First 

Polish edition 1960), 10.  

https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_cclergy_doc_14041990_acat_en.html
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After presenting and critiquing some of the main ideas of John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology – including his methodology – the next chapter critiques his writings on the 

human as gendered female/male, exploring particularly his ideology of complementarity. 
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Chapter four The sexed human: A theology of “complementarity” 

 

Janet Soskice has pointed out that much of Christianity’s history has revolved around two 

interconnected ideas: the significance of (i) the human body, and (ii) the body as expressed as male 

or female.166 The previous chapter addressed the first of these points in relation to John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology – after outlining some of his main thoughts about the human body, it then 

looked at some limitations of this understanding from a feminist perspective. This chapter will address 

the second part of this debate by both presenting and critiquing his writings on the gendered body – 

the body as male and female.  

Beginning the chapter by looking at John Paul II’s theology of complementarity, I will subsequently 

look at specific ways in which he develops this theology. The clearest expression of his understanding 

of the nature and role of women is found in his concept of “new feminism,” which he introduces in 

Evangelium Vitae (1995) but which runs through all of his writings on women. After both presenting 

and evaluating what John Paul II means by this term, I will look at an idea that he posits is the 

precursor to complementarity – that of original solitude, a time which refers to God’s creating of the 

human. Finally, the chapter looks at the Bridegroom/Bride analogy of Ephesians 5 that John Paul II 

used frequently in his writings to express the complementarity relationship of female and male.  

 

4.1. Equality and difference – the concept of complementarity 

As seen in the previous chapter, sexual relationships in the theological anthropology of John Paul II 

followed Catholic tradition – meaning that they are reserved for a heterosexual married relationship. 

For him, both female and male are equal yet different revelations of the divine: “Man is a person, 

man and woman equally so, since both were created in the image and likeness of the personal God.”167 

 
166 Janet Soskice, “Imago Dei and Sexual Difference,” Concilium 1 (2006): 36.  
167 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #6. 
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John Paul II consistently and fundamentally maintains that one’s sex (i.e. being either female or male) 

is central to one’s personhood. So key is this thinking to his theological anthropology, that he 

highlights it in the very first Wednesday Audience that introduced his five years of TOB talks. 

Quoting from scripture, he reminds his listeners of the words of Christ to the Pharisees: “Have you 

not read that the Creator from the beginning made them male and female …?” (Matt. 19:4)168  

The foundations of his theology of complementarity are found in Genesis 2, in what he terms “original 

solitude” (discussed in more detail below), when hā’ādām (humanity/male) falls asleep with the 

desire of finding another being that will break the solitude of being alone, and subsequently wakes 

up as distinctly female and male.169 From this event, John Paul II argues that a fundamental truth 

about the human person is revealed and established forever i.e. that woman and man are created equal 

but different. He states that the essence of womanhood or manhood is “by no means something merely 

biological but concerns the innermost being of the human person as such.”170 This deep difference, 

he writes, is not a matter of “roles to be held and functions to be performed,” but rather is part of 

God’s “wise and loving plan.”171 A person is born female or male, not as an accident of birth, 

therefore, but as a core element of her/his vocation, dignity and personhood.  

 
168 John Paul II, Man and Woman, 225-226. Elsewhere, John Paul II extends the idea of complementarity found in 

Genesis to that found in Eph. 5:23–32. In this text, he draws parallels between Christ’s relationship with the church, and 

the complementary and spousal relationship to which woman and man are called. 
169 Ibid., 156–161. He also adds that “perhaps, therefore, the analogy of sleep indicates here not so much a passing from 

consciousness to subconsciousness, as a specific return to non-being (sleep contains an element of annihilation of man's 

conscious existence), that is, to the moment preceding the creation, in order that, through God's creative initiative, 

solitary "man" may emerge from it again in his double unity as male and female.” 
170 John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio, #11. In his TOB, John Paul II emphasises the divinely ordained aspect of one being 

born either female or male. He states that in order to understand the depth of every individual being uniquely made in the 

image and likeness of God, theology must not only reflect on the Beginning but must look forward to the eschaton and 

the bodily resurrection of the dead. At this time, all people will be raised in a “similar but different” state to when they 

were living on earth. John Paul II mentions three times in his Audience of December 2nd, 1981 (and on other occasions 

throughout the third cycle) that in the resurrection, people reacquire their bodies in either feminine or masculine form. 

This will be in order to fulfill the bodily experience of communion. John Paul II, Man and Woman, 387–391. 
171 John Paul II, Christifideles Laici (December 30th, 1988), #50, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_30121988_christifideles-laici.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

Janet Smith points out that John Paul II, in reiterating in Mulieris Dignitatem his idea of “equal but different,” clarifies 

that the “personal resources of femininity are certainly no less than the resources of masculinity. Hence a woman, as 

well as a man, must understand her fulfillment as a person, her dignity and vocation on the basis of these resources, 

according to the richness of femininity which received on the day of creation and inherits as an expression of the ‘image 

and likeness of God’ that is specifically hers.” Janet Smith, Humanae Vitae: A Generation Later (Washington D.C.: 

Catholic University Press, 1991), 307. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_30121988_christifideles-laici.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_30121988_christifideles-laici.html
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Core elements of this ‘equality in difference’ are, for John Paul II, the joint concepts of mutuality and 

complementarity. In his Letter to Women, he states that 

“It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him (Gen. 

2:18). The creation of woman is thus marked from the outset by the principle of help: a 

help which is not one-sided but mutual. Woman complements man, just as man 

complements woman: men and women are complementary. Womanhood expresses the 

“human” as much as manhood does, but in a different and complementary way. When the 

book of Genesis speaks of “help”, it is not referring merely to acting, but also to being. 

Womanhood and manhood are complementary not only from the physical and 

psychological points of view, but also from the ontological. It is only through the duality 

of the “masculine” and the “feminine” that the “human” finds full realization.”172  

 

The CDF (under the leadership of the then Joseph Ratzinger) affirms John Paul II’s thinking and 

stresses that the complementarity of women and men is something that is rooted in equality and love 

rather than in competition, antagonism, and adversity. It is something that acclaims and celebrates 

the differences between female and male rather than negates them.173  

This sense of difference and complementarity that John Paul II finds in scripture is confirmed and 

rooted in both an Aristotelian emphasis on cosmic order – in which each component is characterised 

by its own particular role and function within the system – and Scheler’s understanding of one’s 

individuum which finds lived expression in and through one’s relationship of love with others. From 

both a scriptural and philosophical perspective, therefore, John Paul II is so convinced of the inherent 

and essential differences between women and men that he criticises and rejects any attempts to either 

negate these differences or attribute them primarily to social conditioning and learned behaviours. 

Reflecting his concerns, the CDF declares that any attempt to engage in either of these approaches is 

motivated by “the human attempt to be freed from one’s biological conditioning.”174 They call into 

question the difference that is often made between the terms “sex” and “gender”, and states that an 

 
172 John Paul II, Letter to Women, #7, (emphasis in original). 
173 CDF, On the Collaboration of Men and Women, #2, 8 & 12. 
174 Ibid., #2. 
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over emphasis on the latter has led to a relativism being brought into sexual moral thinking, especially 

in regards to family and sexual orientation. 

Since it was first presented, John Paul II’s theology of complementarity has generated a great deal of 

discussion – particularly by feminist theologians. While acknowledging that differences do exist 

between women and men and arguing that the theological significance of being a gendered body must 

be explored, John Paul II’s essentialist understanding of complementarity raises fears that its “equal 

but different” language is, in effect, a euphemism for hierarchical binaries where the female is always 

the “other” to the male norm – such binaries being formed by males who have the power within an 

androcentric culture to name and define the feminine.  

Despite a theology of complementarity being presented and accepted by the official church since 

Vatican II – particularly since the papacy of John Paul II – it has not been part of the Catholic 

tradition.175 Both Susan Ross and Tina Beattie argue that a significant contributing factor in its 

relatively recent emergence is its role in attempting to justify denial of ordination to women.176 Prior 

to Vatican II, such justification was rooted in women’s inferiority rather than in ontological difference 

– with women being excluded from ordination because of the belief that the male was a more perfect 

representation of Jesus as God-incarnate, than was the female. American law professor Mary Anne 

Case echoes their argument, describing the theology of complementarity articulated by John Paul II, 

as “a mid-20th century innovation.” She contests that the idea of complementarity developed not only 

as an argument against women’s ordination, but as a defence against a myriad of issues that have 

come to the fore during the past half century.177  

 
175 Mary Ann Case, “The Role of the Popes in the Invention of Complementarity and the Anathematization of Gender,” 

Religion and Gender 6 (2016): 155–172, 

https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=12617&context=journal_articles. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. 
176 Susan A. Ross, “The Bridegroom and the Bride: The Theological Anthropology of John Paul II and its Relation to 

the Bible and Homosexuality” in Sexual Diversity and Catholicism: Toward the Development of Moral Theology, ed. 

Patricia Beattie Jung with Joseph Andrew Coray (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 2001), 41; Tina 

Beattie, “Gendering Genesis, Engendering Difference: A Catholic Theological Quest,” Svensk Teologisk Kvartalskrift 

(STK) 92, nos. 3–4 (2016),  https://journals.lub.lu.se/STK/article/view/17213. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
177 Case, “The Role of the Popes,” 2. Case points out that the theology of complementarity has continued into the 

papacy of Francis (pp.13–15). British researcher, Caleb Day argues that while the idea of complementarity is “a largely 

https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=12617&context=journal_articles
file:///C:/Users/MarquesJones/Downloads/92%20nos.%203-4%20(2016)
https://journals.lub.lu.se/STK/article/view/17213


77 
 

It has already been established when discussing John Paul II’s methodology, that his understandings 

of the person come out of a personal and spiritual engagement with scripture rather than from a critical 

exegetical one, resulting in an interpretation that reflects and affirms his own theological 

anthropology.178  

Caleb Day points out that complementarians often point to scriptural texts that they believe endorse 

the idea of complementarity while ignoring the large majority of texts which either contradict such a 

position or do not address it in any way. Referring to their consistent use of Genesis 1 and 2, he notes 

that from his research, a reading of complementarity into the text is unlikely to have been how it was 

intended or understood in its original context: 

“Male and female he created them” certainly invokes a binary concept of sex, and 

apparently an essentialist one. However, “male and female” is not necessarily read as 

exclusive of other sexual difference, let alone other gender expression. The ancient 

Israelites did not have today’s scientific understanding of sex diversity … In light of 

our scientific knowledge on sex and gender, we can read Gen. 1:27’s “male and female” 

as two ends of a spectrum that do not exclude other points on that spectrum, like the 

phrase “Alpha and Omega.”179  

 

Mary Anne Case confirms that it is impossible to uncritically read complementarity into any scriptural 

text and observes that “there is no trace of sexual complementarity in the Gospels” and, although 

“there is more fodder for complementarians” in the Epistles, the language is either one of women’s 

subordination (when St. Paul talks of difference e.g. Col. 3:18–19), or a negation of gender, (when 

 
new way of understanding, explaining, and evaluating gender” he places its origins in the late 18th century when, 

because of the growth of industrialisation in western countries sharpening the divide between the external work 

environment and that of the internal domestic, the roles of male and female came to be increasingly interpreted as the 

natural order. Such thinking coincided with the Victorian-era “cult of true womanhood”, which advocated that women 

were “morally superior to men, yet too weak and delicate to be active in the public world of business and politics.” 

(See: Clifford, Introducing Feminist Theology, 12). Citing various papal works, Case points out that “the invention of 

complementarity to the anathematization of gender is largely a tale of three popes” – an argument used as a defence of 

traditional church teachings. She states that Paul VI spoke of complementarity in response to contraception, 

homosexuality, and women’s ordination; John Paul II developed this thinking on many of the same issues and used it to 

both affirm woman’s primary role as mother and also warn against the newly emerging language about gender; while 

Benedict XVI combined concerns about feminism, new reproductive technologies, and LGBT rights – while also 

confirming all of the above. 
178 Reminding the reader that scriptural interpretation has generally been in the hands of male elites, Elizabeth Johnson 

warns that in constructing their anthropology, advocates of complementarianism are often unaware of their own 

“naiveté about its own social conditioning, its reliance on stereotypes and the denial of human experience.” Elizabeth 

Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse (New York, Crossroad, 1993), 154. 
179 Caleb Day, “An Unsatisfactory Trajectory: A Critique of Gender Complementarianism,” research paper on Feminist 

and Multicultural Theologies (April 27th, 2016), https://durham.academia.edu/CalebDay. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://durham.academia.edu/CalebDay
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he talks of equality e.g. Gal. 3:28). Such language of either women’s subordination or sameness, she 

claims, is also evident in the church’s tradition and states that “neither I nor the staunchest Catholic 

supporters of an ideology of complementarity, despite their heroic efforts to seek its roots in prior 

centuries, have found any trace of the term “complementarity” before the twentieth century.”180 

The relatively recent emergence of the language of complementarity from the Vatican has proved 

problematic for many theologians as they try to reconcile it with the rest of the church’s theological 

tradition. Part of the difficulty lies in the lack of clarity given by John Paul II himself as to the 

implications of some of its main ideas. Some of these difficulties will now be explored in more depth 

by looking at three different aspects of complementarity that are both significant in his theological 

anthropology, and in the implications they have for women: 

• “Feminine Genius”  

• “Original solitude”   

• Ephesians 5 – the Bride/Bridegroom analogy 

 

4.1.1. “Feminine genius”  

John Paul II expanded his thought on complementarity when he specifically addressed the nature and 

role of women – focussing particularly on what he repeatedly referred to as “the true genius of 

women.” By “feminine genius” he meant the values and characteristics that are found in men but are 

more immediately and more intensely found in women – especially in and through her capacity for 

love.  

In the context of his TOB, John Paul II reflects that the theology visible in and through the person 

and body of woman is one of a God of love. The particular genius of woman is that she is both a 

reflection and conduit of this divine love. This love, he observes, is given concrete expression in a 

 
180 Case, “The Role of the Popes,” 4. 
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myriad of ways in their daily lives. In his 1995 Letter to Women, John Paul II names some of the 

characteristics of their feminine genius – characteristics such as “the ability to nurture and guide 

others,” “innate sensitivity,” “faithfulness to someone in difficulty or pain,” “intuition” and her “ready 

self-sacrifice in giving practical and emotional support”181 – and adds that all of these characteristics 

are given particular expression in “serving the weakest and most defenceless.”182 He posits that it is 

when women place themselves at the service of others in their everyday lives, that their feminine 

genius is particularly visible.  

Drawing on his belief that the physical and psychological structuring of the female and male bodies 

has theological significance, John Paul II maintains that this gift of giving of oneself, and a natural 

care and concern for others, comes from the physical capacity women have to carry and nurture life. 

This “capacity for the other,” the argument goes, profoundly structures a woman’s personality 

whether or not she actually ever becomes a mother. As a consequence of this capacity, one of the core 

vocations of all women, he states, is motherhood – either physical or spiritual.  

While the role of motherhood in the lives and vocation of women will be considered in greater detail 

in the chapter that follows, brief mention of its relation to women’s feminine genius must also be 

made here.  

Considering the significance of motherhood for women has always been central to the feminist 

debate. John Paul II’s acclamation of the maternal vocation – physical and spiritual – has been, 

therefore, an obvious source of critique for feminists. Many Liberal and Radical feminists in 

particular, follow the argument that marriage and family life leave women no more than domestic 

slaves and, as the ultimate example of patriarchal dominance and control of woman’s body, requires 

immediate denunciation and overthrow. Many others, however – covering a broad spectrum of 

feminist thought – argue that motherhood cannot be so easily dismissed within the feminist debate 

 
181 Letter to Women, #3. The avowed characteristics of woman are also presented in On the Collaboration of Men and 

Women, Angelus Address, July 23rd, 1995. 
182 Letter to Women, #9. 



80 
 

because “for the majority of women, the family remains key to female identity, self-worth and 

commitment.”183 Tina Beattie – commenting on John Paul II’s “new feminism” – points out that many 

feminists “have failed to recognize that marriage and motherhood are profoundly enriching 

experiences for many women, allowing them to express their love, sexuality and talent for nurture in 

the context of committed and faithful relationships.”184 From a more conservative base than Beattie, 

Léonie Caldecott echoes this opinion and strongly applauds John Paul II’s reflections on motherhood. 

She states that 

The special genius of women is concerned with the fact, not that all women are or 

should be mothers in the physical sense, but that womanhood is “designed” with 

motherhood in mind, and therefore feminine strengths and sensibilities are orientated 

towards the welcoming and nurturing of life.185 

 

Developing his thought on the motherhood of all women (whether physical or spiritual), she proceeds 

to observe that “women can be said to have a womb-shaped vocation.”186 By this is meant that a 

woman is a “space-maker, a protector of growth, an enabler of life [and] a place of safety…” and that 

this is how she is called to live regardless of where she is situated. Far from being oppressive, she 

concurs with John Paul II that motherhood is the paradigmatic path of fulfilment for women and is 

the basis of how they contribute to society.187 

Many feminist theologians argue that despite its apparent papal affirmation of women, John Paul II’s 

acclaiming a woman’s innate maternal vocation seems to minimalise – if not negate altogether – the 

many struggles women have in conceiving, birthing, and raising children. His visible pedestalisation 

of women as mothers, seems to imply that the act of mothering is so natural to women that it requires 

no conscious decision-making, resilience, or moral foresight on their part. This apparent 

 
183 Beattie, “Feminism, Vatican-style.” 
184 Ibid.  
185 Leonie Caldecott, “Sincere Gift: The Pope’s New Feminism,” in John Paul II and Moral Theology, eds. Charles E. 

Curran and Richard A. McCormick, S.J. (1998), 223. 
186 Ibid. 
187 John Paul II, Letter to Gertrude Mongella (Secretary General of the Fourth World Conference on Women of the 

United Nations), #3 (26th May, 1995), https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-

ii_let_19950526_mongella-pechino.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_19950526_mongella-pechino.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_19950526_mongella-pechino.html
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romanticisation of motherhood by John Paul II is reinforced by his presenting Mary to women as the 

ideal mother and woman. Feminist theologians argue that Mary has been idealised to such an extent 

that she has, for many women, become the unattainable goal. Such veneration of this image of 

motherhood forces women into a stark choice of either “being like the good and nurturing mother 

Mary who symbolizes life, or the bad and devouring mother Eve who symbolizes death.”188 

Obviously, motherhood cannot be polarised in such a manner. The opposite is rather the case – 

women’s actual experience of mothering is deeply complex and is often filled with ambivalence. 

Denying this reality has the power to destroy the giftedness of women and fill them with feelings of 

conflict, guilt, and failure. Rather than Mary raising all women to a position of respect, participation, 

and empowerment, many feel that the presentation of Mary by John Paul II has paradoxically led to 

their being stereotyped and limited. 

With regards to the feminine genius of women, motherhood indicates for John Paul II that, relative 

to men, women are more oriented to persons than things, and more interested in love than external 

action. The fundamental contribution women make is to accept and love others, not for their 

usefulness, intelligence, beauty or health, but rather as persons with dignity, and adds that they must 

teach others to think and act in a similar way.189 Without women the world and humanity would he 

argues, become “closed in self-sufficiency, dreams of power and the drama of violence.”190  

The influence of this thinking clearly extends to the CDF in its discussion on the vocation of woman 

and on the issue of ordained priesthood. The Congregation argues that, rather than ordained ministry, 

the special vocation of woman is to give and receive love. Interwoven with her physical capacity to 

give birth, such a vocation is expressed through her working to promote and support life.   

Whether lived out or remaining potential, this capacity is a reality that structures the 

female personality in a profound way. It allows her to acquire maturity very quickly, 

and gives a sense of the seriousness of life and of its responsibilities... It is women, in 

 
188 Tina Beattie, God’s Mother, Eve’s Advocate: A Marian Narrative of Women’s Salvation (London: Continuum, 

2002), 104. John Paul II’s understanding of Mary as a role model for women will be looked at in more detail in the 

following chapter. 
189 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #18. 
190 CDF, On the Collaboration of Men and Women, #17. 
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the end, who even in very desperate situations, as attested by history past and present, 

possess a singular capacity to persevere in adversity, to keep life going even in extreme 

situations, to hold tenaciously to the future, and finally to remember with tears the value 

of every human life.191 

 

Both John Paul II and the CDF emphasise that it is this feminine genius (which women bring to both 

church and society) that marks out their difference from, and their complementarity to, men. 

Changing the church and the world through their respect for life in all its stages and expressions is, 

John Paul II claims, woman’s particular and true vocation. In Evangelium Vitae he argues that  

In transforming culture so that it supports life, women occupy a place, in thought and action, 

which is unique and decisive. It depends on them to promote a “new feminism” which rejects 

the temptation of imitating models of “male domination”, in order to acknowledge and affirm 

the true genius of women in every aspect of the life of society, and overcome all 

discrimination, violence and exploitation.192 

 

Society and the church, he challenges, should therefore be opened up much more to facilitate and 

give space to the particular giftedness of women so that both women and the world at large are more 

fulfilled, and more profoundly reflect God’s love.193 

Part of the concern that feminist theologians have about the strength of John Paul II’s focus on 

complementarity is that it is close to slipping into a form of dualism. Such thinking would be at odds 

with the church’s theology, which teaches that women and men are of one human nature. Despite the 

influence of Greek-inherited dualistic thinking at different times in the church’s tradition, the official 

teaching has rejected such a view insisting that there is one human nature that expresses itself as either 

female or male194 – with both imaging God equally. To say otherwise would go against the tradition 

 
191 Ibid., #13. 
192 John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae, #99. 
193 Mary Anne Case observes that all speeches about and to women since Vatican II follow a familiar pattern. She says 

that: “they acknowledge that women’s roles are expanding, as is the recognition of her equality with men; they do not 

condemn (indeed often encourage or at worst recognize as inevitable) her greater participation in public life, but stress 

nevertheless her special responsibilities for the family and urge that in working out her new role her complementary 

particularities be fully taken into account.” Case, The Role of the Popes, 9. 
194 In one of his first TOB Addresses, John Paul II establishes his understanding of complementarity when he says that 

“The knowledge of man passes though masculinity and femininity, which are, as it were, two ‘incarnations’ of the same 

metaphysical solitude before God and the world – two reciprocally completing ways of ‘being a body’ and at the same 

time of being human – as two complementary dimensions of self-knowledge and self-determination and, at the same 

time, two complementary ways of being conscious of the meaning of the body.” John Paul II, Man and Woman, 166, #1, 
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of the church. Janet Soskice puts it simply. When critiquing the CDF’s endorsing of John Paul II’s 

anthropology in their letter On the Collaboration of Men and Women, she says that the authors  

Fortunately [fall] short of saying that there is an “ontological difference” between men 

and women. That would indeed be odd, for one can see an ontological difference 

between a stone and a tiger but it would be an odd stretch to see an ontological 

difference between a man and a woman, unless one went the whole way and said their 

[sic] was an ontological difference between any two individuals of the same species. 

This would empty the phrase of philosophical meaning.195 

 

The complexity and ambivalence of John Paul II’s understanding of complementarity is ameliorated 

somewhat by Prudence Allen, an advocate of his concept of new feminism. Aware of mainstream 

feminist theological concerns, she points out that contrary to their claims, John Paul II is not talking 

about the more dualistic fractional or limited interpretation of complementarity that was used in the 

past and which almost inevitably reflected women’s inferior status;196 rather, his understanding is 

rooted in an integral complementarity which means that the same characteristics are revealed in 

different ways when expressed through either female or male experience. Unlike fractional 

complementarity, both woman and man are considered already complete within themselves as self-

defining individuals. Despite being seen in this way, however, it is only the complementing of woman 

and man in a sexual, marital relationship that a couple “complete and explain each other” thus 

reflecting the image of the Trinitarian God.197  

 
(emphasis in original). The concept of complementarity for feminists – particularly in relation to the issue of ontological 

difference/sameness – can be found in Mary Aquin O’ Neill, “The Mystery of Being Human Together,” in Freeing 

Theology: The Essentials of Theology in Feminist Perspective, ed. Catherine Mowry LaCugna (New York: 

HarperCollins, 1993) 39–160; Coll, Christianity and Feminism in Conversation; Johnson, She Who Is; Joan W. Scott, 

“Deconstructing Equality Versus Difference,” in Conflicts in Feminism, eds. Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller 

(New York: Routledge, 1990); Susan Frank Parsons, The Ethics Of Gender (Oxford: Blackwell Pub, 2002). 
195 Soskice, “Imago Dei and Sexual Difference,” 40. The insistence of John Paul II on the complementarity between 

women and men is so close to contradicting Church teaching on the nature of the person that it raises the question if it is 

actually clear in his own thinking. Loyola professor of theology Susan Ross seems to interpret his understanding of 

complementarity as one that establishes the ontological difference between female and male and says that he outlines “a 

sacramental theology of the body which is no longer explicitly hierarchical but which retains an ontological distinction 

between male and female rooted in nature.” Susan A. Ross, “Then Honor God in your Body” (1 Cor. 6:20) Feminist and 

Sacramental Theology on the Body,” Horizons 16, no.1 (Spring 1989): 11. 
196 Prudence Allen, “Integral sex complementarity and the theology of communion,” Communio 17 (Winter 1990) 523–

544. This understanding of complementarity is the traditional understanding and asserts that all human characteristics 

are divided between the two sexes so that all males are identified as being in possession of one particular set of 

personality traits while all females are in possession of the remainder. Both are needed to make a single whole. 
197 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #25. The presumption of both male and female “completing and explaining each 

other”’ in a complementarian union needs examination. There is little space in this research to do so, but it must be 
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Allen clarifies that integral complementarity is still rooted in the physical differences between woman 

and man which emphasises that traits and roles are based on and influenced by sex rather than any 

social or historical conditioning. This thinking assumes that a woman will be more different from all 

men than from other women, and vice versa.198 

While agreeing with Allen that John Paul II does not subscribe to a fractional interpretation of 

complementarity in his theological anthropology (his insistent use of Gen. 1:27 alone would 

demonstrate this), I posit that his understanding of complementarity is a lot more ambivalent than her 

precise presentation would imply. When, for example, he frequently associates particular 

characteristics with women, he inevitably concludes that such characteristics are actually human 

characteristics.199  

Such language leaves much of his theology of complementarity confusing and almost contradictory. 

As already discussed, such confusion is not helped by the absence of any writings on the role and 

nature of men. By opening up all characteristics to the human (female and male) rather than just to 

the female alone, however, John Paul II avoids slipping into the dual anthropology referred to above. 

Despite doing so, his idealisation and romanticisation of women, still results in another form of binary 

thinking: whereas in the past, male experience was held up as the norm for human experience, John 

Paul II now at times, seems to present the opposite i.e. female experience is now the norm for all 

humanity. In Mulieris Dignitatem for example, he highlights women’s innate and “psycho-physical” 

capacity for selfless giving, John Paul II states that in this way, “‘the ‘woman’ is the representative 

and the archetype of the whole human race: she represents the humanity which belongs to all human 

 
noted that from a theological point of view, it makes no sense to suggest that female and male together leads to any 

“additional” revelation if, as tradition teaches, the human (either female or male) is a complete being in and of 

her/himself. 
198 Emphasising such difference, John Paul II states that the “presence of a certain diversity of roles is no way 

prejudicial to women, provided that this diversity is not the result of an arbitrary imposition, but is rather an expression 

of what is specific to being male and female.” John Paul II, Letter to Women, #11. 
199 For example: In Mulieris Dignitatem, he presents Mary to women as both an example and a mirror of “the true 

dignity of woman, of feminine humanity,” and “the full revelation of all that is included in the biblical word ‘woman’” 

but then clarifies that she is both representative of, and a model for both women and men. John Paul II, Mulieris 

Dignitatem, #11. 
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beings, both men and women.”200 So strong is this gift of self-giving in women, men have to learn 

their fatherhood from their wives.201 Once again, the question of ontology prompts American 

theologian Nancy Dallavalle to ask:  

How can women be more exemplary of humanity, if humanity only exists as male and 

female, as John Paul’s phenomenological method asserts? How can one claim that one 

“psycho-physical structure” is more characteristic of the generic form than the other 

“psycho-physical structure” if no such generic exists?202 

 

Dallavalle is one of many feminist theologians who not only explore the issue of complementarity 

and essentialism but also argue for a more nuanced engagement with the issue than the traditional 

polarising nature/nurture (essentialist/constructionist) debate allows.203 Through what she calls 

critical essentialism, she says that she wants to “introduce a conversation between gender theorists 

and magisterial Catholic theology.”204 On the one hand, Dallavalle, like John Paul II, affirms that the 

best way in which anthropology can be effectively engaged is through the traditional binary female-

male framework as it “reflects the Catholic tradition in its assertion that biological sexuality is not 

merely anthropologically, but theologically, significant.”205 On the other hand, she also supports the 

liberal constructionist model of gender theory that asserts that any such engagement is already 

historically biased and compromised.  

For Dallavalle, working out of a binary framework does not, however, necessitate subscribing to a 

traditional belief in complementarity. The starting point for any discussion must be with the two 

visible realities of female and male as autonomous entities rather than the relationship between them. 

 
200 Ibid., #4. 
201 Ibid., #18. 
202 Nancy Dallavalle, “Neither Idolatry nor iconoclasm: A Critical Essentialism for Catholic Feminist Theology,” 

Horizons 25 (1998): 35. Space does not allow for a deeper exploration on John Paul II’s obvious desire for full 

‘feminine participation’ in the church. However, he strongly differentiates between the internal (feminine) and external 

/sacramental (masculine) life of the church in doing so. See: John Paul II, “Woman’s role in the Church,” in The Genius 

of Women (Washington DC.: United States and Catholic Conference, 1999) 35–36. 
203 For more on feminist theological engagement with the argument for essentialism see Beattie, New Catholic 

Feminism; Lisa Sowle Cahill, Sex, Gender, and Christian Ethics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); and 

Christina L.H. Traina, Feminist Ethics and Natural Law. 
204 Dallavalle, “Neither Idolatry nor Iconoclasm,” 30. 
205 Ibid. 
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This, she claims, fully opens up the possibility of visioning anew the two sexes through a myriad of 

lenses – including those of nature, role, and sexuality. Only by interpreting them separately can the 

potential in both female and male be more honestly revealed, without them being bound into 

complementarian expectations and influences. In this way, human characteristics can be freed from 

being essentially feminine or masculine without invalidating biological difference, and in the same 

way, one’s sexual orientation can be a source of new insights as to what it may reveal about femaleness 

and maleness rather than being pre-judged as to how it fits into already established heteronormative 

language and sexual expression. She clarifies that contrary to the fears of the church’s understanding 

of complementarity, neither bisexuality nor homosexuality negate biological sexual difference: 

Rather, these sexual orientations represent further information about being male and 

being female. Qua male and qua female. To be lesbian, for example, is not to belong 

to a subgroup that is deviantly female; rather, being lesbian broadens the palette of 

what “female, made in the image of God” signifies.206 

 

As with Day, focussing on the female and the male and allowing their respective embodiments to 

fully speak, opens up a vast spectrum of possibility, both within each person and the myriad of 

relationships that can result. 

Elizabeth Johnson perhaps best summarises mainstream feminist engagement with John Paul II’s 

theology of complementarity. Like Dallavalle, she emphasises that the female and male identities 

within such a model need to be freed from their static and almost pre-determined categories in order 

for them to be ongoing sources of revelation, and to allow relationships of complementarity to flourish 

beyond sexuality alone. She says that  

It is shortsighted to single out sexuality as always and everywhere more fundamental 

to concrete historical existence than any of the other constants. Age, race, period in 

history, bodily handicap, social location, and other essential aspects of concrete 

historical existence are at least as important in determining one’s identity as sex. 

Focussing on sexuality to the exclusion of other equally constitutive elements is the 

 
206 Ibid., 38. 
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equivalent of using a microscope on this one key factor of human life when what is 

needed is a telescope to take in the galaxies of rich human difference.207 

 

4.1.2. Women’s “gift of self” and the role of “original solitude”  

One of the main concerns of women in relation to a complementarity that is rooted in essentialism is 

that it reduces women to secondary status, and equates her identity with selfless giving, and the 

nurturing of and caring for others. As seen, such an identifying of women runs through John Paul II’s 

concepts of feminine genius and “total gift of self.” While this language is resonant with the model 

of “discipleship as kenosis” (self-emptying),208 it is often problematic for feminist theologians – 

conjuring up as it does, imagery of a humbling of oneself, and a negating of one’s own needs and 

desires in favour of those of others.209 Building on the work of Valerie Saiving, post-Christian 

feminist Daphne Hampson reflects that kenotic discipleship  

May well be a model which men need to appropriate and which may helpfully be built 

into the male understanding of God. But… for women, the theme of self-emptying and 

self-abnegation is far from helpful as a paradigm.210 

While coming from a different feminist theological perspective than Hampson’s, Tina Beattie voices 

a similar wariness in regards to some of the potential risks inherent in a kenotic spirituality for women. 

Recognising that a woman’s call to discipleship is often lived out through the “haunted language of 

a tradition that offers her no space of habitation,” Beattie reflects  

For how does she know that, if she empties herself of her fragile, unformed sense of 

self, all the demons of patriarchal religion will not rush in to take “her” place? 

Ultimately, it is only trust in the love of God, in God as love, beyond all the knowing 

 
207 Johnson, She Who Is, 155. 
208 The model of discipleship as kenosis is seen in Jesus’ demand that “whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 

themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” Salvation comes through denying oneself and submitting to God. 

This is also demanded of Jesus himself, as Paul makes clear to the Philippians, when he talks in Phil. 2:5–8 of Jesus’ 

kenotic nature. Mary’s self-identification as “handmaid” (Lk 1:38) shows her as living out of a kenotic discipleship. 

John Paul II draws strongly on this scriptural image observing to all women that by “putting herself at God’s service, 

she also puts herself at the service of others: a service of love.” (Emphasis in original). See also: Letter to Women, #10; 

Mulieris Dignitatem, #5. 
209 The idea of kenosis within Christianity and the questions it raises with feminist theologians – merits more space than 

this research allows. For further reading see Sarah Coakley. Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, Philosophy and 

Gender, Challenges in Contemporary Theology (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002); Anna Mercedes. Power For: 

Feminism and Christ’s Self-giving (New York: T.& T. Clark Ltd; 2011); Beattie: New Catholic Feminism.  
210 Daphne Hampson, Theology and Feminism, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd; 1990). In this thinking, she builds on the 

oft-quoted Valerie Saiving, who in 1960 argued that a kenotic model of discipleship for women actively discourages – if 

not prevents – them from ever learning to assert themselves as individuals. See: Valerie Saiving, “The Human Situation: 

A Feminine View,” The Journal of Religion 40, no. 2 (April 1960): 100–112, http://rel.as.ua.edu/pdf/rel101saiving.pdf. 

Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. In Swallowing a Fishbone? Hampson says that a theology that demands of women a 

continuous emptying of themselves for others is like swallowing a fishbone – something that will hurt and block any 

possibility for nourishment. Daphne Hampson, Swallowing a Fishbone? Feminist Theologians Debate Christianity 

(London: Society for promoting Christian Knowledge, 1996). 

http://rel.as.ua.edu/pdf/rel101saiving.pdf
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and naming of patriarchy, that might allow a woman to listen to that unknowable 

other.211 

 

For many women, such “demons” do rush in as women strive to live up to the demands of a male-

defined feminine genius in all aspects of their lives – demons that can often take the form of burnout 

and an erasing of any sense of self. As will be seen later, many of the women interviewed for this 

research responded with reservation and ambivalence to John Paul II’s words on the nature and 

vocation of women – particularly to his observation that “in giving to others each day women fulfil 

their deepest vocation.”212 Implicit in such a claim is that the capacity to care for, and nurture others 

is innate in women and therefore doing so, both comes naturally to them and also completes them. 

Feminist theologians have responded to such assumptions inherent in essentialist 

complementarianism by arguing that women need to develop a sense of their own identity before they 

can healthily engage in the myriad of relationships in their lives. British feminist theologian Mary 

Grey for example, argues that we have to “move away from women’s ‘mediated existence’ – the 

language of her identity being ‘wife of’, ‘mother of’, ‘daughter of…’ – and ask the question ‘who is 

woman for herself?’”213 In turning to the scriptures, Mary Grey points out that Jesus criticised the 

carrying out of duties to others when doing so was prompted primarily by societal and/or ecclesial 

expectations; rather, he emphasised the need for the person to make personal choices around such 

actions. She points out that for Jesus, redemption means “the total transformation of the inner and 

outer person” and says that “neglect of the inner processes of growth in wisdom is totally condemned.” 

An example of his censure of people fulfilling duty without a sufficient sense of self is found when 

he admonishes the Pharisees to whom he says:  

“Now you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside you are full 

of exhortation and wickedness. You fools…” (Lk 11:39). Jesus well recognized that 

inner processes of coming to self-knowledge as the beginning of the redemptive 

path.214 

 

 
211 Beattie, New Catholic Feminism, 65. 
212 John Paul II, Letter to Women, #12. He continues: “Perhaps more than men, women acknowledge the person, 

because they see persons with their hearts. They see them independently of various ideological or political systems. 

They see others in their greatness and limitations; they try to go out to them and help them.” In his earlier Mulieris 

Dignitatem (1988), he similarly states that “In the Spirit of Christ… women can discover the entire meaning of their 

femininity and thus be disposed to making a ‘sincere gift of self’ to others,” thereby finding themselves,” (#31). He also 

says that “the ‘perfect woman’ (cf. Prov. 3:10) becomes an irreplaceable support and source of spiritual strength for 

other people who perceive the great energies of her spirit” (#30). 
213 Mary Grey, Redeeming the Dream: Feminism, Redemption and Christian Tradition (London: SPCK, 1989) 61 

(emphasis in original). 
214 Ibid., 96–97. 
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In his concept of original solitude, John Paul II recognises this need for self-discovery and self-

determination in a person’s development. In his reflections on the creation story of Genesis 2, he 

interprets that God has ensured that this sense of self is integral to the formation of the human. First 

and foremost, the newly formed human’s searching for his identity involves being before God. As 

John Paul II observes: 

 [The] created man finds himself from the first moment of his existence before God in 

search of his own being, as it were; one could say, in search of his own definition; today 

one would say, in search of his own “identity” … Man finds himself alone before God, 

above all to express, through a first self-definition, his own self-knowledge as the first 

and fundamental manifestation of humanity. Self-knowledge goes hand in hand with 

knowledge of the world.215  

 

The process of coming to know oneself, therefore, happens on several different levels: (i) being in 

relationship with the rest of creation (by recognising its beauty and diversity, and developing the 

capacity to name and articulate such a relationship); (ii) responding to the importance of work (by 

learning to till the land); and (iii) acquiring the capacity to make choices (through the presence of the 

symbolic tree of knowledge). All of these aspects of the human’s existence help her/him grow in 

realisation that something more is required – deep and intimate relationships with other humans. Mary 

Grey affirms this when she observes that “unless we develop our own personal strengths and face our 

“aloneness” in the world at quite a deep level, our interpersonal relating will continue to make 

unrealistic demands.”216 Such “aloneness” necessitates “situating the complex web of interrelating on 

a much wider plane, including nature and the cosmos itself.”  

Feminist theology, therefore, concurs with John Paul II in asserting that being in relationship with 

others is prefaced by a person’s conscious self-knowledge and freedom of choice. For both schools 

of thought, entering into and negotiating relationships in one’s life is therefore rooted strongly in a 

person’s understanding of her/himself first, rather than as a response to expected gender stereotypes. 

One’s relationships with other people are placed in the wider context of a relationship with God, 

creation, and work. 

While this interpretation of Genesis 2 could provide a healthy and affirming model for all human 

relationships, but particularly for women’s relationships, John Paul II’s own understanding and 

conditioning regarding women’s nature prevents it from being fully so. Referencing the ground-

breaking work of American feminist theologian Phyllis Trible, Tina Beattie explores Genesis 2 with 

the aim of allowing “new light [of interpretation] to shine through this contested and turbulent 

 
215John Paul II, Man and Woman, 149–150.  
216 Grey, Redeeming the Dream, 39. 
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text.”217 She argues that doing so is no simple task, however, as the text “is a palimpsest upon which 

many have inscribed their stories,”218 with the Catholic one being heavily influenced by gendered 

interpretations that repeatedly see “the male as normative, authoritative, and primary, and the female 

as other, subordinate, and derivative.”219 As well as the difficulties involved in trying to sift through 

the many layers of such interpretations, Beattie points out that the text itself is difficult to understand, 

laden as it is with ambiguities in relation to the language used. In particular, she clarifies that ˀādām 

or hāˀādām can refer to the human both individually as well as collectively. In both senses, however, 

“the word refers to the breathing, animated creature made in the image of God, created out of a clod 

of soil, whose name evokes associations with blood (dām) and soil (ˀādāmāh).220 She quotes 

American biblical scholar Marc Brettler, who notes that when subsequently gendered as ˀîššâ 

(woman) and ˀîš (male), they are together “‘all-inclusive’ … with ˀîš in particular referring to a range 

of different kinship groups and communal relationships so that it can be interpreted as ‘not a 

biological, but a social category.’”221  

While John Paul II’s engagement with Genesis 2 acknowledges some of these complexities and 

clarifies that in the original solitude of hāˀādām “we are dealing with the solitude of ‘man’ (male and 

female) and not only with solitude of the man-male”, the exclusive language in the Vatican-approved 

English translation of his talks, almost completely eradicates any sense of the female being 

included.222 It is only through a forensic reading of John Paul II’s writings that the importance of 

individual space for self-awareness and self-discernment for both women and men is visible. The 

inclusion of women is there but due to his use of exclusive language as well as the language being 

highly academic and relatively inaccessible to most readers, it is easily overlooked in favour of the 

traditional chronology of Adam/male being created by God, with woman being made from his rib as 

a helpmate. Despite John Paul II introducing the concept of original solitude by saying that “we must 

reread the narratives of Genesis 1 and 2 in a wider context” and clarifying that “[‘man’] is defined as 

male (ˀîš) only after the creation of the first woman,” he immediately falls back on exclusive language 

and the traditional androcentric interpretation, thus giving the appearance of original solitude being 

limited to the male only. He reminds us that “the following words of Genesis directly give us the 

point of departure for such a reflection: ‘It is not good that the man’ (male) ‘should be alone; I want 

 
217 Beattie, “Gendering Genesis, Engendering Difference,” 105. 
218 Ibid., 106. 
219 Ibid., 105. 
220 Ibid., 107. 
221 Ibid., 108. 
222 Many of his clarifications about the analogical nature of Genesis 2, as well as his explaining that the translating of 

Adam as “man” includes both man and woman are put in the footnotes rather than in the body of the text. One example 

is that of Footnote nine to his October 10th, 1979 Address: “The Hebrew text constantly calls the first man hāˀādām, while 

the term ˀîš (male) is introduced only when the contrast ˀîššāʰ (woman) emerges. Man was thus alone even without 

reference to sex.” John Paul II, Man and Woman, 146–150. 
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to make him a help similar to himself,’”223 and in a later Address, comments, “The woman is made 

‘with the rib’ that God-Yahweh had taken from the man.”224 

It is unfortunate that because of his consistent use of exclusive language, John Paul II fails to develop 

the potential contained in his interpretation of original solitude – the potential of offering women the 

same space in which to foster self-definition and discernment as is given Adam/the male. Not only 

does such a lack reinforce the traditional church ordering of creation resulting in woman being a 

derivative of man, it also reserves direct access to the divine, to the male.225 While Adam has an 

intimate and exclusive relationship with God prior to the creation of woman, she is never awarded 

the same distinction. Her relationship with the divine is thus mediated and referenced by the prior 

existence of the male.226  

For women who sometimes find themselves exhausted and hollowed out by responding to the societal 

and ecclesial belief that a woman discovers herself through a sincere gift of self,227 John Paul II’s 

concept of original solitude contains some potential for challenging such a narrative, aimed as it is on 

“both self-consciousness and self-determination … [and] authentic understanding.”228 In failing to 

recognise more deeply the necessity of these values for women, however, John Paul II missed the 

opportunity to give some needed balance to his own essentialist understanding of woman’s feminine 

genius. While the concept of original solitude and getting to know oneself is a significant aspect of 

his TOB, nowhere does he discuss it when writing to/about women – further confirmation that despite 

stating that “Adam” is inclusive of male and female, John Paul II more instinctively associates the 

potential richness of original solitude with the male. Despite insisting that man and woman are equal, 

through his use of male-only language and by not consulting women on what he writes, the end result 

 
223 Ibid., #2. 
224 Ibid., #4.  
225 Continuing to effectively airbrush woman out of the first stages of creation allows opinions like that of Deborah 

Savage to exist unquestioned. Savage, co-founder and director of the Siena Symposium for Women, Family, and 

Culture, and advocate for John Paul II’s “new feminism” states that “An initial point of interest is the fact that man 

encounters God first and is alone with Him in the Garden for some time, something that has implications for man’s role 

as head of the family.” She also observes that due to Adam’s being instructed to till the land, “to this [male] genius, we 

can credit the survival of the human species, the building up of civilizations, and the preservation of families throughout 

the history of mankind. The radical feminist movement would have you believe otherwise, but the truth is, if it weren’t 

for men, we would still be living in grass huts.” Deborah Savage, The Masculine Genius, Public lecture organized by 

the Siena Symposium for Women, Family and Culture (Dec. 3rd, 2014),  

https://www.faithandreason.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/MasculineGenius_DrSavage.pdf?x72650. Last accessed 

14th Nov. 2021. 
226 Writing on the influence of Patristic interpretations on Genesis 2 on later “complementarity” readings of that text by 

both John Paul II and the then Joseph Ratzinger, Janet Soskice says that the way in which it is read is “a way that fits 

more smoothly into the accepted order of things: man was alone first and God created Eve for him as a companion and 

a helper. Unlike Genesis 1, where male and female together comprise the “imago”, Genesis 2 can be read as saying that 

Adam on his own was virtually sufficient. Eve/Woman was almost universally thought of as a lesser and almost an 

afterthought.” Soskice, “Imago Dei and Sexual Difference” 36.  
227 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #11. 
228 John Paul II, Man and Woman, 150–151.  

https://www.faithandreason.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/MasculineGenius_DrSavage.pdf?x72650
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in this instance is of John Paul II reinforcing male-female hierarchies – particularly in relation to 

decision-making, naming one’s own identity, and access to the divine.  

 

4.1.3. Ephesians 5:21-33 

John Paul II’s use of scripture in drawing out the core elements of his theological anthropology has 

already been established. Alongside Genesis 1 and 2, the text to which he most often refers is that of 

Ephesians 5:21–33, the contents of which he posits “is the crowning” of everything else he says in 

relation to his anthropology. 229 He maintains that the text addresses all of the key ideas of his TOB 

as it joins the theological mysteries of both God and human together and uses the body as a primary 

source of theology to convey meaning to both, a meaning that is found in a particularly profound way 

in the love that exists in marriage – a relationship that is called to mirror the bond that unites Christ 

and the church.230 As with all of his engagement with scripture, he points out that the human being 

can only be understood in the light of the relationship of Christ to humanity and of God’s plan of 

salvation. Referring to the analogous nature of the text, he observes that the text cannot be interpreted, 

therefore, in too legalistic or literal a manner for although it implies “likeness” to human lived reality, 

it also implies “non-likeness.”231  

Due, he says, to the many negative – and sometimes erroneous – interpretations given to this text, 

John Paul II strives to move his interpretation away from a post-lapsarian one of presumed male-

female hierarchical ordering, and root it instead in the original plan of God where they are created 

equally. He argues that the instruction to wives to “be subject to your husbands” (Eph. 5:22) can only 

 
229 Ibid., 466 (emphasis in original). 
230 Ibid., 483–487. See also, Mulieris Dignitatem, #23. Writing a decade after the end of his TOB Wednesday 

Audiences – he refers to the Ephesians text’s “depth and authority of its ethical thinking” and points to its centrality in 

understanding his theological anthropology saying that “Saint Paul’s magnificent synthesis concerning the ‘great 

mystery’ appears as the compendium or summa, in some sense, of the teaching about God and man which was brought 

to fulfillment by Christ.” Letter to Families, #19. 
231 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #25. In his Wednesday Audience of July 28th, 1982, he elaborates on the likeness 

and non-likeness of the analogy: “The words of the author of Ephesians too are centred on the body, both in its 

metaphorical meaning, that is, on the body of Christ which is the Church, and in its concrete meaning, that is, on the 

human body in its perennial masculinity and femininity, in its perennial destiny for union in marriage. John Paul II, 

Man and Woman, 466–467, (emphasis in original). 
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therefore be understood within the context of a mutual subjection of both wife and husband, in and 

through their total ongoing gift of self to one another. Created equal to woman, the man cannot be the 

master or lord of his wife. 

Acknowledging that erroneous interpretations of this text have led at times to the oppression of 

women, John Paul II admits such interpretations have been so widely believed and practised that it 

will take a long time before its true meaning of mutual self-gift takes root. 

The awareness that in marriage there is mutual “subjection of the spouses out of 

reverence for Christ”, and not just that of the wife to the husband, must gradually 

establish itself in hearts, consciences, behaviour and customs. This is a call which from 

that time onwards, does not cease to challenge succeeding generations; it is a call which 

people have to accept ever anew.232  

 

While John Paul II recognises that the text is problematic for many women, he chooses not to elaborate 

on this in any detail. Yet again, he fails to reference any of the many writings by female theologians 

available on this particular passage, thus limiting his interpretation to some extent to one of 

observer.233 Sarah Tanzer points out that not only is the content problematic for women, the text takes 

on extra significance and visibility due to the fact that it is one of the very few in the New Testament 

that “explicitly addresses women and is about women.”234 Many feminist theologians have argued 

that Ephesians 5 has been – and continues to be – used to justify the abuse of, and violence against 

women, particularly within the home. Speaking about the role scripture plays in such abuse, Susan 

Brooks Thistlethwaite says that in her experience of working with abused women, some of them “were 

 
232 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #24. John Paul II goes on to compare the challenge of people hearing the true 

message of love and liberation in this Pauline text with other human oppressions e.g. slavery: “Saint Paul not only 

wrote: ‘In Christ Jesus ... there is no more man or woman’, but also wrote: ‘There is no more slave or freeman’. Yet 

how many generations were needed for such a principle to be realized in the history of humanity through the abolition 

of slavery! And what is one to say of the many forms of slavery to which individuals and peoples are subjected, which 

have not yet disappeared from history?” 
233 Limited space precludes an in-depth exploration of these writings but they include all of those whose work I 

reference here, as well as:  Carolyn Osiek, “The Bride of Christ” (Eph. 5:22–33): A Problematic Wedding,” Biblical 

Theology Bulletin 32, no.1 (2002): 29; Ayesha Siddiqua Chaudhry, Rachel Muers and Randi Rashkover, “Women 

Reading Texts on Marriage,” in Feminist Theology 17, no.2 (2009): 191–209; Elna Mouton, “Re-Describing Reality? 

The Transformative Potential of Ephesians across Times and Cultures,” in A Feminist Companion to the Deutero-

Pauline Epistles, ed. Amy-Jill Levine (London: T&T Clark, 2003).  
234 Sarah J. Tanzer, “Ephesians,” in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Commentary, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 

(London: SCM Press Ltd, 1995), 325. 
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reluctant to try to change their situation because they had been told the teaching of the Bible prohibited 

their protest.”235 Speaking specifically about Ephesians 5, she says that it “is a very difficult passage 

for abused women struggling to find self-respect and some control over their lives” and that the 

presumed religious sanctioning of the submission of women “is a primary legitimation of wife abuse 

and must be challenged.”236 Some other feminist commentators focus in particular on the effects of 

such thinking on many African or African-American women where “black male clergy continue to 

interpret the biblical text so as to keep women subordinate to male leadership.”237 Schüssler Fiorenza 

notes that the author of Ephesians attempts to “radically question” the patriarchal domination of the 

time by commanding the husbands on three occasions to love their wives (5:25, 28, 33) but contradicts 

such effort by comparing it to the love between Christ and the church. She says that  

It must be recognized that this Christological modification of the husband’s patriarchal 

position and duties does not have the power, theologically, to transform the patriarchal 

pattern of the household code, even though this might have been the intention of the 

author. Instead, Ephesians Christologically cements the inferior position of the wife in 

the marriage relationship… Eph. 5:21–33 … takes over the household code pattern and 

reasserts the submission of the wife to her husband as a religious Christian duty.238 

 

Ephesians 5 is not only problematic in the way it appears to divinely order the subjection of women 

within a patriarchal hierarchy of family and society, the text also raises questions about the presence 

of women within the church.  

John Paul II pays particular attention to its nuptial imagery of the divine Bridegroom and the church 

as Bride.239 In exploring this analogy, John Paul explains that while the church, imaged as the Bride, 

 
235 Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite., “Every Two Minutes: Battered Women and Feminist Interpretation,” in Feminist 

Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Letty M. Russell (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1985), 97. 
236 Ibid., 104–105. 
237 Mitzi J. Smith, “Ephesians,” in True to our Native Land: An African American New Testament Commentary 

(Minneapolis MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 360. Other writings in this area include J. Tzabedze, “Women in the Church (1 

Tim. 2:8–15; Eph. 5:22),” in Talitha Qumi: Proceedings of the Convocation of African Women Theologians, eds. Mercy 

Amba Oduyoye and Musimbi Kanyoro (Ibadan, Nigeria: Daystar Press, 1990); Clarice J. Martin, “The Haustafeln 

(household codes) in African American Biblical Interpretation: 

“Free Slaves” and “Subordinate Women”’ in Stony the Road we Trod: African American biblical interpretation, ed. 

Cain Hope Felder (Minneapolis MN: Fortress Press, 1991). 
238 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 270. 
239 At various times in his TOB Wednesday Audiences, John Paul II examines the many scriptural texts that use nuptial 

imagery and claims that their existence highlights two different but connected points: (i) the importance of the body as a 
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is in reality a collective and not a single person, the analogy presenting the church as the feminine still 

expresses at a profound level the necessary and fundamental complementarity of female and male. It 

is this complementarity – symbolised in the Bridegroom giving himself totally to his Bride – that, 

John Paul II concludes, manifests to the church the divine commandment to reserve ordination to men 

only. Claiming that in his choosing only men as “the Twelve”, Jesus wished to highlight “the 

relationship between what is “feminine” and what is “masculine,’” he argues that  

It is the Eucharist above all that expresses the redemptive act of Christ the Bridegroom 

towards the Church the Bride. This is clear and unambiguous when the sacramental 

ministry of the Eucharist, in which the priest acts “in persona Christi”, is performed by 

a man. This explanation confirms the teaching of the Declaration Inter Insigniores.240 

 

The spousal imagery is further drawn out by John Paul II concluding that the Bride (the whole church) 

responds to the act of total self-emptying love initiated by the Bridegroom (Christ) by giving of herself 

in love. This response is, John Paul claims, rooted in her call to the universal royal priesthood.241 

Repeatedly, John Paul emphasises that the husband is the one who loves while the wife is the one who 

is loved. In saying this, he reinforces – despite his insistence on the equality of female and male – 

hierarchical binaries where the female (Bride) is always equated with the material world and the 

human, while the male has the potential and opportunity to be equated with the divine.242 Portraying 

the Bridegroom as the one who gives love while the Bride as the one who receives, plays to traditional 

 
medium of God’s salvific love and (ii) the assurance of Christ as the bridegroom giving himself totally in love and 

service to his church, the bride. Apart from his referencing such imagery in Mulieris Dignitatem, his exploration of the 

bridegroom-bride texts of Hosea, Ezekiel, Deutero-Isaiah and others can be found in his Wednesday Audiences of 

August 20th and 27th, 1980 and September 15th and 22nd, 1982.  
240 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #26. 
241 Ibid., #27. The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) states that “the baptized have become ‘living stones’ to be 

‘built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood.’ By Baptism they share in the priesthood of Christ, in his prophetic 

and royal mission. They are ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that [they] may declare 

the wonderful deeds of him who called [them] out of darkness into his marvellous light.’” Catechism of the Catholic 

Church (Dublin: Veritas, 1994).  
242 Although stating that while God is neither female nor male, and that scripture ascribes both traditionally female and 

male characteristics to God (Mulieris Dignitatem #6), John Paul II’s language in relation to Ephesians 5, firmly 

establishes God as male. Such exclusive male language and imagery used for God has been a source of concern for 

many generations of feminist theologians and has resulted in the continual emergence of new scholarly insights and 

debate. Some of those central to the discussion will be explored in Chapter nine below.  
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stereotypes that understand the female to be passive and silent, and the male as the initiator and the 

one who leads.  

It is John Paul II’s engagement with the nuptial imagery of Christ’s relationship with the church that 

is perhaps the most problematic aspect of his theology of complementarity. This is so for a number of 

reasons. As I have already indicated, John Paul II clarifies in Mulieris Dignitatem that the text of 

Ephesians 5 is analogous and therefore cannot be taken literally. As with much of his use of scripture, 

however, the boundaries between symbolic and literal language often become reduced to being one-

dimensional. Symbolic language and imagery are by their very nature multi-layered and multi-

valent.243 If it is limited to only one meaning, it becomes a sign, and loses its potential richness of 

meaning. Tina Beattie talks of how the gendered language once used by Augustine to describe the 

relationship between God and humanity, is found anew throughout current doctrine and John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology. She notes one significant difference, however, in how the language is used. 

Whereas in the pre-modern church, the language of femaleness and maleness was metaphorical, the 

same language in the contemporary church has become biological and literal. The need of the church 

in the second half of the 20th century onwards to find a new way to defend its teaching on 

homosexuality, and of its reserving ordination to men only, has resulted in a theology of 

complementarity that renders the biological female sacramentally inessential. Representing the 

church, the symbolically gendered female (bride) includes both the biological male and female.244 

According to a theology of complementarity, however, Jesus can only be represented by one who 

resembles him in a physical way – the biological male (Bridegroom) – which excludes the female.245 

The male priest, therefore, in persona Christi, presides over a church congregation that is symbolically 

 
243 For more reading on the nature and use of symbol in theological and liturgical language, see Paul Tillich, The 

Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper and Row, 1957); Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in 

Religious Language (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982); Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation (Garden City, N.Y.: 

Doubleday, 1983); Caroline Walker Bynum, Steven Harrell, and Paula Richman, eds., Gender and Religion: On the 

Complexity of Symbols (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986). 
244 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #25: “[As] members of the Church, men too are included in the concept of 

‘Bride’… In the Church every human being – male and female – is the ‘Bride.’” 
245 Ibid., “The Bridegroom… became the ‘son of man’, true man, a male. The symbol of the Bridegroom is masculine. 

This masculine symbol represents the human aspect of the divine love.” 
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female but which can, in reality, be exclusively biologically male. Despite the feminine language of 

both Bride and Mother246 being used to describe the church, the biological female is sacramentally 

redundant. According to John Paul II’s literalising of Augustine’s metaphorically gendered language, 

the woman is not necessary to either the church or the divine. Commenting on such a consequence to 

the church’s sacramental theology, Tina Beattie says that  

[the female body] is a source to be plundered for the concepts needed to speak of the 

Church as mother, but this maternal body is a sexless entity, ruled by the men who are 

brides and bridegrooms, lovers and mothers, men and women, while the female body 

languishes in the silence of the biological animal which births but does not speak.247 

 

In his attempts to establish a direct correlation between the divine Bridegroom and the male priest, 

John Paul II implies that God becoming male is more important than God becoming human. It seems, 

therefore, that both women and men are made imago Dei, but not imago Christi – the incarnation of 

God. It is because of such thinking that leaves Christology an ambiguous area for feminist theologians 

and prompted Rosemary Radford Ruether to famously pose the question: “Can a male savior save 

women?”248 In her exploration of the significance of the maleness of Christ, Womanist theologian 

Jacquelyn Grant states that “if Jesus Christ were a Savior of men, then it is true the maleness of Christ 

 
246 The church is considered to be a mother to all of her members because she is the Bride of Christ (Lumen Gentium, 

#6–7, 9) See also, CCC, #36, 169, 1163, 1667. 
247 Beattie, “Gendering Genesis, Engendering Difference,” 116. Elsewhere, she points out in simple terms that 

according to John Paul II’s argument based on complementarity, “anybody can stand in the place of woman but the 

converse is not true. The bride incorporates both men and women because she is human, but the bridegroom is 

essentially male because he symbolizes God… So only one sex – the male – is necessary for the performance of the 

story of Christ with all its masculine and feminine personae.” Tina Beattie, “The Sacramental Body: Symbols of a 

Gendered Church,” in The Way Supplement: Refounding Church and Spirituality, 101 (2001): 73–87, 

https://www.theway.org.uk/back/s101Beattie.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
248 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993), 116–

138. Elsewhere, she argues that the belief that women reflect the incarnated divine image in a lesser way than men 

“[threatens] to undermine the basic Christian belief that women are included in the redemption of ‘man’ won by 

Christ.” Ruether, Introducing Redemption in Christian Feminism, (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1998), p.85. Elizabeth Johnson maintains that Christ’s assuming fully humanity means that sexual difference is 

something that is accidental rather than essential to human nature: Johnson, She Who Is, 166–167. See also, Kari 

Elisabeth Børresen, “God's Image, Man's Image? Patristic Interpretations of Gen. 1:27 and 1 Cor 11:7,” in Kari 

Elisabeth Børresen, ed., The Image of God: Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Tradition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

1995 [1991]); Christine E. Gudorf, “Encountering the Other: The Modern Papacy on Women” in Feminist Ethics and 

the Catholic Moral Tradition, eds. Charles E. Curran, Margaret Farley, and Richard McCormick, S.J.  (Mahwah, NJ: 

Paulist Press, 1996). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bride_of_Christ
https://www.theway.org.uk/back/s101Beattie.pdf
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would be paramount. But if Christ is a savior of all, then it is the humanity – the wholeness – of Christ 

which is significant.”249 

The significance John Paul II gives to the maleness of Christ in his reserving ordination to men only, 

is therefore problematic when placed in the context of church tradition overall. Not only does it 

exclude women from ordained ministry and from any sacramental presence, but it also raises the 

question of women’s position eschatologically. Implicit in the church’s teaching on the incarnation is 

the belief of the Patristic saint, Gregory of Nazianzus that “what has not been assumed has not been 

healed.”250 Although this has often been understood to refer to the human’s ability to reason, John 

Paul II’s successor, Benedict XVI clarifies that it was in Christ’s assuming all elements of human 

nature (body, soul, and spirit) that makes salvation possible. While probably not his intention, John 

Paul II’s insistence on Jesus’ assumption of the exclusive male body as distinct from the inclusive 

human body, (and female flesh as not understood to be part of God’s human incarnation), results in 

the nature and vocation of women being left in a theological vacuum.251 Christine Gudorf, in her own 

assessment of John Paul II’s use of Ephesians 5 in relation to the possible ordination of women, 

pointedly sums up its inherent inadequacies by saying, “that such an argument ever saw the light of 

day says a great deal about the level of theology in the Church today.”252 

This chapter has outlined the second major aspect of John Paul II’s theological anthropology – that 

of his theology of complementarity, which presents the human being as being two “incarnations” of 

female and male. It explored three aspects of it in particular: his concepts of “feminine genius”, 

 
249 Jacquelyn Grant, “Womanist Theology: Black Women’s Experience as a Source for Doing Theology, With Special 

Reference to Christology,” in Black Theology: A Documentary History, vol 2:1880–1992, ed. James H. Cone and 

Gayraud S. Wilmore (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1993), 286. 
250 Benedict XVI, General Wednesday Audience (August 22nd, 2007), https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-

xvi/en/Audiences/2007/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20070822.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

See also, Mary Catherine Hilkert, O.P., “Imago Dei: Does the Symbol Have a Future?” Santa Clara Lectures 8, No.3 

(2002): 28, https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/sc_lectures/28. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
251 John Paul II’s emphasis on the maleness of Christ raises questions with regard to the interpretation of certain 

scriptural passages, e.g. Colossians 2:9–10 (which also goes uses nuptial analogy): “For in Christ all the fullness of the 

Deity lives in bodily form, and in Christ you have been brought to fullness.”  
252 Gudorf, “Encountering the Other,” 81. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/audiences/2007/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20070822.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/audiences/2007/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20070822.html
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/sc_lectures/28
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original solitude, and Ephesians 5. I now turn to look at the person who, for John Paul II, encapsulated 

the very essence of feminine genius – Mary of Nazareth.  
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Chapter five Mary: the embodiment of feminine genius 

 

In summing up John Paul II’s theological anthropology, Christopher West says that it strives to 

answer two particular questions: (i) what does it mean to be human, and (ii) how am I supposed to 

live my life in a way that brings true happiness?253 In his attempt to answer these questions, John Paul 

II’s phenomenological methodology draws him to look to concrete examples of where they have been 

lived out. He turns to the person of Mary – for whom he had strong devotion – as someone who fully 

journeyed with and integrated these questions into her own life. John Paul II frequently points to Lk 

2:19 (“Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart”) in order to illustrate that 

Mary continually reflected on her lived experiences through the perspective of her faith in God.254  

This chapter presents, and evaluates through a feminist theological lens, his interpretation of Mary as 

a model for women by looking at both her motherhood and virginity – what John Paul II calls the 

“two dimensions of women’s vocation.”255 Looking at John Paul II’s presentation of Mary from a 

feminist perspective is important, not only because it reflects my position as researcher, but also 

because the church’s tradition of Mary has had – and continues to have – implications for the lives of 

women, impacting as it does on issues such as gender, sexuality, family systems of power, and church 

leadership.256  

There are some difficulties in doing this, however. The whole enigma that is Mary has, in the history 

of Christianity, taken on a variety of forms and interpretations. This continues to the present. How 

Mary is both portrayed and understood often depends on who is in control of the interpretation. 

Referring to such a challenge, Regina Coll advises that any theological exploration of the person, role 

 
253 Christopher West, Theology of the Body for Beginners (Pennsylvania: Ascension Press, 2004), 16. 
254John Paul II’s devotion to Mary was evident, in a particular way, in the coat of arms of his papacy, which included a 

large ‘M’ in the bottom right-hand corner, recalling the presence of Mary beneath the cross. His already deep devotion 

to Mary was strengthened even further by believing that it was Our Lady of Fatima who protected him during an 

assassination attempt on May 13th, 1981: “For in everything that happened to me on that very day, I felt that 

extraordinary motherly protection and care, which turned out to be stronger than the deadly bullet.” John Paul II, 

Memory and Identity, (London: Phoenix, 2005), 184. 
255 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #17.  
256 Maurice Hamington, Hail Mary? The Struggle for Ultimate Womanhood in Catholicism (London: Routledge, 1995), 

33. 
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and symbolism of Mary must be done on at least three levels: history, dogma, and popular devotion.257 

In addition to such sources, however, feminist theologians note another source that has been absent 

from most Mariology to date – the voice and experience of women. Over the two millennia since the 

beginning of Christianity – and despite the widespread devotional practice among the faithful at the 

grassroots – the church’s teaching on Mary has been almost exclusively in the hands of a celibate 

male hierarchy; an inadequacy to which the clerical church seems oblivious.258  

As this chapter will illustrate, such exclusion of the female voice has led to feminist theologians trying 

to articulate the significance of Mary for women – and the wider church – today. Some feminist 

theologians have decided that the symbolism, language, and doctrine are so heavily laden with 

patriarchal and misogynist thought that it is now impossible to rescue Mary in any way that is 

liberative to and for women.259  

Marina Warner writes of the struggle women have with what she calls the “impossible ideal” of 

womanhood presented in Mary saying that her “freedom from sex, painful delivery, age, death and 

all sin exalted her, ipso facto, above ordinary women and showed them up as inferior ... She was 

“feminine” perfection personified, and no other woman was in her league.”260 Everything about Mary, 

she argues, has been systematically developed to diminish, not increase, her likeness to any other 

female. Uta Ranke-Heinemann concurs and observes that the church, in its attempt to hold Mary up 

as an example of and for womanhood, has instead succeeded in showing her as an exception to 

 
257 Coll, Christianity and Feminism, 89. See also, Hamington in Hail Mary?, who says similarly that any exploration of 

Mary in Church teaching needs to look to Hierarchical Catholicism, Popular Catholicism, and Theological Catholicism, 

32.  
258 Tina Beattie observes that a report in The Tablet of the appointment of a 20-member team of theologians by the 

International Mariological Congress in 1997 to investigate the legitimacy of certain Marian titles, celebrates the team’s 

diversity (both geographically and denominationally) without it noting the significant absence of any female 

representation. Tina Beattie, “Woman Full and Overflowing with Grace: The Virgin Mary and the Contemporary 

Church,” The Way Supplement, https://www.theway.org.uk/back/s093Beattie.pdf. Last accessed Nov. 14th, 2021. 
259 See Marcella Althaus-Reid: “If it is true that the first inscriptions … are always written on the body, one wonders 

how a women’s theology can start with Mary, the icon of a no-body. To start with Mary is to start with an idea, a gas-

like substance, a myth of a woman without a vagina… As a woman theologian myself, I need to struggle against the 

idea of using ‘she’ for the Virgin Mary.” Marcella Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology: Theological Perversions in Sex, 

Gender and Politics (London: Routledge, 2000), 39. See also: Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Towards a 

Philosophy of Women's Liberation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985).  
260 Marina Warner, Alone of all Her Sex (London: Picador, 1985 [1976]), 153, 159. 

https://www.theway.org.uk/back/s093Beattie.pdf
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women. Mary has been idealised to such a degree that she has, for many women, become the 

unattainable goal. She says that 

The Church’s celibates wanted to paint a picture of Mary that had nothing in common 

with the image of other women, and they succeeded. But in so doing they distorted a 

human face past all recognition. The veneration for the one Pure Woman, in 

comparison and contrast to all other Impure ones, may be helpful for celibate existence 

in a womanless world, which because of this vacuum often equals a state of forlorn 

human exile. But for many other people the celibates have done great harm.261  

 

Many others, however, believe that she is so intricately woven into Catholicism – and consequently 

into Catholic women’s lives – that it is impossible to ignore her and what she means (and what she 

could potentially mean) for women.262 If, as John Paul II maintains, Mary is indeed “the full 

revelation” of the very essence of what it means to be woman, it is necessary to explore and evaluate 

the Catholic understanding and portrayal of her from a mainstream feminist stance for, as Catharina 

Halkes argues unless examined, the “link that is made between her and women can easily lead to 

uncritical conclusions.”263  

John Paul II asserts that Mary is the ultimate model of discipleship for the whole church,264 but it is 

women in particular who must learn from her and look to her as an example of womanhood, as she 

 
261 Ranke-Heinemann, Eunuchs for the Kingdom, 344. Vatican Two, when evaluating its Mariology tradition, stated that 

a good starting point to establishing Mary as a real, accessible, and affirming model of faith for the whole church (but 

especially women) is to heed the instruction of Lumen Gentium: “This Synod earnestly exhorts theologians and 

preachers of the divine word that in treating of the unique dignity of the Mother of God, they carefully and equally 

avoid the falsity of exaggeration on the one hand, and the excess of narrow-mindedness on the other.” Paul VI, Lumen 

Gentium, #67 
262 Sian Taylder suggests that despite its obvious male hierarchical structures, the Catholic church is alone among the 

mainstream Christian churches in attributing such spiritual significance to a female icon, thus offering the vast numbers 

of women who sustain the church on a daily basis “a specific ‘religious space’ which was, and perhaps still is, uniquely 

female in practice.” Sian Taylder, “Our Lady of the Libido: Towards a Marian Theology of Sexual Liberation?” 

Feminist Theology 12, no. 3 (2004): 345. See also: Beattie, “Woman Full and Overflowing with Grace.”  
263 Catharina Halkes, “Mary and Women,” in Mary in the Churches, eds. Hans Küng and Jürgen Moltmann (Edinburgh: 

T.&T. Clark,1983), 66–73. 
264 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #28. Talking about the nature of true discipleship, he observes how Mary’s life 

was always a response to her encounter with, and belief in, the God of her Jewish faith and as such, is an example to the 

whole church. He advises that her faith response is a “source of singular importance for knowing Christ, an 

incomparable source. Mary is not only a witness to the mystery of the Incarnation, in which she knowingly co-operated. 

She also followed step by step the gradual self-revelation of her Son as he was growing up beside her.” John Paul II, 

Memory and Identity, 166. See also his General Audience, Nov. 29th, 1995 (#4), wherein he states that “In beholding the 

Mother of the Lord, women will be able to understand better their dignity and the greatness of their mission. But men 

too in the light of the Virgin Mother, will be able to acquire a fuller and more balanced view of their identity, of the 

family and of society.” https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/Audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-

ii_aud_19951129.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951129.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951129.html
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is “the mirror and measure of femininity.”265 In his Letter to Women, he says simply that the church 

finds in Mary “the highest expression of the ‘feminine genius.’”266 Repeatedly in his various forms of 

address he presents the example of Mary as an iconic illustration of what he claims is the nature and 

role of women – an example from which women can learn about their own identity and essence:  

It can thus be said that women, by looking to Mary, find in her the secret of living their 

femininity with dignity and of achieving their own true advancement, in the light of Mary, 

the Church sees in the face of women the reflection of a beauty which mirrors the loftiest 

sentiments of which the human heart is capable: the self-offering totality of love; the 

strength that is capable of bearing the greatest sorrows; limitless fidelity and tireless 

devotion to work; the ability to combine penetrating intuition with words of support and 

encouragement.267 

 

John Paul II observes that Mary discerned how best to live her discipleship in two distinct ways: 

virginity and motherhood.268  

 

5.1. Mary as Virgin 

Information about Mary in the scriptures is scant and must always be seen through the lens of 

Christology. The few scriptural texts that exist are not, therefore, so much about Mary but about Jesus. 

Despite this lack of information, however, John Paul II confidently asserts that (a) the virginal 

conception of Jesus is a biological fact,269 and that (b) Mary intended to remain a virgin – hence her 

position that, despite both giving birth and being married, her hymen remained intact.270 He argues 

that the virginity of Mary cannot be reduced to its symbolic meaning and implications but must first 

and foremost be accepted as a physical reality.271 While interpreting it in theological terms, his 

 
265 John Paul II, Angelus Address, June 25th, 1995, #3. (Emphasis in original). 
266 John Paul II, Letter to Women, #10. 
267 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #46. 
268 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem #17. 
269 John Paul II, General Wednesday Audience (July 10th, 1996), #5.  
270 John Paul II, General Wednesday Audience (July 24th, 1996), #1. 
271 Rejecting any interpretation of the annunciation that does not accept its biological nature John Paul II states that “the 

affirmation of the virginal conception, due to the action of the Holy Spirit, excludes every hypothesis of natural 

parthenogenesis and rejects the attempts to explain Luke’s account as the development of a Jewish theme or as the 

derivation of a pagan mythological legend. The structure of the Lucan text (cf. Lk 1:26–38, 2:19, 51) resists any 

reductive interpretation. Its coherence does not validly support any mutilation of the terms or expressions that affirm the 
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starting point is in biological terms. It is important, therefore, to explore in more detail what for John 

Paul II is the significance of Mary’s virginity for the church at large and for women in particular.  

In the last chapter, I discussed the centrality in the theological anthropology of John Paul II of the 

“gift of self.” In writing about Mary’s virginity, John Paul II seeks to clarify that she is not just 

renouncing something but is actively saying “yes” to something – virginity is Mary’s way of working 

towards the reign of God in her daily life.272 As has been shown, a person’s total gift of self to another 

is a mark of the relational aspect fundamental to her/his personhood. In the same way as the gift of 

self is always directing towards and for another, so Mary’s gift of herself in and through her perpetual 

virginity is towards and for the eschaton. This is particularly evident during the Annunciation when, 

after confirming her virgin status (“how can this be since I do not know a man?”), Mary declares 

herself the “handmaid of the Lord” (Lk 1:38) and opens herself fully to the plan of God: “Let it be 

done unto me according to your Word.” For John Paul II, therefore, virginity that is actively chosen 

is not something closed in on itself or isolationist, but is fundamentally spousal in nature. He shows 

that such virginity frees the person who chooses it, to live out one’s human vocation to self-gift in 

love “in a total and undivided manner.”273 He emphasises that while Mary’s virginity is an example 

to all, the commitment to self-emptying love on a daily basis is, however, an inherent characteristic 

of the female in particular.  

Echoing Dei Verbum and Lumen Gentium, John Paul II observes in Redemptoris Mater that  

At the Annunciation Mary entrusted herself to God completely, with the “full 

submission of the intellect and will,” manifesting “the obedience of faith” to him who 

 
virginal conception brought about by the Holy Spirit.” John Paul II, General Audience (July 10th, 1996), #1, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/es/Audiences/1996/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19960710.html. Last accessed 

14th Nov. 2021. 
272 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #20. This particular line of thinking is also to be found in many of his Wednesday 

Audiences, especially those in the series on celibacy (March 10th–July 21st, 1982). It is Mary’s conscious choice to place 

herself at the service of others that John Paul II believes is an example to all. He places her choice in the context of a 

discussion Jesus has with his disciples about the value of celibacy (e.g. Matt. 19:12), and her engagement with the angel 

Gabriel at the Annunciation – the latter of which he maintains, emphasises both her present virginity and her intention 

to remain so, observing that “the expression she uses, with the verb in the present tense, reveals the permanence and 

continuity of her state.” John Paul II, Wednesday General Audience (July 24th, 1996), #1, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/Audiences/1996/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19960724.html. Last accessed 

14th Nov. 2021. 
273 Ibid. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/es/audiences/1996/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19960710.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1996/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19960724.html
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spoke to her through his messenger. She responded, therefore, with all her human and 

feminine “I.”274 

 

From John Paul II’s understanding, therefore, two particular characteristics arise for the person of 

Mary at the Annunciation – that of obedience and of putting others’ needs before her own. Through 

both Mary’s obedience and her willingness to sacrifice her own desires, God’s plan and desire is 

made possible in history. Again, while Mary is a model for all and therefore both female and male 

are called to obedience (to God) and service to one another,275 nevertheless, as the above quote 

illustrates, he strongly contends that women live out these characteristics in a special way. It is the 

particular feminine genius of women. By implication, therefore, central to the vocation of woman as 

virgin is the calling to obedience and service.276  

In a General Wednesday Audience several years later (while criticising some trends of feminism that 

attempt to nullify any differences between women and men), John Paul II reaffirms how Mary’s 

response at the Annunciation “illuminates the vocation of women in the life of the Church and of 

society” by pointing out that “faced with the angel’s announcement, the Virgin does not manifest any 

attitude of proud vindication, nor does she intend to satisfy personal ambitions.”277 

Rejecting anticipated criticism of his writings on Mary, John Paul II rejects that any of these 

characteristics – including submission, obedience and total service to others – is negative or 

oppressive. Instead, he states that for Mary – and, as a consequence for all women – “to serve means 

to reign.” He argues that in the same way as Jesus’ mission was one of service in order to realise the 

reign of God (Mk 10:45), so too did Mary’s life of service lead her to become Queen of Heaven; 

 
274 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #13. See also, Paul VI, Dei Verbum, #5, and Paul VI, Lumen Gentium, #56. 
275 CDF, On the Collaboration of Men and Women, #14. 
276 John Paul II, Letter to Women, #7. John Paul II illustrates how Mary parallels and subsequently fulfils the same call 

that God made to Woman/Eve at Creation: “‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him helper fit for 

him’ (Gen. 2:18). The creation of woman is thus marked from the outset by the principle of help: a help which is not 

one-sided but mutual.” 
277 John Paul II, General Audience (Dec. 6th, 1995), #1–2, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/it/Audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html
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through submitting totally to the plan of God, the Virgin of Nazareth becomes Theotókos.278 Rather 

than legitimising the oppression of women, John Paul II asserts, “the figure of Mary shows that God 

has such esteem for woman that any form of discrimination lacks a theoretical base.”279 

As I have previously mentioned, the absence of women’s lived experience and voice in John Paul II’s 

writings, results in a theology that is often not only abstracted from women’s reality, but is at times 

inherently problematic and potentially dangerous when interpreted within women’s androcentric – 

and often misogynist – lived reality of inequality and discrimination. Previous discussion on both the 

spirituality, and the language, of kenosis showed that it holds different implications for women and 

men, due to historically assigned differing gender roles and access to power. Similar difficulties arise 

in relation to John Paul II’s use of language in relation to the virginity of Mary and its being an 

example for women’s lives. Language of obedience, total service to others, and a woman’s “full 

submission of her intellect and will” although understood from a traditional theological lens about 

discipleship, is problematic for women. In putting these characteristics forward and in interpreting 

Mary’s declaring herself at the Annunciation as virgin and handmaid as an example of such perfect 

discipleship, he fails to take into account the larger historical context of patriarchy and gender duality 

wherein the values of obedience and of putting everyone’s needs before one’s own – the values of 

what he terms “feminine genius” – have been consistently manipulated and abused in order to keep 

women in a subservient role within the church, society, and the home.280 Interpretations of the 

Annunciation such as that presented by John Paul II, fail to challenge – or even recognise – the 

broader issue of ongoing gender discrimination in the church and in wider society, where traditional 

demands for “obedience to male religious authority figures, be they God, husband, or priest, make 

 
278 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #5. 
279 John Paul II, General Audience (Nov. 29th, 1995), #4; Letter to Women, #10. 
280 Johnson, Truly Our Sister, 254. Johnson points out that the word that Luke uses to describe Mary’s open and selfless 

submission to God is doulē (Lk 1:38), which in scripture is often translated as handmaid but literally means “female 

slave” or servant.” Elizabeth Johnson, Dangerous Memories: A Mosaic of Mary in Scripture, (New York: Continuum, 

2006), 94. 
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women shudder before this text and reject it as dangerous to physical and psychological health as 

well as to a liberating spirituality.”281 

I have already stated that John Paul II believed Mary’s perpetual virginity to be a biological fact. His 

theology is rooted in a literal understanding of the gospel texts that refer to her as virgin. Uta Ranke-

Heinemann points out, however, that in New Testament times, Mary’s virginity was recognised as an 

intellectual and literary tool to emphasise a new beginning in Christ.282 Very quickly, however, due 

to a combination of both the influence of Manichaeism and the patriarchy of both society and church, 

this proved to be hugely negative for women and how they were allowed to live their lives.283 Young 

girls were the property of their fathers until they were – often without choice – “given away” in 

marriage to their husband to whom they now belonged: “once married, a woman became her 

husband’s property, meant for his pleasure, the service of his life’s needs and the reproduction of his 

progeny.”284 In this context, virginity now offered a new option. By dedicating one’s life to Christ 

and by opting to remain a virgin, a woman was no longer confined to the role of wife and mother. 

Although not always ideal, virginity – generally in the form of monastic asceticism – often provided 

a level of personal freedom, education, travel and leadership that married women did not enjoy.  

Broader understandings of virginity (beyond the biological) in the lives of women also enables new 

interpretations of it to continually evolve in relation to the virginity of Mary. Some of today’s 

feminists are now reclaiming the ancient meaning of the word “virgin” i.e. a woman who was 

complete in herself; a woman who did not have to be identified with or owned by a man – father, 

husband, or male deity – and who had autonomy. A woman’s body is not important or sacred because 

of its relationship with a man or children; it is, in itself, sacred and complete. Elizabeth Johnson 

captures this understanding not only of virginity antepartum but also the Catholic church’s teaching 

 
281 Ibid., 255. 
282 Ranke-Heinemann, Eunuchs for the Kingdom, 346–347. 
283 Ibid., 83. 
284 Johnson, Truly Our Sister, 29. 
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in relation to the perpetual virginity of Mary and how it can be reinterpreted as a potent symbol for 

women today: 

When a woman defines herself according to her own understanding of who she really 

is and what she is meant for in this universe (and not according to the rules and norms 

of patriarchy), she is a virgin. Therefore, her virginity persists in spite of sexual 

experience, child-bearing, and increasing age. Actually, her virginity, her ability to be 

a self-defining woman, grows because of her full range of life experience.285  

 

Like Johnson, Ann Loades confirms that Mary’s virginity needs to be radically reinterpreted by 

women so that Mary – and her sexuality – will become a positive image for all women to turn to and 

to emulate. She sums up much of the current thinking by feminists in relation to this issue when she 

says  

If… we could retrieve the association of “virgin” with autonomy … and if we could 

by-pass sugary sweetness and dizzy immobilization on a pedestal, then Mary might be 

re-associated with the affirmation and not the negation of what women discover 

themselves to be, and we might re-connect Mary to present needs.286 

 

Some have done this by challenging the heteronormative context of John Paul II’s interpretation of 

the Annunciation. Sian Taylder appeals for Mary to be freed from our pre-existing notions about who 

Mary is, and to consequently re-read with fresh eyes those scripture accounts that refer to her. She 

states that  

 
285 Ibid., 32. Even in purely biological terms, the understanding of ‘virginity’ is unclear. American theologian Julia A. 

Feder asks: “What constitutes virginity in the popular imagination? What constitutes female virginity loss? Is it the first 

instance of vaginal penetrative sex with a man? Does it make sense then to think of women who have engaged 

exclusively in sexual relationships with other women as virgins? Are women who have masturbated (alone or in the 

company of another) considered to be virgins? Should we consider the growing numbers of young Christian women 

who engage in pre-marital, oral and/or anal sex with the intention of preserving their virginity before marriage to be 

successful in achieving their aim?” Julia A. Feder, “O Virgin of Virgins, Our Mother: A Feminist Reconstruction of 

Mary’s Perpetual Virginity as a Model for Christian Discipleship,” Journal of Interdisciplinary Feminist Thought 4, no. 

1, Article 2 (2010) 24, http://digitalcommons.salve.edu/jift/vol4/iss1/2. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
286 Janet Soskice, ed., After Eve: Women, Theology, and the Christian Tradition (London: Marshall Pickering, 1990), 

172. With her own unique terminology, Mary Daly echoes the same sentiment when she defines virgin as “Virgins – 

that is, women are ‘never captured: UNSUBDUED’ – are proceeding to Name our own good (that is, life-affirming 

qualities/operative habits). When we choose to call these ‘virtues,’ we hear this old word in a new way, and it thus 

becomes a New Word. It is used to describe qualities of Uncaptured/Unsubdued women, that is, Virgins.” Mary Daly, 

Pure Lust: Elemental Feminist Philosophy (London: The Women’s Press, 1984), 262. 

http://digitalcommons.salve.edu/jift/vol4/iss1/2
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by employing a little daring and adventure and making our Marian theology a little 

dangerous and subversive we can reclaim the sensual, the intimate and the erotic. We 

must allow her, and ourselves, ‘to walk on the wild side.’287  

 

Describing herself as “a medically and socially constructed “female” who continues to be sexually 

attracted to women,” Taylder pushes the boundaries of feminist engagement with Mary beyond 

heteronormative interpretations. Although valuing some of Mary Daly’s contribution to the debate 

on the virginity of Mary, she maintains that it is necessary to move beyond Daly’s maleness of God. 

Highlighting the fact that it is most often Ruah, the feminine spirit of God, who is present at times of 

creation and new life, one possible interpretation of the Annunciation is to see “that the conception 

of Jesus was a sexual act from which men were entirely absent.” There is nothing in the text to prevent 

people reading a lesbian encounter and a lesbian conception of Christ into these scriptural accounts. 

The only thing inhibiting this being done is a pre-conditioning towards heterosexual interpretations 

and male-gendered images of God. Taylder quotes from Sojourner Truth’s famous Ain’t I a Woman 

speech to develop this image further. Scolding the clerics who opposed her speaking in public, 

Sojourner Truth challenges: “Where your Christ come from, honey? Where your Christ come from? 

He come from God and a woman. Man ain’t had nothing to do with it!”288  

American lecturer in theological ethics Katie Grimes, presents the same argument as Taylder. 

Clarifying that “while Luke almost certainly did not intend the interpretation” Taylder suggests, 

Grimes posits that not only was Mary impregnated by a feminine Holy Spirit, Mary also said “yes” 

to “a God who is truly but not exclusively feminine.”289 In broadening our images of God, Mary’s 

impregnation allows the possibility of “femininity fulfilling femininity.” In this way, “the Virgin 

Mary does what John Paul II deemed both impossible and perverse” – and, in doing so, thus 

contradicts his heterosexual anthropology. His complementarity theology is further challenged by 

 
287 Taylder, “Our Lady of the Libido,” 343. 
288 Ibid., 364.  
289 Katie M. Grimes, “Theology of Whose Body? Sexual Complementarity, Intersex Conditions, and La Virgen de 

Guadalupe,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 32, no. 1 (Spring 2016): 86. 
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Mary never receiving her husband’s body into her own. In light of this, she argues that “Mary 

displayed openness to overshadowing by a feminine Holy Spirit but closed to penetration by a human 

man.”290 

Another point that Taylder makes in relation to Mary is one that counteracts the frequent feminist 

observation that she is rendered almost asexual in the accounts of the Annunciation. Again, she 

challenges that it is only our own lack of creative imagination that allows this to be the case. Echoing 

Schüssler Fiorenza’s hermeneutic of historical reconstruction,291 she points out that there is nothing 

to suggest in the accounts of the Annunciation that Mary was not sexually aroused. It is, she argues, 

the reader’s pre-conditioned patriarchal mindset that blocks imagining the possibility of sexual 

ecstasy in what is fundamentally a sexual encounter and instead turns Mary into a passive recipient 

of male generativity. Challenging readers to take a leap of faith and imagination she suggests that 

“such a transcendental event would surely be accompanied by the most exquisite and explosive of 

orgasms ever experienced by a woman.”292 Re-imagining Mary in terms of the erotic and the 

passionate – as opposed to the traditional image of someone who is demure and passive – would go 

a long way to liberating the sexuality of women. This echoes Audre Lorde’s argument that women 

have not been allowed (or allow themselves) erotic or carnal pleasure when the greatest woman in 

history – an example held up to all women – did not know such pleasure.293 

The complexity in looking to Mary and Mary’s virginity and attempting to evaluate it as potentially 

liberative for women today highlights some of the tensions and need for ongoing dialogue within 

feminist theology. While many have rejected it outright as irredeemably patriarchal and oppressive 

to women, many others continue in their attempts to uncover and reconstruct a virginal Mary as a 

woman who is “not dependent on a man; a woman whose yes to God’s invitation was at the same 

 
290Ibid. 
291 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 58–96. 
292 Ibid., 364. 
293 Audre Lorde, “Uses of the Erotic,” Weaving the Visions: New Patterns in Feminist Spirituality, eds. Judith Plaskow 

and Carol Christ (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989), 208.  
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time an assent to the totality of herself; a woman who acted with integrity from her own center.”294 

In similar fashion, Tina Beattie emphasises the importance of accepting not just the antepartum 

virginity of Mary but also her perpetual virginity for women today:  

The virgin daughter has been preserved intact by her father, in anticipation of the 

transaction by which her body will pass into her husband’s possession. So only 

perpetual virginity symbolizes the recreation of woman in a way that is outside the 

domain of phallic signification. If Mary is a virgin only for as long as it takes to produce 

God’s own son, and after that she becomes Joseph’s wife in a sexual relationship, then 

retrospectively Mary will be seen to have been nothing more than an object of exchange 

between God the father and Joseph her husband. Mary’s perpetual virginity affirms 

woman’s eternal liberation from the power of the phallus.295 

 

5.2.  Mary as Mother 

As seen, one of the core ideas of John Paul II’s theological anthropology is the capacity to give of 

oneself to others. Such self-gift takes on a particular intensity of expression through motherhood, 

especially the motherhood lived out by Mary.296 In Redemptoris Mater, as previously discussed, he 

explores the motherhood of Mary in two ways:  

(i) the physical motherhood of Jesus, and  

(ii) the spiritual and symbolic motherhood of the church – evidenced through the capacity to 

nurture, create, and care for others.  

 

As with Eve – the “mother of all the living” – Mary’s physical pregnancy and giving birth point 

strongly towards the particular dignity and vocation of woman. John Paul II argues that this 

theological interpretation of woman is supported by scientific analysis which “fully confirms that the 

very physical constitution of women is naturally disposed to motherhood – conception, pregnancy 

and giving birth.”297 This “natural disposition to motherhood” is innate to a woman whether she 

 
294 Johnson, Truly Our Sister, 32. 
295 Beattie, God’s Mother, Eve’s Advocate, 178. 
296 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #18. 
297  John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #17; See also Mulieris Dignitatem, #18. 



112 
 

actually physically gives birth or not and “profoundly marks the woman’s personality” with a concern 

for and an openness to others. Motherhood for John Paul II, therefore, is not merely confined to the 

physical.  

Some of the main values that define Mary’s motherhood for John Paul II include: 

 

5.2.1. Being blessed  

John Paul II highlights how Mary’s physical motherhood gives particular expression to other 

characteristics of being imago Dei, such as her ability to reason and make moral choices. Through 

her own active discernment, she recognises her son as the Christ, and freely chooses repeatedly to be 

his disciple. Before giving her consent fully at the Annunciation, she checks out what is required of 

her and how it will happen. Only after she does this does she say “yes”. John Paul II uses this example 

to repeat the observation of the church Fathers that Mary “conceived this Son in her mind before she 

conceived him in her womb: precisely in faith!”298 The times in the gospels that Mary is referred to 

as “blessed” or “full of grace” reflect when others recognise this conscious openness to and active 

trust in God.299 One such example is that of Lk 11:27–28 when a woman wishing to praise Mary for 

being the mother of Jesus, elicits his reply that “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God 

and keep it.” While this response has been perceived as indicating some tension between Jesus and 

his mother, John Paul II believes that, on the contrary, it shows Jesus praising his mother in public. 

Jesus accepts the physical bond between his mother and himself; what he is now highlighting, John 

Paul II argues, is Mary’s intuitive recognition of her son’s divinity as well as his humanity. In 

Redemptoris Mater, he clarifies that 

Mary is worthy of blessing by the fact that she became the mother of Jesus according 

to the flesh (“Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you sucked”), but 

also and especially because she was obedient to God, and because she “kept” the word 

 
298 Ibid., #13. 
299 See, Lk 1:28, Lk 1:40–42, Lk 11:27–28. 
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and pondered it in her heart (cf. Lk 1:38, 45; 2:19, 51) and by means of her whole life 

accomplished it.300 

 

5.2.2. Covenantal love 

Mary’s openness to God is, in Mulieris Digitatem, placed in the context of God’s love for the people 

of Israel – the covenant established between God and Israel is established anew between God and 

Mary at the time of the Annunciation. John Paul II observes that Mary’s fiat reflects the covenant 

between God and humanity in two ways: (i) it shows how the nature of the covenant is one of 

reciprocal love and total self-giving and (ii) it shows how the covenant is kept alive by each person’s 

openness to God in her/his life – particularly in the experience of motherhood.301  

 

5.2.3. Compassion 

John Paul II notes that Mary’s motherhood – like the physical and spiritual motherhood of all women 

– is marked by her ability to notice when help is needed to intervene in order to provide that help. 

Turning to the wedding feast of Cana (Jn 2:1–11), he observes that after initially noticing that the 

wedding party had run out of wine, she – despite Jesus’ apparent resistance – sets in motion his public 

ministry in order to help them. John Paul II interprets this action as symbolically indicating a special 

role of compassionate helper that she still exercises on behalf of those in need. 

Mary places herself between her Son and mankind in the reality of their wants, needs and 

sufferings. She puts herself “in the middle,” that is to say she acts as a mediatrix not as an 

outsider, but in her position as mother. She knows that as such she can point out to her 

Son the needs of mankind, and in fact, she “has the right” to do so.302 

 

 
300 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #20. 
301 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #19. 
302 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater #21. John Paul II outlines that this story has several important features: it shows the 

beginnings of Jesus’ ministry, it illustrates once again Mary’s belief in the person and role of her son, and it presents 

Mary as mediatrix. All of these are rooted in and informed by her role and identity as mother. Her capacity and 

willingness as a mother to carry and nurture her son also enables her to continue to do this with others who need her.  



114 
 

Seeing Mary’s generous actions in the innate feminine genius of all women, John Paul II entreats that 

“Mary’s thoughtful sensitivity, totally feminine and maternal [may] be the ideal mirror of all true 

femininity and motherhood.”303  

Alongside presenting Mary’s motherhood as a model to all women, John Paul II also interprets it in 

a more symbolic way as to how it also speaks to two interconnected but distinct church teachings: (i) 

Mother of the church, and (ii) the church as Mother. 

 

5.2.4. Mother of the church and the church as Mother 

John Paul II explains that Mary’s motherhood extends beyond being the mother of Christ. Turning in 

Redemptoris Mater, to Jesus’ words from the cross to both John and Mary (Jn 19:25–27), he posits 

that what was indicated at the Annunciation is now realised: Mary is mother not only of Jesus but of 

the whole human race. John Paul II points out that “the words uttered by Jesus from the Cross signify 

that the motherhood of her who bore Christ finds a ‘new’ continuation in the Church and through the 

Church, symbolized and represented by John.”304 This aspect of Mary’s motherhood is reinforced at 

Pentecost where she is found with other disciples imploring the gift of the Spirit – the same Spirit 

who had overshadowed her in the Annunciation. Mary’s presence at the birth of the church mirrors 

her involvement at the birth of her son. As John Paul II states: “Mary belongs indissolubly to the 

mystery of Christ, and she belongs also to the mystery of the Church from the beginning, from the 

day of the Church’s birth.”305  

 
303 John Paul II, Angelus Address, July 23rd, 1995, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/it/angelus/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_ang_19950723.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
304 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, 24. See also, General Wednesday Audience (September 17th, 1997), 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/Audiences/1997/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_17091997.html. Last accessed 

14th Nov. 2021. 
305 Ibid., #27. See also: Paul VI, Lumen Gentium, #63. In Rosarium Virginis Mariae, John Paul II comments that Mary 

is called “Mother of the Church” because “she continually brings to birth children for the mystical Body of her Son. She 

does so through her intercession, imploring upon them the inexhaustible outpouring of the Spirit. Mary is the perfect 

icon of the motherhood of the Church.” John Paul II, Rosarium Virginis Mariae (2002), #15, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/2002/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_20021016_rosarium-

virginis-mariae.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
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As the “first to believe,” the church is now called to look to Mary as a disciple and a pilgrim who has 

“followed Jesus, step by step”306 – wherever the church now journeys in pilgrimage, Mary has already 

journeyed. As John Paul II points out, in Mary’s own voyage of quiet discernment, courage in 

discipleship, openness to God, and faith in her son, the church as pilgrim finds its maternal example 

for its own voyage. In the same way as Mary said “yes” to God at the Annunciation, thus opening 

herself to God’s direction in her life, so the church is called to similarly respond. 

Mary is also Mother of the church in the way she intercedes for and protects her children. As 

mentioned above, central to her motherhood is her compassionate listening to – and mediating on 

behalf of – those who ask for her help. In the same way as the servants turned to her for help and 

guidance at Cana, so people continually turn to Mary to help them in their own difficulties.307 It is 

because of this that John Paul II in Redemptoris Mater (referring to Lumen Gentium) states that 

“For…taken up to heaven, she did not lay aside this saving role, but by her manifold acts 

of intercession continues to win for us gifts of eternal salvation.” With this character of 

“intercession,” first manifested at Cana in Galilee, Mary’s mediation continues in the 

history of the Church and the world.308 

 

Alongside the role of Mater ecclesiae (Mother of the church) is that of ecclesia Mater – the church 

as Mother. For John Paul II, the motherhood of Mary is a paradigm for the church in the world. 

Rooting himself firmly in Vatican II, John Paul II maintains that the church learns its values and 

mission from those of Mary, and says that  

The Church becomes a mother when, accepting with fidelity the word of God, ‘by her 

preaching and by baptism she brings forth to a new and immortal life, children who 

are conceived of the Holy Spirit and born of God.’309 

 

 
306 Ibid., #26. 
307 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #30. 
308 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #40.  
309 Ibid., # 43. See also, Mulieris Dignitatem, #22; Lumen Gentium, #64.  
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The mission of the church as mother, therefore, involves generating, birthing and caring for its 

daughters and sons. In the same way as a mother guides her child in truth and love, so the church is 

called to guide her own children in truth and love that she professes.  

I have already briefly looked at John Paul II’s discussion on motherhood in the context of his 

understanding of feminine genius. With the person and symbol of Mary being for him a model for all 

women, his writing on her motherhood is a key lens through which to critique his thoughts on the 

role motherhood should play in the lives of women, for as Elizabeth Johnson observes, some of the 

ways in which the motherhood of Mary has been interpreted and taught in the church’s history, have 

often been detrimental to women.310  

As previously noted, there is so little direct referencing to Mary in the scriptures that it is almost 

impossible to get a true picture of who Mary was. This is particularly the case, Rosemary Haughton 

argues, when it comes to trying to get to know Mary as mother. Haughton maintains that the difficulty 

lies in the fact that “every gospel incident has been reinterpreted to make the image of Mary, mother 

of Jesus, fit the requirement of Mary, mother of God ... even at the cost of amazingly complicated 

explanation of the text… Mary must be the perfect mother because she was perfect, so the biblical 

evidence has been made to support this.”311  

Haughton proceeds to say that, as the church’s recognition of Mary as Mother of God grew, so too 

did the practices and theological writings that emphasised and validated her suitability to be so. 

Although the proclamation of Mary as Theotókos was more Christological than Mariological, in the 

struggle to emphasise both the human and divine status of Jesus, accounts of Mary’s purity and 

 
310 Johnson, Truly Our Sister, 54–66. 
311 Haughton. The Re-creation of Eve, 110. Kari Børresen also points out that all Catholic doctrine on Mary stems from 

an incorrect understanding of biology and as a result, the idea of Mary as mother, in particular, needs to be revisited. At 

the time of Ephesus, when the idea of Mary as theotokos became doctrine, it was done so within the context of 

androcentric gynaecology where it was believed that the father was the generator of life – and therefore, the active 

participant – while the female’s role as the recipient was believed to be passive. The change in our understanding of the 

biological makeup of woman has implications for our understanding of Mary’s role in the incarnation of God, where 

she was much more actively, physically, and biologically involved than originally imagined. Kari Børresen, “Mary in 

Catholic Theology,” in Concilium: Mary in the Churches, eds. Hans Küng and Jurgan Moltmann, 168 (1983), 51–53. 
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holiness as both woman and mother began to spread. Devotion to, and worship of Mary as a mother 

without fault or weakness now took on greater popularity. Interwoven with this was the doctrinal 

development of the aforementioned perpetual virginity of Mary, which maintained that even in 

childbirth her hymen remained intact. This confirmed the belief that being free from original sin, 

Mary did not have to endure any labour pain (Gen. 3:16). As Tina Beattie says, 

The common patristic belief is that Mary gave birth, without any of the pain or mess 

associated with the natural processes of birth, and without loss of her virginity. This 

has given rise to the belief that Christ’s birth was exceptional in being free of the 

polluting effects of childbirth, so that Mary’s body becomes set apart from other 

female bodies in a way that leads to the denigration of the normal functions of 

pregnancy and childbirth.312 

 

John Paul II perpetuates this rather romanticised and idealised view of Mary – not only of her 

effortlessly giving birth, but also of her as mother and homemaker. With little scriptural support, he 

talks of the house in which Mary, Joseph and Jesus lived as being a place that was constantly filled 

with an “atmosphere of tranquility and peace… where the simple, humble chores of everyday life 

took on special value in her eyes” and where “one can certainly say that for Mary, life in Nazareth 

was not dominated by monotony.” Such an existence of serenity and calm was, according to the image 

John Paul II creates, to be found in the “dignified and hard-working atmosphere of Nazareth.”313 

Apparent in his writings on Mary is the belief that these qualities – tranquillity, peace, humility, 

simplicity, dignity, and being hard-working – extended beyond Nazareth and are to be potentially 

found in the family home of every woman. 

Such a serene image and understanding of Mary has proved difficult for feminist theologians. As Lisa 

Isherwood maintains, such idealised interpretations encourage dualistic thinking, and manipulate the 

personhood of Mary as its instrument and symbol: “If Mary is perfect, then we are not; if Mary is 

 
312 Beattie, God’s Mother, Eve’s Advocate, 99. 
313 John Paul II, General Wednesday Audience (January 29th, 1997), #3, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/Audiences/1997/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_29011997.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/audiences/1997/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_29011997.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/audiences/1997/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_29011997.html
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ever-pure, then we are not; if Mary is goodness personified, then we are not.”314  Mary has been 

idealised to such a degree that she has, for many women, become the unattainable goal.  

Sally Cunneen speaks for many women when she comments on a holy card (popular in the 1950s) 

that depicted Mary in this way – an image that strongly failed to speak to her own experience of 

womanhood. 

[It] took Mary off her pedestal, all right, but only to put a broom in her hands. There was 

an annoyingly satisfied smile on her face as she swept. Even in those days when 

opportunities for women were more restricted, this image of Mary the Housekeeper was 

not my model of female behaviour.315  

 

The image of motherhood and domesticity presented above by John Paul II and held up for women 

to emulate, have often left them feeling guilty and deficient. Mary’s constant utter selflessness and 

domestic “tranquility and peace” is a measure they can never emulate.316 Although referring in a 

general sense to the problems encountered by mothers,317 John Paul II fails to address in any concrete 

way, throughout any of his writings on women, how Mary’s “perfect” motherhood can speak to 

women who perhaps raise children in situations of domestic violence; or to women living in crippling 

poverty where the ability to feed and clothe their children is a relentless struggle; or to women for 

whom pregnancy and giving birth is a death sentence. Even in situations less extreme, how does the 

Mary of John Paul II’s new feminism – situated as it is in a traditional form of motherhood and 

domestic structure – speak to women who may be the primary earner in the household; or to women 

who combine mothering with a career and/or with a female partner; or to women striving with their 

husbands in mutual partnership, where the boundaries of traditionally assigned roles have all but 

 
314 Lisa Isherwood, “Mary: Empowered Womanhood of Archetypal Victim?” in Introducing Feminist Theology, eds. 

Lisa Isherwood and Dorothea McEwan (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001[1993]), 66.  Speaking of Mary’s 

assumption, Mary Daly echoes Isherwood’s claim: “As Mary ‘went up’”, Daly claims, “women went down, without 

realizing it. The familiar tactic of reversal was in operation, and as women gazed heavenward at the feminine mystique 

personified – Mary the happy housewife gone home to heaven – they were in reality being herded into the Womb-tome, 

the Home,” Mary Daly, Pure Lust, 128. 
315 Sally Cunneen, In Search of Mary (New York: Ballantine Books, 1996), 9. 
316 Ibid., 12. See also Regina Coll, Christianity and Feminism, 103–106. 
317 John Paul II, Letter to Women, #3–4. See also Mulieris Dignitatem, #19. Referring to Mary’s suffering as a mother 

(“whose heart ‘a sword has pierced,’” Lk 2:35), John Paul II observes that “in this suffering a woman’s sensitivity plays 

a role, ever though she often succeeds in resisting suffering better than a man.” 
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disappeared? Such are some of the realities in which very many women live out their motherhood 

today. 

Regina Coll observes that it is only very recently that women have begun to explore some of the more 

negative implications for them contained in the picture of Mary as perfect mother. Emphasis on Mary 

as mother not only presents motherhood as the divinely ordained role for women, but the essence of 

their motherhood is one where a good mother never thinks of herself and is always there for others – 

a perpetual “gift of self.” Elizabeth Johnson concurs with this and maintains that  

The kind of mothering portrayed in Marian hymns and prayers entails total, lifelong 

devotion to the needs of her children, which precludes any idea that she might develop as 

an independent individual. Her [Mary’s] perpetual availability suffocates women... with 

threats of innate enslavement to a self-abnegating motherhood.318 

 

I have previously made reference to the way in which the parallels drawn between Eve and Mary 

have resulted in the church’s tradition, in women being viewed as “bad” or “good” mothers. From 

her research addressing women’s experiences of trying to interweave their particular Christian faith 

with their choice to remain childless, Dawn Llewellyn talks of the “maternal silence” that exists 

between the “maternal expectation produced in Christian discourses” and the lived experiences of 

women – a silence she says, that “painfully marginalizes” women’s experiences of both motherhood, 

and voluntary childlessness, and hinders their faith development.319 Such a discourse not only 

prevents the many difficulties and challenges that exist in mothering to come to light, but also 

represses any discussion of childlessness – whether chosen or not. Her research showed that the 

culture and teaching of pronatalism within Christianity “renders the unwelcome aspects of mothering 

and childlessness as a departure from faith” and makes taboo issues raised by the women in her 

research who share about  

 
318 Johnson, Truly Our Sister, 33. 
319 Dawn Llewellyn, “Maternal Silences: Motherhood and Voluntary Childlessness in Contemporary 

Christianity,” Religion and Gender 6, no. 1 (2016): 64–79. 
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The challenges motherhood raises for faith identity, the hurt and confusion this causes, 

the uncertainty about having children, the decision to remain childless, and [naming] 

the church as “lacking” the space to reflect and share their experiences.320 

 

In presenting motherhood in terms of both the physical and spiritual, John Paul II has widened the 

church’s understanding of motherhood, and has moved it towards recognising it as something 

dynamic and fluid.321 Despite his doing so, however, his writings on motherhood highlight two 

significant weaknesses that undermine his theological anthropology overall: (i) the exclusive defining 

of women in terms of biology which he does not do with men,322 and (ii) the failure to consult women 

and/or facilitate their naming their own experience(s) of being or not being a mother. Using his rather 

romanticised interpretation of Mary’s motherhood as a universal model for women compounds rather 

than alleviates such limitations of his teachings.  

Tina Beattie asserts that “there is a gulf between what most women experience of childbirth, and the 

Christmas card image of the Madonna serenely reclining with her newborn baby amidst the animals 

and shepherds with not a drop of blood or sweat to be seen.”323 Picking up on the unfavourable 

comparison that has often been made of Eve and Mary in the church’s tradition, she argues – through 

her reading of Augustine – that pain in childbirth was not part of original creation but became part of 

the reality of women as a result of the Fall. Mary’s painless birth, therefore, is an indication not of 

her separation from other women but of what is desired by God to be the experience for all women. 

 
320 Ibid.  
321 As Llewellyn states “Motherhood and childlessness (voluntary, involuntary, infertility) are not singular categories 

with a cohesive meaning and neither are they identities in opposition… There are circumstances in which elective 

childlessness merges with looking after children, or coincides with infertility or involuntary childlessness, choosing 

motherhood might rely on medical intervention, fostering, adoption, and caring for step-children – in all of these 

situations women could potentially self-identify as a ‘mother’, or not.” Llewellyn, “Maternal Silences,” 68.  
322 As discussed in chapter four, John Paul II grounds a woman’s feminine genius and gift of self in her having a womb 

and the capacity to carry another person within her body, saying that her anatomical capacity for motherhood renders 

women “more capable than men of paying attention to another person,” John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #4. While 

his theological anthropology is not exclusively biological, its starting point is generally the physical body. See examples 

of this in John Paul II, Man and Woman, 164, #4, and 306, #2. While emphasizing the significance of the body’s 

physical make-up on the one hand, however, he also states that being female or male comes from a deeper, 

metaphysical reality. For example, he says that “the fact that man is a ‘body’ belongs more deeply to the structure of the 

personal subject than the fact that in his somatic constitution he is also male or female.” (Ibid., #1, 156–157). As with 

other aspects of his theological anthropology (such as gender characteristics), John Paul II’s thinking is sometimes 

unclear, and contradictory. 
323 Beattie, God’s Mother, Eve’s Advocate, 101. 
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As such, the implication of this in theological terms is to do everything ethically possible to make 

this a reality. This is especially so for the many millions of women living in poverty, without adequate 

health care, and/or for whom pregnancy and childbirth involves serious risk. In this way, Eve and 

Mary are closely connected: 

Eve needs to be seen not as a sign of God’s curse upon the female sex but as one who 

symbolizes the ambivalence of motherhood in a world of suffering and death. Eve cries 

out with every woman who struggles and bleeds to give life. She cries out because she 

knows that this is not God’s will for womankind, that this oppression is not the way things 

are meant to be. Mary is the face of Eve’s hope, just as Eve is the face of Mary’s suffering 

... Mary’s unviolated body becomes God’s protest against women’s suffering.324 

 

As with any symbolic representation, Mary’s motherhood has been interpreted in a variety of ways 

by feminist theologians eager to allow it to speak to women today in a liberative way. Creatively 

moving away from exclusively anthropocentric interpretations, Sarah Jane Boss sees in Mary’s 

motherhood of Jesus the beginning of a new way of thinking ecologically. The incarnation of God 

has historically often led people to interpret Christianity as being overly anthropocentric with very 

little regard for the rest of creation.325 Boss rejects this idea and argues instead that the opposite is 

true, pointing out that “the cosmos, or the universe, is in some way contained or reflected in miniature 

in each man or woman.”326 By conceiving and giving birth to the Creator of the world, Mary embraced 

the universe in her person. As a result, Jesus being born of Mary enters immediately into a profound 

solidarity with all matter. With Mary agreeing to and becoming the Mother of God she facilitates and 

 
324 Ibid., 102–103. 
325 Various readings of the creation story have implied a rather hierarchical and exploitative relationship between the 

human and nature where salvation is seen as a personal and individual matter. This perspective can be seen in the well-

known criticism of 19th century philosopher and anthropologist Ludwig Feuerbach when he observes that “nature, the 

world, has no value, no interest for Christians. The Christian thinks only of himself and the salvation of his soul.” 

Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity (New York: Harper and Row, 1957), 287. Pope Francis acknowledges 

the negative consequences erroneous and anthropocentric interpretations of scripture that have led to the ongoing 

exploitative and destructive relationship with creation: “We are not God. The earth was here before us and it has been 

given to us…[T]he unbridled exploitation of nature … is not a correct interpretation of the Bible as understood by the 

Church.” Francis, Laudato Si, (2015), #67, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-

francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
326 Sarah Jane Boss, Mary (London: Continuum, 2003), 17. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
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confirms that every aspect of the universe has the capacity to be the dwelling place of the divine.327 

Recognising that the divine is deeply embedded in all creation has strong implications for humanity’s 

attitude to, and relationship with, nature. Mary’s motherhood, therefore, not only affects history in a 

physical way but it has also intervened ethically, influencing how humanity is called to behave 

ecologically. Boss, therefore, situates Mary in her motherhood as a prophetic symbol for a world 

requiring a reconnecting to the mystery and sacredness of all of creation; a prophetic symbol by which 

a new ecological lens can be established.  

Boss explains the inter-connectedness of all creation by saying that 

The existence of anything is a continuous work of the Creator. Accordingly, the dark 

waters of creation are ever present, although unseen. And in so far as Mary shares an 

identity with the deep from before the dawn of time, she too is connected to the whole 

divine work of creation, as well as to the re-creation of the world in Jesus Christ.328 

 

This identification of Mary as Mother of all of creation is clearly visible in the practices, myths and 

folk beliefs that continually associate her with many aspects of nature. May is the month chosen by 

the church and tradition to celebrate the person and role of Mary – a month firmly associated with 

fertility, new birth, and regeneration.329  

In her fiat, Mary became her son’s first disciple, and this discipleship is what marked her relationship 

with Jesus throughout their lives. The picture of Mary as disciple is one aspect of Mary in which John 

Paul II and a wide spectrum of feminist theological thought are broadly in agreement. It is in the 

 
327 Ibid., 28. Each person is thus called to allow the mystery of creation to unfold in them. Rather than working out of an 

Enlightenment-influenced anthropology, which is marked by the Cartesian cogito, ergo sum, Christian tradition has 

generally understood all aspects of creation as being essentially in solidarity, or continuity, with everything else. Boss 

suggests that Mary as mother ensures that “when God became incarnate in Jesus, he was taking upon himself not just 

the humanity of one man, but the very fabric of the cosmos.” 
328 Ibid., 4. In the same way as Mary gives her free consent for her spirit, mind and body to be the source and channel of 

a new creation imbued with the divine, so Boss argues, “the Blessed Virgin Mary shares an identity with the elemental 

matrix, or chaos, of which the world is created.” The same spirit that in Genesis “hovered over the deep,” also “came on 

Mary” in Nazareth; both events were filled with the same potential energy for life. 
329 Although less so than in previous generations, the association of May with Mary is still very strong in Ireland. While 

writing up this research, for example, while picking some wildflowers near my home during May 2020, five different 

women who I met along the way individually enquired if I was picking them for my ‘May altar’ – the connection in 

rural Ireland between wildflowers/nature and the honouring of Mary was immediately made by Irish middle-aged 

women. Also, on the national radio station (state-sponsored with no formal religious ties), it is the custom to play what 

is known as The May Hymn on May 1st every year.  
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nature of that discipleship, however, where differences of opinion arise. As shown above, he points 

to one area where Mary’s discipleship in and through motherhood is given particular expression i.e. 

Mary as Mater ecclesiae (Mother of the church).330  

While acknowledging that by imitating Mary as mother, the church “preserves… an integral faith, a 

firm hope, and a sincere charity,” Elizabeth Johnson points out what Lumen Gentium fails to say: 

Mary is not a model of discipleship in its institutional aspects – especially that of ordained ministry; 

she is not a model of discipleship in its governance and decision-making structures; nor is she a model 

of discipleship in its preaching and sacramental life. Mary’s motherhood-formed discipleship is by 

feminine nature “incapable of exercising the authority of Christ.”331 

Feminist theologians in their attempts to re-interpret the understanding of the nature and role of 

motherhood in church teaching are also, as a consequence, attempting to broaden out the 

understanding of the term as it relates to the church’s understanding of itself. Unsurprisingly, they are 

finding a connection between the suppression of the sexualised body found in its teaching on 

motherhood in general, and a similar suppression of any language about sexuality in relation to that 

of the church. Beattie observes that markers of the church such as love, meekness and tenderness are 

frequently presented in Catholic ecclesiology but that any reference to the church as a sexualised 

mother are absent. She observes that “Mother Church is indeed a body with a womb and breasts, but 

with no labia, clitoris or vagina.” She then proceeds to mention the embodied reality in the church’s 

midst that its own teaching refuses to acknowledge:  

Lest her virginal motherhood be contaminated, real women with real sex organs are 

denied sacramental significance, while “brides” with penises pretend to be men (and 

therefore God) in order to exercise their priestly role. But the other side of this sexual 

exclusion is the inclusion of female sexuality as sin, seduction, whore, hell.332  

 

 
330 Paul VI, Lumen Gentium, #63. 
331 Johnson, Truly Our Sister, 66. 
332 Beattie, New Catholic Feminism, 270. 
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A church as Mother that emerges out of Mary’s desexualised and controlled body is one of limited 

use or relevance to its members. Rather, such a church needs to be transparent about its own 

brokenness and vulnerability – particularly in relation to issues of sexuality. If it is to be called mother, 

it must turn to the symbolism of both Mary and Eve, with both being held up equally as examples of 

healing and redemption. Marked out as being “made in the image and likeness” of God at the 

beginning of time, Eve as a symbol, is the Mother church who not only recognises the existence of 

possibility and potential in the core of every single one of its members – and in its own core – but 

symbolises a church that also recognises its ability to make mistakes, to cause hurt, and to be in need 

of repentance. As called to contribute in a unique way as Mother of God to salvation history, Mary is 

the symbol of a church which can provide hope and healing, the affirmation of being intimately and 

unconditionally loved by God, and the knowledge that one’s potential and giftedness can be fulfilled 

beyond imagining.  

Feminist theologians strive to explore all aspects of Mary’s life – not just her virginity and 

motherhood. 

One of the strongest scriptural images of Mary during her pregnancy is her proclamation of the 

Magnificat in response to Elizabeth’s own theological exclamation: “Blessed are you among women 

and blessed is the fruit of your womb” (Lk 1:42). On the margins of history, two expectant mothers 

prophetically articulate the implications of their faith and their discipleship in theological terms.  

In contrast to the amount of times John Paul II refers to the Annunciation in his writings on Mary, his 

references to the Magnificat are almost negligible and yet, as Ivone Gebara and Maria Clara Bingemer 

note: 

Mary, whom the Spirit makes pregnant because she has given her assent, is the same 

woman on whose lips is placed the prophetic and liberating canticle of the 

Magnificat…Thus, her person… is the channel both of God’s “yes” to the people and 
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of God’s “no” to the forces that hinder that same people from living the covenant with 

their God.333 

 

In what God has already done, Mary anticipates what her motherhood means: the liberating and 

radically transforming divine will break into history in human form.  

I have already alluded to the image of the “tranquil and peace-filled” home in Nazareth painted by 

John Paul II. Woven into the fabric of such a home, however, was the spirit of the Magnificat. It was 

found in Mary’s experience as a refugee in Egypt in the early days of being a mother, the fragility of 

living in a society bowed down by political and economic oppression, and a value system that formed 

the radical options of both Jesus and his cousin, John the Baptist. Tissa Balasuriya clarifies that 

through her Magnificat, Mary speaks of the revolutionising of society and religion in a way that 

reflects the vision of God – culturally, economically, and politically. Pointing out that the strength of 

her vision and how she articulates it is “even more expressive than most of the teaching of Jesus,” he 

says that her words declare “a combat against all forms of cultural domination and discrimination, 

against racism, sexism, casteism, classism, and religionism.”334 

Rosemary Radford Ruether, affirming this interpretation of Mary, says that her words as Mother of 

the church challenge it to open itself up to the God of the Magnificat so that it is called to not only 

transform but be transformed; it must itself say “yes” freely so that “the power of the Most High will 

overshadow it” anew (Lk 1:35). In that way, it can open itself up as an institution and a community, 

to the proud being scattered, the mighty being pulled from their thrones, the exaltation of the lowly 

and the nourishing of the hungry (Lk 1:51:54). As Ruether suggests: “Mary’s birth-giving can become 

a symbol of the church, the new believing community, because it expresses a free act of faith.”335 As 

an expectant mother, Mary proclaims her own experience of God’s liberating work in her own 

 
333 Ivone Gebara and Maria Clara Bingemer, Mary, Mother of God, Mother of the Poor (London: Burn & Oates, 1989), 

164–165. 
334 Tissa Balasuriya, “Mary and Human Liberation” in Logos (double issue) 29, nos. 1& 2 (March/July 1990): 185. 
335 Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 154. 
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particular life – the “first and most perfect of Christ’s disciples,”336 as Mother of the church, Mary 

represents all those who call out to be “lifted up and filled with good things in the messianic 

revolution.”337 

This chapter looked at the person of Mary as a role model for all women. Responding to the advice of 

John Paul II for women to look to Mary in order to understand their own femininity, the chapter 

addressed two distinct roles highlighted by him as “two particular dimensions of the fulfillment of the 

female personality” – virgin and mother.338 After presenting his understanding of Mary, I 

subsequently examined it from a feminist theological perspective. Doing so revealed on the one hand, 

how the person and role of Mary, has been constructed and used by a patriarchal church in order to 

preserve its own status quo leaving her, as a consequence, as an idealised image removed from the 

lives of many women; while on the other, I looked at how some feminist theologians have reclaimed 

and interpreted her in ways more representative of, and liberative for women – bringing alive the 

divine within. 

The role and influence of Mary on Irish Catholicism – specifically on the naming of the identity of 

women by both church and state – cannot be understated. As will be seen in chapter eight, the 

relationship of Irish Catholic women with Mary is often a complex and ambiguous one due to its 

frequent patriarchal overtones. The gap in interpretation of the person and symbol of Mary for women 

between Irish women themselves and John Paul II is only one issue that emerged in my research. This 

research explores areas of connect and disconnect between his understanding of women’s identity and 

vocation, and that of women themselves. After having surveyed therefore the more pertinent aspects 

of John Paul II’s theological anthropology from a critical feminist perspective, I now turn to the 

empirical research. As will be shown, the interviews reveal a very different way of understanding 

 
336 Paul VI, Marialis Cultus, #35.1. 
337 Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 157. 
338 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #17. 
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women’s lived experiences, ways of identifying the nature and role of women, and means of their 

relating, to those presented in his rather abstract and disengaged writings. 
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Chapter six Methodology employed in the empirical research 

 

After presenting John Paul II’s teachings on women and examining them in the light of feminist 

theology, I now turn to examining those teachings in the light of the lived faith experience of some 

Irish Catholic women. In the chapters that follow, I will present data gathered from ten semi-

structured interviews with women and explore the main themes that emerged. This immediate chapter 

presents an overview of the empirical research. I begin by presenting a summary of the field research 

methodology discussed in more detail in Chapter one of this thesis. In the summary, I discuss the 

methodology used to conduct the field research, the rationale for doing so, and the principles 

informing it. I then present the research group demographic, the nature and construction of the 

interview itself, and the process of analysis that broke open the material contained within the 

interviews. 

 

6.1. Summary of the research methodology used 

As presented in Chapter one, fundamental to this research overall, and to my field research in 

particular, is my positionality as a feminist, theologically-trained, Irish Catholic woman, working and 

practising my faith in the Irish Catholic church. As feminist research, it is not only undertaken by a 

woman, and is about women, it also seeks to empower women by (i) facilitating the narration of their 

faith stories, and (ii) contributing to the ongoing discussion about the role and nature of women in the 

Catholic church. As a Catholic woman in the Irish church, I, as researcher, held in tension the position 

of being both “outsider” and “insider.”339 Talking about the positionality of the researcher, Annette 

Markham highlights the importance of reflexivity and likens it to the researcher trying to look at 

 
339 Jenny Morgan, “Reflexivity, Identity and the Role of the Researcher” in Researching Female Faith: Qualitative 

Research Methods, eds. Nicola Slee, Fran Porter, and Anne Phillips (Routledge: London, 2018), 191. 
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herself looking in the mirror.340 This research, therefore, both informs and is informed by such 

positionality.  

I have already described the reasoning behind my choice of not only qualitative research methods but 

of the semi-structured interview in best serving this research. In short, it is as follows: 

(i) As qualitative research methods are “concerned with experiences, feelings, and 

attitudes”341 they helped me explore the reasoning and reflected experiences behind the 

expressed faith lives of some Irish women choosing to remain active in their Catholic 

faith.  

(ii) Wishing to contradict the deductive method of church teaching, I chose the semi-

structured interview as a model of inductive epistemology. 

(iii) Concerned from a feminist perspective on the balance of power in research that favours 

the researcher, I found in both the semi-structured interview and in the analytical 

framework of grounded theory, mediums that would both facilitate the women’s agency, 

and challenge my own situation of power as researcher. 

While such reasoning resulted in my choosing qualitative research methods, and in particular, the 

semi-structured interview, it also led to my choosing the general principles of grounded theory as a 

framework for my analysis of the data, concerned as it is with the construction of an inductive 

epistemology where the voice of the research participant is central. As I will describe the key elements 

of grounded theory – as well as their application – in the presentation of my research methodology 

below, a brief outline of it here will suffice. Developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in the 

1960s as a challenge to the then belief that quantitative methodology was the only way to determine 

 
340 Annette Markham and Nancy Baym, eds., Internet Inquiry: Conversations about Method (Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage, 2009), 135. 
341 F. Ryan, M. Coughlan, and P. Cronin, “Step-by-step Guide to Critiquing Research. Part 2: Qualitative Research,” in 

British Journal of Nursing 16, no.12 (2007): 738. 



130 
 

truths about reality, grounded theory is an inductive method that claims to do so by seeking to 

construct theory/ideas from generated data. The theory has been adapted over the decades in many 

different directions and it is the constructivist grounded theory model of sociologist Kathy Charmaz 

(which focusses on how research participants construct meaning in relation to the subject area being 

explored) to which I mainly turn.342 While adhering to the core principles and the various stages of 

Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory, there were – as will be shown – several times when I 

moved away from following it rigidly. I also use aspects of the “evolved” grounded theory of Strauss 

and Corbin,343 as well as the more contemporary interpretation of grounded theory outlined by 

Australian researchers Melanie Birks and Jane Mills.344 

After summarising my position as researcher, the reasoning behind the overall methodology of my 

field research, and introducing the essence of grounded theory, I now turn to describe in more detail 

the process of both the field research, and my analysis of the resulting data. 

 

6.2. Profile of the interviewees 

The research group consisted of ten women ranging in age between 30 and 70 years old. Reflecting 

the focus of this research geographically, all of the women were born and raised - and currently 

resided - in Ireland. All women interviewed responded to a personal invitation from me as all were 

known to me – one of them personally. They were all self-defined as practicing Catholics and all but 

two were actively involved in at least one ministry in her local parish community. All participants (as 

 
342 For a brief outline of the different genres of grounded theory and its development as a research method, see: Ylona 

Chun Tie, Melanie Birks, and Karen Francis, “Grounded Theory Research: A Design Framework for Novice 

Researchers,” SAGE Open Medicine 7, (2019): 2, 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6318722/pdf/10.1177_2050312118822927.pdf. Last accessed 14th 

Nov. 2021. See also: Virpi Timonen, Geraldine Foley, and Catherine Conlon, “Challenges When Using Grounded 

Theory: A Pragmatic Introduction to Doing GT Research,” International Journal of Qualitative Methods 17 (2018): 1–

10.  
343 A.L. Strauss and J.M. Corbin, The Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques 

(London: Sage, 1990). 
344 M. Birks and J. Mills, Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide (London: Sage, 2015 [2nd Ed]). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6318722/pdf/10.1177_2050312118822927.pdf
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per the criteria of my study) had engaged in some form of theological/spiritual study, which ranged 

from an introductory, non-accredited adult faith formation course, to studying to master’s level.  

The original proposal was to interview from three different groups: (i) graduates from a B.A. in 

Theology who chose feminist theology as a specialised elective in their final year of study (ii) women 

with little formal theological knowledge but who are involved in some form of ministry within their 

respective parishes and (iii) women who are Catholic and who also identify themselves as being 

lesbian. As my studies developed, access to these groups radically changed as the college in which I 

was lecturing and which gave me access to both the first and third of these groups closed down. At 

the same time, I moved residence to a more rural area which also changed my access to the 

communities and groups sought for in my original research plan. As a consequence, the invitation to 

participate in the research changed from an open one involving gatekeepers,345 to a personal invitation 

from me to people who fulfilled the original criteria – particularly as it applied to the first and second 

of the groups outlined above.  

The group of interviewees consisted, therefore, of the following: 

• Two women from a city parish. They had both, independently of one another, completed a 

diploma in spirituality. 

• Three graduates from a B.A. degree in theology who had completed a foundational course in 

feminist theology as an elective module within their studies. All three were city-based. 

• Four women who had participated in a diocesan faith formation programme I had co-ordinated 

in their diocese as part of my work as Diocesan co-ordinator of faith development (all lived 

either rurally or in a small rural town).  

 
345 J. Andoh-Aurthur, “Gatekeepers in Qualitative Research,” in SAGE Research Methods Foundations, ed. P. Atkinson 

et al. (London: Sage, 2019). Gatekeepers are essential mediators for accessing study settings and participants within 

social research. They are persons within organisations who, through their position, have the authority to help provide 

access to people or situations relevant to the research, https://methods.sagepub.com/foundations/gatekeepers-in-

qualitative-research. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://methods.sagepub.com/foundations/gatekeepers-in-qualitative-research
https://methods.sagepub.com/foundations/gatekeepers-in-qualitative-research
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• One woman I knew from both her ministry in a local parish and by our sharing membership 

on a diocesan ecology group. She lived on the outskirts of a small city. 

 

Due to a lengthy interruption of studies, there was a two-year gap between conducting, transcribing, 

and some initial, tentative analysis of the first eight interviews, and the conducting of the final two, 

and the overall analysis.  

The external changes in location and access resulted in a more homogenous group than I had initially 

envisaged and one that was white, middle-class, and heterosexual. While the women’s level of formal 

education crossed a wide spectrum extending from mid-secondary school to master’s degree level, 

all had an ability and competency to both reflect on and articulate their faith journey with relative 

ease. While initially seeking out women who had engaged in some form of further faith development 

– however slight – so that (i) they would perhaps have had some exposure to the teaching and tradition 

of the Catholic church beyond that of secondary school level, and (ii) it would indicate their taking 

initiative to explore their personal faith journey, I quickly recognised that their studies provided them 

with a maturity of articulation for which I had not initially planned.  

It is clear that this research sample does not represent all women in the Irish Catholic church but that 

was not its purpose. Qualitative research – precisely because it is conducted in depth – cannot be 

conducted on very large samples. As a result, it does not in the main seek to apply its findings 

generally to a group at large or claim to be representative of a larger reality.346 What it does do is 

“bring out what is hidden or unforeseen” and allow the interviewer to pursue this hiddenness in 

depth.347 

 

 
346 P. Corbetta, Social Research: Theory Methods and Techniques (London: Sage, 2003), 267. 
347 Ibid., 284. 
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6.3. The interview 

Nicola Slee et al. clarify that while it is difficult to claim that a specifically feminist research 

methodology exists, feminists turn to particular types of methodology that reflect principles core to 

feminism, such as the research being – as far as possible – about, for, and with women; it is marked 

by its critical attention to power and exploitation; faithfully represents the voices of participants; and 

is characterised by its commitment to reflexivity and transparency.348 As will be seen below, I 

employed the semi-structured interview to fulfil these and other feminist-identified principles. For 

now, I turn to the process of organising and conducting the interviews.  

After initial contact was made with each potential interviewee, I emailed them each a consent form 

reiterating the nature, purpose, and method of research and included permission request to tape-record 

the interview. It also clarified that in the writing up of the results of the interviews, the identities of 

the participants would as far as possible be kept anonymous while stating that it might, in the writing 

up, be necessary at times to provide some additional detail (such as age, marital status and 

occupation), if deemed necessary to give context and nuance to conclusions drawn. The consent form 

would, nevertheless, add the proviso that certain, limited details could be omitted or blanked out if 

specifically requested by the participant. A “topic” sheet accompanied the consent form. This 

information consisted of one or two quotes on several topics from John Paul II’s writings on women. 

As the aim of the overall thesis is to try and elicit and explicate the responses of some Irish women 

to church teaching particularly as presented by John Paul II, the purpose of the quotes was to ensure 

that all participants had equal access to his writings on women.  

 
348 N. Slee, F. Porter, and A. Phillips, eds., Researching Female Faith: Qualitative Research Methods (London: 

Routledge, 2018), 6. The editors point out that to claim that there is a specific feminist research method is “both 

obsolete and erroneous” due to the fact that feminists use existing research methods that have also been used in 

androcentric research, and that making such a claim imposes “a unitary view and practice upon feminists and to exclude 

work that does not fit such criteria.” 
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My contact details of an email address and mobile phone number were also made available on the 

consent form so that the participants could contact me with any necessary queries they may have had, 

thus enabling them to feel as involved and informed as possible throughout.  

The interview was conducted at a time and location to suit each woman’s particular circumstances 

and choice. Most women chose to be interviewed in their own home, with one woman choosing to 

come to my home. Another interview took place in a recreation park while another one was held in a 

hotel. While all spaces produced a relatively relaxed and natural conversation – given the confines of 

a recorded interview – there was an increased noise level in the hotel setting. Before beginning 

recording an interview, I verbally summarised the nature of my research and the purpose of the 

interview within the context of the overall research. I also emphasised the confidential nature of 

anything that was said, and the freedom the woman had to either answer any question on her own 

terms or, if she chose, to not answer a question if she felt uncomfortable for any reason.  

The interview was semi-structured. As Corbetta observes, within interviewing in general, the semi-

structured interview exists on a broad spectrum ranging from consisting of the same order and 

structure to one veering towards an unstructured one. I chose the latter and what resulted was what 

Nicola Slee refers to as a semi-structured interview that is “open-ended and loosely-focussed”.349 

Opting for such an approach gave the women greater scope to speak to their own lived experience of 

being a woman in the Irish Catholic church in their own words and on their own terms. Doing so not 

only gave the women as much control over the interview as possible, it also provided an indication 

as to what they themselves considered a priority when it came to articulating their Catholic faith.350 

Only one interviewee seemed to need a more question-and-answer style interview and consequently 

led me to take the initiative. All interviews began with an open question about their involvement 

 
349 Nicola Slee, Women’s Faith Development: Patterns and Processes (Aldershot, Hants: Ashgate, 2008), 54. 
350 Sarah Jane Page, “‘Exploring Young Adults’ Faith Lives through video diaries: Consent, voice and power,” in 

Researching Female Faith, 99. Page states that qualitative research methods such as semi-structured interviews “are 

understood as being able to cultivate accounts from women who have traditionally been silenced in research… but 

[that] even feminist-inspired interviews can be critiqued for the extent to which a participatory and non-exploitative 

experience is being cultivated.” 
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within the Catholic church. Throughout the remainder of each interview, I responded to the narrative 

of each woman, asking follow-up questions when necessary.  

My experience of the interviews and my style of asking questions that emerged in the process is 

mirrored in the following words of another researcher talking about the use of his prepared topic 

sheet:  

Now, in the end, it’s just a guide, and in any interview, maybe 60 per cent of the 

questions I ask are not on that guide. You are sitting, having a conversation with a 

person, and the artfulness of doing that in-depth interview is to know when to follow 

up on what a person is saying in the moment. By the end of the interview, I wasn’t to 

make sure that all the areas that I want to have covered are covered. But you would be 

missing the whole deal if the only questions you asked were the questions on your 

guide.351  

 

Although in my planning, I hoped for the interview experience to be as natural and relaxed as possible, 

I had envisaged using the topic sheet in a rather structured manner. The topic sheet sat beside me in 

the interview, therefore, ready to be used (I had also brought a copy for the interviewee). I realised 

within a few minutes of the very first interview that I had to change focus with regard to the topic 

sheet, as I sensed the list of topics was not the primary interest of the woman being interviewed. 

Rather than them taking their cue from me as interviewer, or from the writings of a pope, they spoke 

from their own lived experience of their faith. This reinforced my instinct that providing space for 

the women to talk would indicate what they considered important within their faith. This experience 

was to be repeated in most of the interviews that followed. In two of the interviews, I chose to 

ostensibly forget about the topic sheet when it was made clear in conversation before the interview 

began, that they had forgotten completely about reading it. As both interviews unfolded, however, 

and as they talked freely about their faith experience, it was clear that they were following the pattern 

of the other women by not being dependent on papal writings to inform their faith experience.  

 
351 S.N. Hesse-Biber, and P.L. Leavy, Feminist Research Practice: A Primer (London: Sage, 2007), 122. 
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One of the limitations of the recorded interview is that it fails to record forms of expression other than 

the verbal. Three of the interviewees were particularly expressive with their bodies, which involved 

on a few occasions the women standing up to illustrate something when words proved inadequate. 

Two women were also visibly emotional as they shared about difficult times in their lives. The 

interviews were also at times marked by pregnant pauses, reflective silences and shared laughter. 

Only on one occasion did an interviewee visibly stop herself from saying something as it would have 

involved the identifying of another person. This, however, did not compromise the overall message 

of what she wanted to say.  

 

6.4. The analysis 

I have already alluded to the many adaptations of grounded theory that have developed. Despite the 

differences that exist between the many versions, however, German professor of qualitative research 

Uwe Flick, maintains that the interpretation of data and the methods of its collection are at the core 

of all of them, with grounded theory being the most explicit in the methods involved in both of these 

stages.352  

Due to the fact that all analysis, themes and reflexivity centre around the data, a researcher’s deep 

familiarity with her gathered material and observations is essential. Although I, as interviewer, had 

already engaged in listening intently during each of the interviews and initially thought I had an 

adequate memory of what emerged at the time, my transcribing drew me into a deeper level of 

listening. Words, sounds, hesitation, unfinished sentences, profound insights, and long silences filled 

with potency and deep reflection all leaped from each recording. Kathy Charmaz advises that a 

grounded theorist has to transcribe her own interviews – only then will the interviewees fully live in 

her mind as she “listens carefully over and over to what they say.”353 As close to the interview as 

 
352 Uwe Flick, An Introduction to Qualitative Research (Sage: London, 2009), 306. 
353 Charmaz, K. Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative Analysis, (London: Sage, 

2006), 34. 
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possible, I started transcribing. One of the first things to strike me – due partly to how painstakingly 

long it took to transcribe in order to reflect it accurately – was the uneven and broken nature of 

conversational language. A great deal of time was spent trying to listen behind the words – to the 

“erm” and “y’know” and many other similar expressions that arose in every interview. These were 

accompanied by unfinished sentences and long pauses or times when the interviewee and I were 

talking simultaneously. I heard myself as the interviewer supporting the woman’s narrative in barely 

noticeable affirmations of “mm, mmm” and “ah yes” at times when I thought I had been remaining 

silent. In noticing the emergence of this pattern, I reflected on its significance. 

Grounded theory emphasises the importance of reflexivity in the practice of field research which 

Charmaz describes as 

The researcher's scrutiny of his or her research experience, decisions, and 

interpretations in ways that bring the researcher into the process and allow the reader 

to assess how and to what extent the researcher's interests, positions, and assumptions 

influenced inquiry. A reflexive stance informs how the researcher conducts his or her 

research, relates to the research participants, and represents them in written reports.354 

 

Perhaps more particularly pertinent to this research is the observation made by M.M. Fonow and J.A. 

Cook and quoted by Nicola Slee which says that reflexivity is  

The tendency of feminists to reflect upon, examine critically, and explore analytically 

the nature of the research process” in such a way as to “gain insight into the 

assumptions about gender relations underlying the conduct of inquiry.355 

 

Reflexivity is, therefore, at the core of the in-depth interview – both during and after the event. It is a 

process whereby I, as researcher, must be sensitive to the relationship dynamics that exist between 

the interviewer and the interviewee in the constructed context of a research interview. The structuring 

of language that I noticed while transcribing, made me pause and reflect on both its cause and its 

nature. Starting the reflection on myself as researcher I questioned whether or not my background 

 
354 Ibid., 188–189. 
355 Slee, Women’s Faith Development, 51. 
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murmurings were tacitly giving affirmation to the participant’s opinion being expressed? Or was it 

merely a gentle encouragement to the woman being interviewed to continue? Or were they a sign of 

limited listening skills when I was assenting to what I thought was being said without actually 

checking out my assumptions. In my reflecting, I noticed that while one of these explanations – or a 

mixture of all three – was in operation at different times, it failed to explain every situation. The 

hesitation and broken sentences continued even when, in subsequent interviews, I consciously 

stopped myself a few times from such expressions.  

Influenced by feminist theory emerging anew in the 1960s, linguistics – the study of how people tend 

to communicate with one another – began to look particularly at language patterns between women 

and men. One of the more consistent findings was that women attach more weight than men to the 

importance of listening in conversation and, as a consequence, develop a greater amount than men of 

active listening devices (mmm, yeah etc.)356 Such devices are referred to by Kristina Minster as 

“verbal inter-support work.”357 Talking of her own research findings, Marjorie DeVault observes that 

she “nodded, “um hmm,” making the interview comfortable, doing with my respondent what we 

women have done for generations – understanding each other.”358 An example from my interview 

with Aoibheann is quoted here as an illustration of such gendered verbal inter-support work. In asking 

about her studies in spirituality, she responds:  

I, I … you see, I did spiritual enrichment originally (oh yeah?). I did two years of 

theology (mm), I did spiritual direction (yeah) as well (yeah). So it, it, it’s like this 

thread (yeah) but it, it, it was like all the time wondering “why am I keeping on doing 

this?” What’s … (yeah) … “Am I nuts?” Or… But, but as well, being supported in it 

by family (mm, mm) and friends (mm, mm). 

 

 
356  Robin Lakoff, “Language and Woman's Place,” Language in Society 2, no. 1 (Apr. 1973): 55,  

https://web.stanford.edu/class/linguist156/Lakoff_1973.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
357 K. Minster, “A Feminist Frame for the Oral History Interview,” in Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral 

History, eds. S.B. Gluck and D. Patai (London: Routledge, 1991): 37. 
358 M. DeVault, “Talking and Listening from Women’s Standpoint: Feminist Strategies for Interviewing and Analysis,” 

in Feminist Perspectives on Social Research, eds. Sharlene Hesse-Biber and Michelle Yaiser (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2004), 236. 

https://web.stanford.edu/class/linguist156/Lakoff_1973.pdf
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Turning to the area of gendered speech patterns opened up a deeper level of insight into the interview 

conversations. I observed my own speech patterns as I asked questions or engaged with and responded 

to the participants and noticed my use of tag questions (e.g. “she is here, isn’t she?”) and hedges (e.g. 

“sort of”, “kind of,” etc.), which Deborah Tannen says women employ to express their desire to 

appear co-operative and non-confrontational.359 Such observations helped me understand both the 

pattern of my own language in the interviews and that of the interviewee. I was very aware in each 

interview conversation of the unequal power dynamic that existed between interviewer and 

interviewee regardless of how imperceptible it may have been on the surface.  

Similar patterns of gendered language structuring were also in evidence in the women’s occasional 

use of incomplete sentences. DeVault states that  

I believe this halting, hesitant, tentative talk signals the realm of not-quite-articulated 

experience, where standard vocabulary is inadequate, and where a respondent tries to 

speak from experience and finds language wanting.360  

 

In response to a question that asked her to consider a time when there was a disconnect between her 

own faith life and lived experience, and the teaching of the church, Niamh remembers a particularly 

emotional and stressful time in her life – about her husband-to-be leaving the priesthood:  

Erm… We had to face that when my husband was ordained. And ah… He struggled 

with it. Y’know, that… Ordination was for… Y’know… A promise like that… Or a 

commitment like that is life-giving… To my parents… It was an awful challenge. 

Em… 

 

In grounded theory, the first stage of analysis proper is called coding which, Kathy Charmaz 

describes as “the process of defining what the data are about.”361 She clarifies that unlike researchers 

who use solely deductive methods of data analysis and who apply preconceived categories to the 

data, a researcher working through the inductive and reflexive methods of grounded theory, allows 

 
359 Deborah Tannen, You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation (London: Virago, 1992), 123-148. 

Tannen was the first to give a name to the difference in speech and syntax patterns between women and men, calling it 

Genderlects: ‘a blend of gender and dialects.’ 
360 DeVault, “Talking and Listening from Women’s Standpoint,” 235. 
361 Charmaz, Constructing Grounded Theory, 186. 
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the data to reveal whatever categories or “codes” exist within the data. Codes in inductive research 

methods are emergent and they become more plentiful and more obvious the more familiar the 

researcher becomes with her material. Nicola Slee compares the analysis process to the process of 

the interview itself in that it “requires the same skilled listening processes.”362 Charmaz states that 

coding occurs in three main phases: (i) an initial phase that involves the naming of each word, line 

or segment of data and (ii) a more focussed and selective phase that draws out the more significant 

and dominant codes from the first phase and uses them to organise and sort large amounts of data, 

and (iii) theoretical coding that involves integrating and synthesising the chosen codes to create a 

theory.363 These three phases are not isolated events, however; due to the reflexive essence of 

grounded theory at every stage of analysis, they are rather, different ways of engaging with the data 

between which the research moves back and forth as necessary in the integrating of some parts of 

the data, while simultaneously allowing for the emergence of the new.364 

 

6.4.1. Initial coding phase 

True to the reflexive nature of grounded theory, the process of coding began even before I was aware 

that it had. The act of transcribing facilitated the noticing of both commonalities and differences 

between the various interviews and recognising some of the dominant and recurring issues for the 

interviewees – observations that were strengthened and broadened through increasingly closer 

readings of the texts.  

Charmaz advises that coding – even in its initial phase – should employ gerunds straight away in 

order to keep the data open to a sense of action and process rather than one that is more static and 

 
362 Slee, Women’s Faith Development, 57. 
363 Annette Markham, Reflexivity: Some Techniques for Interpretive Researchers (Feb 28, 2017), 

https://annettemarkham.com/2017/02/reflexivity-for-interpretive-researchers/. Depending on different genres of 

grounded theory, different names are assigned to what is more or less the same stages of analysis. Strauss and Corbin 

refer to these three stages as ‘Open’, ‘Axial,’ and ‘Selective’ in Basics of Qualitative Research; while Birks and Mills 

refer to similar stages as ‘Low’, ‘Medium’, and ‘High’ level conceptual analysis and development: M. Birks and J. 

Mills, Grounded Theory. 
364 Flick, An Introduction to Qualitative Research, 307. 

https://annettemarkham.com/2017/02/reflexivity-for-interpretive-researchers/
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confined by focussing merely on words and terms that are immediately visible. For me, however, 

the recognising and establishing of gerunds emerged gradually only after I had become more familiar 

with the data. Rather, I began by making note of frequently used words and terms in the different 

narratives which helped me to quickly note emerging patterns and themes. Strauss and Corbin talk 

of this first stage (which they term “axial”) as a time that “fractures” data into separate pieces before 

they can gradually be brought back into a coherent whole in the subsequent stages.365 

Mindful of the inductive essence of grounded theory analysis, I continually opened myself up to the 

data that emerged. While doing so, however, and consciously not wanting to impose on the emerging 

data any ideas from earlier stages of my research, I was also conscious of the broader context of my 

overall research question in which these interviews took place. Holding the tension between allowing 

the richness of the data from the interviews to fully emerge, and considering the overall original 

direction of my research, involved being reflexive throughout the whole process. Barney Glaser, one 

of the founders of grounded theory, maintained that a researcher should not have any preconceived 

ideas when approaching data. I found, however, that while understanding this advice and agreeing 

with it in principle, I was also aware that I was not an empty vessel sitting before my data – I was 

already approaching it with particular ideas, competencies and positions. Ian Dey sums up this 

struggle when he observed that “there is a difference between an open mind and an empty head.”366 

Within this balancing act between prior knowledge on the one hand and being totally open to 

wherever the data would lead on the other, I negotiated a path where the women’s voices were 

always central. Charmaz herself admits that by ongoing reflexive engagement with data by the 

researcher, the grounded theory method itself contains correctives that limit the possibility of her 

superimposing her own preconceived ideas on them. 

From negotiating such a path, one observation gradually emerged that was to flow through and form 

the overall direction of this research. Reflexively, I discerned a large disconnect between the 

 
365 Charmaz, Constructing Grounded Theory, 57. 
366 I. Dey, Grounding Grounded Theory, (San Diego: Academic Press, 1999), 251. 
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theological anthropology of John Paul II, and the findings from the empirical research. What had 

been envisaged as one single piece of research, now felt like a study in two distinct parts. This 

discovery will be discussed in the chapters that follow.  

 

6.4.2. Focussed coding phase 

This second phase moves the researcher beyond the word-by-word and line-by-line coding. After 

the initial readings of the transcripts where I had noted information that lay on the surface and was 

immediately obvious, I then engaged in more detailed readings – initially with the full texts, and 

then subsequently with sections of them. A parallel process to the physical act of memoing and initial 

coding, however, was the more silent and hidden process of reading sections of the interview 

transcripts and allowing each woman to fill my consciousness as I went through my day. Although 

a great deal of time was spent journeying quietly and meditatively with each of the women, I felt 

that this was a time where the data revealed the most and where my memo-writing was both at its 

most insightful and succinct. It was a time of “hearing women into speech.”367 What now emerged 

was newly articulated knowledge about faith, the church, the lived experience of women, and so 

forth, from the perspective of the women interviewed.  

After repeated reflective exploration of the data, I had generated a great deal more data by memo-

writing. Material gathered revealed both commonalities of thought between the participants, and 

also where opinions widely diverged among them which highlighted that woman and womanhood 

is not a homogenous given and that consequently, their differences to one another require 

acknowledgement as well as their similarities. Such wide-ranging and copious amounts of data (in 

addition to the original data) required more narrowed focussing which resulted in 21 codes emerging 

 
367 Morton, The Journey is Home, 202. 
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for which I then gathered together the relevant data from all the interviews and from my own 

notes/memo-writing that were most relevant to these codes.  

 

6.4.3. Theoretical coding phase 

The third phase was intensely reflexive as I journeyed back and forth between finalising themes, 

only to find myself discarding them days, or even months later as I became increasingly familiar 

with the data. Doing so opened me up to intuitively making connections with already-existing 

theological theories and debate. Describing the nature of this phase, Chun Tie et al. state that  

Concepts that reach the stage of categories will be abstract, representing stories of 

many, reduced into highly conceptual terms. The findings are presented as a set of 

interrelated concepts as opposed to presenting themes.368 

 

The language of Birks and Mills in relation to this phase of analysis – a phase they call “advanced 

coding”369 – best represents my experience of theoretical coding. They talk of the importance of 

employing the “storyline” technique, which they maintain integrates the concepts that have already 

emerged from the data into one coherent whole theory. The storyline approach enables the researcher 

to move from seeing all the particulars of any single collection of data, to seeing instead, a more 

objective framework on which to place all the data. Counteracting the criticism of unreliability often 

levelled at grounded theory due to its subjectivist nature,370 this third phase of analysis turns the 

establishing of theory towards a broader and more abstract context. In talking of the integrating of 

the codes that have now been constructed, Charmaz advises that “these codes may help you tell an 

analytic story that has coherence.”371 As will be seen in the chapters that follow, my analytic story 

 
368 Tie Chun et al., Grounded Theory Research, 2. 
369 Birks and Mills, Grounded Theory, 177. 
370 I.S. Schonfeld and J.J. Mazzola, “Strengths and Limitations of Qualitative Approaches to Research in Occupational 

Health Psychology,” in Research Methods in Occupational Health Psychology: State of the Art in Measurement, 

Design, and Data Analysis, eds., R. Sinclair, M. Wang, and L. Tetrick (New York: Routledge, 2013), 268–289.  
371 Charmaz, Constructing Grounded Theory, 63. She points out that Strauss and Corbin’s “fractured” data in the 

“axial” first phase of analysis, is now brought back into a coherent whole.  
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was that of Walter Brueggemann’s The Prophetic Imagination. The more familiar I became with the 

data, the more I saw patterns emerge within them that reflected the core elements of Brueggemann’s 

argument, which discusses both the struggles and hope of those who play a prophetic role in church 

and society today. Through an ongoing reflexive engaging with the data, the discovering of this 

theological storyline emerged gradually and almost imperceptibly as it was nowhere present in my 

research prior to my data analysis. What initially appeared as a number of individual and 

disconnected codes, gradually awakened connections in my already-existing familiarity with 

Brueggemann’s theology. Working reflexively, I recognised the danger of my moulding the 

interview data to fit into this theology, rather than vice versa. Consequently, I monitored my 

inclusion of his work into my discussion of the interview data and strived to keep the women’s 

voices as central and primary. Discovering the connection with broader theological thought affirmed 

the strength and deep insight existing in each of the women’s voices. What had begun as a discussion 

over a coffee-table about faith, had now situated itself within the almost 3,500-year prophetic 

narrative of the Catholic-Judaic tradition. 

While all of the primary codes found their place within the meta-narrative of Brueggemann’s 

“prophetic imagination”, one code demanded particular honest and transparent self-reflection. As 

shown earlier, the person and symbol of Mary, the mother of Jesus, was central to John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology. As a result, I had included a quote on her from his writings in the 

preparatory reading I had given to the women prior to the interviews. In both the interviews and in 

the data that resulted, it was clear that she did not play a conscious role in the faith journeys of many 

of the women interviewed. What appeared to be of significance in my writings in the first part of my 

research appeared to have little significance in the last part. This contradiction led to a lot of 

reflection on whether or not Mary, as a code, was organically emerging out of the data, or if it was 

because of my power as researcher that I was forcing the data to present such a code. Wanting to 

remain true to the inductive approach of both grounded theory and feminism, I resisted applying 

identified ideas from the earlier stages of my research to my primary research process. Gradually, 
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therefore, through listening to the women’s voices as they spoke about Mary, I came to the 

realisation that the silences, the halting speech patterns, and the overall limited amount of verbal 

data generated by this part of many of the interviews was the code, and was how it informed the 

overall storyline. It was not the presence of words on the topic of Mary that informed the analysis, 

it was their absence.  

One of the key principles underlying grounded theory, is that of saturation. Julius Sim et al. say that 

saturation is “commonly taken to indicate that on the basis of the data that have been collected or 

analysed hitherto, further data collection and/or analysis are unnecessary.”372 Pointing out that 

although the principle of saturation is widely accepted not only in grounded theory but across all of 

qualitative research, the authors state that the debate as to how saturation is ascertained is ongoing. 

Part of that debate is questioning whether saturation is an event or a process. Rather than 

experiencing that there was a clear point at which I had saturation, my sense of reaching saturation 

was a reflexive and, thus a gradual one, which was helped by certain external factors. Being forced 

to change from my original planning, the profile and number of my interviewees due to lack of 

access, I found myself in new territory wondering how many interviews were now “enough”. My 

decision to contain it to eight was made, only to be challenged by a long period of reflection during 

an extended break from my studies when I began to transcribe the interviews and also began the 

initial analysis of the data. Returning to my studies, I discerned that the argument that was beginning 

to form from the already-existing data could be deepened, and I decided that two more interviews 

were necessary. While data from the additional interviews confirmed many of the codes that had by 

now emerged, ongoing analysis on the complete data raised new questions and I began to explore 

both the need for and the wisdom of further interviewing. The restrictions resulting from the Covid-

19 epidemic gave me space to reflect more deeply on this and I came to the conclusion that the data 

from my ten interviews was sufficient. The reflexive process that led me to this decision is echoed 

 
372 Julius Sim et al., “Saturation in Qualitative research: Exploring its Conceptualization and Operationalization,” 

Quality and Quantity 52, no. 4 (2018): 1893, https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8
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in the observation of Strauss and Corbin who talk of saturation as a “matter of degree” and argue 

that there will always be the possibility for the “new” to emerge; saturation should therefore be more 

concerned with reaching a point where further data collection becomes counter-productive to the 

development of a theory.373 According to Sim and Waterfield, therefore, saturation is more about 

achieving “conceptual depth” than about reaching a fixed point in any linear sense.374  

Debate surrounds how saturation is ascertained not only within the analytical process overall, but 

also within any individual interview. In my research, decision around this was helped by the 

agreement prior to the beginning of each interview, that it would last between 60–90 minutes. 

Adherence to such an agreement demanded that I, as researcher, work within such a time boundary.  

My discernment throughout the process with regard to recognising saturation, reflects the argument 

of Sim, Wakefield et al., that analysis does not suddenly become rich after one additional interview; 

rather it becomes richer. It is marked more by depth of content, rather than by amount; it is more a 

case of sufficiency, rather than saturation.375 

I referred above to the storyline/meta-narrative that emerged as an overall framework for the 

significant codes produced from the data. While I will weave the theology of Brueggemann’s 

“prophetic imagination” into the conclusions I draw from the women’s interviews over the five 

following chapters, I provide a summary of it here for clarification and context. 

 

6.5. Women as the “alternative consciousness”: The prophetic voice. 

Prophets are often misrepresented as fortune tellers. The prophets of the scriptures, however, show 

clearly that the prophets’ interest in the future only makes sense in the light of their knowledge of the 

past and how they use this to interpret what is happening in the present. They have a deep connection 

 
373 Strauss and Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research, 136. 
374 Sim et al., “Saturation in Qualitative research,” 1899.  
375 Ibid.  
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with and awareness of God at work in their respective lives, and in the life of the world. From this 

deep relationship with God, prophets are people who are seen to speak for the divine – not just in 

words but in the way they live. They were also called “seers” (1 Sam. 9:9) due to the fact that they 

demonstrate wisdom and insight, and an ability to see the truth – even when obscured by false 

realities. Prophets are invariably counter-cultural as they read any current reality in the light of God’s 

vision for the world and draw attention to the aspects of society that contradict such a vision. Prophets 

are those in any community who help us see society, both in how it is, and how it should be; they 

have both the vision and the courage to declare that the emperor has no clothes. As a result, prophets 

are often side-lined and ignored, excluded and diminished, while the status quo remains. Not part of 

the establishment, they observe and work for change from the margins of the community to which 

they belong. 

In his widely acclaimed book The Prophetic Imagination, Walter Brueggemann roots much of his 

theology in the Exodus narrative and uses the words and actions of both Moses and Pharaoh to draw 

parallels between those who seek to build a community around the covenant relationship of genuine 

justice and inclusion, with those who so strongly identify with and benefit from the existing systems 

of power that they refuse to recognise any other form of society and silence those who do. By drawing 

also on the narratives surrounding other scriptural persons – such as Solomon, Isaiah, the Pharisees, 

and Jesus – Brueggemann argues that some form of Moses and Pharaoh exists in every society or 

system, and we must discern where we wish to position ourselves.  

Brueggemann refers to the establishment as the dominant culture or royal consciousness system. Its 

raison d'être is the preservation of its own dynasty and status quo. Such a system uses an elaborate 

bureaucracy and some form of “army” that suppresses questions that are in search of justice and 

compassion; it promotes a non-changing religion where the energy of God is controlled by the empire 

and is accessible only through the royal court – a male-centralised system of power; and it shrinks 

imaginative thought because imagination is a threat to the immutable controlling rule that exists. 

According to Brueggemann, it is the task of the prophet to “nurture, nourish, and evoke a 
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consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant culture 

around us.”376 The alternative consciousness that prophets strive to bring into being has two main 

components which, although distinct in essence, can exist simultaneously. They are (i) prophetic 

criticism, which serves to dismantle the oppressive actions and narrative of the dominant/royal 

consciousness and (ii) prophetic energising, which serves to ignite passion in individuals and in their 

communities by its vision and promise of a more egalitarian, justice-oriented, and inclusive reality.  

I have already discussed how deeply I immersed myself in listening to the women’s individual stories. 

Doing so evoked a variety of emotions in me: on the one hand, I was frequently saddened by their 

many experiences of often being overlooked and silenced as a woman in the Irish Catholic church 

and I grieved for their rich faith stories that had little opportunity of being told within an ecclesial 

royal consciousness, and I grieved for the Irish church that was deprived of their treasures. On the 

other hand, I was often swept up in hope as I listened to their deep faith and their numerous gifts 

manifested through their commitment to a wide variety of ministries and the many faith initiatives 

they undertook. And throughout I was humbled by their trust in sharing their stories with me.  

This chapter focussed on the methodology used in my field research. It outlined and discussed the 

rationale for using grounded theory as an analytical tool, outlined some of the key principles that 

define it – such as reflexivity, and saturation – and presented an overview of how the analysing of 

the gathered data was conducted. It outlined some aspects pertinent to the nature and role of the 

prophet as presented by Brueggemann. The following chapters take up these themes and discuss 

them in the context of current theological thought. 

  

 
376 Ibid., 3. 
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Chapter seven The church’s repressing of women’s giftedness and voice 

 

After presenting the methodology employed in the empirical part of this research, this section will 

explore the interview data and highlight some of the main ideas that emerged. As will be seen, their 

experiences of being women in the Catholic church are complex. As a first step in exploring this 

complexity, this immediate chapter will examine some of the struggles named and discussed by the 

women in relation to the articulation and living out of their faith. As previously mentioned, alongside 

holding out a vision of hope, central to Brueggemann’s understanding of the prophetic voice is that 

of naming and penetrating a community’s sense of pain – a pain that arises from being “pressed and 

urged and invited to pretend that things are all right.”377 It is a pain that indicates that the present 

reality is contrary to that proclaimed by the Gospel and must therefore be changed. The pain – named 

and expressed to varying degrees by all of the women interviewed – arose from their feeling silenced 

and undervalued within the church – at local and/or universal level. Earlier critique of John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology highlighted both his lack of consultation of women, and the subsequent 

absence of their voice and lived experience in any of his writings. This chapter shows that such 

silencing and lack of consultation of women at magisterial level, was mirrored in the women’s 

experience of church at parish level. I present four ways the women felt ignored and disregarded by 

and within the church. I will begin by situating their experience in the church’s history of 

marginalising the voice and role of women since its beginning, and then proceed to outline the 

women’s experiencing of exercising ministry at parish level; by then looking at the church’s theology 

of the laity, the chapter will argue that their being marginalised as women within the church is 

reinforced by their also being lay. The chapter then explores how the women’s experiences of 

powerlessness is expressed through their attitudes to a male-only ordained priesthood. Finally, I 

comment on how such experiences both mirror and continue the church’s prophetic narrative. 

 
377 Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 11. 
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Prior to addressing all of this, however, it is important as I begin my exploration of the interview data, 

to again point to the disconnect I found in them between the areas of concern for John Paul II in his 

writings on women and those raised by the women themselves. When planning this research, I had 

anticipated a greater overlap between the two. While issues such as contraception, homosexuality, 

abortion, and so forth were discussed in the interviews and indicated a variety of positions, the 

women’s underlying feelings of silencing and powerlessness – as well as their wider spiritual journeys 

– emerged as more pressing and is, as a result, what I have decided is the more important focus. Due 

to such a disconnect, I draw some links in this chapter and those that follow between John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology and the women’s faith stories, but resist forcing the points into a neat 

symmetry with the first half of this research.  

 

7.1. Silencing and powerlessness as a face of oppression 

I know that I have some friends who think probably very similarly, that there are 

women out there, and I mean, I would be one of them at this stage who feel that we 

have a huge gift to offer the church and, y’know, where does that gift find expression?  

 

In one simple sentence, Éilis names the reality raised by most of the women interviewed for this 

research, and by countless women in similar research – the frustration at their giftedness, voice, and 

vocation being repressed within the church.378 

Despite the fact that as Ita says, “women are the backbone” and the “lifeblood of the church,” the 

church hierarchy allows little formal space for women’s faith expression and giftedness. Highlighting 

the invisibility of women in the structures of the wider church, Fionnuala observes that “maybe 

they’re there but they’re just not in roles that are evident. I think … they have so much to give and 

 
378 For other examples of research of women’s faith lives see: Clark-King, Theology by Heart; Line Nyhagen and 

Beatrice Halsaa, Religion, Gender and Citizenship: Women of Faith, Gender Equality and Feminism (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2016); Slee, Women’s Faith Development, 2004; Slee et al., The Faith Lives of Women and Girls; Miriam 

Therese Winter et al., Defecting in Place: Women Claiming Responsibility for Their Own Spiritual Lives (Crossroad: 

New York, 1995). 
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they’re doing tremendous work and not given the credit.” Echoing Éilis and Fionnuala’s awareness 

of women’s potential and how its expression is denied, Grace says that “women are a huge part of 

what goes on… And we’re great at it, but it’s not recognised.” Hannah agrees but believes that the 

silencing does not happen by accident; rather it is a deliberate choice by the institutional church. 

When asked how, from her experience, she thinks the Catholic church sees women, she replies that 

“they ignore them… They are 50 per cent of our congregations and of the human race [and] they have 

no voice whatsoever.” Later in the interview, she states that hierarchy not only ignores women but 

will “fight tooth and nail to protect [its] male aspect.”  

The silencing and invisibility of women in the church is not a new phenomenon.379 From a 

“discipleship of equals” of Jesus’ vision, the early church reverted significantly to the patriarchal 

norm, resulting in feminist theologians working towards the dismantling of the latter and a 

reconstructing of the former.380 As an aid to such deconstruction, many employ a “hermeneutic of 

suspicion”, which involves becoming increasingly aware of culturally determined gender roles and 

attitudes inherent in both the church’s scriptural and doctrinal traditions that favour the status quo.381  

Without being aware of such an interpretative tool, most of the women interviewed demonstrated 

their own “hermeneutic of suspicion” in relation to messages they had received from the church and 

society, recognising that much of the church’s tradition has been in the hands of a male clergy. 

Aoibheann observes that the church says that “Jesus called 12 males, but how do we really know 

that?” Ita also talks of the deliberate silencing of women in church tradition and reflects that the 

exclusion and invisibility of women in the church is the opposite to the message and ministry of Jesus. 

She recognises that  

 
379 Some early scriptural writings (such as 1 Tim 2:11-12, and 1Cor 14:34-35) that discuss the position of women in the 

church, illustrate how quickly the change from inclusion and equality to silencing and powerlessness took place in the 

early church.  
380 The phrase “discipleship of equals” was coined by feminist theologian Elisabeth S. Fiorenza but is now widely used 

within feminist theology. It refers to an ecclesiology/Ekklesia-logy based on relationships of inclusion and equality. 

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Discipleship of Equals: A Critical Feminist Ekklesia-logy of Liberation (New York: 

Herder & Herder, 1993). 
381 Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her. See also, Brendan Byrne S.J., Paul and the Christian Woman 

(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1989).  
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Women were a huge part of the early church. It very quickly was taken over by men – 

and women were pushed to the side-lines. You can’t have a world religion if you 

exclude 50 per cent of its followers… If women hadn’t been marginalised at various 

stages, I think we’d have a richer church, more compassionate church … and a church 

that more closely mirrored Christ’s message of inclusion…. You don’t know what’s 

been changed over the years; you don’t know what’s been redacted.  

 

Brigid echoes this thinking in her own interview and says that “I’ve come to realise how 

women have been written out of scriptures – so totally written out. It wasn’t that women 

weren’t there; they just weren’t recorded as there.”  

Niamh applies her own “hermeneutic of suspicion” to the society in which she grew up and reflects 

on the giftedness of both her parents – a giftedness that was repressed and rendered more invisible in 

her mother due to gender inequalities in both secular society and in the church:  

When I think of my mother’s life at home, educational opportunities weren’t open to 

her. And she found ways of being herself and expressing that because society and 

economics kept her boxed in and, as a member of her parish and church, she was boxed 

in too. Whereas my father was working, he was out [and] involved in parochial work. 

He had the freedom to do that.  

 

Reflecting such experiences of voicelessness, American feminist Rebecca Solnit observes that the act 

of silencing a woman’s voice is two-pronged: it renders her invisible in history while also allowing 

those with power to name her experience for her. She observes that “silence can be construed as an 

act of intimidation or repression [and] … to be rendered voiceless is to be dehumanised or excluded 

from one’s humanity.”382 

American political theorist Iris Young notes that voicelessness is one of the conditions and “faces” 

of oppression.383 Arguing that as long as our understanding of oppression is limited to certain 

 
382 Rebecca Solnit, The Mother of All Questions: Further Feminisms (London: Grant Books, 2017), 1. As shown in the 

Introduction, feminist theologians maintain that through the language, symbols, and structures of patriarchy, men have 

always had the power to name and define all reality from a male perspective, thus allowing them to create and construct 

a society that is centred on the male rather than the female. As a result, women’s history – both civil and religious – is 

interwoven with the active silencing of women’s experiences by men. From a patriarchal perspective, women who are 

vocal and who express their thoughts and opinions freely are perceived as rebelling against what is deemed to be the 

natural order, therefore needing to be controlled. Feminism argues, therefore, that women must hear themselves and 

each other “into speech”. 
383 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990), 

41. Due to the fact that oppression happens – and has happened – to such a wide spectrum of groups and in such a 
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historical events (such as slavery), perpetrators of oppression are enabled to abdicate responsibility 

for its existence. Explaining that while deliberate and visible oppression does exist, much oppression 

happens almost accidentally and invisibly, when a system’s values and practices go unquestioned by 

those who both benefit from the system and who are given the authority for its continuance. By these 

criteria and in light of the participants’ named experiences, the Catholic church is one such system. 

The women’s combined experience of being overlooked and subsumed under named male 

experience, results in their finding themselves within a system of meanings and symbols with which 

they do not identify and which does not identify with them.384 

Dearbhil voices her own experience of being named and identified by the institutional church – a 

naming that contradicts her own sense of who she is: 

How can a celibate male have any understanding of what being a woman – a mother in 

a family – is about? I just feel this is all about trying to control. I think an organisation 

that is patriarchal in nature does not reflect the way I function as half a unit with my 

husband. We are absolutely equal.  

 

Young argues that the process of having one’s identity and lived reality being named by others is 

oppressive in two ways: (i) a person is made visible within defined stereotypes, and (ii) rendered 

invisible with little voice or agency to challenge such stereotyping.385 As will be seen in more detail 

in succeeding chapters, such a double form of oppression was very often the experience of the women 

interviewed.  

 

 
variety of ways, Young believes that it is impossible to give a conclusive definition of oppression. Instead, she talks of 

five conditions or “faces” that characterise the experience and identity of an oppressed group: exploitation, 

marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural domination, and/or violence. While sometimes recognising oppression in 

situations outside of themselves, most individuals and groups are slow to recognise themselves as oppressors due to the 

perception that oppression is some expression of evil done by “Others”.  
384 Ibid., 59. 
385 Ibid. As is evident in the quote just given, this double form of oppression reflects Dearbhil’s experience within the 

Catholic church – one where she feels that official church teachings and practices have made her visible as one who is 

to be the giver in all relationships, and who is subservient to her husband; and yet, in the same way, she has been 

rendered invisible due to the fact that within a system where decision-making is confined to the male ordained, she has 

no forum that facilitates her having the power to name her own identity or experience.  
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7.2. Clerical authority in women’s faith experience 

I have already discussed that John Paul II wished for the giftedness of women – what he calls their 

“feminine genius” – would be fully “actualized and expressed” in both church and society.386 As this 

chapter shows, however, the idea of this is easier than the reality, due to the many barriers that 

confront women in the church. All of the women interviewed spoke to a greater or lesser extent of a 

silencing and marginalising of their voice and faith expression – not only at parish level by individual 

priests, but also at an institutional level.  

In talking of their engagement in ministry in their respective parishes, it was clear from all participants 

that such engagement was usually initiated by and referential to the priests of the parish. In what is 

the norm in Irish parishes, the invitation for the women to be involved usually came from the priest. 

From her experience of trying with limited support to take initiative in the parish, Aoibheann observes 

that for people to become involved in the parish, the request “has to come – and continually come – 

from the clergy…. We’d have to be invited (sighs heavily) to get involved. Now whether that will 

happen or not, I’m not sure.” Reflecting on the Irish church, Grace voices a similar experience of the 

authority of the ordained, saying that  

You look at parishes and they haven’t any development at all [and] that’s down to the 

person of the priest; the personality of the priest that’s there as to how much he will let 

happen…. A parish can be held to ransom, depending on the openness of the priest.  

 

Sometimes, the priest’s vision for the parish is one of inclusion and empowerment and therefore his 

invitation to be involved has positive results. Fionnuala says that “the priest invited me to take part. 

It was always by invitation more so than going forward myself. But as time went on, and the more I 

got involved, the more I might volunteer to do things in the parish.” Rather than limiting or 

suppressing her voice as a lay woman, she reflects that:  

It has given me great confidence, that I wouldn’t have had otherwise. I suppose you 

think if you hadn’t been invited [to be part of the parish pastoral council], all of the 

 
386 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #30.  
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things that you’ve done that mightn’t have happened.… As I say, it has given me a 

confidence that I haven’t had in years.  

 

With the exception of Fionnuala, the above few quotes illustrate for the women interviewed, an 

experience of church where they find themselves side-lined into a position of passivity in relation to 

living out their faith within the structures of parish. Even with Fionnuala’s more positive experience, 

she talks of her parish priest as being “very willing to, y’know, let us do things in the parish,”387 and 

reflects that his openness to lay involvement is the exception rather than the rule which “takes a lot 

of courage.” 

In such a model of church, the “person of the priest” is not only central in relation to whether or not 

women are invited into ministry but can also affect the living out of their faith in other ways. For 

Hannah, the pastoral vision and theology of the priest affects her ability to practise within her own 

parish community:  

When I look and listen to some of the ordained who are now operating in the church, I 

feel more like walking away. I hang in there because I suppose I’m involved. I do like 

what Fr. ____ does and how he speaks and his whole theology. I hang in. If he was 

gone tomorrow, erm … I think I would be looking for sustenance somewhere else.  

 

Listening to a homily on “Adam and Eve” that she found sexist and sexually stereotyping made Ita 

reflect on whether or not she could continue attending her local parish church “because [the homily] 

alienated me, and it sort of made me think ‘I don’t know if I really want to go back and listen to this.’ 

I’ve just gone beyond wanting to listen to that kind of stuff.”  

Not only do the women feel alienated from the church through the priest’s theological expression at 

mass, the majority of them also spoke movingly about feeling silenced and side-lined when they were 

exercising particular ministries – especially in advisory groups to the priest, such as the parish pastoral 

council (PPC) or finance committee.388  

 
387 My emphasis.  
388 As a consequence of the vision of church envisaged by Vatican Two, the Code of Canon Law encourages the 

establishment of PPCs in every parish in order to help discern the pastoral and spiritual needs of the parish community 
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From her own experience of being on her PPC, Aoibheann says that “I feel that decisions sometimes 

are made and then they’re brought to us.” Talking about one particular situation that arose as a typical 

example of the parish priest’s understanding of “consultation,” she says that “we were asked for our 

opinions and we all gave it.” She then explains how the priest then ignored their contributions at the 

following meeting by presenting a fait accompli, and his saying that “I thought we’d maybe do it this 

way.”  

Echoing this experience, Éilis talks of a friend “who has just left the pastoral council because she just 

felt she was not being listened to and at the end of the day the decisions were made by the priest.” 

She reflects that “women have to be consulted a lot more.”  

For Dearbhil, being a member of the finance committee was no different an experience to those of 

Aoibheann and Éilis. As a trained accountant, she found the unilateral approach of the priest a 

struggle. She says that 

Having been part of committees in work, everybody’s voice is heard and I don’t sit 

around a table for the sake of it. Whereas down there [in the parish] it was lip service. 

Y’know? Often, he would just go off and do his own thing anyway…. So, what is the 

point in actually having a committee to give you advice when you will go and not take 

the advice?  

 

She sees the priest’s dismissal of the opinions of the lay people on the committee as characteristic of 

the institutional church he represents:  

It says a lot about his culture. The culture of his organisation is that ‘okay, we do this 

but it’s lip service we pay to this. It’s not actually genuine, because if I really did 

believe, I would take the advice of this group of people.’ 

 

 
and plan how best to respond to those needs through the giftedness of its parishioners. It states that: “If, after consulting 

the council of priests, the diocesan Bishop considers it opportune, a pastoral council is to be established in each parish. 

In this council, which is presided over by the Parish Priest, Christ’s faithful, together with those who by virtue of their 

office are engaged in pastoral care in the parish, give their help in fostering pastoral action. A Pastoral Council 

possesses a consultative vote only and is governed by the norms established by the diocesan bishop.” James A. Coriden 

et al., eds, The Code of Canon Law: A Text and Commentary (New York: Paulist Press, 1983), #536.1–2 (emphasis 

mine).  
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Éilis similarly reflects on how the lack of consultation in any single situation is indicative of a bigger 

problem – a clericalised, two-tier model of church that renders the laity powerless and silenced. 

Talking of changes in an adult faith formation programme, which resulted in its leader, a lay woman, 

being replaced by a senior diocesan priest, she says: 

There was a lot of anger and I was very angry myself, I suppose, at the way the decision 

had been made without any consultation… Now that I’m doing it with the other person 

in charge who’s a priest, ‘here we are – back to the clerical structure of the church 

again’. And erm, y’know, we’re on one side – we’re the lay people being taught by the 

person on the other side, who happens to be a priest. And that’s okay but you just 

wonder where the church is going. 

 

Within the confines of this chapter, it is impossible to do justice to the myriad examples of exclusion 

and silencing voiced by the women in the course of their interviews. Repeatedly, nine out of the ten 

women interviewed expressed deep hurt, disillusionment and powerlessness within their parishes 

resulting from the many times they had been ignored and overlooked by their parish priests. Such 

feelings of pain and alienation were compounded by the hierarchical nature of the institutional church 

as there was no place for them in such a structure to either voice their experiences or to challenge the 

system and/or personnel who caused such a disconnect. Hannah says that  

[Women] are in roles [where] they’re cleaning churches, doing flowers; they are in 

bereavement teams, but they don’t have any real say or any real way of making changes. 

There’s no way of feeding suggestions into the church. They don’t have a voice.  

 

Grace agrees with this and says that “there’s very little space for open and frank discussion. And for 

developing your faith and moving it forward.” 

I have already stated that John Paul II indicated some awareness of the many obstacles faced daily by 

women, which he says has resulted in them being “relegated to the margins of society.”389 His apology 

for “not just a few members of the church,” participating in such practice, however, both fails to 

reflect the deep pain and anger expressed by the large majority of the interviewees, and confines such 

 
389 John Paul II, Letter to Women, #3. 
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obstacles to the actions of individuals, rather than understanding them as being woven into the culture 

and fabric of the church, indicated by the interview data.  

Some of the women were aware of the official church’s response in its recent history of silencing 

people who questioned its teachings and/or practices. After talking about her own lack of voice in her 

parish, Aoibheann remarks that “You’re restricted in that you can’t make decisions without 

approval…” and that people “would never question. And, if somebody does, they’re shot down.” 

Talking about the priests in her own parish in relation to her faith journey and ministry involvement, 

Brigid reflects:  

I don’t know if this is because I’m a woman but I feel I can’t challenge things…. I can’t 

ask the questions because I feel the people I’m asking… I just feel they’re limited. I 

think I’m going to get an answer that is according to the book as opposed to a deeper 

answer. I can’t question it – and maybe if I was a [woman] religious and I questioned, 

I might get silenced. 

 

The women of my research have internalised the theology and spirituality of the Second Vatican 

Council and take it seriously in their commitment to their local parish. As seen, however, their 

giftedness and sense of vocation are, within an institutional church, dependent on their local priest.  

In his apostolic exhortation on the formation of priests, John Paul II advises that priests should have 

“the ability to co-ordinate all the gifts and charisms of the community, to discern them and put them 

to good use for the upbuilding of the church in constant union with the bishops.”390 Advising that 

such discernment be the preserve of the ordained is both limiting and unrealistic. Aside from the 

danger that such delegating curbs any potential initiative taken by the baptised laity arising out of 

their own calling and sense of giftedness, it also presumes a deep knowledge by the priest of all the 

baptised in the community. In light of what the majority of participants shared about their experiences 

within their own parishes of being ignored, overlooked and silenced – as well as having no forum 

 
390 John Paul II. Pastores Dabo Vobis, May 25th, 1992, #26, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_25031992_pastores-dabo-vobis.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

See also: Eamonn Conway, “Ministry,” in The Routledge Companion to the Christian Church, eds. G. Mannion and L. 

Mudge (London: Routledge, 2008), 550–559.  

http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_25031992_pastores-dabo-vobis.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_25031992_pastores-dabo-vobis.html
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through which to make suggestions or discuss issues – it is impossible for a) the priest to know the 

range and depth of gifts that exist in the faith community and b) broaden his understanding and vision 

of church (and consequently, ministry) to discern how the gifts of women – and of all laity – can be 

used.391 Such a suggestion reflects an exclusive theology of priesthood. 

Reflecting on the problem of clericalism which marginalises the vocation of the laity within the 

church, Irish theologian Eamonn Conway observes that,  

What we have today … is a domination of ministerium by magisterium, whereby the 

present activity of the Spirit is subordinated to … a static and unchanging 

understanding of ministry based on certain assumptions with regard to Christ’s 

intentions for the structuring of the church.392 

 

Such assumptions, he claims “are at least open to question in the light of more recent biblical 

scholarship.”  

The lack of vision and imagination among many clergy in relation to the potential for creative 

leadership that women bring to their parish faith community was another source of struggle and pain 

for the women interviewed. Assigning the discovery and utilisation of gifts of the laity to the ordained 

means that the women’s agency in their own personal faith journey and that of their faith community 

is tailored to and contingent upon the theology and leadership of the priests of that community. 

Aoibheann reflects on her experience as a Catholic woman in her own parish as one where “[I want] 

to feel alive. And I know probably in the parish that I am in – the Spirit is there. It’s trying to come 

out but it’s kind of all the time being blocked and not allowed.” Aware of her calling and 

responsibility as a baptised woman, Grace declares that “as important as the clergy are, it’s up to us 

 
391 A fundamental problem underlying parish ministry lies in the findings of James Fowler. In his research for his stages 

of faith development theory, he discovered that both parish leadership, and the parish as a working unit, normally reflect 

stage three – a stage when conforming to the authority of the institution and to the group is paramount. Beliefs and 

practices at this stage go unexamined; rather, they are looked to in order to provide a clear and unambiguous direction 

for the members of the group. Such compliance therefore limits individual searching and articulation of one’s faith, and 

results in the repressing of a wide variety of gifts unless they fit into an already existing vision of both church and 

woman held by the ordained. This forms a more complex problem when parishioners (including all of the women 

interviewed for this research) present at stages four or five, expressing their faith, therefore, in different ways to what is 

facilitated and articulated within their own parish. Fowler, Stages of Faith, 173. 
392 Conway, “Ministry,” 551. 
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all. We all need to work together.” However, when it comes to a vision for the parish, she feels that 

it is limited by the church’s understanding of the lay vocation: “Our parish is a very dynamic parish 

with a lot of stuff going on, but there’s a lot more we could be doing. Y’know? And so, you just think 

‘y’know, we’re this far ahead, we could be a bit further.’”  

Éilis also laments the narrow understanding of her vocation by her parish priest. Reflecting on her 

love of sharing about her faith in an accessible way to others, she says that “I’ve been told by my 

principal and various people that, y’know, it’s definitely a gift that I have and I should be using it, 

but I just feel that there’s very little opportunity in my own parish.” In a narrative that expressed a 

longing to be more deeply nourished in her vocation as a lay person, she recounted a conversation 

with her parish priest to whom she had gone to ask him to advertise an adult faith formation 

programme running in their diocese. His response of focussing on the need for additional Eucharistic 

ministers and readers in the parish frustrated her, highlighting, as she believed it did, a narrow vision 

of lay involvement in the parish. When recalling their conversation, Éilis sighs heavily and says, “I 

just thought ‘is that where it begins and ends with him?’”  

In contrast, she shares about a time when, as a lay missionary abroad, she felt her vocation as a lay 

woman in the church being allowed deeper expression. She talks of being able to share her “charism” 

– her “whole person” – and says that  

For me going [on mission], it was me bringing all my skills, and not just my skills, but 

my faith, myself as a person, my talents, everything. And the people I was going to? 

Not just to serve them in skills but to serve them with my life really.  

 

In a similar vein, Dearbhil talks of when her term on the finance committee came to an end, and felt 

that what she could bring to the parish was reduced to what the priest could envisage out of what she 

terms his “myopic” vision of ministry:  

He asked me … [if] I’d do minister of the Eucharist, and, eh, no I wouldn’t.… I don’t 

think it’s something that, I would get a huge amount from and, at this point in my life, 

I would much prefer to sit around and have a conversation about feminist theology or 
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something that I could find I could apply in some way to my life or that has some 

resonance to my life.  

 

For Ita, the church’s exclusion of women from any roles of leadership and/or decision-making was, 

she felt, at odds with Jesus’ message of inclusion, and she said that the ongoing marginalisation and 

side-lining of women “makes me sad. It really, really makes me sad.” She reflects that the “silencing 

and pushing to one side” of women by the hierarchy is the “great tragedy of the church.” Looking to 

the universal church’s attitude to women in ministry, she spoke feelingly about what she perceived 

as tokenism: “It’s not enough to just say ‘well, you know what? We’ll compromise and we’ll let you 

do this, this and this.’ Fuck off. Excuse my language. There can’t be dishing out of roles…. It has to 

be all or nothing.”  

 

7.3. Theology of the lay vocation: The temporal realm 

In his apostolic exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel), Francis talks of the 

involvement that lay people can have in the church – particularly at local level. He names what the 

women interviewed have experienced – the silencing of their voices by individual priests and by 

clericalised structures. He observes that  

A clear awareness of this responsibility of the laity, grounded in their baptism and 

confirmation, does not appear in the same way in all places. In some cases, it is because 

lay persons have not been given the formation needed to take on important 

responsibilities. In others, it is because in their particular churches, room has not been 

made for them to speak and to act, due to an excessive clericalism which keeps them 

away from decision-making.393 

 

While it is positive that the Vatican is aware of some of the obstacles facing the laity in the exercising 

of their baptismal call, underlining its overall theology on ministry, however, is still what some of the 

 
393 Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, (2013), #102, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-

ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html
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women termed a “them and us” vision of ministry and of church. At best, the vocation of the laity 

involves an ever-widening spectrum of ministries. Since Vatican Two, the church understands the 

laity to be “truly recognised as ‘co-responsible’ for the church’s being and action.”394 Lumen Gentium 

advises the ordained (“spiritual shepherds”) to “confidently assign duties to them in the service of the 

church, allowing them freedom and room for action…. Let them encourage lay people so that they 

may undertake tasks on their own initiative.”395 As articulated above, however, for the women 

involved in my research, having “freedom and room for action” is often far from their lived 

experience on the ground. The reality is that magisterial language of “equal but different” leads not 

only to a two-tiered vision in a hierarchical way, it also leads to a confining of lay people’s giftedness 

and vocation to what is often referred to in church documents as “the temporal realm.” Although re-

imagining the vocation of the laity from what it had been reduced to in previous centuries, Vatican 

Two, in the main, confines that vocation to “the renewal of the temporal order”396 and to “seek the 

kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs…. in the ordinary circumstances of family and social 

life.”397 

While the baptised laity can take leadership of their faith in the more secular aspects of their lives, 

the priest takes leadership in the theological and liturgical realm. Any involvement of the laity within 

these areas is often perceived by the official church as a “clericalization of the laity,” rather than as a 

 
394 Benedict XVI, Church Membership and Pastoral Co-responsibility (May 26th, 2009). Like Francis, Benedict XVI 

talks of how Vatican Two’s vision of the vocation of the laity has been limited by the practice of many in church 

leadership and says that “It is necessary to improve pastoral structures in such a way that the co-responsibility of all the 

members of the People of God in their entirety is gradually promoted... This demands a change in mentality, 

particularly, concerning lay people. They must no longer be viewed as ‘collaborators’ of the clergy, but truly recognised 

as ‘co-responsible’ for the Church’s being and action.” 

http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2009/may/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20090526_convegno-

diocesi-rm.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
395 Paul VI, Lumen Gentium (Nov.21st, 1964), #37. 
396 Paul VI, Apostolicam Actuositatem (Nov. 18th, 1965), #7, 

https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651118_apostolicam-

actuositatem_en.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
397 Paul VI, Lumen Gentium, #31. Populorum Progressio shortly after the Council ended, reaffirmed this boundaried 

thinking and states that “laymen [sic] should take up as their own proper task the renewal of the temporal order [for] if 

the role of the hierarchy is to teach and to interpret authentically the norms of morality to be followed in this matter, it 

belongs to the laity … to infuse a Christian spirit into the mentality, customs, laws and structures of the community in 

which they live.” Paul VI, Populorum Progressio (1967), #33, https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-

vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2009/may/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20090526_convegno-diocesi-rm.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2009/may/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20090526_convegno-diocesi-rm.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651118_apostolicam-actuositatem_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651118_apostolicam-actuositatem_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html
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grace-filled opportunity for newness and re-imagining. Greater involvement and leadership of the 

laity in both theology and liturgical celebration, compromises according to the then Cardinal Joseph 

Ratzinger, the lay person’s “proper identity in the life and mission of the church” and “makes invisible 

and almost incomprehensible the essential difference between the common priesthood and the 

ministerial priesthood.”398  

Such segregation of the ordained and the laity in general – and women in particular – is most present 

and visible in sacramental ministry, particularly the Eucharist. The liturgy of the Eucharist has often 

been a difficult one for feminist theologians. Many of them have commented on it being a double-

edged sword for women due, on the one hand, to its proclamation of a Gospel of justice and equality, 

while on the other hand, it theologically justifies the absence of women in the sanctuary.399 American 

sociologist, Mary Farrell Bednarowski, uses the term “ambivalence” to describe such a relationship, 

saying that it is both “grounded in a deep sense of belonging, familiarity, and commitment, and an 

equally strong sense of alienation and distrust.”400 Nine out of the ten women interviewed talked of 

such ambivalence – as “the source and summit of the whole Christian life,”401 its celebration was a 

source of both pain and healing for them.  

Ita encapsulates this dual relationship many women have with the Eucharist. Talking of it as 

something “that I would deeply revere,” she still struggles with a male-only priesthood and the 

invisibility of women in the sanctuary, and says that while receiving the Eucharist, she is  

Able to separate it because I see it as something that transcends the person giving. And 

I mean, very often, it’s a woman I’m receiving Eucharist from. So, in some way, that 

ameliorates, I suppose, my irritation with women not being ordained. 

 
398 Joseph Ratzinger, Concerning the Instruction on Some Questions Regarding the Collaboration of the Lay Faithful in 

the Ministry of Priests (March 11th, 1998) #1, http://www.ratzinger.us/La-collaborazione-dei-fedeli-laici-al-ministero-

dei-presbiteri/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
399 See, for example: Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex (New York: Harper & Row, 1975); Elizabeth 

Johnson, The Church Women Want: Catholic Women in Dialogue (New York: Crossroad, 2002); Rosemary Radford-

Ruether, Women-Church: Theology and Practice of Feminist Liturgical Communities (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 

2001).  
400 Mary Farrell Bednarowski, The Religious Imagination of American Women (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 

Press, (1999), 19. 
401 Lumen Gentium, #11; cf. CCC, #1324. 

http://www.ratzinger.us/La-collaborazione-dei-fedeli-laici-al-ministero-dei-presbiteri/
http://www.ratzinger.us/La-collaborazione-dei-fedeli-laici-al-ministero-dei-presbiteri/
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Such a love of the mass is interwoven into her own childhood when she loved “all the 

mystery, and the ritual, and the beauty of it” and was consequently, an important part of how 

she raised her daughter.402 On the other hand, however, she reflects on how her love for the 

Eucharist is challenged by her parish priest’s theology which often has her “blood boiling.” 

Articulating her own sense of voicelessness and lack of agency within the sanctuary, she says 

that his homilies have  

Made me think “what do you know? … Y’know, you’re the guy standing up there with 

the robes on; you’ve been given the opportunity that I haven’t, can’t, aren’t allowed to 

be given, and yet, I could probably, y’know, get up there and rip that bloody homily to 

shreds.” Sometimes, I get very frustrated listening to this narrow, tiny, small view of 

Jesus’ message. Y’know?  

 

I have previously commented on John Paul II defining women’s experience despite not consulting 

them. This practice is mirrored for Ita at parish level. Speaking of a homily given by her local priest, 

she suggests that “if he had actually put that by a woman before he read it out from the pulpit, he 

might not have said what he said. I would hope he wouldn’t say what he said, because it alienated 

me.” Ita’s sense of powerlessness in this situation illustrates Young’s claim, stated previously, that 

powerlessness as a face of oppression doubly silences: first, the priest was validated by the official 

church to speak about and define women, and second, the women had no formal means of responding 

to such a narrative.  

Ita’s relationship with the liturgical life of the church is not an isolated one. Some of the women 

interviewed voiced a disconnect between their lives and what they were hearing at their weekend 

parish mass. Aoibheann talks of “not hearing what nurtures me when I go” and feels that she often 

feels invisible and “spoken at” while Brigid experiences it as “not always life-giving” or “relevant to 

[her] everyday,” and Hannah says that “what we’re doing is not speaking to people.” She proceeds to 

 
402 Tina Beattie, echoing Aideen’s association of the mass with memories of her growing up, talks of how the 

symbolism, ritual and drama associated with Catholicism’s sacramental expression appeal to hidden levels of 

consciousness, evoking deep longings associated with childhood and the maternal relationship. Tina Beattie, “The 

Sacramental Body: Symbols of a Gendered Church,” The Way Supplement: Refounding Church and Spirituality 101 

(2001): 73–87, https://www.theway.org.uk/back/s101Beattie.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

 

https://www.theway.org.uk/back/s101Beattie.pdf
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reflect that “I continue to go to mass although I don’t find it in any way nourishing [except for] the 

fact that we come together.” For her, such a disconnect exists for many reasons, including the use of 

exclusively male language, the focus of the liturgy on the sinfulness of the human condition, the lack 

of space for people to share about their faith, and the lack of joy. 

This is contrasted with times such as a mass in November for the families of parishioners who have 

died during the previous year. With increased lay involvement, the imaginative use of symbols and 

music, atmospheric lighting, and so forth, Hannah says that even though “it’s a hard night for people, 

it does speak to people. It’s kind of a holding night…. There’s a connection; a personal connection.” 

Caoimhe also struggles with the lack of inclusive language and imagery, and a male-only priesthood, 

and says that in relation to the Eucharist 

What the church says – and the men of the church at that – and all that hierarchy and 

destruction, it doesn’t mean anything to me. It doesn’t mean anything to me. And yet, 

I would still go to mass [because] it’s a devotion to God…. I have really tried to believe 

in transubstantiation … and it’s okay to accept that I struggle with that. And yet, I still 

want to receive because … well, I’m not going to close down any door which could be 

an opportunity to meet God. So I say “yes” to it all.  

 

Niamh shares Caoimhe’s love of the Eucharist and, while thinking that “we overdo mass” and “have 

devalued it by over-exposure,” she loves “the rhythm” of it in her life and reflects that “your 

experience of Eucharist might not be that great, but there’s always something.”  

While acknowledging the centrality of the Eucharist for the church in spite of some of their own 

struggles with it, five of those interviewed specifically mentioned the need for other types of liturgy. 

Despite two out of the ten women interviewed being on their parish liturgy teams, little support or 

encouragement was given to them or to the other women to create and/or lead any form of ritual in 

their parish. Aoibheann, who is a qualified spiritual director and has a master’s degree in spirituality, 

decided with another woman to create a ritual in Advent for parishioners. Unconsciously manifesting 

the unspoken acceptance within the institutional church that the church building – and especially the 
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sanctuary – is the domain of the ordained and hierarchically-styled liturgy, the women chose to hold 

the ritual in a parish hall.  

We decided if we were going to go ahead and do it, we’d let the parish priest know. 

We put a huge amount of work into it and we presented it, and it was lovely. But… 

none of the priests from the parish came. And I was disappointed that not one of them 

came. It would have been nice if just one of them had turned up.403 

 

Illustrating again the metaphorical and sacramental distance that exists between the pulpit and 

women’s liturgical visibility, Éilis reflected on having just spoken at Sunday mass on behalf of a lay 

missionary organisation to which she had belonged. In her interview, Éilis had shared about her calling 

to mission, her searching faith, and her educational leadership, but had struggled to find her voice 

within her own local parish where “the way I express my faith … doesn’t seem to be available. So, it 

probably means I have to go elsewhere.” Talking of her experience of speaking at mass, she says that  

I just thought “here I am now, up in the pulpit doing this.” I went up and I did it and, 

okay, it was my personal views but I did use some scriptures, and I just thought “well, 

I did it; I must be okay at this.” And it’s something that, y’know, I felt I did well…. 

And I feel that in recent times, all the funerals in the family – I mean I’ve organised all 

the liturgy around it and y’know, it’s something that I did and I love doing. 

 

Despite her faith commitment, her ability to communicate her faith to others, and her liturgical 

knowledge that has led her to quietly organise various family funerals from behind their public 

expression, Éilis is never invited by the clergy to lead public worship of any kind. This was the same 

for the majority of the women interviewed. Such a lack of response from the parish clergy raises the 

question as to what they understand parish ritual to be – in a clericalised church, is ritual only 

perceived by the ordained as valid when they are the ones presiding or in leadership?  

Clericalism – and a clerical mindset – is not, however confined to the ordained.404 Niamh talks of an 

initiative that the parish liturgy team initiated, which was for a lay person to welcome everyone at the 

 
403 Aoibheann is not only referring to the parish priest and the curate in this situation but to a large religious community 

of priests in the parish, many of whom were relatively active and involved in the parish at the time of the service taking 

place. 
404 The Association of U.S. Catholic Priests put out a white paper on clericalism in June 2019. It defines clericalism as 

“an expectation, leading to abuses of power, that ordained ministers are better than and should be over everyone else 

https://www.futurechurch.org/sites/default/files/Model%204%20A%20-AUSCP%20White%20Paper-Systemic%20Dysfunction%20Clericalism.pdf
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beginning of mass and introduce the readings and theme of the day. After a few attempts, the initiative 

was abandoned due to complaints from some of the parish laity that the people doing it were “over-

riding the role of the priest.” As Niamh observed “it’s okay to go up as helpers to do the reading and 

help out as a Eucharistic minister but erm, to do this, you were usurping his role a wee bit.”  

As already discussed in Chapter four, John Paul II’s theology of complementarity and a biologically-

reduced understanding of being in persona Christi, compounds such dichotomous thinking. His 

literalising of the symbolic body and the confining of women to the “temporal realm” stifles the 

creative movement of the Spirit in renewing the church’s liturgical expression which at different 

times, was described by the women interviewed as “static”, “rigid”, “intransigent”, “exclusive”, “not 

connecting”, “male”, and so forth. In contrast, Brigid summarised the feelings of many of the women 

when she talked of the appeal and importance of forms of worship other than the mass – particularly 

if they are lay-led. Such faith expression she feels is “the kind of stuff that feeds you – being present 

at something you want to participate in; something that’s maybe speaking your language – something 

that’s a bit life-giving.” Yet again, one wonders what could be possible if such women’s opinions 

were actively sought out and heard by church leadership. 

Emphasising that the locus of the lay vocation lies in the temporal, Paul VI points out in Populorum 

Progressio, that “it belongs to the laity, without waiting passively for orders and directives, to take 

the initiatives freely and to infuse a Christian spirit into the mentality, customs, laws and structures 

of the community in which they live.”405 In light of the women’s experience of their giftedness and 

vocation being ignored or repressed by the institutional church, I posit that the corollary of that is also 

true: the institutional church is called to envisage a church that encourages the initiatives taken by the 

laity to infuse the liturgical realm with a renewing Christian spirit. Without knowing the formal 

theological dichotomising of the clerical and lay roles in the liturgical and temporal roles respectively, 

 
among the People of God." Rev. Peter Daly ACP, “Tackle Clericalism First When Attempting Priesthood Reform,” in 

National Catholic Reporter (Aug 13, 2019), 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/priestly-diary/tackle-clericalism-first-when-attempting-priesthood-reform. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
405 Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, #33. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/priestly-diary/tackle-clericalism-first-when-attempting-priesthood-reform
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Brigid senses from her experience that boundaries have been placed on her own vocation as a lay 

woman. Speaking on how she lives out her faith, she reflects that  

You can do it in supermarkets, you can do it with your friends, but I don’t believe we’d 

get a chance to do that within church structures as they’re set up – to speak in church, 

within the walls of the church, to speak from the walls of the sanctuary, to use my own 

words, to offer some reflection. 

 

7.4. Priesthood and the non-ordination of women 

Despite arguing that a theology of complementarity, which claims that only the male body can 

sacramentally represent Christ, does not signify the inferiority of women in ministry, the majority of 

the women interviewed struggled with such teaching.406 For them, the issues of sacramental visibility, 

decision-making power and the institutional church, came together in the matter of the exclusion of 

women from ordained ministry. While none of the participants thought that ministry was synonymous 

with ordination, any discussion on their experience as women of faith was interwoven with reference 

to the ministerial priesthood.407 

What disturbed Brigid was not so much the actual church’s teaching but the church’s forbidding of 

any discussion on the issue. From her work with young children in schools, she observes that if the 

church’s stance of silencing people and limiting what they can talk about was  

Happening in a school with kids, you’d be saying “you can’t do that; you have to allow 

somebody to ask a question”, and it just seems wrong not to have the discussion… And 

to say to people that you cannot ask a question and you’re going to be silenced, it’s just 

wrong. 

 

 
406 John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, #30. 
407 The church’s teaching on ordination is outlined in the Catechism which states that “only a baptized man validly 

receives sacred ordination. The Lord Jesus chose men to form the college of the twelve apostles, and the apostles did 

the same when they chose collaborators to succeed them in their ministry… The Church recognizes herself to be bound 

by this choice made by the Lord himself. For this reason, the ordination of women is not possible.” CCC, #1577. 
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Responding to John Paul II’s direct text that only men can be in persona Christi (rather than the issue 

of the ordination of women in general) two of the women criticised the whole basis of his argument.408  

I totally disagree with that – totally and utterly. I totally reject it because y’know, if 

you look at not Jesus of Nazareth but the Christ, the Christ is beyond gender. God is 

beyond gender. So, to put any limits to human flourishing or to human potential or to 

the roles that human beings should have, is just to me an anathema… He’s missing the 

point. He’s looking at the person of Jesus of Nazareth – the male personhood, which is 

totally separate from the risen Christ. So, he’s missed the point. And it’s really shocking 

to me that he could say something like that. (Ita) 

 

That’s a load of rubbish. I think if you’re setting off on the premise that at your core is 

a spiritual core, I don’t think that’s male or female … This is wanting to maintain the 

status quo. I think we are spiritual at the core; I don’t think we are male and female. 

(Dearbhil) 

 

While the majority of women concurred with such opinions, two did not support the ordination of 

women – but for different reasons. Framing her answer within a theology of complementarity, 

Fionnuala affirmed John Paul II’s discussion of the imagery found in Eph. 5:22–33. She says that 

I agree that it’s men only because to me… God created the church his Bride of Christ, 

and that’s a male-female sort of union. And again, he calls the church “she” and 

protects the church… And to me, if it went the other way, y’know, it would be untrue.  

 

Niamh, however, believes that the current model of ordained ministry within a patriarchally-

structured church is fundamentally flawed, she does not believe that ordaining women into 

such a system would lead to their equality.  

We don’t need ordination. I do believe that we need structures ... [but] Christ isn’t 

dependent on an ordained sect to be present in the world or be with his people. I think 

that’s a whole wrong way of organising church.... I would love if nearly anybody could 

say the words [of consecration] … I certainly would have no desire to be a priest myself 

in the way it’s organised in the church at the minute.  

 

 
408 John Paul II, Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, (May 22nd, 1994), #1 & 4, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/en/apost_letters/1994/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19940522_ordinatio-sacerdotalis.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1994/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19940522_ordinatio-sacerdotalis.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1994/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19940522_ordinatio-sacerdotalis.html
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Later, she reflects that what happens to women in other parts of society would also happen to women 

who would get ordained – they would still be treated as secondary and would end up doing a greater 

amount of work for less recognition than their male counterparts.  

For Hannah, the ordination of women would be a formal recognition of their equality within the 

church and “there’s a division if that doesn’t happen.” Grace agrees but believes that the issue of 

ordination is bigger than equality in ministry – women’s exclusion from it deprives them of their voice 

and their access to decision-making – and points out that “there’s only men in the decision-making 

role; the hierarchy of the church is all built on men.” This is despite there being “so many competent, 

capable women – people who take their faith seriously… who could be at every level in the church… 

if we were let in.” To varying degrees for all the women, the decision-making powers of the ordained, 

and the women’s experience of powerlessness and silencing within the church, are interwoven. 

Ordination is associated with everything that women do not have – a forum to make decisions, offer 

suggestions, create and lead worship, and discuss theology. Their lack of agency in all of these areas 

is accentuated for some of the participants when they attend church services, and the invisibility of 

women in the sanctuary visually impacts on them. Caoimhe talks of attending a con-celebrated mass 

with her mother:  

There were about fifty priests – a sea of priests – on the altar. All men in robes and I 

just turned to my mum and said “wouldn’t it be lovely if we could see some women up 

there.” That’s all I could think of. I wasn’t even getting into the politics of it. It would 

just be lovely to see men and women up there celebrating mass together. It’s a shame, 

that’s all. 

 

The following extract from my interview with Aoibheann articulates how for her, the invisibility of 

women in the sanctuary represents their invisibility in the church generally.  

Aoibheann: Sometimes if I’m in the church looking up at the altar; if there’s a special 

mass and they’re all there dressed and I just think to myself “what’s that about?” I’m 

sorry.  

And there’s no women up there. Sometimes you’ll have an altar girl. Well done! 

(laughs wryly) … 

But I kind of think: “Hmmm, they’re missing. You’re missing, you’re missing.”  

Gráinne: And you say you ask “what’s that about?” What do you think it’s about? 
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Aoibheann: I don’t know. Power. Power! And “look at us, up here…” I don’t get it 

anymore, so I don’t. 

 

While listening to and analysing the opinions of the women interviewed in relation to the issue of 

women’s ordination, I realised that the arguments given by them mirrored those of academic feminist 

theologians already presented: the role of the ordained is interwoven with a myriad of issues 

including those of equality, decision-making powers, the sacramental presence of women, the 

predominance of a clericalised institutional church, theological anthropology, and so forth. What 

feminist theologians have articulated in academic terms, is what all of the interviewees know at an 

intuitive level from lived experience. Whether from academic or intuitive knowledge, however, John 

Paul II’s assertion of the “equal but different” understanding of vocation in relation to women and 

men, remains problematic for many women. 

I close this section with Ita’s heartfelt articulation on what the church’s opening up of ordination to 

women would mean to her: 

And I heard that the church is considering allowing married men to become priests… 

And of course, it’s still only men. This is the frustration. Is it ever going to change? 

And how long do I hang on in there waiting for it to change? Am I going to see it in 

my lifetime? Is it going to be my daughter’s lifetime? Y’know, one of my most fervent 

wishes is to see this in my lifetime. And I actually feel quite emotional about it. If the 

pope – or a pope – announces in my lifetime that women are going to be allowed to 

become priests, I will go out in the street and I will dance for pure joy because we’ve 

been waiting for it for such a long time.  

 

7.5. The prophetic voice: naming the grief 

I have already mentioned that much of what the women share in their interviews about the lack of 

voice they felt they had in the church, and their keen awareness of their giftedness and knowledge 

being given little recognition or affirmation in their respective parishes, saddened and upset me. 

While the women’s voicelessness and powerlessness in the church is not the women’s total faith 

experience, it took up a significant part of the majority of interviews. In the same way as the prophets 

of the scriptures lamented and named what was wrong with the religion and society in which they 
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lived, so too do the women lament and name their own pain. If the first step in changing royal 

(oppressive) consciousness is for prophets to have the courage to name what is wrong, then all of the 

women interviewed are prophetic. Just as God heard the cries of the Israelites, so too is the church 

called to hear the difficulties many faith-filled women encounter within it when striving for fullness 

of life. 

As Hannah states: “It’s a struggle. it’s a struggle all the time.”  

And Ita concurs: “It makes me sad. It really makes me sad…”  

Brueggemann states that prophets have to express the pain, the alienation, the repressing of questions 

and thoughts that challenge and contradict the dominant/royal consciousness, because the system is 

incapable of doing so; a system cannot criticise or mourn itself, as to do so would be to acknowledge 

its own demise – and royal consciousness depends on a narrative that it is eternal and indestructible. 

Grace’s belief in the probable collapse of the church if all women were to temporarily withdraw their 

involvement, is prophetic. It declares that the system’s narrative of its own eternity is delusional. 

Criticising and lamenting aspects of the system proclaims a belief in a vision of something bigger, 

something better, and declares that the current experience is a denial of that vision. As Brueggemann 

says: “I believe that grief and mourning, that crying in pathos, is the ultimate form of criticism, for it 

announces the sure end of the whole royal arrangement.”409 

As shown, many of the women struggled with the sense that they were alone with any questions that 

they may have and, as Aoibheann observed: “People would never question and if they did, they’d be 

shot down.” Royal consciousness leaves no room for questions; questions indicate that the system 

(contrary to its own narrative) is not in fact all-knowing – it does not have all the solutions.  

While listening to the women describe both their experience of liturgy, and parish structures, with 

words such as “exclusive”, “rigid”, “intransigent”, “static”, “removed”, “not connected,” and so forth, 

 
409 Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 38. 
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I realised that these are the same terms Brueggemann uses to describe the nature of royal 

consciousness which the prophet is called to criticise and contradict. Royal consciousness does not 

like or encourage imagination; imagination cannot be controlled or contained. Rather, a system that 

works out of a royal consciousness thrives on sameness, on repetition, and on an unchanging mindset. 

It is the mindset that Niamh criticises when she observes the “we’ll carry on as normal” response of 

the church to the child sexual abuse scandals, or when Grace states that in relation to lay involvement 

the priests “don’t want things to move on and they’re not willing to let the laity in.” The prophet who 

attempts to contradict such a mindset is often ignored, rendered powerless, and/or silenced.410 

Illustrating this point, Brueggemann talks of the sadness of the prophet Jeremiah stemming not only 

from his grieving for the future of his people, but also by his feeling that what he was attempting to 

do and say within his community was being ignored and ridiculed.411  

Focussing on the interviews with women, this chapter highlighted some of the struggles and 

challenges they face as women within the Irish Catholic church. I discussed how in their conversations 

with me, they shared about the pain they felt at frequently feeling powerless and overlooked by the 

church’s clergy, structures, and teachings. I contend that such articulation is neither negative nor self-

pitying, but rather, as Brueggemann points out, is a courageous and prophetic grieving that calls out 

to the church’s royal consciousness to remember the covenant. Succeeding chapters will show how 

the prophetic voices of the participants can be heard in other aspects of their respective faith 

experiences. This chapter concludes by arguing that the pain of the women echoes the pain of the 

prophets of the Jewish scriptures. 

As already seen, women are told by John Paul II to look to Mary as a way to understand and live out 

their “feminine genius.” It is therefore important to explore the significance – if any – that the person 

 
410 Ibid., 32. 
411 Ibid., 47. Joan Chittester also talks about the loneliness of the prophetic voice – the “voice crying in the wilderness” 

(Jn 1:23) and says that “Prophecy can be a very lonely task. There is little or no public applause reserved in the house of 

the emperor for those who announce that the emperor has no clothes.” Joan Chittester, The Time is Now: A Call to 

Uncommon Courage (New York: Convergent Books, 2019), 65. 
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and symbol of Mary has within the faith lives of the participants in this research, and it is to such an 

exploration I now turn.  
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Chapter eight The role of Mary in the faith lives of the women interviewed 

 

The importance of Mary for John Paul II as the embodiment of his concept of feminine genius and as 

a role model for women has already been highlighted. This chapter looks at how the women 

interviewed interpreted and responded to his positioning of Mary as a paradigm for their womanhood 

and/or femininity. Interestingly, in stark contrast to the centrality of Mary for John Paul II, Mary for 

the women interviewed was an after-thought when sharing about their faith. In all but one of the 

interviews, discussion about the role of Mary only happened after I directly introduced the topic 

myself. The ten interviews yielded relatively little data; its importance for this research lies therefore 

in the contrast that exists between the continual highlighting of Mary by John Paul II as a model for 

women, and the minimal role in reality that she plays for the majority of the women interviewed. 

Three of the participants told me after their particular interviews, that they really had nothing at all 

to say about Mary in relation to what was important to their faith but that they tried to say something 

as they had wanted to help me and my research. In the majority of interviews, discussion on this topic 

resulted in more halting and less flowing conversation than existed for any other topic raised. One 

example of this suffices as an illustration:  

G. John Paul II says that women have to look to Mary as a model for their life and their 

lived experience. Who’s Mary for you?  

Aoibheann: Erm. Mary now is a strong woman who had a huge influence on the way 

Jesus was as a person. Erm… (long pause). I suppose that’s it. 

G: And when you say “now”, what was she beforehand for you? 

Aoibheann: I suppose… yes, a mother, but a silent whatever. Erm… (long pause) 

G: As a mother yourself, would you have identified with her in the past? 

Aoibheann: Not really.  

G: Not really. So, when you were raising your children and all, she wasn’t really 

featuring? 

Aoibheann: No, not really. She was this statue. The blue… (pause) and whatever… 

(pause) yeah. 

 

8.1. The ‘Mary’ of Irish devotional Catholicism 

The perception of Mary as a statue was not confined to Aoibheann. Dearbhil talks of Mary as “a 

figure of legend and enamel” and when I asked Brigid who Mary was for her, she replied that  
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I don’t mean to give a quick answer but Mary doesn’t really figure. I see Mary as 

statues a lot of the time. Mary wasn’t terribly real for me… We had statues of Mary in 

the school – blue robes… She was just there as a statue. My image of Mary is “statues.”  

 

For Niamh, it is not only the fact that the church’s primary representation of Mary is through statues 

that annoys her, it is the interpretation of Mary illustrated in these statues that she finds limiting. She 

reflects that “even when I go to church now, and there’s a beautiful statue of Mary with a child, I just 

think, that’s done by people that don’t have children… It’s too…? A well-behaved Jesus and a very 

calm Mary?” 

Such sentiments are echoed by American theologian Sally Cuneen when she talks of her own journey 

of discovery into the person and symbolic importance of Mary in her own Catholic faith:  

At mass I found myself near the front of the church facing a statue I hadn’t seen in a 

while… I looked at the lady in blue – pretty, like a young woman in a magazine 

illustration but more innocent, her eyes lifted to heaven, her bare feet resting on a green 

snake – and recognized a sister of the statue used in the May processions of my youth. 

At that time I knelt before it without reflection; now I studied it with open eyes. This 

statue had absolutely no connection with the Mary I was getting to know. Its unreality 

made it hard for me to pray… The notion of goodness it represented had nothing to do 

with the harsh realities of the Gospel… I found myself… unable to pray before an 

image that distorted Mary, biblical meaning, and women in general.412  

 

Statues of Mary – and shrines to her –- are not only an accepted part of the physical landscape of 

Ireland,413 they also play a significant part in the narrative of our Irish Catholicism. One of the most 

famous is that in Knock, Co. Mayo commemorating the apparitions in 1879, which both John Paul II 

and Francis visited on their papal visits to Ireland (1979 and 2019 respectively).414 A Marian statue 

in Granard, Co. Longford became a symbol in discussions on women’s sexuality and conservative 

Catholicism in the years that followed the deaths in 1984 of fifteen-year-old Anne Lovett and her 

 
412 Cuneen, In Search of Mary, 15–18. 
413 Journeying to one of the women to conduct an interview for this research, I got lost. The instructions given had been 

to “turn right at Mary’s statue”, but due to the fact that there were three separate shrines/statues within a relatively short 

distance from one another, I chose the wrong one at which to turn! Such roadside shrines reflect the Mariology deeply 

interwoven into Irish Catholicism of the past. 
414 1985 marked what was to be called “the year of the moving statues” where Marian apparitions were found at shrines 

all over Ireland attracting large crowds – with, for example, up to 100,000 gathering over the summer months at a shrine 

in a small village called Ballinspittle in the very south of the country. 
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infant son, when in the depths of winter, the young girl gave birth alone at night in front of a statue 

of the Virgin Mary in church grounds. In “The Statue of the Virgin at Granard Speaks,” Irish poet 

Paula Meehan encapsulates a sense of what many of those interviewed for this research were trying 

to express about the “untouchability” of Mary, static as a “figure of legend and enamel.” Meehan 

enables the voice of Mary to be heard: 

They call me Mary – Blessed, Holy, Virgin. 

They fit me to a myth of a man crucified / […] / 

And I would break loose of my stony robes, 

Pure blue, pure white, 

As if they had robbed a child’s sky for their colour. 

My being cries out to be incarnate, incarnate,  

Maculate and tousled in a honeyed bed / […] /  

On a night like this I remember the child  

who came with fifteen summers to her name, 

and she lay down alone at my feet 

without midwife or doctor or friend to hold her hand 

and she pushed her secret out into the night, 

far from the town tucked up in little scandals / […] / 

and though she cried out to me in extremis 

I did not move,  

I didn’t lift a finger to help her,  

I didn’t intercede with heaven,  

Nor whisper the charmed word in God’s ear.415  

 

The representation of Mary frozen in a statue left the majority of women interviewed with no clear 

relationship with Mary. When asked about the role that Mary has played – or currently plays – in 

their faith life, their immediate image was one not only of statues but of Marian devotions in the form 

of pilgrimages, reciting the rosary, apparitions, holy pictures, and so forth. Such images are 

symptomatic of every facet of Irish Catholicism up until the recent past. For many of the women, 

therefore, Mary seemed not to be a real presence. In response to being asked about her relationship 

 
415 Paula Meehan, “The Statue of the Virgin at Granard Speaks,” in The Man Who Was Marked by Winter (Oldcastle, 

Co Meath: Gallery Press, 1991), 41. This poem so reflects recent shifts in Ireland’s narrative about the roles played by 

both the Irish state and the Catholic church in women’s sexuality in the country’s history, that it was one of the final ten 

poems selected by the Irish population in the 2015 Poetry Competition “A Poem for Ireland.” As already discussed, the 

newly independent Ireland throughout most of the twentieth century held out an image of a romanticised perfect female, 

which both symbolised the country and was supposed to be lived out by every Irish female. The mythical literary figure 

Cathleen Ní Houlihan was one such embodiment, the Virgin Mary was another – women who could not be damaged or 

corrupted in any way.  
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with Mary, Hannah immediately thinks of Mary in these more abstract terms. Showing the association 

of Mary with the Irish tradition of “waking” the dead, she says that:  

I’m afraid I’m not a big rosary person. I suppose I’ve never been to any of these shrines 

– I’ve never been to Lourdes, Medjugorje or any those and I would have terrible doubts 

about [them]; I would say a ‘Hail Mary’ with great fervour – I think the rosary comes 

into its own at a funeral. I would see her as she’s portrayed y’know, in our holy pictures 

and things.  

 

In a similar way, Brigid’s immediate response to being questioned about the role of Mary in her life, 

talks of pilgrimages and the rosary. It is clear from her sharing that Mary plays no role in her present 

adult life as her association with Mary seems to be firmly rooted in her childhood. She says that  

To be honest, I used to feel a little bit guilty because there was a lot of Marian-type 

things and I’ve never been to Lourdes, and I kind of felt everybody had a lot of devotion 

to Mary and I didn’t know what that was [about] – and to be perfectly honest, I still 

don’t…. It just busied my head saying the rote stuff, and the words were all words I 

didn’t understand. To be perfectly honest, it just didn’t mean a whole lot to me. We 

didn’t say the rosary at home, which was probably a little bit unusual. 

 

Affirming the widespread practice in Ireland up to the 1970s of praying the rosary,416 Niamh admits 

that her relationship with Mary may come back in the future “because it’s so ingrained” but she was 

“put off by having to say the rosary every night. We’d be called in. And all the devotions that you 

were dragged along to and you felt you had no choice, y’know? That sounds very anti-Mary, I don’t 

mean that.” 

 

 

 

 
416 Well-known American emeritus professor of history (who specialises in Irish history) at the University of 

Wisconsin–Madison James Donnelly, observes that the rosary was central to the faith practice of Irish Catholicism for 

at least two centuries before its demise in the early 1970s and claims that “the material, cultural, and religious change 

that began to sweep through Ireland in the 1960s dethroned Marianism from its central place in Irish Catholic popular 

devotion.” James S. Donnelly Jr. “Opposing the ‘Modern World’: The Cult of the Virgin Mary in Ireland, 1965–85,” 

Éire-Ireland Irish-American Cultural Institute 40, nos. 1&2 (Spring/Summer 2005): 187, 

http://blogttn.info/dspace/rh/opposingthemodernworld.pdf. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Wisconsin%E2%80%93Madison
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Wisconsin%E2%80%93Madison
http://blogttn.info/dspace/rh/opposingthemodernworld.pdf
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8.2. Rejection of the ‘Mary’ of patriarchy 

Each woman was asked how they felt about John Paul II’s advice to women – which is for women to 

“look to Mary to find in her the secret of living their femininity with dignity and of achieving their 

own true advancement.”417 Eight out of the ten women interviewed voiced a resistance to such advice. 

The resistance indicated by some of the women was not against the persona and symbol of Mary per 

se, but was due mainly to the interpretation of Mary they felt John Paul II and the official church were 

giving to women as a model of how they should live their lives, both within the church and within 

society generally. Grace articulates this when she says that  

Why does he ask us to look to Mary? Because I think the whole time Mary is brought 

[in] it’s the fact that she was a virgin and again back to “she’s chaste, she’s a virgin, 

y’know, she’s pure, she was born without sin. Is that what you want me to look 

towards?” … I’m asking “what does he want me to look to in Mary and what do I see 

in Mary?” Y’know? And a lot of the time they have Mary on this pedestal as this chaste 

virgin who gave birth, y’know. Is that what they want?  

 

It is this image in particular that these eight women struggle against. Reflecting on John Paul II’s 

advice to women to look to Mary, Dearbhil protests that “you’re to compare yourself to Mary when 

how could you ever possibly be a virgin mother? Like it’s just unrealistic; it is joyless. There’s no joy 

in this at all.” In a similar way, Caoimhe exclaims:  

Ah no, I think it’s rubbish. Sorry. I think that’s just saying women are – or ought to be 

– passive, virginal, without sin, perfect. It’s just setting that bar for women and it’s sort 

of stupid… Why is she this idol for the rest of us? Why do we all have to be like that? 

I’ve never had this thing that she was the perfect woman, the perfect mother or anything 

like that?... I don’t see her as supreme [or] this woman that we all look up to. 

 

On the other hand, however, one of the two women who talked of having a strong personal relationship 

with Mary, agreed with John Paul II that Mary was an ideal model for women. Highlighting his 

interweaving the idea of femininity with that of dignity – and with echoes of the image of the church 

as the Bride of Christ in Eph. 5:25–32 – Fionnuala says that  

 
417 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #46. 
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I’ve thought about dignity a lot this past while, y’know. I think something that’s 

missing today is dignity. Y’know erm, the feminist thing that we have to be as strong 

as the men and fight like the men and everything, everything that God wants to protect 

is more a “she”, y’know? The church is a “she”, and his mother – he just wants to 

protect her, protect them. And I think we’ve sort of lost that women want to be 

protected, y’know? We don’t think about how indignity affects other people like going 

out scantily dressed and things like that, and all that that brings up. And young women 

being vulnerable – you’re just easy prey. 

  

When asked what, for her, is “femininity,” she articulates, to a certain extent, the thought of John Paul 

II when she reflects that “femininity is a gentleness, an elegance… It’s just more ladylike, and ladylike 

qualities.” She proceeds to observe that femininity is reflected and expressed through one’s 

“behaviour towards other people,” “how you carry yourself,” and “how you behave in other people’s 

presence.” Finally, femininity, she reflects, is about not being “loud or boisterous.” 

In her own reflection Éilis echoes Caoimhe’s opinion and questions the implications an interpretation 

of Mary as “passive, virginal, without sin, perfect” has for women. She refers back to the quotes from 

John Paul II that I had given the women prior to interview and considers them in relation to what the 

church is telling women about the role they are permitted to play within the ministry of the church:  

Hmmm. “The Virgin makes no proud demands nor does she seek to satisfy personal 

ambitions.” (Éilis laughs) Right? And she’s all humble and she’s the handmaid of the 

Lord and that’s all very well, but to me it just seems to me to be putting down women 

and you know, we just have to be humble and we just have to accept whatever comes 

our way. And yes, humility is a wonderful virtue, but what if a woman has ambition, 

y’know? I do believe the Lord puts these things in our hearts and if women want to 

have a greater say in the church and be able to be of service, y’know, why not? Why 

do we have to be told “well, look at Mary, and she didn’t demand anything much and 

so you just be the same,” and I find that kind of quite sad really that that’s where they’re 

[at]. She’s a wonderful model, don’t get me wrong. But is that the extent of what our 

mission is? 

 

As shown, John Paul II argues that Mary not being ordained highlights the complementary nature of 

ministry and shows that only men are called to ordination. This, he claims, does not mean that women 

are of “lesser dignity” in the church but rather emphasizes the fact that they are called to a different 
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ministerial presence “specific to the feminine personality.”418 John Paul II maintains that the humility 

of Mary is not equated with passivity but is rather a virtue that women are called to exercise both 

within society and the church.419 I have already shown how all of the women interviewed felt, to a 

greater or lesser extent, silenced and marginalised by official church structures in the living out of 

their vocation. Éilis’ response indicates that such pain and disempowerment can go hand in hand with 

an interpretation by the official church of Mary as a woman who makes neither “proud demands” nor 

“seek[s] to satisfy personal ambitions.”420 Reinforcing what I pointed out when critiquing John Paul 

II’s theological anthropology, Dutch feminist theologian Maaike de Haardt, argues that in a post-

conciliar church, an anthropology of complementarity has replaced an anthropology of submission, 

which was rooted in the belief of the superiority of the male sex over the female. De Haardt maintains 

that although the language has changed, the valorisation of the “obedience, passivity, humility and 

submission” of women by the church remains, with all of these characteristics being found in current 

ecclesial Mariology and with the same negative implications for women’s self-identity and self-

expression.421 

 

  

 
418 John Paul II, Ordinatio Sacerdotalis #3. Contradicting this stance, Tina Beattie argues that although “virgin priest” is 

a relatively rare Marian title, the question of Mary’s priesthood has a long history within the church. Central to her 

argument for a Marian priesthood, she observes that John Paul II – among others – has literalised the church’s 

understanding of sexual difference, which has traditionally been seen as symbolic. Space doesn’t allow for development 

of her argument but for further exploration see: Tina Beattie, Mary, The Virgin Priest?; The Sacramental Body; New 

Catholic Feminism (302ff). Éilis’ comments echo one of the arguments voiced against the ordination of women – they 

are seeking power rather than service. Religious journalist Jamie Manson writes that “I've also heard more than one 

person suggest (taking a cue from Pope Francis' own warning that women will be "clericalized" by ordination) that 

women who want the priesthood are power-hungry careerists who seek honors, and titles and status… There is a 

demonization, sometimes subtle, sometimes not so subtle, of women who want the same power afforded to men in the 

institutional church.” Jamie Manson, “Stop shaming women for seeking equal power in the church,” in NCR (August 

17th, 2016), https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/grace-margins/stop-shaming-women-seeking-equal-power-church. Last 

accessed 2nd Dec. 2021.  
419 John Paul II, General Audience, (Dec. 6th, 1995), https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-

ii/it/Audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
420John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #46 
421 Maaike De Haardt, “Mary: Portrait of an Im/Possible Image?” in Towards just Relations: Rethinking the Role of 

Women in Church and Society, eds. Gunter Pruller-Jagenteufel et al., (Vienna: Vienna University Press, 2019), 264–

265. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/ncr-today/francis-shoots-down-women-cardinals
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/grace-margins/stop-shaming-women-seeking-equal-power-church
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/audiences/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19951206.html
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8.3.  Reclaiming Mary for women’s lived reality 

As stated, 80 per cent of those interviewed said that Mary either did not figure at all in their Catholic 

faith, or she was in many ways a negative or oppressive symbol for them. Within their answers, 

however, was an awareness that they knew very little about her and what they were reacting against 

was the image of Mary that they had received since childhood – the image of a woman who is exalted 

within the church for her sexual purity and humility.422 Brigid, who had initially nothing to say about 

Mary and for whom “Mary doesn’t really figure”, admitted that despite the amount of devotion to 

Mary in both her parish and school “no-one ever spoke to me about Mary; to be honest, nobody ever 

did…, We had statues of Mary in the school – but no thinking about Mary.” After questioning what 

image of Mary John Paul II was asking women to look to as a model for their femininity, Grace intuits 

that  

She’s a lot more, I think, than what we’re presented with… We don’t know enough 

about her. We’re not taught enough about her. We’re taught to idolise her as this virgin, 

pure, who gave birth to God and that was kind of it, y’know? And we’re not encouraged 

to explore any more than that.  

 

This research’s earlier critique of John Paul II’s devotion to Mary has highlighted the reality that very 

little is actually known about Mary of Nazareth. The mentioning of her in the scriptures is very limited 

and is written post-resurrection, which results in it being written through a Christological lens rather 

than one that looks to Mary in her own right. Many of the traditional images and interpretations of 

Mary have emerged from a male, clericalised church, which has used them to affirm its own theology 

and model of church. Within these parameters, Mary became a symbol of the perfect female in the 

 
422 The sense that what the women were rejecting was a particular patriarchal interpretation of Mary (and the 

implications of such an interpretation for women), and not the person and symbol of Mary per se, was confirmed by 

later feedback from Caoimhe when I checked with all of the interviewees about the representation of their voices in 

these chapters. Caoimhe clarifies that “when I read my own words … I was talking about making Mary the model 

woman – the model woman that was virgin, pure, without sin, etc., and that all women, therefore, are doomed 

(according to the Church and JP 2nd) if we cannot emulate that.” She also reflects that “since that interview (and only in 

the past year really – and through my work) I have actually developed a very close – and very new – relationship and 

respect you could say, for Mary [which] I never had before. I actually find this dramatic shift toward her in myself, and 

when I turn to her for strength or in asking for healing in my life, or in those of others, I feel her presence all around me. 

I feel her strength. And I never had this before.” (Email correspondence: August 21st, 2021). 
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mind of a celibate, male-led church rather than a real person in human history. Alluding to such a 

construct and commenting on John Paul II’s image of Mary, Caoimhe appeals to getting back to the 

real Mary behind it all admitting that “maybe she’s all those things” that the church says but “she’s 

Mary and let her be who she was.” Echoing this, Niamh observes that  

Sure, we know so little about Mary. [She picks up the page of quotes] All this is 

embroidered, and embroidered, and embroidered, and embroidered until we don’t 

know. She was just an ordinary wee woman, and [an] ordinary girl. And there’s more 

honesty in that. I sometimes wonder how can people write reams and reams and reams, 

y’know, about Mary. We don’t know very much about her. 

 

In the same vein, Dearbhil is drawn to, what is for her, a more realistic portrayal of Mary in Irish 

novelist Colm Toibín’s acclaimed The Testament of Mary. In this story, Mary as protagonist gets to 

articulate her story on her own terms and, as a result, many of the traditional characteristics 

appropriated to her are dismissed. Toibín’s Mary is assertive and independent and challenges the 

interpretations that her guardians (the apostles) place on both her relationship with her son, and on 

some of the events that occurred. Dearbhil says “I like The Testimony of Mary because I thought that 

was bringing her down because she is put on this pedestal.” On the other hand, talking of the church’s 

presentation of Mary (which for Dearbhil is “a figure of legend and enamel”), she reflects that  

I think the likes of Mary Magdalene is one you could relate to more than Mary because 

there was something imperfect about her, and I can relate to somebody imperfect more 

than I can to someone who’s perfect, and I think most human beings can because … 

well, I don’t know anyone who’s perfect.  

 

Even though the majority of women criticised the church’s/John Paul II’s interpretation of Mary, there 

were still hints in some of their narratives that some relationship with Mary existed, even if that was 

at a subconscious level – as Niamh says, a relationship with Mary will in the future “come to me 

because it’s so ingrained.” When I ask Grace if she prays to Mary, she replies that she does “at times” 

and, even though she can’t think of specific examples of doing so, she says her young son tells her 

that “every time you get into the car you say ‘Mary, mother of divine Jesus.’” As she talks, she 

remembers that she has “one or two nice images of the Madonna and child” in her home and “actually, 
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one of them came from my grandparents’ house and it’s in a tattered old frame but of course, it’s the 

one I remember from my childhood and … that always gets a nod when I go by.” When speaking she 

also realises that when she lights candles in the church, she lights them at the statue of Mary – although 

she laughs as she reflects that “I don’t know if that’s a coincidence because it’s on the correct side of 

the chapel because we’re creatures of habit – at mass, we’ve always [sat] on the left-hand side of the 

church.”  

For the majority of women interviewed, therefore, a relationship with Mary was more complex and 

less obvious than the writings of John Paul II would indicate. As just shown for Niamh and Grace, a 

relationship with Mary is something that happens at a subconscious level, partly as a result of being 

instilled in them as children; for others, a relationship with the historical person and symbolic potency 

of Mary is perhaps possible through interpretations other than that presented by the official church. 

The awareness by the participants that no-one knows the real Mary – due in part to her being presented 

in a way that, over the centuries, served the theology of a clericalised and patriarchal church – can be 

heard in the appeal of Caoimhe to just “let [Mary] be who she was.”  

Out of the ten women interviewed, two of them, however, had tangible and living relationships with 

Mary. Talking of her devotion to Mary, Fionnuala recalls that several years after the death of her 

mother, she went on pilgrimage to Lourdes and found healing in her grief: “It wasn’t the physical 

healing but a spiritual healing to give you the courage to just get up and go again.” John Paul II talks 

of Mary’s capacity as Mother of the church to listen with compassion and mediate with her son on 

behalf of those who ask for help.423 In the same way, Fionnuala reflects on the ongoing healing 

presence of Mary in her faith life, and reflects that “you sort of relate her to your own mother, like 

y’know, as someone who was always there. A presence. Somebody you turn to, somebody who speaks 

on your behalf, y’know. You just see her through your own mother.” 

 

 
423 John Paul II, Redemptoris Mater, #40.  
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In a similar way, Mary is a comforting and reassuring presence for Ita since her childhood and, as 

such, Mary is someone she turns to “in times of fear.” Recounting a particular ongoing experience, 

she paints a vivid image of a Mary who is a tangible and uplifting presence amidst the vulnerability 

and incapacity of illness.  

I suffer from tinnitus and it used to get very, very bad. And there’d be times when I’d 

be lying in bed at night and I’d be trying to fight back panic attacks, and I wouldn’t be 

able to get to sleep with the noise in my ears and, even as a small child and all through 

my teens, I would always pray to Mary. I would say the rosary. I’d say the “Hail Mary” 

over and over again, and it would calm me. And it still does to this day. It would calm 

and soothe me… I don’t know whether I did it because of my upbringing but I would 

go to Mary for comfort, for succour. 

 

As she reflects on her relationship with Mary, Ita realises that Mary’s healing presence is not confined 

to when she is physically ill; she also turned to Mary when she “was suffering emotionally.” She 

shares that  

I would often pray to Mary because I identify with her suffering, with her loss. So, for 

me, when I’m suffering feelings of loss [and] grief, Mary is very, very much someone 

I would turn to because you can identify with her huge suffering and loss.  

 

She shares that her husband also has great devotion to Mary and prays to her for “understanding, 

compassion, help.” 

Looking to Mary as a source of help and comfort when experiencing different forms of pain and fear 

is an integral part of the church’s history. Mary is perceived as someone who knows and understands 

suffering due to her own experiences – especially those of being a mother. In Mary, people see an 

example of not only the first disciple of her son’s message, but one who heard deeply and lived out 

the words of the angel Gabriel: “Do not be afraid” (Lk1:30). Devotees of Mary look to her as someone 

like them, who is repeatedly called to put those words into action on numerous occasions throughout 

her life. It is this depth of trust shown by Mary of which Fionnuala talks when she reflects on Mary 

becoming the mother of Jesus and on all the suffering that she endured. She says she has a devotion 
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to Mary because she “always thinks of what she did and it couldn’t have been easy… It was a big 

thing to take on; it must have been scary, y’know? It would have taken great courage.”  

Many turn to Mary because they – like Fionnuala and Ita – feel connected to her not only through her 

suffering, but also through the compassion and empathy she has as a result of that suffering. Mary is 

seen by Ita as someone who is present with her in her suffering, praying with and for her, and who 

will wait with her until her suffering is past. Their turning to Mary mirrors the Mariology of the official 

church when personal suffering extends to a wider context. On the feast of the Annunciation 2020, 

for example, – the day after the first Covid-19 restrictions were announced – the Primate of all Ireland, 

Archbishop Eamonn Martin, consecrated the people of Ireland to Jesus “through the immaculate heart 

of Mary.”424 He prayed that she would be with the Irish people in the same way as she has been in the 

past “when you gave hope to your people in distress, and brought them comfort in a time of sorrow.” 

In a similar way, Pope Francis – who is known to have a deep devotion to “Mary, the undoer of 

knots”425 – calls on the universal church to pray the rosary during the month of May to “help us 

overcome this time of trial.” Echoing the language used by both Fionnuala and Ita when talking of 

why they turn to Mary in prayer, Francis prays that 

Virgin Mary, turn your merciful eyes towards us amid this coronavirus pandemic. 

Comfort those who are distraught and mourn their loved ones who have died…. 

Mother of God and our Mother…, Plead with your divine Son, as you did at Cana, so 

that the families of the sick and the victims be comforted, and their hearts be opened to 

confidence and trust.426 

 

 
424 Irish Bishops Conference, Order of Service for Act of Consecration of Ireland to Immaculate Heart of Mary, (March 

24th, 2020), https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2020/03/24/order-of-service-for-act-of-consecration-of-ireland-to-

immaculate-heart-of-mary/. 
425 While studying in Germany, the then Jorge Marion Bergoglio S.J. saw a painting from c.1700 called Mary, the 

Undoer of Knots and subsequently promoted her veneration in Argentina. Bergoglio had the image of Mary engraved 

on a chalice he gave to his predecessor, Benedict XVI. In 2018, the new ambassador to the Vatican from South Korea 

presented Pope Francis with a Korean painting of Our Lady, Undoer of Knots. Rome Reports, New Ambassador from 

Korea Deeply Honored to Present Credentials to Holy Father (Feb. 16th, 2018), 

https://www.romereports.com/en/2018/02/16/new-ambassador-from-korea-deeply-honored-to-present-credentials-to-

holy-father/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
426 Francis, Letter to the Faithful for the Month of May 2020, (April 25th, 2020),                    

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/letters/2020/documents/papa-francesco_20200425_lettera-

mesedimaggio.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2020/03/24/order-of-service-for-act-of-consecration-of-ireland-to-immaculate-heart-of-mary/
https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2020/03/24/order-of-service-for-act-of-consecration-of-ireland-to-immaculate-heart-of-mary/
https://www.romereports.com/en/2018/02/16/new-ambassador-from-korea-deeply-honored-to-present-credentials-to-holy-father/
https://www.romereports.com/en/2018/02/16/new-ambassador-from-korea-deeply-honored-to-present-credentials-to-holy-father/
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/letters/2020/documents/papa-francesco_20200425_lettera-mesedimaggio.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/letters/2020/documents/papa-francesco_20200425_lettera-mesedimaggio.html


187 
 

8.4.  Mary as the ‘feminine face of God’? 

Elizabeth Johnson has explored how at various times in the church’s history, Mary became the 

compassionate intercessor between the world and a God who judged and ruled from a distance; a 

female figure who for some has become the feminine face of God and interwoven with goddess 

traditions.427 The following chapter will explore what the women interviewed said about their 

relationship with God – a chapter which, in the main, reveals a God of accessibility and intimacy for 

them. If Mary has traditionally been used by some to replace a spirituality based around a punishing 

and exacting God, perhaps the women’s actual deep relationship with the divine goes towards 

explaining the lack of importance Mary has in the lives of the majority of those interviewed. Caoimhe 

touches on this when I asked her about the role of Mary in her life: 

Mary – I don’t know. I just always had a very solid relationship with God, and God 

was always the person of Jesus Christ for me too y’know, and Mary would come in 

now and again, but I never really had a relationship with Mary. 

 

Perhaps reflecting the role Mary plays as a source of comfort and solace for people who are suffering, 

and the blurring of the boundaries between Mary as intercessor to God and God as compassionate and 

intimately present, Ita states when asked about her relationship with Mary that 

It’s an interesting one for me. I think I’ve always been more attracted to Christ – to like 

this universal, risen Christ and what it means. So, Mary for me – if I’m to be truthful 

and I think about it – probably would be the person I would turn to in times of fear, I 

suppose… But she’s more than that. Y’know? I see her now …much more as a 

universal sort of feminine or as transcending Christianity. 

 

As shown, discussion on Mary with the interviewees highlighted that for a few, Mary was a 

warm and comforting presence – a mother-figure who understood suffering and, as a 

consequence was present to those in pain. For the majority however, most of the women had 

little if any relationship with her – especially with the image and understanding of Mary they 

 
427 Johnson, Truly Our Sister (see especially, Chapter four, “Cul-de-sac: The Maternal Face of God”), 71–94. See also, 

Johnson, “Mary and the Female Face of God,” Theological Studies 50 (1989) 501–504. 
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had been given growing up. I noticed that when asked about Mary, they responded with 

images and language associated with traditional Marian devotion – such as the rosary, her 

suffering at the foot of the cross, pilgrimage, Mary’s obedience, virginity and humility. At 

no time in any of the interviews was there any mention of the more politicised and justice-

based Mary of the Magnificat (Lk 1:46–55).428 My sense is that what many of the women 

were rejecting was not always the figure and symbol of Mary per se, but the patriarchally-

controlled understanding of Mary – the Mary on which male fantasy of the perfect woman 

has been projected, and the Mary who has also been interwoven with the newly independent 

Ireland’s symbol of perfection and martyrdom, the mythical figure of Cathleen Ní Houlihan 

already discussed. 

The last chapter highlighted some of the struggles that the women interviewed have 

experienced in the living out of their faith journeys within the church. This chapter looked at 

the ambivalent person and symbol Mary often is for them, particularly when presented with 

a patriarchally-constructed interpretation of her. I now turn my focus to two key elements 

that renew and sustain the women on their respective faith journeys: their relationship with 

God, and their religious studies and formation. 

  

 
428 Such a discussion is increasingly emerging within feminist and liberation theologies. See, for example, Ivone Gebara 

and Maria Clara Bingemer, Mary, Mother of God, Mother of the Poor (New York: Orbis Books, 1989); Balasuriya, 

“Mary and Human Liberation”; Johnson, Truly Our Sister; Megan McKenna, Mary, Shadow of Grace (London: Darton, 

Longman & Todd, 1995); Tina Beattie, “The Magnificat of the Redeemed Woman,” New Blackfriars 80, no. 944 

(1999): 443–450; Ursula King, Feminist Theology from the Third World: A Reader (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1994). 
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Chapter nine In search of an alternative consciousness 

 

As shown, the women’s experience of powerlessness and voicelessness within the church was 

compounded by their identity as women being interwoven with a romanticised and male-defined 

interpretation of Mary of Nazareth. Despite these struggles and other difficulties that the women 

interviewed expressed in relation to many of the church’s doctrines and practices, evident running 

through each of their Stories is a deep, committed, and living faith. In trying to determine how they 

managed to hold in tension such apparently opposing experiences of their faith expression, I noticed 

within the data two distinct – though related – strands emerge that I believe facilitated them doing so. 

These were:  

(i) their religious studies – regardless of how formal or informal they were, and  

(ii) their living relationship with God. 

I will discuss both strands in the light of the shared Stories from the women’s interviews and I will 

conclude the chapter by looking at how the women’s engagement will both inform and shape their 

prophetic consciousness. 

 

9.1. Adult faith formation: A brief overview 

As previously discussed, all women interviewed had undertaken some form of theological/spiritual 

studies. It was only in exploring the data, however, that I realised the significance each woman’s 

particular studies played in the living out and understanding of her faith life.  

Methodist theologian and developmental psychologist James Fowler, in his influential Stages of 

Faith, discusses how stage four of one’s faith development is marked by the questioning of one’s 

belief and value systems. It is a time when a person almost stands outside these systems in order to 

examine them and makes critical choices about what to believe and why. Whereas a large amount of 
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trust is, in stage three, placed externally in the authority of both the group and significant individuals, 

authority in stage four is located internally in the self.429 The transition to stage four often gradually 

occurs as a result of a significant personal upheaval of some kind. American spirituality writers, Janet 

Hagberg and Robert Guelich, refer to such a transition as “the Wall” – something which “represents 

the place where another layer of transformation occurs and a renewed life of faith begins for those 

who feel called and have the courage to move into it.”430 This transition marks a moving from a place 

of certainty to one of seeking. The searching that can emerge as answers are replaced by questions, 

holds out the invitation to discover who one is as opposed to who others want her to be. Such faith 

transitioning was evident in all of the women’s sharings. 

Caoimhe faced such a “wall” after caring for her father until his relatively young death. She recalls 

her life shortly before she began her studies: “I wasn’t getting any work. I decided to stay in ______ 

and not go back to London. I was grieving my dad. I didn’t want to leave home… [so] I travelled 

around and just tried to process stuff that was going on.” Reflecting on her faith at that time, she says 

that “I wouldn’t have really asked myself “what do I think?” very much… I just sort of never 

questioned my faith really because I was happy with it and Christ was everything. So, I didn’t really 

question anything.”  

Her “wall” continued throughout her degree due to the fact that much of what comprised her faith life 

up until then, was challenged and deconstructed by her theological studies. She admits that  

A lot of stuff fell apart for me. And I started I suppose, for the first time in my life, [to] 

be critical about my faith. But at the same time, I didn’t want to lose something I held 

on to my whole life, which was my relationship with Christ.  

 

 
429 Fowler, Stages of Faith, 174-–183. 
430 Janet O. Hagberg and Robert A. Guelich, The Critical Journey: Stages in the Life of Faith (Salem, Wisconsin: 

Sheffield Publishing Company, 2005), 114. In his writings on prophetic consciousness, Brueggemann echoes this and 

states that “only grief permits newness.” Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination, 10. 
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Despite such struggles, however, Caoimhe consistently faced into the questions that arose for her and 

sought out new avenues within her studies that held possible answers. In talking about why she chose 

to study feminist theology as an elective module in her final year, she says that  

I didn’t want more of the same. Y’know? I wanted to do something different and I 

thought it was scary, actually. That’s why I chose it. Because I thought “okay, so I 

don’t really know what I think about feminist stuff and I’ve never really asked myself.” 

So, I was curious and I wanted to challenge myself, I suppose, a little more. 

 

9.1.1. Adult faith formation – Why? 

While talking about their studies, many of the women shared about why they sought out some form 

of faith development. It was clear that their studies were much more than a purely intellectual pursuit 

but came rather from a deep searching in their lives in general and in their faith lives in particular. 

The following sharing from Brigid illustrates the private searching over several years that lay behind 

her eventual more public commitment to her faith studies: 

At one stage, I came to God asking for something and I think it was the start of a 

relationship that I never thought I’d have. And out of that came somebody asking me 

to be involved in parish work. And that I always felt was the answer that God had given 

me to the question that wasn’t the question… And eventually it led to … an adult 

spirituality course. I had started, I suppose, to look for … an understanding of what I 

actually believe. I think I became conscious that I was very kind of stuck at this hour 

of my life. I was in my forties. I never really thought beyond the way I used to think. 

But because of getting involved in parish, I started questioning why I was doing things.  

 

Fowler talks of the transition from the certainty of stage three to the searching and questioning of 

stage four as a time when many either repress the doubts and questions and remain – what Hagberg 

and Guelich refer to, as “caged”431 – or leave their known religion behind completely.432 All of the 

women interviewed chose neither of these options but instead courageously opened themselves up to 

exploring new paths. Although all of them shared the experience of searching, the reasons for doing 

 
431 Hagberg & Guelich, The Critical Journey, 105–107. 
432 Fowler, Stages of Faith, 179–182. 
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so were different for each of them, highlighting the range and complexity of the spiritual journeys of 

people in any faith community.  

Growing up, Ita always had an interest in reading about different religious traditions and said that her 

choosing to study theology “was just the culmination of years and years of reading, searching and 

really wanting to know more about my own faith and what I was brought up with.” Although she had 

moved away for several years from attending mass regularly, the revelations of sexual abuse 

challenged her to re-examine what she believed about the church in which she had been raised. Rather 

than joining the many who have left the Catholic church as a result of such scandals, Ita reflects that  

In a funny way, its struggles and the difficulties it’s had – and continues to have – is 

one of the things that has spurred me on to delve deeper because I’m frustrated, and 

because I’m annoyed, and because I’m pissed off… Rather than driving me away, it’s 

made me ask, “well, why is this happening?” Or “what can I do?” Or “what really is 

behind all this?” It has fired my interest in religion. It didn’t drive me away.  

 

For Grace, it was her reality as a mother that prompted her to re-evaluate her values and religious 

beliefs in light of the faith that she wanted to pass on to her children. Recognising that much of her 

knowledge of her faith was confined to what she had learned at school, she yearned for something 

more substantial.  

I try to pass the faith on to the children and I go “well, what am I passing on?” And, 

when the children ask the questions that they ask you, you’re answering them and 

thinking “do I really know?” … Or “why am I passing on and what am I passing on?” 

And y’know, if I’m just passing them on the love of God, then I don’t have to belong 

to any church… Is it the Catholic faith that I’m passing on? 

 

Dearbhil indicated that she also pondered about the faith she was “passing on” to her children. When 

it came to her studies, however, such religious questions only formed part of an overall discerning 

about her life generally – a discerning that drew her to a degree in humanities, in which she found 

herself occasionally being drawn to choose topics with a religious focus. She acknowledges that  

If someone had said to me [that] I was going there and that’s the path I would have 

chosen, I would have baulked at the time but it was very much that I was drawn, I had 

questions. I didn’t have skills and I didn’t have the tools to answer what was happening 
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in my life when I reflect on it now. I mean, one of the modules that I took included 

erm, “Is there a God?” 

 

Aoibheann on the other hand, deliberately engaged in studies in spirituality. Talking of her vocation 

as a lay woman she reflects that “God’s, y’know, bringing you along lovingly and gently. Bringing 

you; inviting you. But you have to listen and be aware.” This sense of calling is reflected in her 

journeying through her studies. While faced with the many challenges her years of study brought – 

and which led her to question “why am I doing this? Am I nuts?” – her sense of vocation and being 

called is evident when she says that she persevered because “in some way [I had the] feeling [that] I 

had to do this. It’s not like, in some way, I didn’t have a choice; I did have a choice. But feeling that 

it was the right choice as well.” 

 

9.1.2. Adult faith formation: Its role and importance 

Such searching and discernment is a rich part of the Catholic tradition. Wisdom acquired from past 

faith journeys are handed on to be re-evaluated, adapted, and added to by people living in new 

contexts resulting in ever-evolving questions and arguments. The searching and questioning of the 

women interviewed forms a creative and dynamic addition to such a rich narrative. Listening to the 

women’s stories of how they opened themselves up in courage and trust to seek out the unknown, I 

was reminded of the words of Irish poet Patrick Kavanagh:  

Feed the gaping need of my senses, give me ad lib 

To pray unselfconsciously with overflowing speech 

For this soul needs to be honoured with a new dress woven  

From green and blue things and arguments that cannot be proven.433 

 

Rather than being “honoured”, however, the women’s searching went largely unnoticed and 

unsupported in their respective parishes. All of the interviews revealed not only how the participants 

 
433 Patrick Kavanagh, “Canal Bank Walk,” in No Earthly Estate: God and Patrick Kavanagh, ed. Tom Stack (Dublin: 

Columba Press, 2002), 110.  
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often felt silenced and labelled by their faith community, but also by secular society – in the former, 

if they asked questions and/or expressed doubts, they frequently felt judged for “not being Catholic 

enough”; in the latter, they felt judged for “being too Catholic” when challenging the sometimes 

predominantly secular narrative of Irish society. As previously mentioned, one of the major 

difficulties inherent in the current clerically-led model of parish is that both the individual and the 

parish-wide stage of faith development is dependent on that of the priest. According to Fowler’s faith 

development theory, it is impossible for a priest to understand or respond adequately to a stage of 

faith numerically higher than his own. He can only relate to what he has already experienced. As 

Hagberg and Guelich make clear, many of the clergy have not allowed themselves to deeply question 

their faith and are therefore unable to support their parishioners at this defining stage of their faith 

journey.434 As I have already pointed out, lacking either validation of, or support in, their questioning, 

such parishioners often end up either repressing such deeper searching, or turning their back on their 

faith journey altogether.  

In their landmark document, Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us, however, the American bishops 

acknowledge and affirm that a searching faith is a sign of a living faith as it “seeks understanding.”  

Adults need to question, probe, and critically reflect on the meaning of God’s revelation 

in their unique lives in order to grow closer to God. A searching faith leads to deepening 

conversion. Along the way, it may even experience doubt. Yet the essence of this 

quality of adult faith is not doubt, but search – a trusting, hopeful, persistent “seeking” 

or “hunger” for a deeper appropriation of the Gospel and its power to guide, transform, 

and fulfil our lives.435 

 

Such seeking was evident in all of the women’s accounts of their faith journeys. When discussing her 

own engagement with adult faith formation, Hannah talks of another woman who participated in the 

same course. For the woman who was in her late sixties, this was the first opportunity for any form 

 
434 Hagberg and Guelich, The Critical Journey, 94. 
435 USCCB, Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us: A Pastoral Plan for Adult Faith Formation in the United States 

(1999), #52 (emphasis mine), https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-we-teach/catechesis/adult-faith-

formation/our-hearts. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-we-teach/catechesis/adult-faith-formation/our-hearts
https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-we-teach/catechesis/adult-faith-formation/our-hearts
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of ongoing faith formation since she left school and encapsulates the searching and living faith of 

which the American bishops speak. Hannah recounts that the woman 

Had just got to the stage in her life – she was going to church and doing all kinds of 

things but she never really thought about her faith. She said she came to a point where 

she sort of had to make a decision like “what is this about?” or “why am I doing this?” 

And she told us that “it [the course] has just changed everything” for her. “Now,” she 

said, “I feel much happier when I’m learning.” She said she was just lapping it up. And 

erm, she was going to start and read the scriptures which she had never done before. 

So, she was just one of those people who said “my God, isn’t this great?” Y’know? 

And you were hoping this would happen for everybody. 

 

9.1.3. Adult faith formation: When adults are treated as adults 

The sense of “My God, isn’t this great?” reflects how each one of the women interviewed felt about 

her religious studies. Despite the challenges their studies held for them in their having to re-evaluate 

the faith that they had previously held, each of the women opened herself up and trusted that their 

respective journeys into the unknown would be ultimately healing and enriching. Aoibheann recalls 

how they were told that “by the end of the year, you’ll be a totally different person.” Despite her 

doubts about such a claim and her resistance to change – hanging on to her existing faith “by my teeth 

and nails” – she admits laughingly that “I am a totally different person.” Her studies became a 

supportive space where she could speak freely and be heard: “I loved it. Absolutely loved it. It was 

such a different way of hearing and being with people that you can share stuff with on a level.”  

In a similar way, Caoimhe reflects that her studies in feminist theology gave her the space to explore 

her faith and ask questions about the Catholic church in an open and non-judgemental space. She says 

that feminist theology 

Brought a lot of what I was going through in college together. It made it okay to ask 

[questions]; to turn things on its head; to turn all my images of God on their head – all 

my images? My one image (she laughs). To ask questions in a safe environment. You 

still felt you could be a Catholic but ask questions. To look at my faith from a different 

perspective – and it really helped do that. It was very exciting.  
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The importance of the learning environment being one in which one feels safe to ask questions and 

to express oneself freely was also named by Brigid as she recounted her experience of her studies: 

I had fears around having to express myself. They were gone within the first night 

because people around me were exactly the same as myself. I felt comfortable.  

Everybody was coming from different backgrounds. No-one really knew too much 

other than they were looking for something more… It was the thing of having to come 

with life experiences that made it all relevant.436  

 

Despite her initial fears, Brigid speaks movingly of her experience of adult faith development. Using 

the analogy of food, she paints a picture of her being introduced through her studies to a faith and a 

Catholicism that was “a banquet” filled with colour and taste. I quote it in full as it encapsulates the 

journey of faith that opened up to her, and to all of the women interviewed, in and through their 

studies. 

The course to me was like the banquet. And it was like I had always been fed bread. I 

don’t mean bread in Eucharist, I mean like, as if my diet was bread or pasta or 

something. Suddenly, somebody said to me “taste this” and I was getting all these 

tastes. Wow! Wow! There’s so much more to food… Looking at God, looking at the 

words I had read or heard – all so totally different. And the big thing, I suppose, was 

the questioning… I was encouraged to question and my abiding memory is that … I 

discovered that there was more to taste in the world than what I had been living off. 

And also, it was so, so nourishing that it started to heal me a little bit. Around about 

the same time I was struggling I suppose, with a lot of other things and I did feel it 

helped in that way.  

 

The experiences of renewal and healing, of both personal and spiritual development, which Brigid 

captures so profoundly was also the experience of every one of the ten women interviewed. This 

experience is not confined to the women of this research, however. Having worked in the area of 

adult faith development for over twenty years, I have often had the privilege of witnessing the 

transformation that can occur within women when they are given the opportunity of being “heard into 

 
436 The national directory for catechesis in Ireland, confirms what all of these women recognised: the importance of 

both taking into account the experience of the participants, and creating a safe space in which adults can explore and 

deepen their faith. Irish Episcopal Conference, Share the Good News, (Dublin: Veritas, 2010), 105–106. Carol Lakey 

Hess talks of two types of knowing: (i) Separate, and (ii) Connected. Whereas the style of the former works with a 

defining gap between the “learner” and the “knower”, is aimed towards being dispassionate and analytical, and 

searching for weaknesses in an argument, the style of Connected knowing is to recognise that the “learner” is already a 

“knower” and is an intimate part of the known (183–184). Carol Lakey Hess, Caretakers of Our Common Home: 

Women’s Development in Communities of Faith, (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1997). 
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speech.” From a position of self-doubt and anxiety about how they might manage both the academic 

and the social aspects of the course, they frequently respond positively to a type of learning that 

values, affirms, and validates their lived experience, and which invites them to be active subjects 

rather than passive recipients in the learning process. In my experience as an educator, Brigid’s 

experience of being at a “banquet” after being confined for decades to a bland and often unpalatable 

diet in her experience of faith and the church is repeated countless times when, as the American 

bishops advise, “adults are treated as adults.” The bishops point out that “effective adult faith 

formation must begin by accepting adults where they are in their faith, their life situations, their 

experiences, and their preferred learning styles.”437  

I have already shown, however, that the interviewed women’s more common experience in relation 

to their faith has been that of passivity, silencing, and lack of agency. As well as opening up the world 

of information and knowledge with regard to their Catholic faith, the fact that their religious studies 

honoured their lived experience and valued their opinion helped empower each of them to affirm her 

own giftedness and her sense of being called by God.  

Ita shows this sense of empowerment when she talks of the “transforming” effect of her studies: 

I can honestly say that my … studies were transforming. My Catholicism and my 

understanding of Christianity just exploded. Y’know, it went from quite a narrow, 

small, kind of an understanding, to suddenly it all made sense. Everything I’d been 

feeling, everything I’d been thinking about Christ and this, y’know, radical possibility 

for transformation for every human being on the planet was just suddenly tangible and 

it made sense. It was a very exciting time. A very exciting time.  

 

At various points in her interview, Dearbhil expressed her frustration at being frequently not heard 

and/or deliberately ignored in her own parish. In contrast, she says of her feminist theology studies 

that  

It was great to hear. [I thought] I can relate to this. This is talking my language. It was 

just looking at it from a perspective of a woman – looking at it from a perspective of 

the person most marginalised in society … and building upwards then, which made 

 
437 USCCB, Our Hearts were Burning Within Us, #82. 
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sense to me. It wasn’t from top down; it was from bottom up saying “this is what we 

need.” 

 

The sense of being “heard into speech” did not remain within the classroom, however. One of the 

main effects of their religious studies was an increased confidence in themselves and in their voice. 

Caoimhe echoes what Ita said above about the “transforming” effect of her studies on her life after 

they were finished. From a position of never really having asked herself what she thinks, she reflects 

now that “I’m feeling more confident about my opinions. I think they were opinions all along but I 

just never got a chance to voice them.”  

In a very similar way, Aoibheann says that she feels that she is “able to speak now from a different 

place; to feel confident in what I’m saying, to hear myself.”  

Fionnuala also talks of how her confidence increased as a result of her studies – a confidence that 

directly affected her engagement in her own parish involvement. Like all the other women 

interviewed, her faith development course was her first ongoing engagement with the content of her 

faith since she left school:  

It does give you a bit of confidence, because you can’t go out and lead something in 

the parish when you think “well, I don’t know enough myself” – and that’s what holds 

me back anyway… I feel the education gave you a confidence to move forward maybe 

and do a bit more. 

 

As stated above, I have often rejoiced in the growing awareness in women that often emerges as a 

result of some form of faith development – an awareness not only of their being created in the image 

and likeness of the divine, but of their being particularly called by God to be present in both the 

church and in the world in a unique and special way. Since the Second Vatican Council, the official 

church has repeatedly affirmed the importance of catechising adults. The General Directory for 

Catechesis states that the faith formation of adults must be the “central task” of any catechetical 
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programme around which the catechesis of other age groups revolve.438 Supporting this aim, the Irish 

Episcopal Conference states that “the catechesis of adults is the chief form and model for all 

catechesis and for faith development at every level in the church.”439 The parish priest, as stated in 

the Code of Canon Law, bears the responsibility for catechesis in the parish and must ensure that the 

faith of adults as well as young people “is strengthened, enlightened and developed by various 

catechetical methods and initiatives.”440 

Such “centrality” of adult catechesis was not the experience of the majority of women interviewed, 

however. All but one of them sought out and attended their respective courses on their own initiative. 

The data revealed that while two of the women had their studies partially supported financially by the 

state, only one of the ten women was actively encouraged and financially supported in her studies by 

her local parish priest. Such lack of structured support from the church is, in my experience of co-

ordinating adult faith initiatives, the norm rather than the exception, and therefore prevents many 

groups in the church from accessing whatever catechetical opportunities that may arise.441 It belies 

the statement by the Irish bishops – when highlighting the importance of catechesis – that “the Gospel 

is offered to young and old, to men and women, to those with economic resources and to those who 

are impoverished.”442  

 
438 Congregation for the Clergy, The General Directory for Catechesis (1997), #275, 

https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_17041998_directory-

for-catechesis_en.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

See also: Paul VI, Christus Dominus: Decree on the Pastoral Office of Bishops, (1965), #14; 

https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651028_christus-

dominus_en.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

Paul VI, Ad Gentes: Decree on the Mission Activity of the Church (1965), #14, 

https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651207_ad-

gentes_en.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
439 Irish Episcopal Conference, Share the Good News, 102. It goes on to say that “adult education in religion is one of 

the urgent religious needs in Ireland in our time. An educated world needs an educated faith,” 103. 
440 John Paul II, Code of Canon Law, (1983), can. 777.5, http://www.vatican.va/archive/cod-iuris-

canonici/cic_index_en.html. 
441 In my role as diocesan director for pastoral development and as co-ordinator of an adult faith development 

programme I established, I had written to every priest in the diocese drawing their attention to the role of adult faith 

formation in the church and encouraged them to support parishioners who wished to participate – particularly 

parishioners who were deeply involved in parish ministry. Only one priest out of the whole diocese responded to this 

suggestion. 
442 Irish Episcopal Conference, Share the Good News, 103–104. 

https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_17041998_directory-for-catechesis_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_17041998_directory-for-catechesis_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651028_christus-dominus_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651028_christus-dominus_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651207_ad-gentes_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651207_ad-gentes_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/cod-iuris-canonici/cic_index_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/cod-iuris-canonici/cic_index_en.html
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In the interviews, the women were conscious of the lack of support on any level from their parish, 

despite all of the women being either involved in ministry at the time of their studies or having been 

so in the recent past. I have already referred to Éilis’ conversation with her parish priest about the 

diocesan-run faith formation course she was attending. She talks about how disinterested he was:  

I said, “y’know, I did this last year, and I was entering the second year.” And he just 

looked at me and he never asked me a question [like] “well, how is it?” Or, “what are 

you doing?” Or, “what are you learning?” Or, “Is there anything you could bring to our 

parish?”  

 

While realising that people have to be ‘ready’ for faith formation and it is thus not something that can 

or should be imposed, Brigid is disappointed that it is often a journey that happens independent of 

one’s parish community. She reflects that “I did feel a little bit angry – ‘angry’ is too hard a word – 

but I did feel a little bit annoyed that I went and found this; that this hadn’t been fed to me before 

now. I would’ve been a regular mass-goer involved in my parish, probably ten years at that stage.” 

She talks of her sense of feeling “privileged” at being exposed to a richness and depth of Catholicism 

that was not available to her in her parish and admits that “I think it’s great, but it’s also sad that so 

many people haven’t had that experience.” 

As Brigid observes, there is a sadness that so many individuals are deprived of exploring and 

developing their life of faith and their sense of being uniquely called by God. There is also a sadness 

that the wider church – due in part to the lack of creative and inclusive vision of many of the ordained 

at parish and diocesan level and who, according to faith development theory, have not engaged in as 

deep a questioning of their faith as have many of their parishioners – is also being deprived of the 

giftedness, and the evolving and ever-deepening  faith experiences of so many women which continue 

to break through - a faith experience such as that expressed by Caoimhe. Remembering many of the 

deep questions and challenges both her life experiences and her theological studies raised for her, she 

says that 

What I now find as okay is that my hunger for God, my hunger to have faith, is what 

actually brought me back. Because even if I don’t know any answers and even if I don’t 
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know if God exists, and even if I’m never going to know… I’m starving and I want to 

come back in. My spirit is so starving… That’s what brought me back. But I don’t 

know if it brought me back to the Catholic I was before [her studies]. It didn’t. 

 

Several of the women used the language of food and nourishment to describe their faith 

journey in relation to their studies. Interestingly, Brueggemann talks of such language as 

being one of the three core images in biblical prophetic literature to describe the transition 

from the royal consciousness of the empire to the prophetic consciousness of freedom.443 

Unaware that such language was an instrument of the Old Testament prophets to indicate 

such a journey, Caoimhe (as well as several of the other interviewees) brings it alive in a new 

context. Across time, nationalities, and religions, the biblical prophet Isaiah, and Caoimhe, 

articulate the same prophetic searching for an alternative to the static religion that fails to 

nourish either of them: 

Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; 

And he who has no money come, 

Buy wine and milk without money and without price. 

Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, 

And your labour for that which does not satisfy?  (Is. 55:1-–2) 

 

As has been shown, for the women interviewed their studies helped provide such 

nourishment. They were nourished not only by what they heard from others but also by 

hearing their own voice – from “hearing themselves into speech.” The women repeatedly 

remarked on the wonder of being able to ask questions in a safe place. Not only were they 

encouraged to ask questions, they were encouraged to root these questions in their own lived 

experience of faith. As shown in the previous chapter, such thinking was in direct contrast to 

the thinking of Brueggemann’s “royal system” which suppresses any questioning, and the 

only knowledge allowed to be communicated is that of the system’s elites.  

 
443 Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 76-–79. The other two images are: (i) “A New Song/Doxology” and (ii) 

“Birth to the Barren,” 74–76. 
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I have already mentioned the courage I saw in each of the women as they talked about their 

studies and their faith journeys. Each one of them in their own way had faced into “the wall” 

– the experience of moving from a place of certainty onto an unknown path. They had already 

articulated their grief at the loss of vision in certain parts of the church; seeking out an 

alternative to royal consciousness, they willingly opened themselves up through their studies 

to the vulnerability of having questions but few answers. Brueggemann argues that the 

prophets’ task of creating a new reality that contradicts and dismantles the dominant system 

can only be realised if genuine prophets have the “courage and power to think an alternative 

thought.”444 The very act of entering into their studies prophetically proclaims that the 

answers offered by the system are inadequate. 

When deciding the main themes emerging from my interview data, I was struck not only by 

the words the women used to describe their studies, but even more so by the energy and 

passion with which they spoke about them. Such energy and passion were clear when, despite 

the lack of any form of encouragement or support from the formal church structures in all 

but one of the cases, the women sought out their own studies. The women’s passion was in 

evidence when they asked “what” they believed, and “why” they believed what they did. And 

the women’s passion leads them to “feel confident in what [they’re] saying,” and gives them 

confidence to “go out and lead something in the parish,” and to believe in the “radical 

possibility for transformation for every human being on the planet.” The dynamic and 

animated nature of such passion is clear in the words the women use to describe their studies 

– words like “exciting,” “transforming,” a banquet,” “questioning,” “hunger,” “seeking”. In 

the same way that it fears questions, a system living out of a royal consciousness also fears 

passion as it cannot be contained or controlled. It spills out and is contagious, and it defies 

passivity and numbness and obedience – the characteristics of a royal consciousness.445 

 
444 Ibid., 39. 
445 Ibid., 35. 
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In the world of Pharaoh/Herod, it is not only questioning and passion that is feared and 

controlled, but also the imagery and understanding of God. I now turn to discuss who/what 

God was for the women of this research. 

 

9.2. Women’s relationship with God  

A core tenet of the Catholic faith is that God is beyond anything that humanity can name or 

comprehend.446  

As language can never come close to encapsulating what is meant when we talk of the divine, it is 

important to explore the language and imagery we subsequently choose to employ due to the fact that 

our “God-speak” both reflects and influences how we interpret and engage with the world in which 

we live. The words of American theologian Elizabeth Johnson are often quoted to illustrate the 

importance of becoming aware of how we both envisage and express our relationship with the divine: 

What is the right way to speak about God? This is a question of unsurpassed importance 

… The way in which a faith community shapes language about God implicitly 

represents what it takes to be the highest good, the profoundest truth, the most 

appealing beauty. Such speaking, in turn, powerfully molds the corporate identity of 

the community, and directs its practice.447  

 

9.2.1. God as transcendence 

Cognisant of the power inherent in the language and imagery we use about God, therefore, 

theologians throughout the church’s history have sought out which interpretation of God speaks best 

to the world in each particular era and context. Such understanding and knowledge of God, the church 

tells us, come from two primary sources: creation, with all its wonder, change, and beauty, and the 

human person, with her ability to search for truth and love.448 When asked “who/what God was for 

 
446 CCC, #40. It states that “our knowledge of God is limited, our language about him [sic] is equally so.” 
447 Johnson, She Who Is, 3–4. 
448 CCC, #31–35. 
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them”, the women interviewed answered instinctively from both of these perspectives with each one 

of them articulating a relationship with God that was dynamic, intimate, and constantly evolving. 

From each woman describing her own particular understanding and sense of God, I was struck – both 

in the interview and in my subsequent analysis of data – by how “big” and all-encompassing were 

their images of God.  

“Everything, everything is God. That’s how I wake up to life every day… Yeah, everything is God, 

God is in everything,” Caoimhe exclaims. Ita echoes this sense of the divine: “For me, God is 

existence itself. I believe that nothing exists outside of God;” while Grace enthuses: “Who is God? 

He’s the goodness and the essence of life. That’s what God is, where God is;” and Brigid reflects that 

“[God] is my source. It’s what has given me life. It’s where I’m going.”  

Many of the women illustrated the core difficulty of trying to talk from the confines of language about 

their experience of the divine. Brigid says that “It’s bigger than anything I can comprehend. I’m 

struggling for words.” Dearbhil, who returned to education in her forties, echoes this struggle by 

referring to her reading of Victor Frankl:  

He talks about that at our very essence is this kind of, erm, religious consciousness. I 

know that sounds very abstract … but you can’t express it properly because it is 

inexpressible but you kinda know there’s something more going on.  

 

Niamh also talks of the struggle inherent in trying to describe who or what God is for her. She 

observes that God is  

The knowing mystery behind it all… I think it’s beyond language and the “I am who 

am” is the closest I can, y’know, if you want to put it into words. ______ used to play 

this song and the chorus was “I just let the mystery be,” and I thought “Aye, I’m not 

going to worry about it.” None of us know. I nearly feel that we’ve been very arrogant 

at just trying to make sense of this world through our own limited vision. 

 

Central to the Catholic tradition in the area of God-talk is the holding together in tension the sense of 

God’s transcendence with God’s immanence. As the women expressed in the above quotes, God as 
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transcendent is something that is beyond human description or imagination.449 On the other hand, 

God as immanent is something/someone that is intimately involved in our human reality. In her 

sharing about her own relationship with the divine, Ita encapsulates both of these perspectives:  

I suppose it’s very hard. You can’t really attribute human attributes to God because 

God is beyond understanding in some ways. But God is both deeply personal to me but 

also, y’know, completely ineffable as well? Y’know, beyond understanding? And 

actually, there is no real way of talking about God except in human terms. And we try. 

God is both completely ineffable and also deeply intimate and personal. 

 

After expressing her difficulties in trying to encapsulate in words who/what is meant by the word 

“God”, Dearbhil again turns to her studies to talk of how her feminist theology module demonstrated 

how the idea of metaphor is used as a tool to free up our language about the divine. She observes that 

“metaphor is very good when you’re talking about God because for something that is so inexpressible, 

putting it down into ‘like this’ or ‘like this’ can be very powerful.” For Dearbhil, recognising that 

language about God is always metaphorical allowed her to be more fully open to a wide variety of 

imagery and models of God. As she explains, the use of metaphor “broadens what is mystery at the 

end of the day; it broadens it and allows that full mystery – maybe the whole rainbow – to be seen in 

some way.” 

Protestant theologian Sallie McFague is to the forefront in highlighting the necessity of recognising 

the use of metaphor in our talk about God. Accepting the limits of language as a medium through 

which God is named and articulated, metaphor for McFague is “an attempt to say something about 

the unfamiliar in terms of the familiar, an attempt to speak about what we do not know in terms of 

what we do know.”450 She points out that all such language is constructed and must always be 

 
449 Michael Morwood, MSC., Tomorrow’s Catholic: Understanding God and Jesus in a New Millennium (New London 

CT: Twenty-Third pub., 2006 [1997]), 9–11. “Transcendent” – literally meaning “rising above, passing beyond, 

surmounting.”  
450 Sallie McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 33. She 

defines metaphor as “a word or phrase used inappropriately. It belongs properly in one context but is being used in 

another: the arm of the chair, war as a chess game, God the father.” Nicola Slee talks of metaphoric faithing and 

emphasises that the use of metaphor was an integral part of the data received from interviews with women in her own 

research: Slee, Women’s Faith Development, 65–67, 86–107, 146–149. 
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interpreted in a way that is open to change.451 Frequently, however, certain metaphors become so 

widely accepted and/or embedded in theological thought and discourse, that what are human 

constructs become over time absolutist and overly-simplistic claims about God which are then 

accepted as objective truths. This is contrary to the essence of metaphor which “always has the 

character of ‘is’ and ‘is not’: an assertion is made but as a likely account rather than a definition.” 452 

She argues that due to the fact that our understanding of God is always tentative, then our 

interpretations of metaphors used to describe God should also remain tentative. Understanding God 

as metaphor should encourage us, therefore, to be open to myriad images of God that both enrich our 

understanding of God, and remind us of our inability to constrict God to something definable.  

McFague talks of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus as the root metaphor for understanding 

God’s relationship with the world.453 By constantly engaging anew with the parables, relationships, 

and actions of Jesus, we gain access to the nature and essence of God and God’s engagement with 

the world and our lives today.454 While the majority of the women interviewed would have been 

unaware of such theology, many of them intuited within their own faith journey the idea of the person 

of Jesus as central when trying to interpret who/what God was, in and for their lives. Brigid clearly 

articulates such a connection and use of metaphor when she reflects that  

God to me is what is expressed in Jesus. It’s those kind of values. I think the way I 

“get” Jesus is that God tried to express what God was about, and the only way our 

human brains could comprehend that was through something that was human and that 

was why Jesus had to be human and why he had to do all the “walk the walk”, say what 

he said, act out what was the power of God, the Love – and that was all Jesus ever did 

was love, love, love and that’s what God is. 

 

 
451 Ibid., 6. Referring to the work of Nietzsche, who claims that our understanding of truth is constructed by “a mobile 

army of metaphors, metronymics, [and] anthropomorphisms,” McFague observes that not only do “we construct the 

worlds we inhabit but also that we forget we have done so.” 
452 Ibid., 33. 
453 British post-Christian feminist theologian Daphne Hampson, questions whether or not referring to Jesus as a 

metaphor for the Divine renders McFague’s theology non-Christian. She says that “my problem with it is that it tries to 

straddle a fence, and in the process I think masks a basic confusion. Is it Christian?... Jesus is not unique. He is a 

‘paradigmatic person’. And in this he is not alone. He is simply for Christians, their ‘foundational figure.’” Daphne 

Hampson, Theology and Feminism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1990), 158. 
454 McFague, Models of God, 41.  
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By looking to Jesus, Ita like Brigid, understands God as Love. Not only is Jesus, within her faith, a 

root metaphor to help understand God, a metaphor for Jesus is also the Sacred Heart. As she talks, 

she becomes aware that her imagery comes from her childhood. When asked about God, Ita talks of 

the Trinity and says that within the Trinity,  

Jesus is the heart – compassion. So, I love my Sacred Heart picture just there. I’m very 

attracted to that – to the heart. And Christ is the heart – the fount of love, fount of 

mercy. I’m hearing me say those words and I’m realising they’re from the hymns that 

I learned – “fount of love and mercy.” But it really is true. It’s a pouring out of that 

love.  

 

9.2.2. Apophatic faithing 

While some of the women turned to specific metaphors to describe God (such as the Sacred Heart 

mentioned above, or Aoibheann’s image of God as a gardener who is intimately connected with and 

is busy “tending every little part of creation”), much of the data revealed a rejection by many of the 

women of certain metaphors and imagery of God which they had previously held but from which 

they had now moved. While intimating where/how they now found God, they recognised a shift had 

happened in their own faith life.  

In her own researching of women’s faith development, Nicola Slee talks of the importance of 

Apophatic faithing in their faith lives.455 Referring to its deep roots in the Christian tradition, Slee 

explains that due to the difficulty in defining and describing the divine with any certainty or 

specificity, God can only be named in negative or contradictory terms – as “not this, not that”. She 

observes that many of the women she interviewed found it impossible to state positively what God 

was for them and instead chose to “name what must be denounced and rejected for the sake of 

wholeness and justice.”456 

 
455 Slee, Women’s Faith Development, 76–79, 178–180. 
456 Ibid., 77. 
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I found a similar pattern emerge in my own interviews with women. When asked about who God is 

for her, Dearbhil immediately begins by saying what God is not:  

He’s certainly not the man with the beard; he’s not a man. Certainly, the God of my 

growing up has long since gone – God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit. 

You had very fixed pictures in your mind about these three. Probably the Spirit would 

be the closest now for me – it’s in nature, but it’s also in somebody doing something 

really kind. 

 

Ita also talks of moving from – and consequently negating – earlier images of the divine. Her journey 

moves her from finding God in various images to now finding God in a feeling – a sense of God’s 

presence:  

I had this image of God as being something separate, male, the father, that we talked 

about in our prayers. And I wouldn’t see God at all in that way now. Now, I’d have a 

totally different feeling towards God… than I had growing up.  

 

Slee clarifies that apophatic faithing strategies of negation were not only used by women transitioning 

from one way of talking about God to another but was also used by women who were at ease in 

holding two contradicting images of God in tension simultaneously – characteristic of Fowler’s stage 

five.457 By embracing descriptions of the divine that can initially appear paradoxical, a person can 

enter into the realm of understanding language and imagery as rooted in a more inclusive spectrum 

of “both/and” rather than “either/or”. Caoimhe demonstrates such apophatic faithing when recounting 

the central idea of a core assignment – about the longing for God – from her undergraduate course in 

theology. She talks of her core argument as being that of a God that is unchanging: 

After my reading T.S. Eliot’s poem, there’s a line in it: “At the still point of the turning 

world”… y’know, the unmoved mover. And I was very inspired by that… I was very 

attracted to this idea of a stillness – a point that enabled all the flux and all the 

continuations… God’s here and doesn’t change.  

 

 
457 Fowler, Stages of Faith, 198. He writes: “What the previous stage struggled to clarify, in terms of the boundaries of 

self and outlook, this stage now makes porous and permeable. Alive to paradox and the truth in apparent contradictions, 

this stage strives to unify opposites in mind and experience. It generates and maintains vulnerability to the strange truths 

of those who are ‘other.’”  
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Caoimhe proceeds to allude, however, to the constraints she experienced by the assignment’s limited 

word count that prevented her from making the full argument she wanted – from being “attracted to 

this idea of stillness”, she then reflects that “I saw myself just beginning with those ten thousand 

words” and that she wanted to write another ten thousand words which would “be all about [God as] 

‘the change.’” Elsewhere in the interview, she demonstrates that holding conflicting ideas about God 

in tension is something she embraces: 

I have really tried to believe in the transubstantiation and all those things that we went 

into the nitty-gritty of in college, and it’s okay to accept that I struggle with that. And 

yet, I still want to receive because I’m coming from “well, I’m not going to close down 

any door which could be an opportunity to meet God,” so I say “yes” to it all. 

 

9.2.3. God as immanence 

Despite the struggles the women expressed about trying to define God within the limitations of 

language, each of the women talked of a God that was intimately and personally connected with her 

life and with all of creation. Intuitively following the Christian understanding of the immanence of 

God, all women interviewed talked of God as something/someone that was encountered, seen, and 

experienced on an ongoing basis. Michael Morwood says that when we speak of the immanence of 

God, we are talking of a God who/that is “here with, involved with, intimately connected with human 

experience, and indeed, connected intimately with everything that exists.”458 While the descriptions 

given of God varied from woman to woman, it was evident that they all had a deep relationship with 

God. Aoibheann – an Ignatian-trained spiritual guide – described how, through her studies, her 

understanding of God changed. From once being a father-figure in the sky -– of whom she was a little 

fearful – she talks of her current sense of God as a presence that is kind, compassionate, strong, and 

loving. Her studies helped her grow into an awareness of God being intimately present in the life of 

every person in a unique way.  

 
458 Morwood, Tomorrow’s Catholic, 10. 
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[I] learned how God works individually with each person where they’re at, so there’s 

no point trying to be someone you’re not. The person you are has been there from the 

start. And y’know, you covered up this beautiful person inside with layers and layers 

and layers and it’s to slowly, but lovingly – with God’s love – peel back, when you’re 

ready and able, and out comes this beautiful orchid… All the time, God’s bringing you 

along lovingly and gently, but bringing you, inviting you. But you have to listen and 

be aware.  

 

Such insight translated into her deep sense of God’s presence during a long and serious illness. She 

reflects that God “was with me all the time. Just completely and utterly there. Y’know? Carrying me 

all the time.”  

In a similar way, Brigid demonstrates a gradual journey from believing in a rather distant and remote 

God to turning now to a God familiar with personal struggle and pain. She talks of using for many 

years, the language of “Lord”, “master” and “king” to describe God and reflects on what it meant to 

her:   

I believed it; thought it. And the words were kind of putting God “up there”, I suppose, 

as opposed to the humanity which I’m working with more now… It’s not “king”; it’s 

not “I’m over you.” It’s “I’m with you”; “I understand you”; “I cry with you”; “I pick 

you up”. It’s the human stuff. And that’s been the change, I suppose, for me.  

Referring to the adult faith formation course she undertook in her local diocese, Fionnuala talks of 

how the idea of the “indwelling God in our lives” presented on the course appealed to her and allowed 

her to make sense of the personal and accessible God she was already beginning to sense in her life: 

“He’s there with us; [it] just made it so clear.” Although she had not been thinking much about 

who/what God was for her, she still had a sense of a God who is close to her:  

It’s just that you know that God’s with you… Just things that happen in your life, and 

you know, isn’t God good… It’s just one of those things, y’know – we’re created by 

God from before time began… God created us. We are not of our own making. 

Somebody is there for us always. 

 

For all of the women interviewed, the immanence of God went beyond the confines of formal 

religious practice and enabled them to find God in what poet Patrick Kavanagh refers to as “the bits 
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and pieces of ‘Everyday.’”459 Reflecting on the journey she has made in her own faith, Dearbhil 

acknowledges that her “idea of God is very different now. Very different. And that’s maybe why I 

don’t feel as drawn to have to go to the church in the same way.” Instead, she often sees her own 

family home as a place where God is present:  

The home is a very sacred place – and, the table. So, even like on a Sunday, we would 

make a point of sitting around the table but before we eat, we would say a prayer. So, 

sometimes for me, it’s important that the dinner table on a Sunday is that spiritual place, 

that Eucharist, where we break bread with each other. 

 

9.2.4. God as Spirit 

Dearbhil also finds God in nature and in other people. Speaking about the Spirit in particular, she says 

that she sees the Spirit at work “in somebody doing something really kind. You can see erm, something 

spiritual about it if somebody has gone to a length – putting themselves out there to say “I know you’re 

going through a tough time.” 

Dearbhil was not alone in talking about seeing the Spirit at work in her life. Éilis talked of the 

significant role charismatic prayer played in her life. For her, the Spirit moved beyond all boundaries 

and structures, and brought her to attending multi-denominational prayer gatherings. She contrasts the 

freedom that the Spirit brings to her spirituality with the relative restriction she feels from more 

prescribed and formal styles of prayer: 

I love the Holy Spirit, and I love the freedom that he gives…. Because you never know 

where he’s going to land or what he’s going to ask you to do … So, it really means 

listening and being in tune and, I suppose, spending time with him in prayer and in 

scripture, whereas I suppose I don’t get this about praying novenas and praying set 

prayer – I just don’t get that at all. And I just think you have to be really in tune. That’s 

what I love about my whole charismatic part of my spirituality, and it’s very life-giving. 

 

Maintaining a sense of an immanent God in their lives, both Fionnuala and Ita talk of the Holy Spirit 

as one who helps guide and accompany them when they need direction. Fionnuala says that “when 

 
459 Patrick Kavanagh, “The Great Hunger,” in No Earthly Estate: God and Patrick Kavanagh, ed. Tom Stack (Dublin: 

Columba Press, 2002), 142. 
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you’re guided and you’re going some direction, that’s the Spirit with you?” Ita recognises in the Holy 

Spirit, the intimate closeness of God’s presence in the world and in her life. She describes it thus: 

It’s like God’s breath. I see the Holy Spirit as the breath of God moving dynamically 

in the world – moving dynamically, y’know, in nature. And actually… very often when 

I’m in crisis, or I pray, it’s often to the Holy Spirit that I pray for guidance. So, if I want 

guidance, I always go to the Holy Spirit – if I’m struggling with a decision. I’m also 

very attracted to the image of the Holy Spirit as wisdom, guidance, dynamism, flow. 

 

While reflecting on the data gathered, I found it interesting that half of the women interviewed spoke 

directly of the power of the Holy Spirit in their lives. John’s Gospel describes the work of the Spirit 

in the following way: “The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not 

know where it comes from or where it goes.,” (Jn 3:8). In a similar way, for each woman who shared 

about the Spirit, the Spirit was something/someone who moved easily in and out of structures and 

institutions. While they recognised the Spirit at work within the church and as part of the Christian 

understanding of God as Trinity, the women expressed a deep sense of feeling that the Spirit was also 

intimately at work in their personal lives. It appears that quietly underlying the women’s experience 

of often feeling voiceless and invisible within both the institutional church and in society, the presence 

of the Spirit provided both the essence and the means by which they could claim back their agency 

and their own sense of vocation.  

At the beginning of this chapter, Elizabeth Johnson posed the question: “what is the right way to talk 

about God?” Johnson has not been the only feminist theologian to address this issue. Much has been 

written about the importance of broadening out the imagery and language of God beyond the 

exclusivity of the anthropomorphic white male – an image famously presented and explored in Alice 

Walker’s The Color Purple:  

Tell me what your God look like, Celie. 

Aw naw, I say. I’m too shame. Nobody ever ast me this before, so I’m sort of took by 

surprise. Besides, when I think about it, it don’t seem quite right. But it all I got. I 

decide to stick up for him, just to see what Shug say.  

Okay, I say. He big and old and tall and graybearded and white. He wear white robes 

and go barefooted. 

Blue eyes? She ast.  
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Sort of bluish-gray. Cool. Big though. White lashes, I say.460 

 

The Catechism stipulates that “in no way is God in man’s image. He [sic] is neither man nor woman. 

God is pure spirit in which there is no place for the difference between the sexes.”461 Despite this 

being the teaching of the church, the predominant understanding of God in its language and imagery 

– particularly within its liturgy – has been of a male God. This, however, was not the case in the 

majority of the interview narratives. Even when talk of the Trinity sometimes leaned towards male 

imagery and language, the Holy Spirit generally remained gender-neutral: talking of the church as 

the Bride of Christ, Fionnuala referred to God as “a happy father” and proceeded to say that in her 

imagery of God, she was “going with the paintings and [those] images.” Alongside this 

anthropomorphic image, however, she also clarified that “I don’t see the Spirit as a human form as 

such… I see God as male, but as the Spirit, I just see as something [more fluid].” 

 

9.2.5. Exclusive and inclusive language of God 

As shown above, many of the women shared about moving from an exclusively male image of God 

encapsulated in the language of “Lord,” “king”, “master” and so forth, but these were now 

incorporated into a myriad of images and understandings of God. Ita who talked of such a shift in her 

own relationship with God, talks now of addressing God in her prayer differently to before saying 

that “I see God as non-gendered. If I’m going to pray, I’m not just going to use the word ‘father.’ 

And sometimes, I’ll even just say ‘divine mother.’”  

All of the women interviewed, to a greater or lesser extent, revealed an awareness of trying to move 

beyond exclusively male language and imagery of God but also trusted themselves in not forcing 

themselves into language that did not come naturally to them. Grace reflects that “I’ve never had a 

problem with saying ‘he’… I don’t know if it’s conditioning that I’ve always thought of God as a 

 
460 Alice Walker, The Color Purple, (New York: Pocket, 1990), 176-–177. 
461 CCC, #370. 



214 
 

‘he’ but it doesn’t bother me that I think of God as a ‘he.’” Despite her use of the male pronoun in 

relation to God – and her awareness of doing so -– it was clear from her sharing that who/what Grace 

sought was not a God who was identifiable as male or female but a God who looked out for the more 

marginalised in both church and society. Talking of the church, which she reflects is called to model 

itself on Christ, Grace bemoans that many of its laws are “a million miles away from the welcoming 

arms of Jesus… because… everything he did was working with the most difficult cases at the time, 

y’know. He wasn’t sitting with the lords and the ladies, he was down on the ground with the people 

of the day.” Elsewhere, she reflects that “the big [question] I struggle with is with God and why there 

is so much suffering in the world… and why we have such an uneven world.”  

In a similar way, Niamh shares that her understanding of God is interwoven with her pursuit of justice 

in her daily life – an understanding that began in her early childhood: 

Like most people I think… [we] were reared with very little, but we were lucky that 

that was expressed all the time – like Mammy would put on the tap and say “Thank 

God for clean water.” Y’know? So, that thing of always appreciating what you had and 

thanking God for it, and then by extension, being aware of people who hadn’t that. That 

was how we were reared… And the world and creation is a lot, lot bigger than us and 

[bigger] than we can understand.  

 

While listening in the interviews to the women share about their relationship with God, and in my 

subsequent analysis of the data, I noticed that each of them was intuitively doing within her own faith 

journey what many feminist theologians are also doing at an academic level: addressing the 

predominance of the image of God as an anthropomorphic male.  

Feminist theologians argue that the naming of God in exclusively male terms has not only 

misrepresented the richness of the imagery and language found in both the scriptures and in the 

tradition of the church, it has also led to the legitimising of hierarchical structures within the church, 

resulting in liturgical and doctrinal interpretations that view and place women in the role of “other.”462 

 
462 See authors and works already referenced, including: Johnson, She Who Is; Daly, Beyond God the Father; Radford 

Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk; Sallie McFague, Models of God; Catherine Mowry La Cugna, Freeing Theology. See 

also: Ivone Gebara, Longing for Running Water: Ecofeminism and Liberation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999); 
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They contend that a plurality of images of God is needed in order to address these difficulties. As 

many of the quotes above have illustrated, the women interviewed had instinctively done this within 

their own faith journeys. While still adopting the language and imagery provided by the official 

church, they opened themselves up to the unique and personal revealing of God in their own lives.  

 

9.2.6. Naming the God of prophetic consciousnness 

From both their personal sense of God and from being opened up to a variety of images of God 

through their studies, all of the women talked prophetically of a God they knew intimately and yet, 

at the same time, a God that – unlike the god of royal consciousness – was not confined to any church 

or human institution. As Brueggemann points out, the god of royal consciousness is confined to the 

temple and only the king and his elite have access. God is moulded into the image of the king and is 

controlled to act and speak in a way that benefits the king and his court. He is a god of the status quo 

– “a static god of order who only guards the interests of the ‘haves.’”463 Such a god is kept small – 

limited to a small and elite group; a god who is worshipped out of fear rather than awe.  

The god of royal consciousness is in stark contrast to the God that emerged from the women’s 

interviews. Their God is not one confined to the temple. Rather, their God goes beyond any structures 

and any persons, and cannot be controlled. God is the God of “the cosmos,” of “mystery,” “the values 

of the Beatitudes,” “of love;” God is “the source of one’s being” and is “ineffable.”  

Their God is “intimate and near,” “compassionate,” “deeply personal,” and “kind.”  

The women’s God is dynamic and changing – and they change with it. They have left behind certain 

images of God that no longer serve their adult faith and have embraced a more complex understanding 

of God that, as Éilis observes, leaves you “never [knowing] where he’s going to land, or what he’s 

 
Katie Cannon, God’s Fierce Whimsy (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1985); Anne Primavesi, Gaia’s Gift (London: 

Routledge, 2003).  
463 Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 8.  
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going to ask you to do.” Such understanding underlies Caoimhe’s account of a God who is both “the 

still point of the turning world,” and yet is also “the change,” while for Éilis, God is the Holy Spirit, 

and for Ita, God is “dynamism and flow.” Contrary to the ordered god of royal consciousness that is 

at the mercy of the king’s/pharaoh’s schemes, the God that is articulated in the women’s interviews 

is one that is contrary to human manipulation.  

Brueggemann reminds us that “we are indeed made in the image of some God” and whatever God 

we choose to image has implications for how we live our lives.464 If we choose to image the god of 

royal consciousness, we choose a society of hierarchies and oppression in which only the elite have 

access to power, and the cries of the oppressed are ignored. The God articulated by every one of the 

women interviewed is the same God as the God of freedom proclaimed by the prophets – a God who 

is free to move out of the temple of the elite and situate instead with the anawim. In the same way 

that Moses and the Jewish people of the Exodus strived to establish a new social community that 

imaged and lived out the justice of the God in whom they believed, so too does the women’s 

understanding of church as inclusive community (discussed in the chapter that follows) emerge from 

the God of freedom named above. 

Although they all expressed their understanding of, and relationship with God in different ways, the 

“bigness” of their God can be summed up in this final quote from Caoimhe. Speaking about the 

church’s teaching on sexual issues such as homosexuality, contraception, and sex outside marriage, 

she says that  

This is where I struggle because y’know, when I sit down and talk with someone … 

and they say “well, God said…” I have an issue with “God said” just from the get-go. 

Do you know what I mean? And I say, “no, hang on a minute: they’re writing what 

they think God might say. This thing that it’s against God’s law? God is beyond all of 

it. God is love. I understand that religion is man-made, man-written. And all these 

things – these books, the church, and everything – are all helping us encounter God, 

but don’t tell me that “God said.” So, I can’t have these feelings, and if I do, I’m outside 

of God’s jurisdiction? There’s no such thing. So, I keep going back to that bigger, 

universal thinking.  

 
464 Ibid. 
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This chapter has focussed on two aspects of the women’s faith journey that support and energise them 

as they shoulder the reality of living and ministering within a royal system while simultaneously 

searching out an alternative understanding and consciousness. These two supports are (i) their 

religious studies, and (ii) their relationship with God. As stated above, the combination of images of 

the divine named by the individual women in their interviews, have one significant implication in 

common i.e. they all demand an understanding of oneself as someone who develops in and is defined 

by, community. The next chapter explores, through the lens of human development, how the women 

define themselves, as well as their understanding of church as fundamentally communitarian. 
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Chapter ten Woman as self-in-relation 

 

Earlier discussion outlined the cultural context in which I conducted my empirical research and 

revealed the existence of a somewhat traditional model of Catholicism alongside Ireland’s increasing 

secularisation. Such secularism has been a significant contributor to the privatisation of faith and the 

frequently expressed attitude that one’s faith should be limited to its vertical expression – something 

that exists “between me and my God,” which does not (and should not) impact on the life of anyone 

else.465 The interconnected and communitarian nature of the faith lives of all of the research 

participants contradicted such a narrative, however. After having already explored both the women’s 

named struggles of feeling silenced and ignored, as well as their deep personal relationship with God 

strengthened by their studies in spirituality and/or theology, chapters ten and eleven discuss the factor 

underlying these and other aspects of their lives – an understanding of their very personhood as 

fundamentally relational. While the next chapter addresses the vision out of which the interviewed 

women live out their faith, this chapter explores how they attempt to discover and articulate their 

sense of identity as someone who is, on the one hand, an individual and yet, on the other, is shaped 

by her call to be in relationship with others. After providing a brief overview on the centrality of inter-

relatedness in the women’s overall faith experience, I discuss two particular articulations of it which 

arose in the interviews: 

1. An understanding of church as fundamentally communitarian rather than institutional, and  

2. The participants’ response(s) to John Paul II’s concept of women’s particular calling to be a 

“gift of self” to others. 

 

 

 
465 Archbishop Eamon Martin, “The Importance of Speaking in the Public Square,” Keynote Address at the launch of 

the Iona Institute in Northern Ireland (25th March, 2017), https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2017/03/25/the-importance-

of-speaking-in-the-public-square-Address-by-archbishop-eamon-martin/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2017/03/25/the-importance-of-speaking-in-the-public-square-address-by-archbishop-eamon-martin/
https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2017/03/25/the-importance-of-speaking-in-the-public-square-address-by-archbishop-eamon-martin/
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10.1. Inter-relatedness in the women’s faith experience 

Reflecting on what is central to her Catholic faith, Ita observes that  

There is something for me in communal worship that’s very enriching. It doesn’t make 

a difference to my personal relationship with God, but it makes a difference to me as a 

person, as a human being. It’s more about the connection. It’s being part of a family.  

 

Sharing later in the interview on why she returned to Sunday worship after a protracted absence, she 

reiterates her feelings of connectedness with others: “there was just a feeling that I was missing 

something. I think I missed that whole community aspect of worship… I think for me, it was about 

connection, community.”  

Articulating her faith journey in such terms, Ita unknowingly echoes and affirms what emerged from 

all of the data as being integral to the lived experience within both church and society of each of the 

women interviewed – a belief in the inter-connectedness of all of reality. Such inter-connectedness 

was the invisible thread that weaved together everything the women shared, in a way that often 

became indistinguishable from the women’s talk of God. The previous chapter showed how many of 

them spoke of God as being the “source” of all life, that “nothing exists outside of God”, and that 

“everything, everything is God.” Such language corresponds easily, therefore, with a spirituality and 

faith that interweaves their love of God with their love of neighbour – a spirituality that presumes all 

of reality to be interdependent. The spirituality of the interviewees is reflected in the words of Shug 

in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple:  

She say, My first step from the old white man was trees, then air. Then birds. Then 

other people. But one day when I was sitting quiet and feeling like a motherless child, 

which I was, it come to me: the feeling of being part of everything, not separate at all. 

I knew that if I cut a tree, my arm would bleed.466 

 

In my analysis of the data, I realised that the women’s sharings were taking me on a journey through 

the myriad of relationships that weaved in and out of each of their lives. The importance of 

 
466 Walker, The Color Purple, 167. 
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relationships for all of the women interviewed showed itself not only in what they shared, but as the 

overarching narrative that emerged as actual bookends to the overall interview process. From the 

opening sentences of the first interview to the closing words of the last interview, talk of relationship 

formed the beginning and the end of my recorded material. When I asked Aoibheann in the first of 

my interviews to talk about her involvement in parish ministry, she began her reply from the point of 

view of relationship and the importance of belonging. She frames her answer in the context of her 

coming back as a separated mother of two to the parish of her childhood after many years away. She 

reflects that  

I came back as a separated person with two young children. I felt strange – not part of 

the community – because we were three not four. And then, one of the priests one day 

said “there are lots of different kinds of families.” And I just went “wow, we fit.” 

 

Similarly, in the closing few sentences of the final interview I conducted, Niamh also reflects on how 

her relationships help define her. She articulates her understanding and experience of God as 

something that finds expression in and through relationship. She talks of her relationship with the 

divine that expresses itself through her intimate connection with the world around her and all that it 

contains. Quoting Micah 6:8, she reflects: “‘Act justly, love tenderly, and walk humbly with your 

God’; believing in that and doing it. That’s how I was formed; that’s how I was reared. It’s where I 

find myself. And it’s where I get meaning and feel okay about being alive.” 

Instrumental to Aoibheann and Niamh’s sense of self is an intuiting where they belong within the 

wider community – with a feeling of “fitting in” comes a deeper understanding of “who” they are and 

where they “get meaning.” Such understanding is not a fixed entity, however, as is evident from 

Aoibheann’s feelings of disconnect when she returns to her home parish in a new way – when even 

one relationship is changed within this web of connections, then her perception of herself changes. 

Neither woman is alone, however, in connecting their sense of who they are today with the faith 

community (and its traditions and practices) in which they grew up. All of the women interviewed 

were raised in the Catholic faith. Immersed in it from birth – and choosing to remain within it as 
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adults – has influenced each of them in how they understand themselves and have formed the values 

they associate with such an identity. Above, Ita reflects on how she misses the sense of community, 

of connection, and the difference it makes to her as a person. Earlier in her interview, it is clear that 

this sense of community is not confined to the people gathered at mass in the present but extends to 

remembering a space where her identity felt rooted and secure. When talking of mass and what it 

means to her, Ita reminisces deeply about what the memories attending Sunday mass as a child hold 

for her – memories that come from her inter-connectedness with others, particularly her father: 

I loved the choir; I loved the singing. I liked the community aspect of it… I always 

went with my dad because my mother always sang in the church choir… Going to mass 

with my dad on a Sunday morning was a big, special time for me. Y’know, he’d hold 

my hand in his pocket and then after mass, we’d go into the shop and he’d get the paper, 

and I’d get my Sunday sweeties… And when I’d be sitting beside him in the pew, I’d 

always remember, y’know, he’d wear his Sunday jacket… and the smell of that, 

y’know. I used to lean my head up against his shoulder.  

 

Reflecting on the key role that memory plays in a woman’s searching – in the midst of her many 

relationships – for a sense of who she is, British feminist theologian Mary Grey says that memory is 

“a tool for ‘deep knowing’ or wisdom.” A woman’s “authentic self-realisation” comes from situating 

her “self” in the wider context of both past and present.467 Ita’s memories of attending mass and living 

out her faith with others are positive ones and form part of the foundations of her sense of self as an 

adult, and of the values and behaviours she consequently wished to pass on to her daughter. She talks 

of how she and her husband discerned the importance of giving their faith public expression both for 

their own relationship and in the raising of their daughter: 

We wanted to get married in a church. That was hugely important to us because we 

wanted to commit to each other in a way that included God… And also, when we had 

our daughter… we didn’t want to be bringing her to make her Holy Communion if she 

had never set her foot inside a church. So, all through her childhood, we went to mass 

as a family and it was a beautiful thing. We went to mass… then we’d go and get the 

papers and we’d come home. So, we did that for many years. Actually, that’s how —

— ended up getting involved with the Scouts … So, there was that whole community 

thing … I wanted her to know [that] this is what practising religion is like. This is what 

 
467 Mary Grey, Redeeming the Dream: Feminism, Redemption and Christian Tradition (London, SPCK, 1989), 67. 
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I was brought up with. But knowing full well that she should also have the freedom… 

to reject that if she wished.  

 

Evaluating what aspects of herself were to be celebrated and passed on to her daughter involved Ita 

reaching into the inter-connectedness of her relationships, past and present – not only those within 

her family but also with God, and with the wider parish community.  

From her acclaimed research, psychologist and ethicist Carol Gilligan deduced that women 

understand life to be a web of connections – with relationships based on emotional attachment rather 

than a contract of agreement.468 Interlinked with this is a woman’s sense of self as one that is 

embedded in relationships with others rather than seeing herself as an autonomous individual, 

disconnected and removed from others. Any quest towards self-discovery, therefore, is rooted in the 

context of what theologian Mary Grey terms “self-in-relation” – a woman cannot understand herself 

without acknowledging the complexity of the myriad relationships in her life. Niamh reflects that her 

life has always involved “belonging to community.” As a result, she sees that “society starts – if 

you’re lucky enough – with family, and then it spreads out. And then society works best when you’ve 

got good functioning community.” Ita echoes this desire for connectedness when she observes that  

We all enjoy doing things in isolation, but how much more fun is it when you do it with 

other people who also enjoy it. Like, I could garden on my own for the rest of my life; 

it’s never going to be as fulfilling as gardening with my mates down in the community 

garden.  

 

 
468 Carol Gilligan, “In a Different Voice: Women’s Conceptions of Self and of Morality,” Harvard Educational Review 

47, no.4 (Nov. 1977): 481. Gilligan points to the long history of erroneous interpretations made by researchers about 

women’s psychological, spiritual, and social development due to their investigations being based on the white western 

male as representative of all humanity. She points out that not only has traditional research failed to acknowledge the 

difference gender can make to such investigations, so too has it ignored other significant factors such as nationality, 

class, and race. Summarising traditional developmental theory, she says that all humanity is concluded to be 

“journeying from the rejection of a self defined by others to the assertive boldness of ‘Here I stand.’” Challenging such 

research failure to acknowledge the importance of context, she turns to the findings of developmental psychologist Janet 

Lever’s study of children at play, which reveal gender differences in behaviour, and choice of activity that she claims 

has ongoing significance for both female and male throughout their lives. Lever observed that while boys in general 

elected to play competitive sports when given the choice, girls preferred non-competitive sports. Boys were guided by 

justice as decided by rules and guidelines. If a dispute arose, it was resolved by the rules of the game and play 

continued. On the other hand, girls sought to avoid dispute and when a quarrel arose, the game was often abandoned in 

order to prioritise the relationship. Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s 

Development (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1982), 9–11.  
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Gilligan explores several implications of women’s understanding of themselves as situated within a 

web of interconnected relationships.469 Such understanding leads to:  

• The developing of an ethic of care and responsibility towards others. 

• A belief in the importance of communication and dialogue in resolving conflict. 

• A desire for genuine inclusivity, equality, and mutuality. 

• An ongoing commitment to work at damaged relationships rather than severing connections. 

While space and focus prohibit exploration of these points individually, I name them here as it was 

clear from the interviews that they were all at work in and through the women’s various relationships. 

 

10.2. Church as community 

From what has already been quoted, it is no surprise that the model of church envisioned and lived 

out by the interviewees was one of inclusion and equality rather than one of hierarchy. It is church as 

the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12), where what happens to one member affects everyone equally. This is 

reflected in the language they use when talking of church at local parish level – language such as 

“belonging”, “co-responsibility”, “justice”, “inclusion”, “empowerment, compassion”, and “being 

involved.” All women talked of the importance of community. While the terms and contexts used 

varied both within and between interviews, it was clear that they were talking about the same 

experience and sense of “belonging.” When asked why she remains involved in the Catholic church 

despite her struggles with some of its teachings and practices, Aoibheann says that it is simply 

“because I like belonging. I like feeling I belong somewhere. I don’t just want to break off and have 

nothing.”  

 
469 Gilligan’s findings coincided with and affirmed similar assertions in second-wave feminism and its call to universal 

sisterhood and solidarity. Although such a call is still central to current feminist thought and action, the intervening 

years have – as previously shown – revealed how complex and multi-faceted an identity built on a myriad of 

relationships can be. As a consequence of its understanding of “sisterhood” being written by women who are white and 

middle-class, the movement has been challenged to strive for genuine mutuality and deep listening.  
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10.2.1. A sense of belonging 

For Dearbhil, the support and strength of her parish community came to the fore when she 

experienced the anguish and pain of losing her sister – a young wife and mother – to cancer. She 

recalls that  

I know when my sister died, I felt there was a huge outpouring from my Christian 

community. And there was great support, and there was great charity shown. And I 

drew a lot of comfort from having that community there that I had been part of… It 

gave me a lot of comfort at the time.  

 

Dearbhil laments that in the years that followed, her connection with the members of the parish 

community lessened. Feeling increasingly silenced and rendered powerless by the parish priest in her 

roles on the parish finance committee and the PPC while, at the same time, struggling with “that sense 

of loss of the community,” she continues to search out more affirming and nourishing experiences of 

being church outside of her local parish.  

While exploring the interview data, I contemplated how much the women’s own experiences of often 

feeling marginalised and of not being permitted to participate fully in their parish community and/or 

institutional church may have led them to recognise and empathise with the feelings of 

marginalisation in others. The importance in seeing those who are often overlooked and a desire to 

reach out to others was evident in much of what the women said about their church community. 

Talking of the importance in her life of the Gospel message to “love God and love your neighbour”, 

Grace reflects on the difference there would be if everybody practised this in their lives. She says that  

If we looked after people more, or people were more connected, then some of the other 

problems mightn’t be as big. It’s the human level that’s missing – the human 

connectedness – and how, as a church, we sort that out. Because if people feel more 

grounded and connected into a community – and in a family within a family within a 

community – then hopefully some of the other problems would not be as big. My 

concern is how we treat each other. How we’re, y’know, looking after the most 

vulnerable in our society. 
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Extending the importance of belonging beyond herself and her own family situation, Aoibheann talks 

of the need for the church to change many of its teachings – particularly in the areas of sexuality and 

family – as they lead to many people feeling excluded and judged.470 She argues that  

People want to fit in. They want to be embraced and held and supported in their life. 

You kind of think like that’s what Jesus came and did, y’know? He went to people on 

the margins… People need relationships. They need companionship. 

 

Hannah also believes that many people feel excluded from the church community. As part of the 

parish liturgy team, she sees the potential that is inherent in ritual to provide support and welcome 

for those who, for a variety of reasons, feel they are judged and/or do not belong. Although she 

struggles with the many times this potential fails to be fulfilled, and she yearns for forms of liturgy 

that facilitate the active involvement of lay people, which allows their lived experience to be voiced 

and heard, she sees what happens when people are deliberately and personally welcomed into a 

liturgical event and when the liturgy celebrated speaks directly to their lives. She recalls a service that 

they had organised a few days prior to the interview, for the families of parishioners who had died in 

the parish during the previous year. In listening to Hannah’s account of the event, I was struck by 

how many times there was a conscious use of the deceased person’s name and an opportunity to feel 

personally invited and received. Hannah recalls the event: 

We had a service the other night for people who died in the parish over the year. I don’t 

know how many people spoke about how lovely it was. It was a mass, but it was the 

little things that were added to it that spoke to people. We had a scroll in the sanctuary 

and we had all their names on it… And we put bare branches and scattered leaves 

around it… We write out to all the relatives of the people who died and we ask them 

to come in on that night. And we’ve got candles and we put the name of the person 

who died on the candle and they carry up the candle… It’s a hard night for people but 

it does speak to people… The family is invited as well so the church was full. And then 

we had refreshments in the parish centre afterwards. There was a connection. 

 

 
470 Space does not allow me to present and explore in any detail, the interview data that made clear the ambivalence 

and/or rejection by almost all of the women, of the church’s teaching on many individual issues in the area of sexuality, 

marriage, and family (such as homosexuality, sex outside marriage, divorce, and so forth). See the interviews in 

Appendices.  
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The emphasis that the liturgy team placed on using the name of the deceased and on personally 

welcoming the family of the deceased is an example of the impact of being “called by name” by a 

loving and intimate God, in the same way as many have experienced in both scripture and in the lived 

tradition of the church. American feminist theologian and ordained minister, Serene Jones, talks of 

how church truly lives out its call to be community when it “imitates and performs” the scripture 

story. By doing so, it allows the God of scripture to be experienced in a real way in the present. The 

Christian faith thus ceases to be viewed in chronological terms; rather it is perceived as an ongoing 

event that interweaves the “actions, emotions, attitudes, and beliefs” of the “here and now” with those 

in the pages of the Bible – just what Hannah and the liturgy team articulated in their November 

liturgy.471  

 

10.2.2. Dignity of the person 

Hannah’s desire for every person to feel particularly welcomed in the liturgy comes out of a deep 

conviction in the unique dignity of each human being. While the church’s long tradition of social 

justice is founded on several core principles, two principles undergird all of it i.e., that of “the 

common good”, and “the dignity of each person”. Central to the latter is that each person is equally 

and uniquely made ‘in the image and likeness of God.’ Consequently, everyone must be treated with 

the respect that such inherent dignity demands and must be provided with every opportunity and 

support to allow her uniqueness to shine through. While many of the women were unfamiliar with 

the church’s social justice tradition in any formalised sense, all of them intuitively spoke of the unique 

giftedness in every person. Reflecting on her being a minister of the Eucharist, Aoibheann talks 

movingly of not only bringing God in the form of the Eucharist to someone, but also finding God 

already present in that person: 

 
471 Serene Jones, Feminist Theory and Christian Theology: Cartographies of Grace (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

2000), 257. She outlines eight different yet interrelated ways in which Church is community. See also Mary Grey, 

Redeeming the Dream, 66. 
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Giving communion in church – it’s like meeting the God in the other person. And to 

me, that’s what it is… And [I] see in the people’s face, the suffering in their life… It 

sustains you as you’re going along – that you’re bringing God to somebody else… I’ve 

found that very humbling – particularly bringing communion to the sick; what they 

share with you about their lives. 

 

For Aoibheann, the relationship with another parishioner is sacramental, not only because of the 

presence of the divine in the Eucharist, but because of the presence of the divine in each person and 

in the space between them. In a similar way, Brigid recognises the ongoing work of God in each 

person. The ministry in which she is involved in her parish involves building up community and inter-

connectedness between people across every divide – such as class, age, nationality. For her, making 

the Gospel present in her parish community involves letting people know that they are gifted and 

special, “that they have it.” 

They have it in them; it doesn’t have to come from outside. And we’re all worth so 

much more than we think we are. And you kind of think that people get that, but then 

I realise, people don’t get it. They don’t actually get what they’re worth. And I think 

it’s just something as simple as telling somebody their worth. 

 

A similar conviction was expressed by Niamh when she talks of the building of God’s reign on earth. 

She thinks that “the thing of building the kingdom is that we are aware of others – not just our own 

immediate wee family but that we see value in everybody. And that we see the gifts and the richness 

in everybody.” 

Although the words used and the contexts given differed among the interviews, all of the women 

talked at some stage about the inherent giftedness and unique dignity of every person, with many of 

them consciously stating that everyone is “made in the image and likeness of God.” The dignity of 

the person, and the women’s belief in and relationship with God, was the barometer by which the 

doctrines and practices of the institutional church were measured. Grace’s words reflect such an 

attitude: “My concern is how we treat each other… If I’m ever in a dilemma about anything, I go 

back to the two standards he [Jesus] left us with: ‘Love God and love one another.’” 
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10.2.3. Eucharist as community 

The theme of community and inter-relatedness did not arise as a topic in its own right but emerged 

rather as the avenue through which all aspects of their faith were made visible and tangible. 

Regardless of the issue being discussed, each of the women demonstrated that they understood and 

articulated it in terms of what it meant in relation to the wider faith community rather than just in 

relation to themselves as individuals. Due to the theology of community that is integral to the 

Eucharist, as well as the Sunday mass being a visible and strong reference point for the women’s 

lived faith, it is understandable that much of what was said – either directly or indirectly – about our 

inter-connectedness with one another, often arose in the context of talking about the mass. Data 

already presented has shown that attending mass has often proved to be a painful – and sometimes 

angering – experience of voicelessness and marginalisation for many of the women interviewed due 

primarily to an exclusively male priesthood and to the exclusive language used, particularly in relation 

to God. It was interesting therefore to hear the women also speak of the mass in terms of inclusion 

and healing, of grace and of solidarity for all. Their often pain-filled experience of invisibility is held 

in tension with their own Eucharistic theology – one that ignores/transcends the androcentric 

hierarchies of the institution, and celebrates instead the building up of community by working towards 

inclusion, solidarity, and the equality of all. 

Similar to Hannah, Niamh is a member of her parish liturgy team and, like her, it is often through the 

medium of liturgy that she experiences and celebrates church as inter-relatedness. She paints a picture 

of when, as a newly married woman, she moved to a relatively rural area that was new to her and 

discovered her parish to be the channel through which she received support and acceptance, 

developed friendships, and found schooling for her two children. For her, such rootedness and sense 

of identity is what she experiences when she attends her parish church. When asked about her 

experience of weekly mass, she says that, despite its limitations, it is “still a powerful … way [of] 

being with each other.” 
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It’s community. I’m always conscious of who’s around me in church… Y’know, 

gradually over the years I know some of the life stories and some of the things people 

were carrying. So to me, experiencing church and experiencing communion was 

always “ah, there’s so-and-so, and they’ve lost somebody”… I always feel connected 

to people going up to communion… and what they’re carrying. And how they can 

inspire me by just their life – just who they are and what they are. 

 

Experiencing church and Sunday Eucharist as community is not confined to her physical parish, 

however. At a young age, she learned from her mother that, from a faith perspective, community had 

a global dimension that brought together the aforementioned social justice principles of the dignity 

of the person, and the common good of all – an “awareness” she says that was subsequently “always 

there – in the parish and in my experience of church.” She recalls making her First Holy Communion:  

There was no big fuss about it… Like, it wasn’t a big family event or anything – but 

you did get going around all your aunts and grannies getting your wee collection… 

You were allowed to keep half for yourself and she [her mother] organised it that I 

would send half of it away. And I’ll never forget – it was for children who were going 

blind because of the tsetse fly. So, it was always linked up. There was always that 

awareness.  

 

Such awareness of the relationship between the Eucharist and global solidarity has remained with her 

and has moulded the spirituality out of which she lives and exercises her ministry today. She 

recognises the potential in the theology of Eucharist to deepen our awareness of our inter-

connectedness with the global community of life – the community of people and of the earth – and 

recalls one of the first times she and the rest of the parish liturgy team consciously used the Sunday 

mass to remember the world’s poorest and most marginalised.  

I could see the opportunity to do something instead of just talking about it. And we did 

a Lenten thing using the symbol of a bowl of rice… As I said earlier, that outreach 

thing was part of our growing up as family… To be connected with things like that… 

That thing of “let’s be aware. This is what some people are living on. Y’know?” So, 

the bowl of rice and the jug of water was put at the beginning of mass as a constant 

reminder during the mass… And the challenge [was] not to carelessly put a small mite 

into a Trócaire box and say “that’s it.” 472 And I always remember my first weekend 

 
472 Trócaire (Irish word meaning "compassion") is the official overseas development agency of the Catholic church in 

Ireland. Every Lent, small cardboard collection boxes are distributed through schools and parishes to the majority of 

Irish households. This has been a long and deeply established tradition in Ireland which, for many people who 

contribute, extends beyond or has little conscious association with any established religion. Money raised goes to the 

world’s poorest.  
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that we did that. And the wee bowl of rice was just sitting in front of the altar. And 

going to communion… I found it very, very moving… The only way I can say this is 

[I was] in communion with the poor at communion time.  

 

The connection of the Eucharist and the church as both a local and global community was also to the 

forefront in Grace’s faith. While talking of the exclusion of people in relationships unrecognised by 

the church from receiving the Eucharist, she protests that this practice contradicts the essence of 

communion, which for her is one of unconditional welcome. She struggles with how the church turns 

the example of Jesus’ welcoming of everyone to the table, to one where people are stigmatised and 

marginalised and are made unwelcome.  

They’re all out there saying that “we have such a welcoming church and everybody’s 

welcome,” but there’s different levels of welcome. “You can come into the church but 

you can’t have communion.” And that’s not Christ-like… If we’re a warm, welcoming, 

open church, y’know, with the arms of God open, then you have to welcome 

everybody. Y’know? And welcome them to the table. You can’t say “you, just stay 

over there”… And that’s where I think [it is when we] go back to the male domination 

of the hierarchy, the thinking and the canon law, that’s led us to this rule book that is 

so at odds with the lived experience of people’s lives and like Christ welcomed 

everybody to the table.  

 

For all of the women interviewed, therefore, their predominant understanding of church was one of 

community – an understanding they strive to make real through the exercising of their respective 

ministries and through their very presence in both church and society; an understanding in which the 

dignity of each individual is not only affirmed but celebrated and encouraged to flourish. 

If the women interviewed understood church to be, in essence, fundamentally communitarian and 

inter-relational, then what was their understanding of themselves? As stated at the beginning of this 

chapter, the concept of inter-connectedness ran through all of the women’s interviews even though it 

was seldom directly addressed in any direct way by either them or me. The one place that it was 

explicitly discussed was when I asked them to comment on John Paul II’s teaching on 

complementarity – and specifically on his statement that women fulfil their deepest vocation when 

they give of themselves. 
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10.3. Women’s “gift of self”  

Having attended to the ways in which the sense of the women’s self-in-relation emerged from the 

interviews, I now turn to explore how this might sit in relation to the theological anthropology of John 

Paul II. As outlined in Chapter four of this research, a core concept of his thinking is the innate 

differences of female and male that are most deeply fulfilled in a union between the two – a union 

which is grounded in a psycho-sexual complementarity. John Paul II claims that woman’s capacity 

to conceive a child and carry it to birth, causes her to be innately other-oriented; in this way, a 

woman’s deepest calling rests in her being deeply attuned, and responsive to, the needs of others. 

From the women’s declared importance of inter-connectedness, therefore, it would appear that John 

Paul II had accurately understood and presented women in his theological anthropology. 

Interestingly, however, both the actual interviews and the data that subsequently emerged indicated 

a disconnect between his assertions, and the lived experience of women. 

 

10.3.1. Created to give? 

Of all topics that were discussed in the interviews, I found a hesitancy and, at times, a wariness among 

many of the participants when they were asked to comment on either of the given quotes of John Paul 

II on complementarity or on the nature and vocation of womanhood. During at least half of the 

interviews when these topics were raised, I sensed a level of discomfort that was later confirmed 

when analysing the interview data. No single emotion encapsulates this discomfort expressed at these 

moments but it included anger, frustration, and impatience. With echoes of Simone de Beauvoir’s 

theory of woman being the “other”, Dearbhil observes that the very fact that John Paul II wrote so 

much about women highlights the underlying assumption in his thinking that the male is the norm. 

Right! (a long sigh followed) Erm, “womanhood!” And I’m like, I haven’t seen any 

encyclicals on manhood. I think the over-riding theme is that women are to be givers. 

And it’s very stereotyping of gender. So, women are to be givers. But it’s out of the 

idea that they don’t actually have to talk about the male because, y’know, everybody 
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knows what the male is to be about, but we have to define your role and what that is. 

It’s all about the subservient giver. Do what you’re told to do. 

 

Commenting on John Paul II’s comment that “women fulfil their deepest vocation when they give of 

themselves to others each day,” Caoimhe immediately questions the implications she believes are 

contained in the statement:  

But why don’t men? I would say men have the same calling… And this idea that men 

are “this” and women help them be this, y’know? I think a lot of what the pope says is 

keeping women in this very sort of submissive, passive little box. And I think that’s 

really unfortunate and a shame. 

 

Proceeding to observe that she is drawn in by his writing style, she implies that it is deceptively simple 

and that women may easily miss inherent dangers for them in his theology. She comments that  

He’s such a beautiful writer really. And some of the stuff is really good and you think… 

(breaks off with a shake of the head) Like, he mentions “freedom” there, and that word 

pulls you in because we all want to be free. And yet, it’s not freeing at all. 

 

Much of the struggle the women interviewed had with John Paul II’s ideas about their nature and role 

seemed to arise from what they perceived was a rather over-simplistic and romanticised image of 

women. Aideen remarks that it is obvious from his writings that “women were almost up on some 

kind of a pedestal” and say that when she reads what he says, an image of the westernised 1950s 

mother comes into her mind: 

[The woman] in the apron with the beautifully coiffed [hair], making her cupcakes and 

waiting at the door with a beautiful smile for the husband to come home in the evening. 

That sort of really wholesome, y’know, warm, loving-hearted mother. The ideal image 

that we’re all unconsciously I think brought up with. This is the perfect woman, 

y’know? She looks this way, these are the kind of things she does; nurturing – not just 

to her children, but to her husband, and her community. So yeah. In that way, a 

romanticised and idealised view of women – of their purity, and of their goodness. 

 

I noticed in my data analysis that, in their responding to John Paul II’s thinking on the nature and 

vocation of women, the women interviewed were striving to articulate who they were, both as 

individuals and as women generally. For the majority of those interviewed, it was evident that this 
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was a searching that was interwoven into their life journey and one that was being lived out in the 

present as they questioned their own words and assumptions even while they spoke. Brigid 

encapsulates such inner questioning as she ponders out loud why the spirituality course she attended 

had significantly more female than male participants. In her answer, she struggles to avoid any gender 

stereotyping that attributes a set of characteristics in a simplistic way to one particular gender or 

another. Thinking out her answer as she speaks, she resists making any rigid or fixed statements about 

either female or male. 

I wasn’t surprised it was that way. I won’t say they’re deeper, but something like 

they’re prepared to look at themselves; they’re maybe asking questions. I don’t know. 

All I can say is that I wasn’t surprised but I can’t actually answer that at the moment. I 

don’t know why they were all there but I wasn’t surprised. 

 

Ita similarly reflects on and questions her own assumptions about the nature of woman and observes 

that such assumptions are more complex than might initially appear. Continuing on from her 

description of “the perfect woman” that she feels is in John Paul II’s mind, she clarifies that it is an 

image that is to be found everywhere and is therefore very difficult for women to discover who they 

are in reality.  

I would have found it very hard to break away from that image – because it’s not just 

an image that you find of women in the church; it’s the image of women that’s out 

there in general society, y’know? Women are supposed to be more nurturing; women 

are supposed to be more loving; women are supposed to be selfless and, y’know, give 

of their time to everybody… There’s an expectation in society, and you hear it all the 

time. I would find it very hard to separate out my own experience of being a woman 

from what I was brought up with at times. Because it’s so deeply ingrained… My own 

experience of being a mother, my own experience of being a woman has elements of 

all of that. So, I do feel, interestingly, an expectation of myself to be caring. I’ve 

definitely absorbed that women are caring, women, y’know, are selfless… If anyone’s 

going to care for X, Y, or Z, it’s going to be me. That’s my calling; that’s my role. But 

if I was to sit down and say “well, is that something I’ve absorbed or imbibed from my 

culture or from my faith or religion, or is it a natural part of who I am,” I’d probably 

say “a bit of both.” 

 

Ita later reiterates the impossibility of reducing her identity to that presented by John Paul II – and 

arguing that such a position has limited logic. From her own lived experience, she has observed and 
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experienced the absurdity of overly simplifying any discussion about gender traits. Talking of her 

older brother, she describes him as “deeply caring, empathic, warm” and proceeds to emphasise that 

“he’s a carer. Completely. A natural carer.” As such, she questions the logic used that defines such 

traits as “feminine”, and ponders why “even though he’s a man, those traits must be somehow 

‘womanly’ traits, or ‘feminine’ traits. I would just say why are they not just ‘male’ traits? Male caring 

traits.” In a similar way, she questions how the roles taken by parents are often dictated by gender 

rather than by a more natural orientation: 

My father happened to be a very, very loving man, and very affectionate – and was 

actually probably a better carer interestingly, now looking back. My father was much 

more affectionate than my mother. My mother was very reserved. So, even though my 

mother did the caring roles within the house – like the cooking, the cleaning, y’know, 

the buying the clothes, all of the stuff that women do all the time – my dad was actually 

the real emotional heart in our home. He was the one you went to for the hugs and the 

comfort. If I was sick, I wanted my mam there, but also, Daddy would be one who’d 

come up and rub your head and give you a cuddle.  

 

Observing what she perceives to be the “natural” caring ability of both her father and brother, Ita 

reflects again on the expectations placed on women to be the ones who take on such roles:  

I’ve always been very warm-hearted, and affectionate, and loving… but at the same 

time, I think I would have to be truthful and say “yes, there would be a feeling that 

that’s the way I should be” – that [there’s] an expectation to be that way. 

 

In a similar way, Aoibheann ponders on her true nature as distinct from messages she has absorbed 

about being a woman and being feminine. In my seeking clarification as to what she means by a 

“feminine side”, she questions her own assumptions and replies that “I suppose to me it [femininity] 

would be the nurturing. Nurturing, why? I don’t know. The intuitive, the non-logical side – if that 

makes any sense? I always think of the male side as the logical.” She reflects that her understanding 

of who she is as a woman changed particularly in the years after separating from her husband. 

Believing for much of her life in the traditionally assigned characteristics of the logical, rational, and 

decision-making male, and the nurturing and caring female, she was challenged into probing more 
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deeply into her own giftedness and abilities as a single mother. Although now rewarding, she admits 

to finding it over the years, a difficult journey: “I feel that through my own journey – kicking and 

screaming – I have been given the opportunity to embrace both sides of me because of my life 

circumstances.”   

Like many of the other women interviewed, she highlighted the complex and multi-faceted reality of 

peeling back the many layers of conditioning in her quest to discover what being a woman actually 

means – a quest that involved an alchemy of characteristics found both in gender, and in ones that 

emerged “because of life circumstances.” From her lived experience, she observes that with regards 

to gender stereotyping, “it’s not just the church. Like, it’s society. That’s another thing I‘ve learned 

about patriarchy, it’s in everything.” 

Only one out of the ten women agreed completely with what John Paul II said in the quotes given 

about womanhood and complementarity. Much of the struggle which the other nine women 

interviewed had with John Paul II’s naming of women’s experience seemed to come from the way he 

talked about women in such definite and non-negotiable terms. Exploring the data revealed the 

women’s understanding and knowledge of themselves to be more nuanced than that of John Paul II’s 

own writings on women. It also showed their sense of the relationship between female and male to 

be more fluid and multi-faceted. Although saying that she was having difficulty in finding the words 

to articulate her response to John Paul II’s ideas on womanhood, Caoimhe is clear in what she says:  

I think he’s creating a more dualistic thing there – he’s separating the role of woman 

and the role of man. I don’t know what the language is but I think men and women are 

both different and not different, y’know. Men and women are different and yet as 

persons we’re no different. We’re all called to love, we’re all called to life, we’re all 

called to create and y’know, we’re all called to give birth – to life, to our projects, to 

our babies. So, in many ways as persons, we’re not different at all… This is all to me, 

perpetuating the separatist thing more and more – that women will be this for men, and 

men will be this for women. And I think “God, the real stuff is beyond that.” 

 

Each of the nine women who disputed John Paul II’s clearly defined presentation on the role and 

nature of woman, agreed with him that there were indeed differences between the female and the male 
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but that it was impossible to go beyond generalisations. All of them preferred, rather, to highlight the 

areas in common and, in light of their own journey, questioned whether or not many of the traits that 

are historically characterised to be either masculine or feminine, could be seen differently in other 

contexts. Interestingly, five of the ten women interviewed used the exact same words in relation to 

what they perceived was the over-simplistic stereotyping contained in John Paul II’s teachings i.e., 

that women were being “put into a box.” While agreeing in the main, with him saying that “women 

see persons with their hearts” and that “women give of themselves every day”, Grace qualifies her 

answer by observing that 

I would say that it’s probably very true. But, I would say “when people” – not just 

women. Like that, there are men who give as much, and as deeply, as women…It’s 

more of a human thing. We are, I suppose, the people who give birth to children, and 

when you do bring a new life into the world, you do spend your life then giving, say, 

to children, or giving to family, y’know? We all are connected, y’know, and so 

traditionally, it’s very easy to put women in a box. The role of being a caregiver or 

minding family is giving yourself over to that role and that’s where women would’ve 

been placed. But it’s not their only role. But I would say, I don’t think it’s only in 

women to have that nature to give – there are some women who wouldn’t give you the 

light of day. There’s a deeper human level, I suppose, than just gender.  

 

I have already observed that opening up the discussion to John Paul II’s ideas on the complementarity 

of women and men, and on the nature and role of women in society, often introduced a more emotion-

based response from the women than did the rest of the interview discussion. Although it would be 

both difficult and intellectually dishonest to reduce such a qualitatively different response to any 

single cause and/or emotion, I sense that the women were reflecting a struggle engaged in by many 

feminists both past and present i.e., how to acknowledge and celebrate women as deeply relational 

without being negatively stereotyped, or without reinforcing traditional discriminatory attitudes and 

behaviours. As already shown, some of the women revealed both anger and exasperation at what they 

termed being “put in a box” – a box that supports and upholds a male-defined reality. Such thinking 

thrives on the simplistic and dualistic pronouncements (already condemned by Caoimhe above) that 

ensures the ongoing deliberate silencing of women, and their being prevented from being able to 

name their own lived experience in their own way. Being deprived of doing so by a patriarchal church, 
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nullifies and renders invisible both the many differences that exist between women, which result from 

individual combinations that include life choices, genetics and personal giftedness. As a qualified 

accountant, Dearbhil strives to name her own experience of marriage and motherhood for herself and 

on her own terms rather than how it is perceived and understood by a celibate and male institutional 

church.  

I think an organisation that is patriarchal in nature does not reflect the way I function 

as half a unit with my husband. We are absolutely equal. Like, he’s out working; I’m 

at home but… that could be me doing that to that level too, So, we work out of a base 

of equality, and that’s a given… I think that we are different but that doesn’t make me 

a care-giver and my husband not. My brother-in-law – they just had their first child and 

he’s going to be the one that will be at home and be the care-giver. So, I find that yes, 

we are different but we all have different skills; we have different attributes. To 

stereotype me as the subservient giver is wrong, because that equally could be the man 

letting him express that side. I just find it too (she shakes her head) … You’re in a little 

box, and if you’re a male, this is your box, and if you’re female, this is your box. 

 

As is evident from what they shared therefore, the majority of women interviewed demonstrated a 

deep connectedness with, and empathy for, the needs of others. This was tempered, however, by a 

fear – arising from their lived experience – that within male-defined structures, such as the Catholic 

church, their identity would be reduced to only this. The implications of this happening are multi-

layered for women and their own agency in naming their identity, but they include such relationality 

being essentialised and attributed to all women and consequently either dismissed or valorised, and 

women being seen and/or validated only in and through their relationships with others, thus failing to 

develop their own sense of self.  

Writing on the call of women into full selfhood, American theologian Carol Lakey Hess outlines how 

girls are socialised for nurturing, sensitivity, and responding to the needs of others.473 While often 

deeply attuned to such needs, they often lose sight of their own. Personal development for women, 

therefore, involves striving towards achieving a balance between holding together the needs of others 

with the needs of the self. In a conversation with Aoibheann outside of the interview process, she 

 
473 Lakey Hess, Caretakers of Our Common House, 98. 
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unknowingly captured the struggle evident to varying degrees in the sharings of all of the women 

interviewed when she reflected that she’s striving to balance “giving myself without losing myself.” 

The theological limitations and negative repercussions of implying that women have a natural and 

innate capacity for kenosis has already been briefly discussed. Here, it is sufficient to reiterate that 

such thinking frequently leads to the denial by both society and the church, and by women themselves 

of their own needs, potential, and voice. While all of the women interviewed clearly associated the 

kenotic demands of the Gospel with their own discipleship, it was very evident that they did not 

believe that such a spirituality should be more associated with being female, or that it comes more 

easily and naturally to women than to men. While agreeing with John Paul II’s emphasis on self-

giving, Ita criticises his assigning the ability to do so primarily to women.  

John Paul said something in one of those quotes that [it] was women’s role to be helpers 

– when you give totally of yourself. But I would think that of all human beings. I think 

again the mistake that he’s made there is “yes, that is the role of women,” but it’s also 

the role of men. As Christians, both men and women are called to that. Y’know? 

Women shouldn’t be singled out. I don’t have any problem with what he’s said there. 

What the problem I have is that he exclusively assigns that to women. As a Christian 

and as a follower of Christ, all human beings are called to that. We are called to “love 

our neighbour as ourselves” – that’s men and women… There’s self-emptying in male 

and female.  

Elsewhere, she criticises that John Paul II uses Mary’s example of self-emptying as a particular model 

for women in understanding their role and vocation. In his doing this, she feels that he is equating 

femaleness with an innate capacity to care for others, rather than from their being socialised into 

assuming traditionally ascribed roles. While not disputing Mary’s giving of herself for others, Ita 

questions why she is being held up by John Paul II to women in particular, and why such self-giving 

is presented as something essentially female when Jesus as male is the ultimate example of doing so. 

For me, as a woman of faith, Jesus as a male, as a role model, is the heart of compassion. 

Nobody questions the fact that Jesus was completely self-giving. He gave of himself 

utterly and completely. Y’know? He was the perfect role model for giving and self-

giving. And he was a man. So, I think it’s very interesting that Mary is held up as the 

role model for women in the Catholic church – the model of, y’know, pure self-giving, 

of submission. Jesus is an even greater model… Jesus’ maleness never came into it. 
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Observing that “Jesus’ maleness never came into it”, Ita reflects that Mary’s self-giving has been 

gendered and used as a symbol in ways that perpetuate the status quo, and traditional roles and 

stereotypes of women. While the lives of both Mary and Jesus are examples of radical loving towards 

and for others, only Mary’s actions are judged through the lens of gender, where her femaleness takes 

on a greater significance than does her humanity. The hesitation that some of the women expressed 

when I raised the topic of John Paul II’s writings on women’s “gift of self”, must, I believe, be seen 

in the context of such gendered thinking by the institutional church. For some of the women, such 

thinking seems to confirm for them that the power to seek out and define their identity as female lies 

in the hands of a celibate, male Church rather than in their own. As such, giving of oneself is equated 

with “subservience”, “submission”, and being “put in a box”, rather than as something to which all 

Catholics – female and male – are called equally. 

 

10.3.2. The gendering of kenosis 

As already seen, Carol Gilligan argues that women’s socialisation, which is rooted in the various roles 

of caring that have been traditionally given to them, leads them towards an ethic of care for others. 

Theologian Mary Grey strives to develop Gilligan’s thinking into a theology of inter-connectedness 

that aims to be redemptive and healing for women. She points out that their relationships and ways 

of relating are interwoven with how they have historically defined themselves. While women assume 

and are assigned caring roles, they also live out of a Christian theology of self-sacrifice. Such a 

combination, Grey maintains, locks women into a spiral of self-giving in which no authentic self-

development is possible. A theology of self-sacrifice in this context is, she argues, meaningless and 

without merit due, not only to the fact that there is no sense of self to begin with, but that it also 

frequently results in women subjecting themselves to abusive and demeaning relationships in every 

aspect of their lives. Grey emphasises the importance of feminist consciousness-raising in women’s 

spirituality or self-development groups, in order to break such a destructive cycle. Rather than women 
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being encouraged to “carry their cross” by enduring whatever sufferings they have in their lives, Grey 

argues that they should be encouraged instead to see the Gospel message as a call to growth and self-

affirmation – and one that must “end crucifixions, not prolong them.”474 Through her own faith 

journey, Niamh intuitively moved towards a similar position. Talking of a faith-sharing experience 

within her parish liturgy team, she reflects on having questioned how comfortable she was with being 

called on to model her life on the crucified Christ. She admits that “all the old language about 

sacrifice, and atonement, and all that stuff … I don’t believe in now. Y’know, that God sent his son 

to suffer and die for us I think is a bad theology.” She goes on to say that, while such language was 

evident in some of the popular Catholic prayers she had learned as a child, she was also exposed to a 

contrasting spirituality – one that she continues to embrace as an adult. It is a spirituality that is 

fundamentally inter-relational and places her within the wider community of all creation. 

I think a big, strong thing running through our rearing was [the] appreciation of beauty, 

of nature. While in the prayers, it was always “exile” and “valley of tears”, our eyes 

were opened to beauty. Things were named whether [they were] insects, or trees, or 

flowers. We also had the great, great richness of experiencing the beauty of ______ 

[mentions local scenic location] and that was profound.  

 

Niamh’s identity and faith is rooted in and emerges from a web of inter-connectedness that is not 

limited to the human community. Her sense of self is affirmed as a relational self that includes not 

only the more traditionally assigned relationships for women of marriage and parenthood, but also 

extends to a deep intimacy with all of nature.  

Mary Grey echoes the questioning of the women interviewed – evident in the above quotes – as to 

why traits such as nurturing and caring are named as “female” and asks why females themselves 

accept these qualities as essential to their being women?475 The thrust towards inter-connectedness is 

in fact neither female nor male but lies in the very energy of the cosmos itself. All of creation is 

interdependent and relational and must be so in order to survive; inter-relatedness is the essence of 

 
474 Grey, Redeeming the Dream, 18. 
475 Ibid., 23. 
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life itself.476 Relationship is the core reality from which we emerge, towards which we are drawn, and 

for which we strive. As creator, God is fundamentally relational and, as created beings “in the image 

and likeness” of the divine, humans are called into relationship. In the same way as God is relational, 

however, God is also healing and affirming love, as well as just and good. We are not merely called 

into relationships per se but are called into relationships that reflect God’s love and God’s justice. 

Belief in such a God dictates that there is no space for abuse or intimidation or coercion. Such traits 

deny and annihilate a sense of self. In such cases, women must hear the call out of relationships rather 

than into them. Relationships that are in the image and likeness of a God of love and justice must 

therefore build up rather than destroy, empower rather than abuse, and embrace rather than violate.477 

Power must be re-imagined as right-relation. 

Grey maintains that in the main, women intuit more so than men, the necessity of relationships for all 

creation; women do this not because of any physical or psychological difference, but because they 

are socialised into thinking and acting this way. Women’s lived experience has taught them that 

human beings are not isolated entities who choose to enter into relationship; rather, they are first and 

foremost relational beings. There is no choice – essential to being human is to be in relationship. Only 

in and through relationship does a sense of the self emerge. Grey reflects that “I become in relation 

to you. We are part of each other.”478  

This chapter has explored the theme of inter-connectedness which emerged in the women’s 

interviews. After looking briefly at the significance it plays in their lives overall, I proceeded to 

present two different ways in which it was addressed by the women: firstly, by looking at their 

 
476 In his famous “Twelve Principles” for understanding the universe and the human’s role within the “Universe 

Process,” cultural historian and theologian Thomas Berry, states that interconnectedness is one of the three basic laws of 

the universe at all levels of reality (the other two being differentiation and subjectivity). He writes that “The universe is 

a unity, an interacting and genetically-related community of beings bound together in an inseparable relationship in 

space and time. The unity of the planet earth is especially clear; each being of the planet is profoundly implicated in the 

existence and functioning of every other being of the planet.” Thomas Berry, Thomas Berry and the New Cosmology 

(Mystic CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 1991), 107. See also: Nellie Mc Laughlin, Out of Wonder: The Evolving Story 

of the Universe (Dublin: Veritas, 2004), 221–222. 
477 Grey, Redeeming the Dream, 26. 
478 Mary Grey, “Claiming Power-in-Relation: Exploring the Ethics of Connection,” Journal of Feminist Studies in 

Religion 7, no. 1 (Spring, 1991): 11. 
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understanding of church as fundamentally communitarian rather than hierarchical, and secondly, by 

the expectation that women are natural care-givers and other-oriented. The following chapter looks 

at how the women interviewed attempt to negotiate the challenge of being a relational being while 

developing an evolving sense of self.  
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Chapter eleven “Do you see this woman?” (Lk 7:44) 

 

While the last chapter presented the women’s sense of themselves and of the church to which they 

belong as fundamentally relational and interconnected, this chapter explores the final theme to emerge 

from the analysis of the interview data: the quest for the defining, and establishing, of the self within 

such inter-connectedness. It will show that while the women’s identities are formed and influenced 

by their relationships, they are not reduced to them. As previously stated, I had initially envisaged a 

greater correlation between the themes discussed by the interviewees, and by John Paul II, if not 

necessarily the perspective. For John Paul II, the self-defining of woman was already established 

within the roles of virgin and mother. The women’s quest to define themselves within, but not 

synonymous with, their relationships went beyond the language and imagination of John Paul II. The 

chapter will therefore look at the women’s journey towards such self-definition as three interweaving 

stages.479 Referencing the work via Mary Grey of spiritual author Evelyn Underhill, I look at the 

importance of having a vision in defining oneself – a vision that helps give expression to one’s deepest 

values. I then explore the corresponding awareness that both emerges from, and helps develop such 

a vision, before discussing how the women’s evolving self-knowledge is given expression in their 

respective parishes. I conclude the chapter by situating such a journey within the already referenced 

prophetic imagination of Walter Brueggemann. 

I have already highlighted the openness all women demonstrated to re-examine their faith when it no 

longer answered questions that began to surface, and while it was clear that such re-examining was 

what drew each of them to their respective studies, it was also clear that it was part of a bigger ongoing 

journey of their trying to discover who they were as women and as people of faith. Caoimhe captures 

such journeying when she said she had to start “questioning… what did I believe, and why did I 

believe it.” Mary Grey talks of the mystical character of such self-discovery and turns to the acclaimed 

 
479 Grey, Redeeming the Dream, pp. 63-83 in particular. 
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early twentieth-century writings of Anglo Catholic writer and pacifist Evelyn Underhill, who talks of 

the five stages people undergo on the mystical “way”, to support her argument. While space does not 

allow for any deep exploration of Underhill’s work, I find Grey’s engagement with her writings 

coincides with the faith journeys of the women involved in my own research.  

Despite outlining five distinct stages, the journey towards greater consciousness for Underhill is not 

a purely linear one. Rather, the process is more fluid with the elements of each stage often interwoven 

and sometimes occurring simultaneously. As such, it is an ongoing process of action and reflection 

throughout one’s life. Grey quotes T.S. Eliot in order to clarify this: 

We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time.480 

 

11.1. Awakening the vision: Empowering of self and of others 

Underhill calls the first stage of the mystical journey – a journey towards greater consciousness and 

sense of transcendence – the “awakening”. She says that the awakening “is a disturbance of the 

equilibrium of the self, which results in the shifting of the field of consciousness from lower to higher 

levels [of transcendent consciousness].”481 Grey emphasises that in order for a woman to develop a 

strong sense of self across a wide spectrum and myriad of relationships (rather than being consumed 

by them), it is essential that a woman engages in such a radical awakening – an awakening to her 

“self” and the relational context in which she lives. Such awakening for her involves ongoing 

conscientisation482 – the development of a critical consciousness, particularly in relation to issues of 

power and powerlessness in her relationships. Through a continual process of action and reflection, 

 
480 T.S. Eliot, “Little Gidding”, in Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), 222, quoted in Grey, Redeeming the Dream, 

80.  
481 Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism: A Study in Nature and Development of Spiritual Consciousness (London: Image 

Books, 1990, 12th edition [1st ed. 1911]), 176.  
482 “Conscientisation” is the English translation of the Portuguese term conscientização. It is also translated as 

“consciousness raising” and “critical consciousness.” The term was made popular by Brazilian educator and 

activist Paulo Freire in his 1970 work Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which talked of education as an agent for liberation 

rather than oppression. Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum Pub., 1970). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brazil
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paulo_Freire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pedagogy_of_the_Oppressed
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she becomes more deeply aware of the nature and dynamics of all her relationships and is therefore 

more able to challenge and change those aspects that are unhealthy and oppressive. Grey reminds the 

reader that much of the initial stages of such an “awakening” pass unnoticed. Unlike the traditional 

stories of the male hero setting out on an adventure, a women’s journey is often directed inwards. It 

is often marked by a restlessness and lack of ease caused by feeling a disconnect between the 

understanding of the self and the world that supported her in the past, and the failure of such 

understandings to adequately address new questions and experiences that her present reality raises.  

Although this internal process of awakening – of feeling the need for self-nourishment – is a time of 

waiting, it is not a passive waiting. It is a space where the questions that the women may not yet have 

even consciously formed, begin to emerge.483 Although aware that she was “kind of stuck at this hour 

of my life,” and that her becoming involved in parish ministry led to her “questioning why I was doing 

things,” Brigid describes how her searching was confined to the hidden parts of her heart and mind 

due in part to the parish failing to foster such questions: 

I wasn’t encouraged. It wasn’t even that I was asking a question and nobody would 

answer. It wasn’t as simple as that. It just hadn’t even gone there… It wasn’t that I said 

‘why am I not getting this?’ I never said “tell me more…” It wasn’t that I was refused 

it. I just hadn’t asked the question. I didn’t know to ask the question. 

 

It was the searching for a deeper sense of self at both a conscious and unconscious level that led each 

of the women independently to her own particular religious studies. Grey clarifies that the more a 

woman opens herself up to the honesty of her searching and allows herself to get in touch with what 

truly brings her wholeness and healing, the more she strips away the false messages she has absorbed 

and let define herself from the myriad relationships throughout her life. She says that once a woman 

 
483 It is important to clarify that such a process is not unique to either Underhill or Grey but is rather the core of feminist 

thought and practice. American radical feminist philosopher Mary Daly talks of the importance of separating oneself 

from the negative and oppressive messages received and internalised from patriarchy and says that this involves 

“burning/melting/vaporizing the constricting walls imposed upon the Self” by such defining. Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: 

The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990 [1978]), 380. The meaning of “separate”, she claims 

is to be found in the Latin word se, meaning self, and … the Latin parare … the root of the verb to pare. She goes on to 

clarify that “When Spinsters speak of separatism, the deep questions that are being asked concern the problem of paring 

away from the Self all that is alienating and confining,” 381. 
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opens herself up to such a journey, she awakens to what in her life causes her to feel strong, hopeful, 

and gifted, and learns to consciously pursue opportunities and relationships that foster these feelings 

and will ensure them occurring in the future. Gradually, a more defined “self” emerges – one that is 

less constructed or mediated by the expectations and demands of others, but rather is a “self” that 

responds from the deepest values and beliefs uncovered within. It is a self that learns to say “no” to 

any form of relationship that threatens or fails to respect such a new consciousness; it is a self that 

challenges the woman to examine her learned craving to be needed by, and essential to others. It is a 

self that strips away paralysing behaviours such as her fear of failure, her low self-esteem, and her 

dread of aloneness.  

Such awakening to the self leads inevitably to conflict as relationships are re-defined and re-

negotiated.484 From analysing the data, it was clear that for each woman being a Catholic woman in 

a rapidly changing Ireland involved such conflict – even if the conflict was not always visible. 

Dearbhil articulates such a tension when she reflected on the one hand, that “with all the controversies 

that are around now, there’s a shame attached to being connected to the church,” while on the other, 

she recalls being in a group of primarily ordained and professed religious discussing marriage for 

same-sex couples and remembers that “I was really a fish out of water there, I can tell you, because 

… my views would have been quite different. I could almost feel being tut-tutted in certain ways.” 

The majority of women perceived being reduced to being labelled as either “conservative” when 

voicing values and opinions resonant with the church’s position, and “liberal” when questioning it.  

As each woman shared, I noticed a pattern emerge of them feeling a pressure to silence their voice if 

they wanted to belong to the group. Niamh encapsulates such inner tension when she talked of a 

presentation she was assigned to give in a ministry group to which she belonged:  

I thought “how am I going to talk about this?” And that’s the thing that worries me 

about church – if you were involved in some group the church had organised, were you 

free to really express your doubts and your beliefs and your experiences, being aware 

 
484 My experience of lecturing at third-level led me to not infrequently encounter women who suffered increasing levels 

of emotional and physical abuse (generally from their partners) as they persevered with their studies. 
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that that might scandalise other people? But anyway, I was able to give my presentation 

from the heart – and honestly! And thinking “yeah, I can belong.”  

 

For all of the women interviewed, it was clear that while relationships were significant, they were 

only sustainable in a healthy way, when the real “self” is allowed to emerge and as Niamh says, one 

can speak “from the heart – and honestly.” Mary Grey argues that in order to negotiate both the 

external pressure from systems and individuals, and the internal temptation to revert to a less 

conflictual (and more passive) self that moulds and bends to the desires of others, it is essential that 

a woman has articulated, even at an unconscious level, a vision that is rooted in her core values – 

values that give direction to her life’s choices and decisions.  

While listening to each of the women speak in the interviews about their own particular faith journey, 

the vision that lay beneath that journey and, which influenced who she was in her relationships with 

others, was often very evident. For Niamh, the vision was quite clearly articulated. Talking of her 

experience of her local parish, she emphasises the need to be in solidarity with others and to work 

towards a society in which the dignity of every human being is respected and celebrated. Speaking of 

getting involved in very practical ways in the community, she says that  

I wouldn’t have said to anyone [that] “I’m building the kingdom,” but that’s 

connecting, and being there. That comes back to a wee cartoon a friend had years ago, 

I think there were about four storeys. On the top story, you’ve got four people totally 

isolated with brick walls between them. And they were sitting very separate. And the 

next one, they’re beginning to loosen up a wee bit. And then by the bottom one, you 

have four people whose arms are linked and the barriers are down… I think the thing 

of building the kingdom is that we are aware of others – not just our own wee family 

but that we see value in everybody. 

 

Such a vision was the thread that ran through all of her narrative regardless of the topic being 

discussed. While not every woman’s vision was as succinctly summarised as Niamh’s, the same 

valuing of inter-connectedness, and the responsibility for and care of others, was evident in everything 

they shared. Like Niamh, all of the women interviewed worked out of a faith vision that emphasises 

both the dignity of the person, and the common good – the two defining dimensions of Catholic social 
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justice previously mentioned. When they spoke out of their vision, they spoke with energy and 

conviction – an energy and conviction that spills out into every part of their lives. As discussed above, 

the spiritual journey is mainly a journey inwards. In the main, it happens in the hidden depths of a 

person. Despite this, however, its effects are evident in the ways in which one lives out her spirituality 

and how it touches others. Ita talks of how her understanding of the Gospel cannot be separated from 

her very identity and sense of self but rather informs who she is, how she relates to others, and the 

choices she makes on a daily basis. 

A big motivation for me in my working life is to live my Christianity… with everyone 

that I meet – to be a Christ for others and to live my faith. Y’know, I love that part of 

scripture about letting your light shine; being a light for others. And not putting your 

light under a bushel. And thinking “this is what the world needs. How can I contribute 

to that?” 

 

11.2. Forming the vision 

Essential to the self-in-relation identity of the women interviewed was the continual reciprocity and 

ebb and flow of giving and receiving, learning and sharing, in an ongoing spiral. On the one hand, all 

of them shared about occasions of personal and spiritual growth, and of support and affirmation that 

they received from others and which helped them grow in confidence towards a deeper and more 

defined sense of themselves. On the other hand, the more they grew in understanding and appreciating 

themselves as unique and gifted, the more they sought out ways that they similarly could be healing 

and positive presences for others – to be the “light for somebody else” as Ita says. Such reciprocity is 

seen in Brigid’s reflecting on what is life-giving for her as an Irish Catholic woman. She says:  

What gives me life? I suppose the realisation that I can make a difference – me, 

personally. And I would never have thought that ‘cos I thought it was outside me in 

some way… somebody brought out the best in me by pulling out what I could do, and 

I think I can do the same thing. 

 

Her journey of personal growth was not something that was privatised but something to be shared for 

the benefit of others. Similarly, Éilis’ learning about her own giftedness in being able to interpret and 

communicate scripture and church teaching to others comes through the observations and 
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affirmations of others. Although “there’s very little opportunity” in her parish to share this gift, she 

manages to find places – such as the school in which she teaches – where it is possible to do so, but 

she still desires to “bring it to a huge, a much wider audience.” Éilis’ becoming aware of gifts that 

she brings to others is formed in part by being told by work colleagues and friends. It is also formed 

by a myriad of life experiences, as well as her adult faith studies. She reflects on how all of these 

strands of knowledge help her to have a greater sense of herself and her identity. 

I suppose it… help[s] you to understand who you are and you don’t have to fit into any 

particular box. And y’know, to stand up for yourself and not to be kow-towed by 

anybody… And that God has given you this life to live it to the best of your ability and 

use your talents, and you just have to make your way in life, whatever decisions and 

choices help you make that and just to it with a clear conscience. 

 

Éilis’ articulating her understanding of herself and her role in the world – gained from a variety of 

sources – affirms the claims made by Belenky et al. about how women construct knowledge. 

Influenced in part by the work of Carol Gilligan, the authors’ research starts from the presumption 

that the understandings of knowledge and truth that are presented as the norm in the majority of cases, 

are those that have been shaped by a predominantly male tradition. The authors show that, such 

naming of reality often contradicts that perceived by women and, as a result, women struggle to claim 

the power of their own experience and voice. In such situations, women’s identity formation emerges 

from looking to others – even for their own self-knowledge. Questions such as “What do they think 

of me?” and “What would they want me to become?” are the markers by which women in a male-

defined reality define themselves. As a result, Belenky et al. – like Grey and Underhill – emphasise 

the necessity of consciousness-raising for women, arguing that the more women are able to engage 

in personal reflection and discernment, the more they are able to be agents in their own learning. In 

contrast to what is perceived as male ways of being (i.e., “the tendency to compartmentalise thought 

and feeling, home and work, self and other”), women interweave the various strands of information 

they receive, whether through their own wisdom and intuition gained from their various life 

experiences, or from external sources such as formal education and/or their relationships with 
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others.485 Belenky et al. call this constructed knowing to emphasise that the women are active 

participants and creators of how they come to interpret their reality; there is an ongoing relationship 

between the knower and what is known.  

Without space for the journey inwards and the subsequent awakening, information received from 

external sources dictates a woman’s sense of self; with it, she receives such information but balances 

it with her own internally-affirmed judgement and wisdom. Such integrating helps construct the 

vision that informs her attitudes and behaviours, and leads to a deeper confidence in her own voice 

and sense of self. From this position, understanding herself as fundamentally relational, no longer 

threatens the negation of her identity by the needs and demands of others. Knowledge is consequently 

subjective and contextual. It is from this position that Niamh’s talk of kenosis, of self-emptying, can 

be heard anew. Talking of her own ministry of communicating Sunday liturgy themes through her 

floral displays, she talks of how de-energising it can be to attempt anything new or different in 

parishes where a clericalised mindset dominates – often in the laity. In parishes where her creativity 

is affirmed, however, her own confidence in her ministry frees her up to trust her own instinct in – 

and vision of – what she is doing, and situates her ministry in a place of genuine service rather than 

as something that is confined and defined by others: 

Somebody sees that I have a good sound basis to come from and I’ve a way of 

expressing that. And I’m not doing it for personal glory either… I love the thing of the 

medieval church [when] the craftsmen didn’t sign their work.  

 

She goes on to talk of the work of a particular artist and how it informed her own spirituality. 

Referring to the artist’s work, she comments that  

Under this [one] painting, she [the artist] had “Not genius but letting genius flow 

through.” I think she has, through her endless tragedy, tried to paint and capture the 

impossible… she has emptied herself. She has become an instrument for the genius, 

which is God… And I thought… when I’m doing even the simplest wee things in the 

season of creation, I have great joy of nearly feeling the same thing – that I’m letting 

out a spirit… In the old language, I suppose it was always there when you say “emptied 

themselves”. It’s a funny thing – now that I say it out loud – that you are finding 

 
485 Belenky et al., Women’s Ways of Knowing, 137. 
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yourself most fully, you’re being yourself most fully… when you find and you know 

that something is moving through you.  

 

 “Not genius but letting genius flow through.” In the space where Niamh’s vision and understanding 

of the gospel, and her awareness of her own unique giftedness interweave, she understands herself as 

an instrument of God. As such, she is not emptying herself because of the demands, or needs, or 

expectations of others; rather, she is choosing through faith to love herself so deeply that her 

giftedness and the work of the divine become one and the same. It is not a negation or annihilation of 

the self – as kenotic spirituality has often been (and often continues to be) for women, but an 

acclamation of her “self” as being more completely in the image and likeness of the divine when she 

freely chooses to place her giftedness at the service of the common good.  

When talking about the learnings they received from their studies and how they were empowered in 

their sense of their voice and identity, every one of the women interviewed followed up such feelings 

of empowerment with a desire for others to be equally empowered. Repeating a conversation from 

her spirituality course, Brigid recalls that she asked “How do we get other people to know about this? 

How do we get it out there?” From listening to each of the women speak about not only their studies 

but also about their sense of vision of inclusion and solidarity for both the church and society, Brigid’s 

questions seem to reflect a questioning common to all of them.  

In their research with women, Belenky et al. observed that the more a woman found her own voice – 

“her own way of expressing what she knew and cared about” – the more she wanted her voice to be 

heard, and wanted her voice and actions to make a difference to individuals, the church, and to wider 

society.486 I have already shown how the visions of church expressed by the women I interviewed are 

composed of solidarity, inclusion, and equality; it was clear from the interviews, however that each 

of the women saw this as something that was not the responsibility of the institutional church only, 

but also began in her own daily interactions with others. The women’s sense of vision and growing 

 
486 Ibid., 133. 
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confidence in their own voices and giftedness is something that cannot be contained but spills over 

into their relationships with others – at work, in the home, in their parish ministries, and in the myriad 

of other connections they have in their lives. Previous chapters have discussed the painful silencing 

and marginalising often experienced within their own parishes by many of the women interviewed – 

an experience of a male, celibate institution speaking for and at the women, rather than the women 

having a forum to express their own voices. It is clear from each one of the women’s interviews that 

a claiming of her voice does not mean a perpetuation of such a model of communication. They do not 

speak from such a vision but rather talk of communication in the same tones as Brigid talks of her 

relationship with God – as “someone who is not over you but is with you.” Although for many of the 

women interviewed, the experience of being on the PPC was one of alienation and oppression, it is a 

much more positive one for Fionnuala. Due to the interweaving of her growing confidence in her own 

voice and role within her parish, and of having a parish priest that works strongly to build more 

collaborative-working relationships, she reflects that being on the PPC 

Gives you a great opportunity of working with a group, y’know. And just putting ideas 

out there. Some of them might be taken up, some of them might not, like y’know. But 

it’s just a great area for discussion – both for you to bring something, or maybe the 

priest might want to get something up and running.  

 

As seen earlier in this research, such an experience of the sharing and exploring of ideas together as a 

group of equals is in stark contrast to that of the majority of those interviewed who referred to the 

priests as only paying “lip service” to consulting them, and felt that “you’re restricted in that you can’t 

make decisions without approval.”  

Uncovering the same contrasts found by the women in their own research, Belenky et al. observed 

that there are two types of talk: didactic talk, and real talk. In the former, “the speaker’s intention is 

to hold forth rather than share ideas. In didactic talk, each participant may report experience, but there 

is no attempt among participants to join together to arrive at some new understanding.”487 As shown, 

 
487 Ibid., 144. 
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the majority of women in my research articulated such an experience. Interestingly, Dearbhil actually 

uses the word “didactic” when talking about John Paul II’s writings. Pointing to the page of quotes 

from John Paul II’s TOB, she protests that “here, it’s like you’re being given a mantra of how you are 

to act and you’re to fit into a stereotype. And I just find it all very y’know, didactic. This is how it’s 

to be.” 

In contrast, Belenky et al. define “real talk” as something that  

Requires careful listening; it implies a mutually shared agreement that together you are 

creating the optimum setting so that half-baked or emergent ideas can grow. “Real talk” 

reaches deep into the experience of each participant… [And] it includes discourse and 

exploration, talking and listening, questions, argument, speculation, and sharing.488 

 

Fionnuala’s description of her experience within her PPC shows a living out of “real talking.” Without 

being aware of the terminology she, along with the rest of the team, put it into practice as they strive 

to work out of a vision of church that clearly places great value on developing the gifts and talents of 

all. Similarly, Niamh talks of her participation on the parish liturgy team where everyone present 

intuitively attempts to practice “real talking” because it reflects the way in which they want to be in 

relationship with one another.  

I’m aware of my own talents and ability. And I’m also aware of others but I would 

nearly feel “hmmm, this can’t become [my] project”, y’know, or be too dominant. But 

it’s just so powerful when some people get it. And I say to myself to keep my mouth 

shut which doesn’t come easy. 

 

From Niamh’s description of the processing she does in order to bring “real talking” to birth, it is 

clear that getting the balance between listening and speaking, questioning and exploring, is difficult. 

For it to work, it requires those present to share a vision that places at its heart the Gospel promise of 

fullness of life for each individual (Jn 10:10), and a belief in the unique giftedness and equal dignity 

of every person. It also demands a certain awareness and ownership of one’s own sense of giftedness, 

which, as I have already discussed, only emerges in a rooted way from the process of awakening 

 
488 Ibid.  



254 
 

outlined above. Such inner processing described by Niamh fits in with Grey’s commenting that part 

of the journey towards awakening is that of being a “watcher,” which demands that one continually 

observes and assesses the extent to which one is remaining in touch with one’s deepest self.489 Doing 

so allows a healthy self-in-relation to emerge. 

Choosing to remain quiet to listen to the opinions of others is not the same as either silencing one’s 

own voice or feeling silenced by a more dominant voice or presence. While sometimes appearing the 

same to an observer, a very different power dynamic is at play in each situation – resulting in someone 

either being a subject with agency or being rendered passive with little voice or agency. “Real talking” 

demands, therefore, the “capacity for speaking with and listening to others while simultaneously 

speaking with and listening to the self.”490 Although probably not familiar with the terminology of 

“real talk” as an academic concept, it was clear throughout the women’s respective interviews that 

they not only desired it as an essential component to being church in an inclusive and communitarian 

way, it was often their immediate response to issues raised in the interviews of which they had either 

little knowledge or, as yet, an unformed opinion. Talking about the invisibility of women’s presence 

in the church and unfamiliar with the decision-making powers women had officially, Fionnuala says 

“that’s a discussion that needs to be had. Is it fear that keeps them out, or tradition? It’s just like 

everything, it just needs conversation. We’re very bad at conversation.” In a similar way, when talking 

of the church’s teaching on homosexuality, Brigid believes that it is discriminatory and does not 

reflect Jesus’ inclusive approach to all. At the same time, however, due to her own lived experience 

she considers exploring more deeply the church’s theology of marriage -– used to explain its non-

acceptance of homosexual unions -– which interweaves the ideas of love and procreation. She says 

that  

I understand the whole thing of being open to procreation… I never had children and I 

wanted children. It didn’t lessen my love; it didn’t change anything in terms of 

intimacy, in terms of partnership… So, I’m just wondering then if that was the 

measure… would that in some way be seen as not whole. I’m saying that, but I never 

 
489 Grey, Redeeming the Dream, 67. 
490 Belenky et al., Women’s Ways of Knowing, 145. 
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felt that. I can honestly say, I never felt not whole, but I’d be very upset if that was the 

[church’s] thinking.  

 

In articulating the implications of such church teaching in relation to love generally (beyond its stance 

on homosexual unions), Brigid is already engaging in real rather than didactic talk. By “reaching deep 

into her own lived experience,” (which Belenky et al. say is necessary for real talk), she indicates a 

readiness towards exploring her faith more deeply – an openness that has enriched her in the past. 

Rather than repeating the official church teaching, she reflects on the issue in light of her own 

experience and says:  

I’m struggling with this question… Can I answer by saying that I think we need to have 

the discussion? I think again, it’s like everything. I’ve come to a lot of things because 

of discussion. I’ve come to a lot of things because they have been opened up for me. I 

actually don’t know. I can’t answer your question… But I think not discussing 

something doesn’t help.  

 

11.3. Realising the vision 

Brigid’s natural disposition towards dialogical learning was repeated in all of the interviews. Some of 

the women named the importance of sharing with others. Talking about coming together with others 

to prepare para-liturgies in her parish, Aoibheann embraces and celebrates the diversity of opinion 

and giftedness in the group – a situation that is the antithesis of didactic talk. She says that “I like 

working with other women because they all have different ideas… I think there’s a huge richness that 

comes out of what we share and what we work with as well.” Speaking of her desire to share what 

she gained from her studies with others in the parish, she talks of the possibility of starting a group 

where people can share about their faith and work towards creating more liturgical opportunities: 

“getting together with other women [and] seeing what evolves out of that.” She reflects that  

We’ve been privileged enough to have done studies but it’s to share that with others. 

And I can feel like we should be able to invite different people but… not to close it to 

anybody… Like, I think they bring a huge wealth of experience with them. 
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This desire to initiate real talk by joining with other women to share about their faith was also 

expressed by Dearbhil. Admitting that she has failed to “find anything particularly nurturing in my 

own church” and that finding a community in which she can both find and share such spiritual 

nurturing “requires a lot of effort” and “takes commitment,” she has had to go outside of her parish. 

She says that 

I’ve had to go off on my own path. Maybe we all do… because I do think there’s merit 

in sharing your spirituality. I think it’s enriched and it’s deepened in some way when 

you do. Particularly, I’d find that with _______ We could sit down and we could talk 

and you’d come away feeling “God, that was spiritually uplifting” ‘cos the layers 

disappear quite quickly and you’re down to maybe that spiritual core quite quickly. But 

that’s unusual. 

 

Éilis’ similar experience of not being nourished in her parish leads her to also take initiative in relation 

to finding spiritual support. Ruminating that in her parish “the way I express my faith … doesn’t seem 

to be available,” she reflects that her enjoyment of her faith formation course was not confined to the 

content alone; rather, it was “wonderful to be with like-minded people.” Not letting her voicelessness 

within her own parish experience define her, Éilis frequently takes the initiative to seek out new 

spaces in which she can express and explore her faith. Through her prayer she says that “I felt God 

saying, ‘well, you have to seek out, you have to go and meet other people. You have to go out of your 

comfort zone.’” As a result of feeling such a call, she joined a new prayer group and reflects that “we 

have different faiths, different backgrounds, different nationalities, all worshipping together and I just 

find that so wonderful.” 

I have already noted that when the women’s vision and their confidence in their own voice weaved 

together in the interviews for this research, it informed and spilled over into their hopes and vision 

for the church both at a local and institutional level, as well as into all of their relationships. As 

mentioned, one’s vision both emerges out of and informs one’s own lived experience. This two-way 

process is evident in Grace’s vision of the church as fundamentally communitarian. From her 

recalling of her being part of her school Meitheal programme as a teenager, to belonging to the Order 
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of Malta, she carried her belief in and desire for inter-connectedness to her new parish.491 She recounts 

the experience of her son’s First Holy Communion.  

It annoyed me. It really did annoy me that the children were all sat together… They 

were sat in alphabetical order so he wasn’t able to sit beside any of his friends… We 

were sitting at the back of the church and he was sitting up the front. Y’know? You 

just feel the separation. You just want to be there to say “it’ll be alright, you’ll be 

grand.” And when they made their communion, all the kids went up together and I saw 

______ making his communion on the video. 

 

As I have already observed, the didactic nature of the institutional and clerical church leaves no room 

to listen to and/or explore a vision of the church other than the one it communicates to its members. 

The visions for church that were articulated with such clarity and profundity by each of the women 

in their respective interviews, generally remain unspoken and implicit in the institutional church. At 

parish level, however, I was struck by the initiative taken by each of the women to find spaces to 

claim her voice – despite it being rarely sought out in any true dialogical way by the priest. Grace’s 

response to her son’s First Holy Communion is one example of how the women found their voice 

despite having no official forum to do so. Her experience of the parish First Holy Communion mass 

clashed with her values as both a parent, and as a person of faith. She says that 

We were separate from him… That had really angered me and I’d say it was the Holy 

Spirit that kicked me up the backside saying “go and do something about this.” So, I 

went and spoke to Fr. ______ about this and I said, “the emphasis is not right.” 

Y’know? “Like, I presented my child for baptism and I should be there as he takes this 

other big step. Y’know?” So, since then, parents sit with their children and then the 

parents go up with the child … And I’ve been involved at parish level ever since.  

 

Grace’s belief in a communitarian model of church is not confined to challenging the clergy. She 

knows that essential to building such a community is that of every single member becoming aware 

of her/his own individual responsibility for its construction. Being now involved in the parish 

sacramental preparation programme, she strives to  

 
491 Meitheal is the Irish word for a team working together and denotes the co-operative labour system in Ireland where 

groups of neighbours help each other in turn with farming work, such as harvesting crops. Within schools, the term is 

used to describe an anti-bullying mentoring programme wherein senior cycle students receive training to become 

mentors for incoming first year students.  
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Get the parents thinking about their faith, and to try and prepare the children, and to 

make a bit more of a commitment – that actually this is our faith, and part of our faith 

is community celebration. And maybe getting a bit more involved [in] that way rather 

than just turning up on the set days. 

 

In two of the interviews, I asked the women why they chose to remain in the church when it was 

clear from what they shared – as in almost all of the interviews -– that they struggled with many of 

the church’s teachings and practices, and often felt silenced and powerless within its structures. It 

initially seemed a natural question to ask as it is one that is frequently asked of many women who 

currently choose to remain Catholic. Sitting with the interview data subsequently, however, I believe 

the question belied both the complexity and richness of the women’s respective journeys. 

Throughout their sharings, all of the women repeatedly resisted being defined in simplistic terms or 

being “put in a box” in order to fit into another person’s narrative. In asking the question, I was 

imposing an “either/or” approach to faith on women who had demonstrated a “both/and” approach 

for approximately the previous sixty minutes of discussion. As shown in the Introduction, recent 

decades have shown growing levels of research being undertaken in the area of women’s faith 

development. The findings of many of those researchers reflect my own findings i.e. for many 

women who choose to remain within the Catholic church (or in other established western religions), 

their decision is much more fluid and nuanced than such a question might presume. Winter et al. in 

their research on the spiritual lives of women, refer to the women they interviewed as “defecting in 

place,”492 while American researcher Elaine Howard Ecklund talks of the “personally negotiated 

identities” of the women she interviewed for her research.493 In both cases, they talk of women whose 

faith journeys are similar to those of the women I interviewed – women who are striving to define 

who they are, both as women and as Catholics, and whose faith journeys are constantly evolving and 

adapting to a changing church at both local and global level.  

 
492 Winter et al, Defecting in Place, 7. 
493 Elaine Howard Ecklund, “Different Identity Accounts for Catholic Women,” Review of Religious Research 47, no. 2 

(Dec., 2005): 145. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/i284962
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i284962
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What the interview data showed in my own research is that each of the women defy the positionality 

in which they have increasingly been placed by others – either within the church or outside it. As 

previously pointed out, such positionality judges them on being either “not Catholic enough” or “too 

Catholic.” What such positionality often fails to recognise and honour, however, is that the women 

interviewed for my research are agents who consciously and deliberately make informed choices 

about their faith lives. They are not passive recipients of an identity and faith that is named by others. 

This chapter has shown women who hold in healthy and creative tension their identifying as Catholic 

on the one hand but who have, on the other, to a lesser or greater extent, reinterpreted doctrine and 

practices to fit into their own value system – a value system which, as was evident in the interviews, 

always begins and ends with the Gospel, which they have heard, they believe, and now live out in 

their daily lives. In this way they confirm and deepen Ecklund’s summary of her own findings: 

It is significant that dissatisfied women do not believe identities are ascribed or fixed. 

For them being a Catholic is not primarily about upholding the doctrinal affiliation into 

which one is born or having allegiance to an institutional church. It is something one 

becomes and negotiates to fit her life.494 

 

While the degree to which this was done varied from woman to woman in my own research, all of 

them were agents of their own faith journeys, and in their relationship with the Catholic church. Nine 

out of the ten women interviewed were conscious of striving to break free from some of the roles 

and identities ascribed them by the official church, and articulated by John Paul II. When struggling 

with the male-defined boundaries which they feel have sometimes been placed on their sense of self 

and on their understanding of their vocation, they contradict such definitions in creative and 

imaginative ways. In this way, we see Éilis who has little spiritual support in her own parish joining 

a multi-national and multi-faith prayer group outside of it; and Brigid who struggles with not being 

 
494 Howard Ecklund, “Different Identity Accounts for Catholic Women,” 143. In exploring the “identity accounts” of 

women’s range of choices in relation to the Catholic church, the author noted that women who agreed with church 

teaching, and those who disagreed and left, shared a similar understanding of what it means to be Catholic – that is, one 

must follow all church teaching. As the quote indicates, women who disagree with church teaching but remain, 

however, see Catholic identity as negotiable. See also: Michael Keeley and Jill W. Graham, “Exit, Voice, and Ethics,” 

Journal of Business Ethics 10, no. 5 (May, 1991), 349–355. 
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able to lead liturgy any more now that the parish leadership has changed, pastorally affirming and 

supporting people in the supermarket and on the street; and Aoibheann who, despite knowing that 

there is strong resistance to change on her PPC, continues to bring resources from other aspects of 

the church in which she is involved; and Grace who, from her own experience of family and, from 

her belief in the baptismal vocation equal to all, challenges both the parish priest and other parents 

to re-imagine how their parish might celebrate the sacraments. Although emerging from one brief 

snapshot of interviews caught in a particular time and context, the examples of the women’s agency, 

creativity, and ability to re-vision and re-imagine are varied and multiple. Such actions do not signify 

resigned acceptance of the dominant theology; rather, they are agentic actions revealing an ongoing 

reflexive faith.  

Ecklund outlines two characteristics that helped define women’s discernment about staying or 

leaving the church: 

(i) The necessity for meaning – its values and vision resonate with and confirm what they 

hold as central in their lives, even if some aspects of its patriarchal expression leave them 

disillusioned, angry, and disaffected. 

(ii) The opportunity to effect change. Ecklund references economist Albert Hirschmann’s 

influential work, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty (1970) in which he talks about three different 

stances taken by people in problematic political or economic organisations – (a) leaving 

(b) remaining and speaking up, or (c) remaining and staying quiet. Hirschmann contends 

that people remain in an organisation if they believe they can make a difference.495  

 

In talking about what gives her life as a Catholic woman, Brigid names both of these aspects. In a 

quote already presented, she says that what gives her life is “the realisation that I can make a 

difference … And that gives you meaning. It gives you purpose.” 

 
495 Howard Ecklund, “Different Identity Accounts for Catholic Women,” 144–145. 
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Most of the struggles voiced by the women interviewed in my research related to the institutional 

church. When talking of the official/institutional church – as distinct from their local parish – the 

women, in the main, talked as if it was something external to them due to the fact that they were not 

included in the hierarchy of the ordained that comprised such a model. While often feeling silenced 

and rendered invisible by the institutional church, and while this may have been replicated to some 

extent at local level for the majority, many of the women expressed a hope and/or a belief that they 

could work for change at the grassroots, which they hoped would lead towards change in other parts 

of the church. Not only did they want to see change, they believed that their actions – along with 

those of others – could in certain ways, ultimately influence the overall direction of the church, even 

if such change would be slow. Such change might be envisaged to happen when two or three women 

share deeply and honestly about their faith, or when working together in ministry at parish level, or 

even when working towards being employed in a pastoral capacity within the institutional church. 

Whatever way it was envisaged, it always involved the women being active agents in their respective 

faith journey and taking responsibility for building the reign of God. Despite struggling at times with 

some of the church’s doctrines and practices, Ita reflects such a desire in working for change, and 

sees that it is every church member’s responsibility to work to help make that change possible. 

I sort of feel I’m still in there – as tentatively as I am – because I believe in the ability 

of the church to change. I believe it can change. And I believe that it will change. And 

I want to be part of that. I feel, well, if I want something to change, I have to be invested 

in it. If I opt out, I’m leaving it to everybody else. Y’know? And I think that’s why a 

lot of women have hung in because they … see the value of staying somehow in there 

with the hope that it’s going to change. … It’s not just that they’re saying “ah well, 

sure that’s the way it is.” I don’t think so. I think if you scrape the surface, most women 

are pretty pissed off. 

 

In their choosing to remain and work for change in the church, each one of the women articulated a 

vision of church that was bigger, more inclusive, and more diverse than the model that existed in their 

respective parishes. They reached back into scripture and held out images of women by whom they 

were inspired; they rooted themselves in their intimate and accessible relationships with the divine; 

they worked at a more healing and holistic sense of self gained in and through their relationships with 
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others; and they reclaimed the power of naming their lived experience, and endeavoured to “hear 

themselves into speech.” Caoimhe refers to the thinking of the institutional church as being “limited,” 

and “miniscule,” while Brigid desires for the church’s vision to expand and open up: “Let’s take this 

bigger; get bigger with it,” and asks herself “how can I move it?” 

Later in her interview, Caoimhe returns to the institutional church’s limited vision. In contrast to that, 

she echoes Brigid’s vision and talks of a group of female religious who have “taken it bigger.” She 

says that 

I keep going back to that bigger, universal thinking… The women that I have met in 

this religious order, they get that. They’re big thinkers. They get the fact that the future 

of the church isn’t y’know what it was… The women I know, they understand that the 

way forward is about something new – something that it hasn’t been about before – 

which reaching out to people that aren’t necessarily in religious structures. To keep the 

message of Jesus alive is ironically not the “church” thing anymore.  

 

I have already discussed how I see the faith stories of the interviewed women following in the 

church’s prophetic tradition. As shown, Brueggemann argues that the prophet holds in tension two 

different prophetic roles: (i) naming and grieving the oppressive essence of the current reality and (ii) 

articulating an “alternative consciousness” through the presentation of hope. Not only do the women 

articulate grief at their voicelessness and powerlessness within the institutional church, they also 

actively pursue, through their personal relationships with God and their studies/formation, a rejection 

of its embrace of “royal consciousness.” They are, in the main, deeply aware that the oppressive 

aspects they experience of the institutional church do not reflect the more liberating and inclusive 

God in whom/which they believe and which “accounts for the hope within” them (1 Pet. 3:15). 

Within a faith context, hope is understood as essentially different from the “fingers-crossed” nature 

of optimism.496 Such hope, as Brueggemann explains, is grounded in the reality of grieving but not 

confined by it; rather it is rooted in the eschatological vision of Jesus (Lk 4:17–19) and holds the 

 
496 The papacy of Francis in particular is marked by its focus on the power of hope. Between the first week of Advent 

2016 and October 2017, he dedicated 38 Wednesday Audience talks to the topic. See: 

https://multimedia.opusdei.org/pdf/en/pope-francis-catechesis-on-hope.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://multimedia.opusdei.org/pdf/en/pope-francis-catechesis-on-hope.pdf
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potential for the formation of both a new community and a new way of being community, which is 

founded in the hope-filled words and deeds of the prophet.497 He states that  

Hope is the refusal to accept the reading of reality which is the majority opinion… 

Hope is subversive, for it limits the grandiose pretension of the present, daring to 

announce that the present to which we have all made commitments is now called into 

question.498 

 

In the same way as the visioning and actions of Jesus challenged and contradicted the oppressive 

systems in which he lived, so the women’s visioning and actions contradict the royal consciousness 

that stifles the belief that anything different is possible. Each woman’s narrative expressed such active 

contradicting – summed up as already shown, in Ita’s deciding to stay within the church “with the 

hope it’s going to change,” and a “desire to be part of the change.”  

The women’s narrative of recognising and acclaiming not only their own giftedness but the inherent 

equal dignity of all, also contradicted the narrative of the royal consciousness which renders the lay 

voice in general – and woman’s voice in particular – as secondary to that of the ordained. In taking 

the initiative to envisage and/or create alternative forms of ritual expression (outside of the priest-led 

sacraments), scripture reflection groups (such as lectio-divina), sacramental programmes, multi-

denominational and inter-racial spirituality groups, and so forth, each of the women contradicted the 

cleric-lay hierarchical dualism in which they generally found themselves. Such actions reflect 

Brueggemann’s assertion that being prophetic involves reclaiming the symbols and language of the 

tradition in a radically re-imagined way. He argues that a prophet strips away the layers of royal 

consciousness that has distanced the interpreting of such symbols and language from their original 

rootedness in the values of the reign of God.499 It is such prophetic re-imagining that enables Dearbhil 

to talk of Sunday lunch with her family as “being Eucharist”, that results in Grace so believing in an 

 
497 Brueggemann. The Prophetic Imagination, 64. 
498 Ibid., 65. 
499 Ibid. Brueggemann observes that finding the authentic memory in the midst of the dominant narrative of 

imperial/royal consciousness is not easy. Rather, “it takes courage to explore the memory, especially in a situation of 

amnesia like ours… When we have completely forgotten our past, we will absolutize the present … It takes a powerful 

articulation of memory to maintain a sense of identity in the midst of exile,” 102. 
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incarnational God marked by inclusion and welcome that she rejects church teaching that reserves 

the Eucharist to those of “good standing”, and that leads Niamh to believe that the priesthood of all 

the baptised implies that the whole congregation should be able to say the words of consecration. 

These are only some examples of the women’s prophetic re-claiming of the church’s tradition – every 

woman’s narrative spoke of doing so.  

The task of the prophet is not only to empower oneself but to work towards empowering others by 

bringing her hope to public expression, and showing that the sense of inevitability and permanence 

that mark royal consciousness can be “cut through.”500 The primary way of the prophet giving 

expression to her hope of something new being made possible, is by awakening such a hope in others. 

Ita’s observation that “there are a lot of people out there who are searching” is one that underlies the 

open and collaborative approach to ministry employed by all of the women interviewed. It is clear 

from the women’s desire for and practice of “real talk”, and their seeking ways in which to share their 

studies with others, that they see as important the stirring in others of “those very hopes and yearnings 

that have been denied so long and suppressed so deeply that we no longer know they are there.”501 

I suggest that none of the women interviewed are perceived as particularly prophetic by other church 

members or by society where, as I have already suggested, they are often deemed to be either “not 

Catholic enough” in the former, or “too Catholic” in the latter. I also suggest that the women 

themselves would not recognise themselves as prophetic. It is, however, this positionality of being on 

the margins of both church and society, that allows them to speak authentically for the repressed and 

silenced voices in both.  

It is also the breadth and depth of their respective relationships with God that renders them prophetic. 

As already discussed, the god of royal consciousness is a static and absent one that is confined to the 

temple, and is one that is named and controlled by temple authorities. The God of the women 

interviewed is, in contrast, a God whose dynamic essence reaches into every facet of life, and beyond 

 
500 Ibid., 67. 
501 Ibid., 65 (italics in original). 
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any attempt at definition or control. They believe that it is in the image and likeness of such a God 

that each person is uniquely and lovingly made. And it is such a God that generates a hope-filled 

imagination that revives the memory of the covenant and a deep belief that an alternative to the current 

reality is possible, and empowers them to work for a “time of newness.”502 

In this final exploration of the interview data, this chapter discussed how a woman’s identity is 

fundamentally one of self-in-relation. Referencing the work of Mary Grey, I showed how the women 

intuitively exercised “awakening” – a consciousness-raising process that gradually leads to 

relationships that are mutually supportive and honest, rather than ones rooted in more destructive 

patterns that lead to a loss of self. I proceeded to explore how woman’s draw towards inter-

connectedness results in an understanding of the church as community to which all are invited and in 

which all are equal, and discussed how the women’s understanding of inter-connectedness also 

informs their responses to John Paul II’s theology of complementarity and his claim that a woman’s 

vocation is most deeply fulfilled when she “gives of herself.” Such a response shows their own 

growing sense of confidence and self-awareness spilling over into both their wanting to help empower 

others, and their deciding to remain within the church on their own terms. The chapter concluded 

with situating their hope-filled faith in the prophetic consciousness of Brueggemann – one that 

believes in and works towards the liberating values of the reign of God, rather than the oppressive 

mindset of the royal/dominant consciousness. 

  

 
502 Ibid., 68. 
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Conclusion 

 

Marking the significance of John Paul II’s teaching on women, Pope Francis addressed the 

participants of a Vatican symposium marking the 25th anniversary of Mulieris Dignitatem. In his 

Address, he reiterated his predecessor’s desire for a greater role for women in the church and society. 

Like John Paul II, Francis clarified that such a role excludes ordination. Francis’ words show that 

John Paul II’s teaching on women extends far beyond the latter’s papacy. Rather, it continues to form 

the church’s core teachings on family, sexuality, and gender. It is because of its ongoing significance 

for the church in general, and women in particular, that this research explored such teachings in the 

light of both feminist theology and the faith journeys of some Irish women. While the empirical 

research consisted of interviews with ten women, the critical engagement of women with John Paul 

II’s writings was broadened and contextualised throughout my research, by the work of academic 

feminist theologians. Reflecting my own research position as an Irish Catholic woman, and because 

of the rapidly changing reality of the Irish church over the past 30–40 years, I confined the focus of 

my empirical research to women in the Catholic church in Ireland.  

The opening chapters presented an overview of John Paul II’s theological anthropology. According 

to the focus of this research, I concentrated particularly on the aspects of his writings that impact 

specifically on women. The chapters showed how he helped move the church’s teaching on sexuality 

away from the manualist tradition that dominated in the three centuries prior to Vatican Two and 

emphasised instead the significance of the body as a theology. After presenting a brief summary of 

the philosophical and scriptural methodology he used in his anthropology, I looked at some of his 

anthropology’s main ideas – including, although not confined to, his concept of feminine genius, 

theology of complementarity, total self-gift, and presentation of Mary as his theology’s embodiment.  

Emerging from a history where the woman’s body has often been denigrated and treated with 

suspicion and fear, due to its being interpreted and defined by the male voice, feminist theologians 
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have also explored the nature and purpose of the body – particularly that of the female. I, therefore, 

use their work to help in my exploration and evaluation of John Paul II’s theological anthropology.  

Prior to conducting the interviews, given the participants’ awareness of the research focus, and their 

having been given some indicatory reading, I anticipated finding a close correlation – in content, if 

not opinion – between John Paul II’s writings and the women’s responses. As this research shows, 

however, there was a distinct disconnect between what the women chose to share when given the 

opportunity to talk about their faith, and what John Paul II deemed important in the faith lives of 

women. Not wanting to make connections that were not naturally there, I followed the direction of 

the interview data and what they revealed. As discussed, one of my main findings, therefore, is the 

gap that emerged between the actual interests and lived experiences of the women interviewed, and 

John Paul II’s perceptions of women’s lives. While many of the issues that John Paul II discusses in 

his theological anthropology were mentioned in the interviews (contraception, sex outside marriage, 

abortion, homosexuality and so forth), the data show that all of the women had to a greater or lesser 

extent, decided their own positions on these issues – positions which frequently contradicted his and 

needed little further commentary. I ascertained from the interviews that, while aware of the church’s 

teachings, the women were comfortable with their own discernment. I chose not to look at their 

responses to these issues on an individual basis because I discerned – like Caoimhe observed – that 

“the real stuff is beyond that.” Rather, I decided to focus more on their overall faith Story in order to 

appreciate the context in which such decisions were made. 

Such disconnect extends, however, beyond John Paul II’s teachings on sexuality, to the differing 

levels of significance Mary holds for John Paul II and women. I demonstrated how for John Paul II, 

Mary is the embodiment of feminine genius. For many of the women interviewed, however, she is 

the instrument of patriarchal oppression. It is impossible to overstate the significance of this 

disconnect for Irish Catholic women of this age profile (30–70 years old) – women who would have 

grown up in a culture and a religion dominated by Mary as a model for true femininity. The central 

role Mary held in “Catholic Ireland” over the past couple of centuries has been particularly evident 
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in the past 25–30 years, as revelations emerged about the female religious orders who – in conjunction 

with the state – ran the country’s “Mother and Baby” homes, and Magdalene laundries, where 

physical, psychological, and emotional abuse were commonplace. Such revelations have given rise 

to a great deal of pain and anger directed at the church and has led to many women walking away 

from the Catholic religion. With such revelations coinciding with referendums that have challenged 

the historically prominent position of Catholicism in Ireland, symbols associated with the church have 

assumed new layers of meaning. At the time of the interviews, statues of Mary were being used by 

both sides of the debate in the abortion referendum, as a symbol of either women’s oppression, or 

their protection. The complexities involved in Mary being a symbolic role-model for women in 

Ireland were shown to echo those in feminist theology – on the one hand, the women reject the 

oppressive interpretation given by a patriarchal church and state, while on the other hand, many of 

them express a desire to explore the possibilities for women, inherent in Mary as a symbolic female 

presence at the centre of the story of redemption. Added to this within current Irish debate is an 

association with Mary of a nostalgic returning to a traditional and conservative form of Catholicism.  

The ambivalence expressed in relation to Mary, was shown to also exist in relation to other aspects 

of John Paul II’s teachings about and to women. Discussion around the call to kenosis, as well as 

around his understanding of the role and nature of women presented in his theology of 

complementarity, are times in the interviews that evoked a certain amount of hesitancy and/or 

wariness in the women as to possible implications for their identities and their lives. I showed how 

many of the women question the definitive way in which John Paul II pronounced on such issues. 

The conclusive tone in which he talked of women’s essential nature contrasted with their own more 

searching and nuanced declarations about themselves and about womanhood in general. Such 

searching was summed up in Ita’s pondering that “if that is something I’ve absorbed or imbibed from 

my culture or from my faith, or is it a natural part of who I am, I’d probably say ‘a bit of both.’” I 

also argued that such nuance is not only the result of a genuine searching on the part of women, it 
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also emerged from women’s wariness of their identity being named for them by patriarchal authorities 

– a naming that resulted in “being put in a box.” 

Underlying this disconnect between the beliefs and practices of women, and John Paul II’s sexual 

ethics and writings on women, was the exclusion of the female voice in any of his work. I posited 

that his not consulting women at any stage not only contradicts his own argument on the agency of 

the individual, and ignores the phenomenological importance of consistently checking out one’s 

conclusions, it also questions the very foundations of his argument. The “phenomenon” of women’s 

lives remains abstracted in his theology, and any conclusions by him about them are made at a remove 

from their lived experiences. Such abstraction is, I argued, compounded by his ultimately viewing 

reality from an Aristotelian-Thomistic perspective rather than a phenomenological one – an 

abstraction that extended beyond his observations about women into his overall theological 

anthropology, frequently resulting in an inability to engage with the lived realities of human sexuality 

and family life. I suggested that if John Paul II had employed and promoted the inductive See-Judge-

Act methodology present in some of his social justice teachings, in his theological anthropology, the 

results could be different. People’s discernment on church teachings on sexuality would emerge 

therefore from application of the broad principles of such teachings to their own lived experience, 

rather than from universalised and unilateral pronouncements from Rome.  

The ignoring of women’s opinions, not only by John Paul II but by the institutional church generally, 

is a theme that runs throughout the research. 

While the interviewees visibly struggled with the feelings of powerlessness and voicelessness that 

come from being marginalised, I discussed how they did not passively accept the role given to them 

by church authorities. Rather, they sustain and open themselves up to adult-focussed religious studies, 

and broaden and deepen their relationship with God as part of an ongoing journey of self-awareness. 

Doing so enables them to identify and articulate for themselves their own sense of vocation and 
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understanding as women, rather than such naming being the prerogative of John Paul II and a celibate-

male hierarchy.  

One of the key understandings of themselves to emerge from their studies and their relationship with 

God is a deeper sense of themselves as graced and gifted as imago Dei. While such an identity is 

interwoven with the women’s web of relationships, it is not dependent on it. Women are created gifted 

and blessed. Being so enhances their relationships rather than being conditional to them. For women 

who are socially and culturally conditioned to be relational, and whose identity in a patriarchal society 

is defined by their capacity to put the needs of others before their own, a deepening sense of self and 

their own aspirations and potential allows them “to give themselves without losing themselves.” 

Giving to relationships emerges more from a sense of self than defining a sense of self; hence my 

turning to the work of Mary Grey, who talks of the identity of women as being “self-in-relation.”  

This discussion showed that John Paul II is limited in his understanding of women when he claims 

that they “fulfil their vocation when they give of themselves every day.” In his defining a woman 

mainly by her biological capacity to give birth, he sees her primarily in the context of her relationships 

with and for others, rather than as a person in her own right, in a body that is first and foremost self-

referencing. Due again to his lack of listening to women, he concludes that a woman’s identity and 

sense of self stems directly from her capacity to give birth. For the women in this research however, 

their biological make-up is only part of how they name and understand themselves.   

This research shows, therefore, that John Paul II’s phenomenological perspective allows him to take 

note of particular aspects visible in the lives of women – such as their giving of themselves, the 

importance of relationships, and their capacity to be empathic and understanding. Although he 

correctly observes the phenomena, his prioritising Aristotelian-Thomism over phenomenology leads 

him to interpret them, however, from an androcentric perspective, fitting them into an already existing 

male-defined cosmic ordering rather than seeing that many of the characteristics and roles associated 

with women come largely from social-historical conditioning. Listening to women’s stories behind 
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the actions/observed phenomena could have radically changed his understanding, and his subsequent 

conclusions. 

Influenced by Birks and Mills’ emphasis on the constructing of a “storyline” in which one’s empirical 

research can be contextualised, I turned to Walter Brueggemann’s idea of prophetic imagination. 

While not adhering rigidly to his work, I drew on his call to both recognise and embody the prophetic 

voice in modern times. For him, a prophet is one who has a deep relationship with God, and a clear 

understanding of God’s vision. Arising from such a vision, she lives out the Gospel in two specific 

ways: through (i) prophetic criticism, whereby a prophet critiques and challenges power structures 

that seek to silence and marginalise anyone who does not support the status quo/royal consciousness, 

and (ii) prophetic energising, which works at seeking out and articulating a new language and vision 

of inclusion and equal dignity.  

As shown, Brueggemann argues that the same values that challenged Pharaoh and Herod in biblical 

times, are both still necessary and present in today’s secular and religious systems. The more I read 

the interview data, the more I grew in my conviction that the women of this research bear witness to 

such values. From their relationship with and understanding of God, they discern that much of what 

they both observe and experience in the church and society do not reflect the vision of God’s kin-

dom.503 Not content to merely criticise, however, they all work to realise this vision in the parish 

communities in which they live – action which leaves them to some extent on the margins of both 

ecclesial and secular society. I pointed out that such positionality arose from their being perceived by 

many in society as being too Catholic (particularly during the times of the referendums), while not 

Catholic enough by many in the church when they chose to ignore church teaching on certain issues.  

Despite the church being called to exercise its triple identity of priest, prophet, and king, this research 

showed it fulfilling Jesus’ warning that “no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s own hometown” (Lk 

 
503 Ada María Isasi Díaz, “Kin-dom of God: A Mujerista Proposal,” in In Our Own Voices – Latino/a Renditions of 

Theology, ed. B. Valentín (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2010), 171–90. Whereas the word “kingdom” suggests a 

vertical hierarchy, kin-dom suggests a horizontal solidarity. 



272 
 

4:24). The culture of royal consciousness in the women’s parishes seldom allowed the women’s 

giftedness, wisdom, and vocation(s) in its midst to be recognised. I discussed how many of the women 

were still members of parish ministry groups, and yet were often overlooked and silenced by their 

parish priest when trying to contribute outside of what he – or a clericalised parish community – 

might expect or wish. With its exclusion of women from ordained ministry and with the tentacles of 

clericalism reaching into its every corner, this royal consciousness is found throughout the church, 

and results in both the visibility and the voice of women decreasing exponentially the higher the level. 

By restricting the prophetic voice of half of its membership, the church thus limits its own ability to 

fulfil its very vocation – to be prophetic.  

This research is pertinent to recent developments in both the universal and Irish church. In their spring 

general meeting in 2021, the Irish Bishops’ Conference decided to embark on a synodal pathway for 

the Catholic church in Ireland leading to the holding of a National Synodal Assembly within the next 

five years.504 On its launch, the bishops announced that the role of women in the church would be 

one of the key issues to be discussed. It is planned that a listening process will take place throughout 

the Irish Catholic church over the next couple of years to inform such a discussion. I anticipate this 

research contributing to such a process.  

The holding of a synod has also been announced for the universal church. Shortly before the 

submission of this research, Francis opened up a synodal journey with three phases of consultations 

and discernment (diocesan, continental, and universal), that will culminate in an assembly in October 

2023 in Rome. In his homily marking the start of the synodal journey, he spoke of a way of being 

church which echoed the model of church articulated and lived out by the women in this research. 

Reflecting the women’s experience of having no space in the church for dialogue, Francis talks of the 

importance of listening – one of the verbs that he says will characterise the synodal process. Referring 

 
504 Irish Catholic Bishops Conference, “For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation, and Mission,”  

https://www.catholicbishops.ie/synod/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.catholicbishops.ie/synod/
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to the story of the rich young man, Francis advises that Jesus models a way of encountering others in 

faith that should reflect the spirit of the synod: the invitation to speak freely and to tell one’s story.  

Mirroring the trust many of the interviewees expressed in the movement of the Holy Spirit – in their 

lives, in the church, and in the world – Francis says that  

The Spirit asks us to listen to the questions, concerns and hopes of every Church, people 

and nation. And to listen to the world, to the challenges and changes that it sets before 

us. Let us not soundproof our hearts; let us not remain barricaded in our certainties. So 

often our certainties can make us closed. Let us listen to one another.505 

 

As with the Irish synod, I envisage this research being a timely contribution to this discernment 

process of the universal church over the next couple of years.  

As evident in their contribution to this research, the meaning and nature of the body in general, and 

its interpretation by John Paul II in his writings on women in particular, is a central issue for feminist 

theologians. As such, this thesis adds to that debate. It brings a new dimension to such writings, 

however. Whereas much feminist theological discourse on women in the church has broadened the 

parameters of women’s faith and raised many key questions, in the main, it fails to take into account 

the woman’s faith as historically situated. Choosing to conduct this empirical research at this time in 

Ireland provides an important snapshot of women of faith caught up in a rapidly changing church and 

state. Attempting to encapsulate this rapid change, commentators have observed that almost 1 million 

fewer people attended Croke Park to welcome Francis in his 2018 visit to Ireland than had done so 

when John Paul II visited in 1979 (only three weeks after beginning to present his theological 

anthropology to the church).506 My research reflects the inner faith journeys of some Irish Catholic 

women that help contextualise such visible changes over the past 40 years in Ireland.  

 
505 Francis, “Homily on the Opening of the Synodal Path,” October 10th, 2021,  

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2021/documents/20211010-omelia-sinodo-vescovi.html. Last 

accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

 
506 Much commentary points to the fact that over 2.7 million Irish people went to seen John Paul II during his 1979 visit 

when the Irish population at the time was less than 3.5 million. IrishCentral Staff, “On This Day: Pope John Paul II 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2021/documents/20211010-omelia-sinodo-vescovi.html
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The women’s narratives show that their working towards the building up of an inclusive and 

communitarian church is richer and more complex than the current disintegration of the institutional 

church in Ireland would indicate. The women in this research demonstrate a moving away from the 

patriarchally-manipulated image of woman encapsulated in the romanticised symbolism of both 

Mary, and Cathleen Ní Houlihan – towards a grassroots faith enriched by women’s striving for self-

determination, personal discernment, and empowerment. Rooting their faith in their own intimate 

relationships with God rather than in the male-defined institutional church, and seeking out their own 

religious formation and education rather than being passive recipients of a clericalised version of 

Christianity, they have become prophetic voices for an Ireland seeking new direction and vision.  

Every piece of research is confined to addressing one argument. Invariably, throughout the process 

many areas are touched upon but, due to the limits of focus and of space, cannot be developed. This 

research is no different. I briefly mention two areas, which are directly linked to John Paul II’s 

theological anthropology, that I believe merit greater discussion beyond this research. While Francis 

has already made some progress in the first of these points, because of the central position which John 

Paul II’s theological anthropology continues to hold at all levels of the church, more discussion is 

needed. 

In his widely respected encyclical on ecology Laudato Si, Francis states that “there can be no ecology 

without an adequate anthropology.”507 Although Francis affirms the interconnectedness of a theology 

of the human body and eco-theology, many advocates of John Paul II’s theological anthropology 

struggle with such a connection.508 As I pointed out, much of the discussion of his sexual ethics reflect 

an almost dualistic model of theological thought – one that separates body and soul, and the church’s 

 
became the first Pope to visit Ireland in 1979,” IrishCentral, Sept. 29th, 2020, 

https://www.irishcentral.com/roots/history/pope-john-paul-ii-1979-visit-to-ireland. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
507 Francis, “Laudato Si: On Care for Our Common Home,” May 24th, 2015, #118, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-

si.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
508 Christopher West, “Theology of the Body and Care of the Environment.” The Cor Project, Sept. 22nd, 2015, 

http://corproject.com/80-theology-of-the-body-and-care-for-the-environment/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

https://www.irishcentral.com/roots/history/pope-john-paul-ii-1979-visit-to-ireland
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
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social teaching tradition from that of sexual morality. Insightful and challenging as Laudato Si is, 

however, it remains largely anthropocentric. Feminist theologians, such as Sarah Jane Boss,509 have 

broadened out such thinking to look to Marian traditions and devotions as a way of seeing anew the 

sacredness inherent in creation. Others, such as Sallie McFague510 and Ivone Gebara,511 look to the 

world as the Body of God in order to dispel dualistic tendencies within some of the church’s theology. 

Very little engagement, however, has been directly made with John Paul II’s theological 

anthropology, which would help connect some of its key ideas to the issues of climate change and 

ecology.512 At a time when the Catholic population exceeds 1.34 billion,513 and when global warming 

is primarily caused by human behaviour,514 the church needs to continue reflect on its understanding 

of the human and her place in the world.  

Despite his occasional overtones of dualistic thought, John Paul II’s promotion of the body as 

theologically important is a welcome and necessary reminder of the church’s tradition in celebrating 

the body. Drawing as it does on the significance of Jesus’ own incarnation, he deepens the idea of 

being imago Dei beyond a purely spiritual one. With that said, however, I commented in the research 

on his lack of acknowledging the range of human experiences of sexuality that do not fit into his 

narrow model of the heterosexual married couple whose every sexual act is open to procreation. With 

his closely connecting the affective and procreative aspects of sexuality, he fails to speak to couples 

for whom such a connection is either difficult or impossible. At no point, for example, does he refer 

to the sexual intimacy of the elderly. Advocates of his sexual teachings (like Christopher West) who 

 
509 Boss, Mary.  
510 McFague, Models of God. 
511 Ivone Gebara, Longing for Running Water: Ecofeminism and Liberation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999).  
512 One notable exception is: Robert Ryan, “Pope Francis, Theology of the Body, Ecology, and Encounter,” Journal of 

Moral Theology 6, no.1 (2017): 56–73. 
513 Carol Glatz, “Vatican Statistics Show Continued Growth in Number of Catholics Worldwide,” NCR, March 26th, 

2021, https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/vatican-statistics-show-continued-growth-number-catholics-worldwide. 

Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
514 Joana Castro Pereira, “Climate Change,” The Global Challenges Foundation. Human Actions are Estimated to be 

Causing the Planet’s Climate to Change 170 Times Faster Than Natural Forces,  

https://globalchallenges.org/global-risks/climate-change/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
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claim that “TOB is for everyone who has a body,”515 also fail to explain John Paul II’s associating 

the sexual act with procreation when the latter is not possible, choosing instead to highlight its agapeic 

aspects only. Other people he fails to consider are those living with a disability or physical 

impairment. American disabled feminist Anne Finger talks of it being relatively easy to talk about 

discrimination in areas such as employment and housing, but the disabled person as a sexual person 

is, in the main, ignored. This is, she claims, despite the fact that: “sexuality is often the source of our 

deepest oppression; it is also often the source of our deepest pain.”516 In this research, I briefly 

mentioned Nancy Eiesland’s highlighting the need for a theology of disability – a theology where 

Jesus’ post-resurrectional scarred and disfigured body becomes a new understanding of wholeness 

and redemption for the church.517 In a theology that claims the body as a profound source of divine 

revelation, any discourse on the disabled body is noticeably absent. Further exploration of a theology 

of disability is not just necessary, therefore, for the disabled only, but for the whole church which, 

despite its claims to the incarnation, speaks in the voice of the able-bodied. Such an investigation is 

not only a challenge to the church but to feminism and feminist theology, which, in its emphasis on 

the independence and agency of the person, has also generally failed to listen to the lived experiences 

of disabled women.518  

I have repeatedly mentioned the intuiting of almost all of the women interviewed that their Catholic 

commitment was silently judged by others if they asked questions or expressed doubts about certain 

Catholic beliefs or practices. They had absorbed a culture of silencing fostered during the papacies 

of John Paul II and Benedict XVI. So regularly was this understanding of church practice voiced 

during their interviews that many of their comments can be summed up in Caoimhe’s reflection on 

 
515 Cynthia Costello, “Theology of the Body for the Aged,” John Paul II Renewal Centre: Discovering God’s Plan for 

Life, Sept. 26th, 2013, https://jp2renew.org/theology-of-the-body-for-the-aged/. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
516 Anne Finger, “Forbidden Fruit: Why Shouldn't Disabled People Have Sex or Become Parents?” New Internationalist 

233 (1992): 9. 
517 Eiesland, The Disabled God. 
518 Feminist writer and disability campaigner Jenny Morris points out that feminism has ignored both disabled and older 

women as sexual beings. She also claims that even when it does advocate for the rights of both, to help women to return 

to what she terms a “normal life,” it is often a return to the pressures of looking after other people. Jenny Morris, 

“Feminism, Gender and Disability.” Paper presented in Sydney, Australia, February 1998., https://disability-

studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/morris-gender-and-disability.pdf. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
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her feminist theology class as being “a safe environment” where “you felt you could be a Catholic 

but ask questions.” Francis himself understands this culture of silencing – characteristic of 

Brueggemann’s royal consciousness – when, in his welcome Address at the opening of the 2014 

synod on the family, he used the Greek term parrhesia, by which he meant “to speak candidly or 

boldly and without fear.” He points to what is the essence of synodality: 

One general and basic condition is this: speaking honestly. Let no one say: “I cannot 

say this, they will think this or this of me...” It is necessary to say with parrhesia all 

that one feels. After the last Consistory, in which the family was discussed, a Cardinal 

wrote to me, saying: what a shame that several Cardinals did not have the courage to 

say certain things out of respect for the Pope, perhaps believing that the Pope might 

think something else. This is not good, this is not synodality.519 

 

Many of the issues named by both feminist theologians and the women interviewed for this research 

have also been named by Francis as a focus of his papacy. Most relevant to this research is, as I 

mentioned above, his expressed desire for an increased role for women in the church. While a great 

deal of work remains to be done, he has taken some small steps to make this a reality – most notably 

perhaps with the appointment of Sr. Nathalie Becquart, whose role as undersecretary to the Vatican’s 

Synod of Bishops gives her a vote in the synod. As previously mentioned, he has begun a listening 

process that will culminate in a synod in 2023. Reflecting on interviewees’ experiences of feeling 

silenced and rendered invisible in the church at both local and universal levels, such a process is to 

be welcomed. With the custom of – as Francis says – people being told “what should be discussed 

and what not” deeply ingrained in the culture of the institutional church however, the reality is that 

the opportunity for such listening and consultation will, throughout the world, be taken up by some 

 
519 Francis, “Greeting to the Synod Fathers During the First General Congregation of the Third Extraordinary General 

Assembly of the Synod of Bishops,” Oct. 6th, 2014, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2014/october/documents/papa-francesco_20141006_padri-

sinodali.html. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 

Speaking in an interview to an Argentine newspaper, La Nación, in 2014, of his own experience at the 2001 Synod of 

Bishops, he also reflected that “There was a cardinal who told us what should be discussed and what should not… That 

will not happen now." Claire Giangrave, “Pope Francis is Preparing a Radical Reform of the Church's Power 

Structures,” NCR, Sept. 7th, 2021, https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-francis-preparing-radical-reform-

churchs-power-structures. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
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bishops but ignored by many others. The lived experience of women in this research are a testament 

to that. 

While Francis has greatly broadened the parameters of what is understood as “synod” within the 

church and officially recognised roles that women have been exercising in the church since Vatican 

Two, as long as he maintains that the “door is closed” on the ordination of women and a theology of 

the laity exists that reduces their vocation within the church to the “temporal realm,” women remain 

sacramentally redundant.520 As I demonstrated in this research, women’s sacramental exclusion from 

the sanctuary theologically means that they are inessential to the church overall. Deeply rooted 

structural change that visibly affirms that women are imago Dei and imago Christi, equal in dignity 

with men, is therefore what is needed for the church to be truly the Body of Christ in the world. 

Throughout this research, I have been accompanied by the voices and witness of many biblical 

women. This was particularly so when conducting and subsequently analysing the empirical research. 

Recognising the wisdom and the searching, the struggles and the potential of each of the women I 

interviewed, I marvelled at the stories that emerged from something as simple, and yet as profound, 

as two women having a conversation over a cup of tea. The predominant image with which I 

journeyed was, therefore, that of the visitation of Mary to Elizabeth – an encounter that changed 

forever the story of redemption, when two ostensibly ordinary women met relatively unnoticed on 

the edge of history. Like Mary and Elizabeth, the women shared their faith Stories. And like them, 

they weave their prophetic Stories into the meta-story of redemption. I finish as I began, therefore, 

with women’s faith Stories. In closing, I emphasise again the importance of women’s lived 

experiences being both voiced and heard, so that the revelation of the divine is deepened in both 

church and society. I turn to the following words from the spiritual writer Edwina Gately who captures 

the essence of this research journey: 

We told our stories –  

 
520 Robert McClory, “Pope Francis and Women's Ordination,” NCR, Sept. 16th, 2013, 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/francis-chronicles/pope-francis-and-womens-ordination. Last accessed 14th Nov. 2021. 
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That’s all… 

We heard of dreams shattered and visions fled… 

We felt the pain of isolation and the bitterness of death. 

But in each brave story God’s gentle life broke through 

And we heard music in the darkness 

And smelt flowers in the void. 

We felt the budding of creation 

In the searchings of each soul 

And discerned the beauty of God’s hand 

In each muddy, twisted path… 

God’s voice with mighty breath was saying 

Love each other and take each other’s hand.  

For you are one though many 

And in each of you 

I live.521 

  

 
521 Edwina Gately, Psalms of a Laywoman (Hertfordshire: Anthony Clarke, 1992), 65–67. 
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