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FEMINIST THEOLOGY AND
THE UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST

SHARON H. RINGE

Feminist theology appears to have come of age. One clear indication of
that fact is the diversity of theological methods and agenda that cur-
rently bear that label. Gone are the days when one could claim with
assurance to have addressed all of the significant works in the field, or
when our internal insecurity about the emerging discipline demanded
an uncritical echo from each woman engaged in the field. In fact, today
the label “feminist theology” covers a range of perspectives from the
post—Judeo-Christian position of a Mary Daly or spokeswomen for the
“womanspirit” movements, to the “revisionist” position of many of us
who know ourselves to be firmly rooted in some denomination of the
biblical faith. Professionally, feminist theologians approach our task as
anthropologists, psychologists, historians, ethicists, biblical scholars,
ministers, and theologians.

In the midst of this diversity, it is clear that the United Church of
Christ and other parts of the Christian church have been most directly
influenced by those of us still in some fashion within the fold: the
“Christian feminists.”! Those of us who acknowledge such a label,
however, are genuinely re-visioning and not simply tinkering with the
tradition insofar as our own vision has been stretched by the more
radical expressions of women's experience of the transcendent. (An
analogy might be the way in which the radical statement of the black
experience presented by Malcolm X has joined with the explicitly Chris-
tian perspective of Martin Luther King, Jr., to ground present-day
expressions of black theology.?) To attempt a definition of feminist
theology to give at least a minimal common ground, I would propose
the following statement from Rosemary Radford Ruether:

The critical principle of feminist theology is the promotion of the full
humanity of women. Whatever denies, diminishes, or distorts the full
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humanity of women is, therefore, appraised as not redemptive . . . [and]
must be presumed not to reflect the divine or an authentic relation to the
divine, or to reflect the authentic nature of things, or to be the message or
work of an authentic redeemer or a community of redemption.

This negative principle also implies the positive principle: what does
promote the full humanity of women is of the Holy, it does reflect true
relation to the divine, it is the true nature of things, the authentic message
of redemption and the message of redemptive community,?

What this means, first of all, is that feminist theology represents a
critique of “patriarchy.” By patriarchy we mean not merely a history in
which men have been dominant and women subordinate. Instead, we
use this term to summarize systems and attitudes of dominance that
result in the structures and ideologies of racism, sexism, classism, and
militarism. In the second place, our opposition to such systems of
dominance is related to our sense that the image of God in which
humankind was created (Gen. 1:27) and to which we are called (Matt.
5:43-48) gives us a quite different picture of the nature of power and
the value of human beings. This God whom we have come to know at
times in the midst of the traditional church and at times on its edges,
draws us toward models of participation, mutuality, and solidarity with
those most deeply hurt by the institutions and structures of this world,
These models are the proper locus (what theologians of liberation call
“praxis”) of both Christian confession and Christian life.

Without pursuing further the complexities of feminist theology or
spending time in retrospective consideration of the history of feminist
theology (and, one might add, of feminists) in the United Church of
Christ, let us consider directly the intersection of this movement with

the current stress points in the theological task and vocation of the
United Church of Christ.

PLURALISM

When the formerly voiceless find a voice, it should be no surprise that
there is a backlog of things to be said that others may not ever have
noticed. Again, to use an analogy, feminist theology is the “women’s
studies,” “black studies,” or “peace studies” part of the reform of a
school curriculum, in which new priorities and agendas are introduced.
As important as it is to begin to fill these significant gaps in the
curriculum, such individual courses are finally no substitute for the
integration of these concerns and perspectives into the rest of the
curriculum. It is similarly appropriate to expect that the various theolog-
ical movements included in this book will have something new to say to
concerns at the very heart of the present theological ferment. We might
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well find ourselves revisioning the very questions being asked abou

logical identity. . ‘ :
thg)nc;gmight think, for example, that the historic pluralism of the

United Church of Christ woulddar:(;lour}t it"«;r ir;;pe&;::: p{;il;s;:te;:vz;
of feminist theologians. Indeed, that is the ase. , :
i inati what is often only an apparen
e E\i:f’ awjl?:?);nél?:(tigii?fj;n? as with barnacles on a ship, tl:lere
?pem;?lss'rmfm for one more. Also like barnacles, however: these various
;Sdliis-znsyrarely affect the core structure of the vc.-ssel Of' its chrseiOWe
who are added on—in this case, femm.lst theologlans‘—-dre lia enda dr:g
for the ride, but it may well not be the journey on which we mtt::rlll‘e s
go. The experience of various caucuses an.d interest groups »fvlt in <
denomination has been one of overt hospitality, but often o nr%mlmes
influence.* The agenda of feminist theology c‘hallenges the very imag :
of God at the core of our theology and worship, as well as thergl);stem c;_
patriarchy by which our society and church are organlzed.h i’gl;;‘e
tions posed by feminist theology go to tl}e very heart of t:e churc - thé
The prevalent style of pluraiism may indeed muffle that voice
llowing it a place.
Ve?\;rlljlzﬁ‘i:sisil'?efoal‘ogy isgat itspheart contextual theplogy. Because of our
affirmation of the importance of women'’s experience and the 'p'arucui-ﬂ
larity of women'’s contexts, feminist the?loglans tend tohbelsus‘plfitlo;ﬂse(;
any expression of “classical orthodoxy.” Our style of t €o Oglca r -
tion is often to begin not with the content of a particular octrine (;
expression, but with questions about the circumstances that gav}i: rlzf(::i;l
it: political and social issues, social and economic context, and the sl ;
location of the principal actors or speakers. Not only c.lo we reigu afr)i
assume the historical and cultural relativity of expressions ch[ classica
orthodoxy, but we also recognize that vyhat passes for‘ (?rtho ?xyfntcl}l:
was originally highly controversial, and indeed the position only o <
winners in disputes. Even while asking wha.t ma‘lde thes.e positions 11:1).eh
suasive, we would listen too for the other voices 1n‘the discussion, whic
also represented a portion of the community of faith.

ECUMENISM

The perspective of feminist theology similar.ly challenges the elt-:lumerlfi;?}
involvements of the United Church of Christ, and prompts three a .

mations. First, where there is a choice to be made betwe.er‘l advocacy for
Jjustice and sensitivity to our ecumenical partners, a femlmst. perspefcttl;e
would tend to place priority on justice. For example, tl}e issue o the
ordination of women is reduced to little more the}n a fpotno{;i}fl‘n | te
World Council of Churches statement on Baptism, Eucharist, an mnestry






