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friendship of Dale Roble was most wonderful, I should not forget

my cats and dog, and my houseplants, with whom I often com-
mun.ed as I thought about what (o weite next, and for that matter.
the incense, candles, and music that were always with me as I’
wrote,

Finally, I thank those who carefully read the manuscript in vari-
ous st'ages of development and made many excellent suggestions
especially Rosemary Ruether and the anonymous Beacon Press:
reader. I also want to thank my editor at Beacon, Susan Worst, for
her expeditious handling of the manuscript and her many valu;ble

Suggestions. Any remaining mistakes and misunderstandings are
of course, my own, ’

Introduction

THIS BOOK SURVEYS the issues that have been central to femi-
nism and religion over the past twenty-five years. In my view, two
agendas are crucial to this task. Pirst, it is important, insofar as pos-
sible, to discuss feminism and the entire scope of religion, not just
Christian and post-Christian feminist theology, which so often
happens in books on women and religion. Properly pursued, the
field of religious studies involves study of all major religions found
in human history, not merely the culturally familiar perspectives of
Christianity and, possibly, Judaism. Presenting both the informa-
tion about women’s roles in all these religions as well as a feminist
perspective on each of them is an immense undertaking,

Second, combining the study of feminism and religion requires
making an important distinction between descriptive and norma-
tive approaches to religion. Unlike most other feminist treatments
of religion, this book discusses religion both descriptively and nor-
matively, rather than confining jtself to one approach. I will also

“explore the feminist study of religion: what happens when feminist

academic methods are applied to the data studied by scholars of re-
ligion. But I will also discuss what happens when feminists bring
normative concerns to religion, when they critique and recon-
struct their religions from the point of view of feminist values.
Because both religion and feminism are complex and emotion-
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laden topics, this book begins with definitions. Chapter one de-
fines and discusses feminisn, religion, and religious studies, as well
as the relationships between them. In this chapter, we will face
several controversial and difficult issues surrounding the entan-
glement of academic knowledge and personal life choices, which
can be especially keen in the intersection of feminism and reli-
gion. Chapter two offers a brief historical sketch of the interactions
between feminism and religion, intreducing some of the major
players and issues. It begins with a discussion of the nineteenth-
century background to the current women’s movement and con-
tinues with surveys of feminist movements in various religions and
the major trends and thinkers in the feminist academic study of re-
ligion.

The rest of this book addresses four central issues for feminism
and religion. The first concerns the imperative to include informa-
tion about women in all descriptions of religion, discussed in
chapter three. The second issue is more controversial, even among
feminists: Are the world’s major religions inevitably sexist and dis-
advantageous to women, or are they inherently egalitarian and re-
formable, despite their patriarchal veneers? Chapter four then
questions whether religions post the sign “No Girls Allowed” at the
entrances to their most hallowed sanctuaries, Attempts to answer
this question have led to the third major issue in feminist scholar-
ship: Once we rid ourselves of androcentric methodologies and pa-
triarchal assumptions, it is necessary and instructive to “reread”
the past, asking “Has It Always Been That Way?”—the title of chap-
ter five. The final major concern of feminist scholars and theolo-
glans, addressed in chapter six, is speculative and future-oriented,
concerning the forms of postpatriarchal religion. Thus this book
deals with what Buddhists call the “three times”: past, present, and

future, Throughout, I have endeavored to balance attention to
feminist studies of religion and feminist transformations of re-
ligion.
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I write this book as someone who has been involved in .b?th
the feminist study and the feminist transfonznation of religion
throughout my career. I can list many “firsts” il oy recor:ii,
including the fact that I was one of the first to insist 01.1 meth(.) -
ological self-declarations like this one. I wrote the first dissertation
on feminism and religious studies, the first article on fe.male God-
language in Judaism, and the first major feminist analysis ?f anon-
Western religion. I also coedited the first comprehex-lswe book
about women’s religious lives in cross-cultural persp ec':tlve.

My involvement in these ventures colors my reporhng. on them.
Those with a different perspective might include matenals. I_ha\te
omitted and omit perspectives I have included. Since my training is
in the cross-cultural study of religion, and because Iam persc?nally
involved in a major non-Western tradition, I constantly.st.nve to
redress the imbalance and Eurocentrism of current feminist a.nd
neofeminist perspectives on religion. In my view, "che We.stern opt-
entation of most feminist thinking about religion is a s.ew—
tation. In this book, I omit some of the fine-tuning in Chrxstx.an
a?féﬁgwish feminist discussions in order to include more material
on the cross-cultural study of women and religion and on non-
Christian and non-Western feminism. Clearly, chief among my
methodological biases is the conviction that relevant thinking can

no longer afford the luxury of Eurocentrism. Therefore, the. grf':at
iftellectual and spiritual systems of Asia, as well as the many indig-
enous traditions throughout the world, play into my outlook and
ted in this book.
arelfi::::;ig with the cross-cultural nature of the.discipline of re-
ligious studies, I will always discuss at least one major Western reli-
gion and one other major religion in each of the f(')ur central f:hap-
ters, The Western religion most frequently dlscussted will be
Christianity, both because Christian feminist scholarship and thfa-
ology are extremely well developed and because so many who will
use this book come from a Christian background. The non-
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nily discussed will be Buddhism,

nts significant contrasts to imilariti

o aculgg | : and similarities

with (,hfu,flamly and because it is Christianity’s most significant

gm tmlex in 131tf3r1'ehglous dialogue and interchange. Purthermore
hough feminist perspectives are Jess developed in Buddhism than’

in Chrns.tmnity, they are more developed in Buddhism than in
other Asian or non-Western traditions,

Western religion most [reque
both because it prese

CHAPTER ONE

Defining Feminism, Religion,

and the Study of Religion

BorH FEMINISM AND RELIGION are academic subjects taught
at most colleges and universities. But they are also controversial,
emotion-laden systems of belief that directly affect people’s lives.
Those just beginning formal study of women and religion often
already have strong emotional, prereflective opinions about both
religion and feminism, and many who teach about them are them-
selves personally involved in writing feminist theology or practic-
ing a feminist form of religion. Because both teachers and students
may come to the study of religion and feminism with strong emo-
tional convictions and commitments, academic study of either
topic can be particularly challenging.

Even without the complicating factor of feminism, the aca-
demic study of religion can often feel threatening, in part because
the distinction between the study of religion as an academic disci-
pline and the personal practice of religion. s not.often made in our
culture. Therefore, the academic study of religion challenges one’s
personal beliefs more than the study of other academic subjects,

ikewise the study of feminism or the use of feminist methods can
e disconcerting to those new to feminism, particularly because
media stereotypes about feminism seldom accurately describe
feminists’ concerns. To ease this transition to thinking about topics
often charged with strong feelings and loyalties, this book begins
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