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impossible, if one cannot accommodate the male Savior. Fiorenza writes:
"A feminist theologian must question whether the historical man Jesus of
Nazareth can be a role model for contemporary women, since feminine
psychological liberation means exactly the struggle of women to free them-
selves from all male internalized norms and models."**? If the maleness of
Christ continues to be highly problematic for women, then feminist theo-
logians will find it difficult to chose Christology as the locus of Mariology.

But are there other reasons beyond feminist issues for locating Mariol-
ogy in the context of Christology? Paul VI says that popular devotions are
"subject to the ravages (obnoxiae) of time."*** Anyone who has studied the
tradition will recognize that not only popular devotion but Marian theo-
logical reflection by trained theologians needs discipline. We have a few
Marian biblical texts, and on this solid, but narrow base, the tradition from
the 13th century until Vatican Il has built a huge top-heavy tower. To
change the metaphor, much of the medieval Marian theology was held
together by a chain of syllogisms, which receded further and further from
the biblical text in akind of Marian rationalism, which is not entirely dead
even today.'® There are exceptions to this observation during the medi-
eval period, as we have substantial works of mature theological reflection
in a number of genres we want to honor and retain. But much in the
Western Marian tradition is overdeveloped. This expansive development
took place after the tradition had abandoned the early Church's focus on
Christology and ecclesiology as the locus for Mariology. Thisisan essential
point. The mariological reflection no longer took place within the borders
of Christology and ecclesiology (Mary as a type of the Church). Having
abandoned Christology, Mariology in a considerable measure, | oversim-
plify, was given over to pieties and syllogisms. Mariology also became
self-defining. When Pius X1l defined the Assumption of Mary in 1950 the
context-less autonomous Mariology was still in quiet possession of the
terrain. The self-standing Mariology and the dominance of the exegetically
thin theology of Marian privileges came to an end in 1964 with chapter V111
of Lumen gentium, entitlted De Beata Maria Virgine Deipara in Mysterio
Chrigti et Ecclesiae. This is a restoration of the ancient christological and
ecclesiological locus of Mariology, but was achieved only after the council
almost came to a standstill because of strong, almost bitter, disagreements,
and was set in motion again only by the pleading of Cardinal Frings."*® Do
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we really want to cede this ground after centuries of neglect and a great
struggle at Vatican I1?

Can one push further for other reasons why the Christological/
ecclesiological retrieval is important? Paul VI writes of Marian “exaggera-
tions of content and form” (ne in sententiis et formis trans rectae de Maria
Virgine doctrinae fines et ritus iretur).">® Looking at the period of overde-
velopment one sees that most of the exaggerations have to do with Mary’s
mediation/intercession, the most controversial issue in Mariology and in
ecumenical dialogue. Lumen gentium refers to “the one mediator between
God and humankind, Christ Jesus” (1 Tim 2:5) seven times, twice in the
chapter on Mary (60, 62) and five times in other sections (8, 14, 28, 41, 49).
In introducing Mary’s devotional titles (Advocate, Auxiliatrix, Adjutrix,
Mediatrix. Note Co-Redemptrix did not make it to the list), the council’s
Latin text read: Propterea B. Virgo in Ecclesia titulis Advocatae, Auxilia-
tricis, Adjutricis, Mediatricis invocatur (62). The first English edition of
Walter Abbott’s Documents of Vatican II mistranslated the text to read
“therefore the Blessed Virgin is invoked by the Church under the
titles. . . .”*>” However the text does not say ab Ecclesia, “by the Church,”
but “in Ecclesia.” That is, there are people in the Church who sometimes
use these titles, and this devotional practice is allowed as long as the titles
are “so understood that they neither take away from nor add anything to
the dignity and efficacy of Christ the one Mediator” (62). Problems have
arisen in either devotional theology or praxis in relation to these and other
titles involving Marian mediation/intercession. That is why Christology, in
which the doctrine of Jesus Christ as the one mediator resides, is so im-
portant as the locus for Mariology. By such an insistence neither Mary
herself, nor her participation in Christ’s mediatorial role is diminished.
That Mary touches the inner substance of the gospel is a corollary of the
Incarnation. Beyond any cavil, Marian piety is integral to Catholic identity,
as the long liturgical doxological tradition demonstrates. Catholics also
believe she belongs to Christian identity.

We can affirm one thing, and hope for another. First, feminist theolo-
gians (Gebara and Bingemer, Johnson, Ruether, Halkes, Maeckelberghe,
Radlbeck-Ossmann, Noone, etc.) are attempting to save Mariology, espe-
cially for women, by re-symbolizing her. Secondly, the wish that male and
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female theologians will vigorously protect the christological and ecclesio-
logical restoration of Mariology at Vatican II, won after a struggle on the
floor of the council. Neither Pneumatology nor the reign of God by itself
has the theological structures enabling it to patrol the boundaries and
restrain excessive Marian expansions. For ourselves and for our ecumenical
friends we want to be able to say: Marian piety, theology and liturgical
celebrations are not embarrassments we hide, but treasures we proudly
share.

Mary, Meotherhood, Subordination

Just before the new wave of feminism started in the late 1960s, Simone
de Beauvoir published The Second Sex which had great influence on femi-
nism, secular and Christian. To the end of her life she denounced moth-
erhood and housework. In a conversation with her biographer she said:
“Babies filled me with horror.”!*® This may have been a reaction to the
patriarchal view that “woman is womb,” which Rosemary Ruether cor-
rectly characterizes as “women’s only claim to fame is the capacity to have
babies.”'*® Aided by the stature of de Beauvoir the feminist movement
early took an anti-mother stance, but later developed beyond that oppo-
sition. Now the general feminist position is rather that motherhood is one
choice among many. Clearly Christian feminists do not want motherhood
to be the total definition of a woman’s identity, a position also taken in May
2004 by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which represents
a positive development of papal/curial teaching.'®

158 Deirdre Bair, Simone de Beauvoir: A Biography (New York: Summit, 1990)
556, 170.

159 New Woman, New Earth 59.

160 “On the Collaboration of Men and Women in the Church and the World” no.
13; Origins 34 (August 26, 2004) 174. This seems not to have been the stance of Pius
XII in the 1940s and 1950s, nor of John Paul II in recent times. Christine Gudorf
thinks that both popes believed that “women are understood to have been created
to be mothers,” and that John Paul II holds the view that “biology is destiny”
(“Encountering the Other: The Modern Papacy on Women,” in Feminist Ethics and
the Catholic Moral Tradition 70-74). Gudorf thinks that John Paul II’s teaching on
women is inadequate, but “the greater problem” is the papal teaching on men. “In
an attempt to persuade women to acquiesce to traditional divisions of power that
favor men, the popes have lifted women’s pedestal so high as to deny in many ways
the basic humanity and Christian potential of men” (Gudorf, “Encountering the
Other: The Modern Papacy on Women,” in Change in Official Catholic Moral
Teachings, Readings in Moral Theology no. 13, ed. Charles E. Curran [New York:
Paulist, 2003] 273). Edward C. Vacek, S.J., believes that John Paul II has “devel-
oped a surprisingly positive understanding of women that reverses millennia of
church teaching.” John Paul II has bent over so far as to reverse the dictum that
man is the paradigmatic form of being human, to women fulfilling that role (“Femi-



FEMINIST MARIOLOGIES 557

The motherhood of Mary as a symbol differs according to cultural set-
tings. Gebara/Bingemer recognize that in South and Central America the
mother plays a large positive role as the all-embracing symbol “that almost
always sends out positive energy, affection, warmth, understanding,
life.”1®? In saying this they are not pointing out any particular mother, but
to the innate symbolic figure of the mother and her function both in society
and the religious culture of the poor. The poor are drawing on something
untamed, primeval, unreflective at its deepest root; something of great
force. When they come to name this innate universal maternal symbol, they
call it Mary. For instance, the poor believe Our Lady of Guadalupe has
universal meaning for salvation. Heteronomy and patronage are implicit in
the prayers the poor pray on their knees before the image of Mary, but she
is also companion—a foot in both worlds.

Though Mary as mother dominates over Mary as virgin in Catholic
culture, German scholar Maria Kassels notes feminists prefer virgin, having
a note of autonomy, to mother, having the taint of subordination.'®* In
response to the dominance of motherhood some feminist theologians do
what Jesus himself did (Mark 3:35), they relativize. Male theologians can
also relativize, holding that motherhood is not Mary’s ultimate glory; both
grace and discipleship being more primary.!5®> Johnson both rightly rela-
tivizes and affirms the unique character of Mary’s motherhood. Her pre-
occupation seems to be with the link between three elements: motherhood,
mediation/intercession, the patronage model. Historically the linkage be-
tween motherhood and mediation is there at least from the Sub uum
praesidium with a disputed dating (fourth or possibly third century), an
intercessory prayer asking Mary, Theotokos, “to deliver us from dan-
ger.”'® The link between motherhood and intercession is recognized in
John Paul’s Redemptoris mater: “Mary’s mediation is intimately linked with

nism and the Vatican,” Theological Studies 66 [2005] 159, 163, 175). He also notes
that the letter “On the Collaboration of Men and Women” undercuts its teaching
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drafting of the letter (ibid. 161).
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her motherhood” (emphasis in the Latin original).'®® If one slights media-
tion one will slight motherhood, and vice versa. Johnson sees mediation/
intercession tied to motherhood and to the excessive divinization of Mary.
She ties mediation and motherhood principally to the patronage model.
This, she correctly holds, is partly due to Marian devotion appropriating
the imagery of the great mother goddess of the Mediterranean world.
Further, Johnson sees Mary as the great intercessor who is the heterono-
mous projection of the patriarchal family where the mother intercedes for
mercy with the fearful male head. Mary is “the zone of mercy over against
Christ or the Father, angry and just judges needing to be placated,” a
conception that flows, writes Johnson, from a defective Christology, Pneu-
matology, and doctrine of God, which arose in the 12th century at the time
of Bernard of Clairvaux and was promoted by Bernardine of Siena in the
15th century.'® Johnson acknowledges that Christians invoked Mary as
mother at least from the fourth, possibly the third century, in the Sub ruum
praesidium. She does not oppose intercession in principle, indeed, has
written in its defense, but she does oppose the emphasis on intercession,
the presence of Mary’s pedestal, and the implied subordination. Both the
intercession and the pedestal involve subordination. Today, when the me-
dieval deficiencies in Christology, Pneumatology, and the doctrine of God
are no longer present, Johnson contends, “it makes no sense to retain Mary
as a cover-up for defective notions of the divine.”'®” Mary can step down
from her pedestal and join us. Johnson’s view of the pedestal is a major
point in her Mariology and needs to be fully addressed.

Pedestal and throne are physical and symbolic. Historically, they are
instruments of exaltation and idealization and therefore of the subordina-
tion of petitioners. Mary either keeps to her pedestal and a measure of
idealization or renounces them by stepping down, ostensibly setting aside
the subordination of petitioners. If Mary accepts the invitation to step
down, she descends from that glorified pedestal (or throne) which removes
her from the stress of being an unwed mother, dealing with the suspicion
of Joseph and the scorn of neighbors, who when nine months pregnant
travels in primitive conditions about a hundred miles to Bethlehem, most
likely through the hill country and Jordan Valley, becoming a refugee in
her own country and immigrant in a foreign land because her baby is under

the goddess Isis, later transferred to Mary in Coptic and finally to Greek, dates the
prayer not earlier than the third century.

165 Redemptoris mater no. 38; Acta apostolicae sedis 79 (1987) 411.

165 Truly Our Sister 120-21; Johnson, “The Marian Tradition and the Reality of
Women,” 128-29.

167 “Mary of Nazareth: Friend of God and Prophet,” America 182 (June 17,
2000) 9.
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threat from the military of the government. In a word, she is an unlettered
peasant girl facing immense distress, who becomes a woman deprived of
power in a patriarchal society. The assumption is that as one receiving
petitions Mary needs to put this peasant history behind her in order to keep
to her pedestal, from where she regards her subordinates at a distance. On
her pedestal she lives in an alienating ideal realm of plastic perfection: the
perfect bride of the perfect husband with a perfect son. With some justi-
fication the claim is made that contemporary women living in real time
cannot look to the pedestaled Mary as a model.

But there is another way Mary relates to pedestal (or throne). This Mary
steps down to our level, making her the girl next door, or a dear sister, or
companion/friend. Having given up her exalted place, where she has been
pleading our cause and mediating God’s protection, she becomes a fellow
traveler with dust on her feet, walking at our side in an egalitarian society.
With her on the same level we can converse and exchange confidences
without raising our subordinate eyes to her majestic perfection. She does
not receive petitions or exercise the role of intercessor, which would re-
move her too far from the dusty road. Each of the two ways of relating to
the pedestal is somewhat caricatured here, but even in the caricature each
has a truth the tradition needs to maintain.

Johnson invites Mary to reject the elevated position which a defective
theology supports; invites her to step down into the real world of equals.
One can support much of Johnson’s position, including the rejection of
excessive idealization, the angry judges, and the role of the patriarchy in
her patronage model, but not the emphasis on patriarchy and heteronomy
as the near absolute control, nor her rejection of some kind of pedestal in
theological language and visual imaging.!®® The matter is more compli-
cated. Marian piety and theology did move toward excessive idealization

168 Yves Congar, in a reference to Karl Adam (Christ Our Brother [New York:
Macmillan, 1931] 54-55), points to emphasis on the divinity of Christ in reaction to
Arianism, which lead to a devaluation of Christ’s humanity and an obscuring of
Christ’s office as mediator. The devaluation and obscuring opened “a yawning gulf
between man and the purely divine Christ, and the saints were naturally called in
to bridge this gulf.” Congar suggests that Mary, too, was called upon to fill in “the
empty space.” Christ was then perceived as remote from humanity, which created
a need for “a sort of human mediatorship between him and ourselves which our
Lady can fill.” This process had links to the view of Christ in Marian literature as
the stern judge, and Mary as wholly merciful. Congar’s point is Mary’s role cannot
be used to detract from the fullest attribution of mercy to Christ. (Congar, Christ,
Our Lady and the Church [New York: Longmans, Green, 1957] 68-82). Though
Congar is no friend of an overdeveloped Marian doctrine, he, unlike Johnson, does
not advocate that the response to the defective theology regarding Christ as stern
judge should be that Mary abandons her pedestal. Congar’s issue is neither heter-
onomy nor subordination, but a balanced Mariology normed by Christology and
ecclesiology.
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and divinization (and did take over goddess images). But there are a num-
ber of pedestal elements in the Marian tradition which are not a reaction
to defective theologies. Among them one finds the idealizing language used
of Mary by Proclus (d. 446 or 447) and Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444) just
prior to Ephesus (A.D. 431),'®° which proclaimed Mary Theotokos,'”
though Hippolytus of Rome had been using Theotokos around A.D. 220
(according of Hugo Rahner).!”! Further, there are three fourth-century
sarcophagi found under St. Peter’s in Rome (now in the Missionary Eth-
nological Museum, formerly the Lateran Museum) which show Mary on a
throne receiving the adoration of the Magi. One even shows Mary on a
throne in the stable of Bethlehem. Three other sarcophagi or sculptures of
the Adoration of the Magi from the fourth century likewise have Mary on
a throne. Slightly earlier, from the middle to the later half of the third
century, are three catacomb frescoes of the enthroned Mary. One is dated
by some to the first half of the second century.!’> There may be secular
influences here, e.g. Mediterranean goddesses, but early Christians thought
it appropriate to idealize Mary. Whatever the later theological defects from
the time of Bernard of Clairvaux, the defects Johnson mentions were not
present when Mary was given a throne and exalted in both texts and the
visual arts in these early centuries. Therefore the emphasis on the inter-
cession of Mary as mother, and a modest pedestal/throne, do not appear at
this earlier date to be the support for defects in Christology, Pneumatology,
or the doctrine of God. Though Johnson is right about over-idealization
being harmful to Mary and to women, one needs to re-examine Johnson’s
invitation to Mary to step down from her pedestal.

One can praise Johnson’s restoration of Mary to the simple village
woman, but that should not be opposed to the accent on intercession, some
kind of a pedestal. This even if a measure of subordination of petitioner to

169 Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum, ed. E. Schwartz (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1914—
1984) 1.103; Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion (London: Sheed and
Ward, 1963) 1.101, 111.

170 In “The Marian Tradition and the Reality of Women” 128, Johnson correctly
cites Hilda Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion 1, esp. chaps. 4-6, in
support of her position that Mary was a zone of mercy over against an angry Christ
or Father. But Graef cannot be cited for the presence of those aberrations in the
earlier centuries to which I refer.

171 Rahner, “Hippolyt von Rom als Zeuge fiir den Ausdruck Theotokos,”
Zeitschrift fiir katholische Theologie 59 (1935) 73-81, esp. 81.

172 Thomas Shahan, The Blessed Virgin of the Catacombs (Baltimore: Metropoli-
tan, 1892) 26-30; 41-50. Two other early sarcophagi with sculpted depictions of the
Adoration of the Magi and Mary enthroned are those of Adelphia (ca. 340) in the
Museo archeologico regionale “Paolo Orsi.” in Syracuse, Sicily; that of Flavius
Julius Catervius, (ca. 325-350) in the Cathedral of Tolentino, Italy. See the art
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http://www.artstor.org

FEMINIST MARIOLOGIES 561

Mary, and of Mary to Christ, is involved. Decisive is Johnson’s admission
that when Mary accepts Johnson’s invitation to step down from her ped-
estal to take up a horizontal relationship to the petitioner in the compan-
ionship model, many intercessory prayers addressed to her are “not work-
able.”” This is a significant admission. Intercession has difficulty operat-
ing in the companionship model of equality where there is no pedestal. One
asks oneself why the absence of heteronomy means intercession is not
workable. One wonders about the lack of significant support for interces-
sion in the companionship model.'” So Johnson’s horizontal companion-
ship model has significant problems accommodating mediation and inter-
cession, which are a major part of the Church’s Marian experience. One
wonders how viable is Johnson’s presentation of Sister Mary who walks
beside us as friend, prophet, and companion.

No exception is taken to the existence of the patronage model of which
the pedestal is a component part, nor to the whole of Johnson’s critique of
it, though Johnson’s critique tends to see too exact a relation between
medieval fealty structures and pedestal/intercession, and she tends to sug-
gest (though never states) that the patronage model is not really the com-
munion of saints. Women rightly protest the alienating over-idealization of
Mary, but even when one removes it, Mary has a right to her pedestal.
Though Christ is our brother, he is not just our brother; though Mary is our
sister and our friend, she is not just our sister and friend. Johnson is positive
on Mary’s motherhood, noting her uniqueness as Jesus’ mother.'”® In other
publications she is positive on mediation/intercession.'”® But in Truly Our
Sister, Johnson’s support for mediation/intercession is a much reduced
positive. Quite rightly she believes that there is more to the cult of the
saints than intercession. But because she links intercession to motherhood,
and both to the patriarchal patronage model (and subordination), she pre-

Y73 Truly Our Sister 322. See also Johnson’s “Mary of Nazareth: Friend of God
and Prophet” 7-13. The whole article is structured to accommodate four ways Mary
steps down from her pedestal to join the rest of us in the companionship/
communion model. Johnson (Truly Our Sister 317) quotes Jeremy Boissevain that
“in Malta, as elsewhere in Europe, the saints are marching out” (Patrons and
Clients in Mediterranean Societies, ed. E. Gellner and J. Waterbury [London: Duck-
worth, 1977] 94). But both Stephen Wilson, (whom Johnson elsewhere quotes) and
Pierre Sanchis report that devotion to the saints is very much alive in Western
Europe. Wilson, “Cults of Saints in the Churches of Central Paris,” in Saints and
their Cults: Studies in Religious Sociology, Folklore, and History, ed. Stephen Wil-
son (New York: Cambridge University, 1983) 233-60; Sanchis, “The Portuguese
romarias,” ibid. 261-89.

Y74 Truly Qur Sister 317-22.

175 Ibid. 314; see also 114-34; 305-25.

176 Johnson, “May We Invoke the Saints,” Theology Today 44 (1987-1988) 32—
52; Johnson, Friends of God and Prophets (New York: Continuum, 1998) 131-35.
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fers the horizontal sister at one’s side to the pedestaled mother placed
above. Johnson’s opposition to heteronomy seems to control the absence
of intercession when Mary is sister. On the same level with Christ in the
communion of saints Mary is “a companion in memory.”*”” One can still
pray to Mary and the saints in the companionship model, but the need of
an intercessor is greatly reduced when Mary and the saints walk at one’s
side, a real friend with whom one has “interaction.”!’® However, in the
older conception of the communion of saints, for instance in a 1908 for-
mulation which is an expression of the patronage model, there was a ped-
estal and a two-way interaction: “constant interchange,” “a mutual ex-
change.”'”®

Even if it still makes sense for Mary to be comfortable on some kind of
pedestal, one can support Johnson’s preference for the communion over
the patronage model, as long as it does not reduce the role of intercession.
The centrality of Christ is more easily maintained in the communion model
than in the patronage model and the interactive communion is more evi-
dent. Before her, Paul VI commended the communion of saints, and the
United States and the German national Lutheran/Catholic dialogues, as
well as the Dombes Group in France, used it to theologize about the saints
and Mary.'®® But in the ancient conception of communion, and in Paul
VI’s, there was Marian mediation/intercession and Mary had a pedestal—
literally, symbolically and theologically.'®! The communion model can em-
brace companionship, interaction, pedestal, mediation/intercession, with-
out the estranging over-idealization. It appears that Hampson’s objections
to heteronomy and submission are operative in Johnson’s formulation, as
well as Kassel’s remark on mother tending to submission.

177 Johnson, Truly Our Sister 320.

178 Ibid.

179 “Communion of Saints,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, 15 vol. (New York:
Apgleton, 1907-1912) 4.171.
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many, Communio Sanctorum: The Church as the Communion of Saints (College-
ville: Liturgical, 2004) para. 253-68; France, Mary in the Plan of God and the
Communion of Saints, ed. Alain Blancy, Maurice Jourjon, for the Dombes Group
(New York: Paulist, 1999).

181 Consult the iconography of the Virgin-Mother with Child, with Mary on a
pedestal and seated on a jewel-encrusted throne (probably a borrowing from im-
perial usage) between St. Felix and St. Adauctus, ca. 528, Rome, Catacombs of
Commodilla, Church of St. Felix and St. Adauctus (John Beckwith, Early Christian
and Byzantine Art [New Haven: Yale, 1979] 127). Also Encaustic Icon with Virgin-
Mother on pedestal and enthroned, flanked by two saints and two angels (late 500s,
Sinai) (Kurt Weitzmann, The Icon: Holy Images—Sixth to Fourteenth Century [New
York: Braziller, 1978] 42).
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In summary, the control in Johnson seems to be the subordination
rooted in heteronomy or patriarchy.'® She seems to include motherhood
and intercession in the patronage model because subordination demands it.
Finally, she seems to include sisterhood and greatly reduces intercession in
the companionship model because there is no heteronomy making subor-
dination claims.

But there is a tradition of considerable force that a number of feminists
interpret as a presentation of a Mary not tending to submission, namely,
the Black Madonnas. This Mary, black and beautiful, intercedes for peti-
tioners, and is widely acknowledged as a worker of miracles. Hundreds of
these images dot Africa, Europe, South and North America. The Black
Madonna is usually a mature woman, a personality of force, not to be
pushed aside, usually on a pedestal or sitting on an inlaid throne, most
often crowned as reigning queen with an orb (symbol of power) in her hand
frontally presenting a crowned infant Jesus with a smaller orb. Definitely
not the peasant teenager who goes to the well for water. More a patron,
less a companion. Some feminists are rediscovering and promoting this
idealized, exalted Queen Mary with King Jesus.!®®> This gives one pause
when universalizing the Mary who has stepped down from her pedestal as
the only Mary contemporary liberated women find as an acceptable model.
Johnson goes in this direction, but, because she is sophisticated in symbol-
ization, does not take up this restricting position.

Because symbolization is complex Mary can have many faces. Paul VI
presented Mary as both mother and sister, but giving pride of place to
mother.'® Johnson reverses the theological weight of mother and sister,
developing the latter at some length, giving it preference over the mother
theme, as seen in Truly Our Sister. Mary as sister has a long history in
Protestantism, so the image has ecumenical significance.'®® The texts in

182 Johnson does not use the term heteronomy with the consequent subordina-
tion, but the two ideas pervade her texts.

'8 Lucia Chiavola Birnbaum, Black Madonnas: Feminism, Religion, and Politics
in Italy (Boston: Northeastern University, 1993); Birnbaum, Dark Mother: African
Origins and Godmothers (New York: Authors Choice, 2001); Ean Begg, The Cult
of the Black Virgin (London: Arkana, 1985). Begg’s book contains a Gazetteer
giving location, history, and other information on a number of the more famous
Black Madonnas (150-264). See also China Galland, Longing for Darkness (New
York: Viking, 1990); Sally Cunneen, In Search of Mary (New York: Ballantine,
1996) 172-78; Marion Woodman and Elinor Dickson, Dancing in Flames (Boston:
Shambhala, 1996). When Czeslaw Milosz sought a powerful image to repudiate the
unhealthy identification of Catholicism with Polish nationalism he wrote a poem
“The Black Madonna of Czestochowa.”

184 Marialis cultus no. 56; Acta apostolicae sedis 163.

185 Radlbeck-Ossmann, “Maria in der feministischen Theologie,” in Handbuch
der Marienkunde 1.452.
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Scripture on Mary as mother are few, but represent different contexts:
Annunciation, Joseph’s dilemma, Visitation, Bethlehem, Presentation,
flight into Egypt, return to Nazareth, finding in the temple, Cana, Mary and
the brothers of Jesus come to visit, at the multiplication of loaves (John
6:42), beneath the cross, and Pentecost. Mary as sister is restricted to one
scene in a remark directed primarily to others (Mark 3:34-35), and oblique-
ly to Mary. If the suggestion is that Mariology return to the Scriptures, as
Johnson recommends, this is not a strong biblical basis for preferring Mary
as sister to Mary as mother.

Yet Johnson has done a service by developing the possibilities of Mary
as sister. Many women, who react negatively to Marianismo, will welcome
Sister Mary. Early in theological feminism Mary Daly pointed out the
absolute centrality of sisterhood in Beyond God the Father (1973), indicat-
ing sisterhood means more than friendship.!® Sisterhood recognizes that
great social and intellectual changes are not effected by private relation-
ships, but only when articulated and lived out in community, where it has
public political roles. However, the possibility of Mary as sister being
widely preferred to Mary as mother is, in my judgment, minimal. Besides
the biblical evidence, the mother symbol has depths the sister symbol does
not. One loves one’s sister, but it is seldom that such a relationship has the
resonances of mother buried in the archeology of bone, blood, and birth. In
spite of the over-idealization of Mother Mary, many millions of mothers,
especially poor mothers, still find in her the eradicable symbol of God’s
power. The astonishing hold Mother Mary has on the psyche defies all
rational explanation. Unbeliever George Santayana put it well: “There is
no God, and Mary is his mother.”'®’

Even Marina Warner, an ex-devotee of Mary, who now believes Mary is
intrinsically oppressive to women, one of Christianity’s “most polished
deceptions,” was “furious at the old love’s enduring power to move” after
Warner had rejected her, as Warner stood in Notre Dame of Paris, tears
streaming down her face.'®®

REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

When one reads feminist Mariologies and other feminist theological
writings one gets the impression of barely contained anger—much of it
justified. Anger is highly problematic when writing theology. But there is
an even more dangerous element in some feminist texts: absolute frustra-

86 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, chaps. 5 and 6, 132-78. Mary Hunt,
“Friendship as Inspiration: A Study in Theo-politics,” in Feminist Ethics and the
Catholic Moral Tradition 287-88.

187 Robert Lowell, “For George Santayana,” in Life Studies (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Cudahy, 1956) 51.

188 Alone of All Her Sex 133, xxi.



FEMINIST MARIOLOGIES 565

tion from which there is no exit. These particular Catholic feminists feel—
whether rightly or not—that they cannot rely on Scripture, as it is hope-
lessly patriarchal. Nor can they look to the structural Church, dominated
by old men, who will not implement even those changes in favor of women
that the present Roman theology allows. These men, they say, hand out
texts in praise of women while boarding up the entrance door to a range of
positions and activities within the Church. These feminists say they cannot
look to the tradition of the Church that has denigrated and excluded wom-
en’s experience. If women cannot look to Scripture, to the organizational
Church, or to the tradition, they are then left to their own resources: anger,
women’s experience, and the sisterhood of wounded women. Within this
enclosed wall without doors they find their theological roots, while de-
manding equality, justice—looking to the heavens for an Exodus angel to
pass over them with the promise of a pillar of fire.

Out of their frustration feminist theologians have raised a number of
issues which need further discussion. Since heteronomy implies some form
of submission, one wonders whether the Christ/Mary relationship is viable
without submission. Is kneeling in submission before the Son of God,
universal savior and cosmic victor, demeaning for Mary or any believer? Is
it shame or glory? One is puzzled by the discrepancy between the centrality
of Jesus Christ (the determinative and definitive content of the proclama-
tion), and the presence of various maneuvers in feminist Mariologies to
avoid Christology. One wonders what the avoidance of Christology will
mean when these feminist theologians write their anthropologies, sacra-
mental theologies, and ecclesiologies (the Body of Christ is one of many
images of the Church, but it has pride of place, and is not dispensable). Is
any of this possible without admitting heteronomy? While no objection can
be made to transhistorical categories in themselves, one wonders whether
it is wise to go back on the decision of Vatican II in order to set aside
Christology for Pneumatology or the reign of God as the theological en-
vironment for Mariology. And it seems theologically appropriate to won-
der about the motivation for such a move. While some feminist theologians
are returning to the biblical texts, one is puzzled by the neglect of signifi-
cant elements in the effective history those texts have created, e.g. the
implied heteronomy in the important Christ/Church typology (where Mary
stands for the Church, implying submission to the male Christ). One also
speculates whether the heteronomous relation expressed in the words of
Jesus “the Father is greater than 1,” and in Paul’s words “he was obedient
unto death,” have any religious relevance. Should it not be possible to
reject patriarchy and still embrace some form of heteronomy in Mariology
and beyond? Or is heteronomy, like patriarchy, beyond redemption? If
Mary’s fiat was too heavily laden with interpretations of obedience, one
wonders whether obedience to a woman or a man in all cases in Church
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and society is an affront to human dignity. One wonders whether “the
obedience of faith” involves a denaturing of self. One speculates whether
the subordination of a petitioner seeking the intercession of her/his Mother
Mary is unbecoming an autonomous person. One ponders whether Mother
Mary should give way to Sister Mary. Finally, one wonders why interces-
sory prayers to the horizontally related Sister Mary do not work.
However, the highly trained feminist theologians writing on Mary have
made a number of positive contributions. Though their trust in the Bible
has been shaken, their return to the scriptural text has facilitated rediscov-
ery of discipleship as a primary category for Mary and the social dimen-
sions of the Magnificat. Beyond seeing Mary’s biblical role as a prophet,
they clearly see her immense symbolic role in Christian imagination. Mary
as a peasant woman has her own identity, and her religious role is worth
“saving.” In so doing the feminist theologians have demonstrated how
limited, indeed impoverishing, the exegetical and doctrinal traditions are
when they exclude the prism of women’s experience in Marian theological
reflection. In approaching Marian texts they have demonstrated the neces-
sity of a dual-gendered account of experience. They have stripped away the
idealization alienating Mary from real time, as though she were a super-
woman, living in the haze of abstract perfection, having no social location.
These feminists have repudiated the ideology of domesticity incorporated
into Mariologies, as though either the virgin’s cell or the marriage bed were
the exclusive definitions of womanhood. They have radically questioned
the way Mary has been used in the tradition to denigrate genital sexuality,
and see an active sex life within marriage as part of spirituality, indeed, of
perfection. Instead of men’s ham-fisted accent on obedience read into
women’s lives from the fiat text, these feminist theologians propose per-
suasion as the normal way of exercising authority. In addition to seeing
Mary as mother, they see her as a sister among sisters, a friend among
friends, and a prophet who understands because she walks beside them.
This particular male theologian is convinced that many feminist theolo-
gians, especially Johnson and the Brazilians Gebara and Bingemer, have
not only positively, but possibly permanently changed Mariology. Still,
until Schneiders’s implicit recommendation that women come to terms
with Christ’s gender, Géssmann’s dictum remains in force, namely, that
feminists’ unease with the maleness of Christ is the greatest challenge to
Mariology. If this aspect of feminist theology is a threat to Mariology, it is
also clear that the future of Mariology is in the hands of women scholars.
At this point in time, only women can revitalize Mariology.'® Men can

189 «If 3 new Mariology is to be formed, it will be formed by women” (John L.
McKenzie, “The Mother of Jesus in the New Testament,” in Mary in the Churches
10).
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stand on the side and keep the women honest; a service that women also
render men. Eventually some form of the feminist insight will prevail in
Mariology. Women theologians, supplying the deficit of female experience
in theological reflection, will very likely make the greatest contribution to
the whole of theology in the relevant future.'*°

190 As a male raised in a heavily clerical culture, my reading in feminist theory,
hermeneutics, exegesis, and Mariology leaves me with a sense of inadequacy, of
seeing dimly through a dark glass. The concepts are clear, but there is a way of
knowing rooted in pain—a knowing possibly incommunicable. As male and as
monk/priest I grope, often not knowing that what I thought were bumps on the road
were, in fact, the bodies of women dying of anger and abuse. Nevertheless, one has
to make a start.





