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Introduction

From the initial movement of European explorers forward, the cre-
ation of what became the United States entailed the destruction and rear-
rangement of cultures and worldviews. The United States has always been a 
contested terrain, forged through often violent and destructive sociopolitical 
arrangements. Markers of “difference” such as race and gender are embedded 
in the formation and development of this country. One cannot forget, how-
ever, that much of the struggle relating to this development took place within 
the framework of religious belief and commitment that informed, justified, 
and shaped the self-understanding of the nation.

In the nascent United States, religion and religious discourse would func-
tion not only as a safeguard of the status quo but also as a justifier of oppres-
sion. Yet while religious discourse buttressed oppressive activities such as the 
destruction of native populations and the enslavement of Africans, oppressed 
communities also made use of religion to critique and challenge this abuse. 
As demonstrated by the chapters in this volume, one of the most forceful pre-
sentations of this latter use of religion and religious thought takes the form of 
liberation theologies. Liberation theologies emerged in the late 20th century, 
concerned with the transformation of social existence (i.e., liberation) as a 
religious quest. They are contextual, tied to the experiences and needs of con-
crete communities. They are political in nature and religious in commitment. 
For most people in the United States, Latin American liberation theology is 
typically the first form of liberation theology of which they become aware. 
While the importance and influence of Latin American liberation theology 
cannot be ignored, within the U.S. context, liberation theology was first pre-
sented in the form of Black theology. It was James Cone’s Black Theology and 
Black Power and A Black Theology of Liberation that set the initial tone for 
liberation theology in the United States as a systematic theology.1

What is often said of theology in general is certainly true of liberation the-
ologies as well: theology is a second-order enterprise. That is, theology can 
be understood as a reflection on “faith-based” commitments and activities. 
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For the theologies outlined in this volume, this reflection entails attention 
to religious organization and practices, as well as sensitivity and response 
to political activism initiated within various communities of the oppressed. 
Theologians committed to the forms of liberation theology described in this 
book have developed their work as an attempt to respond religiously to the 
sociopolitical push for equality and full citizenship. It is this history of strug-
gle, of effort to reenvision life in ways that promote justice and freedom, that 
on some level runs through the history of African Americans, Native Ameri-
cans, Latino/as, Asian Americans, and other oppressed groups in the United 
States.

Historian Ronald Takaki with great skill and insight reflects on the his-
torical and political links among the various racial groups that comprise 
the United States, lending meaning to the phrase “multicultural America.” 
“America,” Takaki remarks, “has been racially diverse since our very begin-
ning on the Virginia shore, and this reality is increasingly becoming visible 
and ubiquitous.”2 This shared historical reality and context has fostered a 
shared question: What does it mean to live with justice and in freedom?

While the communities represented in this book have long histories of 
struggle against injustice that reach back to the start of the Modern period 
and its various developments—colonization, the African slave trade, and so 
on—much of the context for the liberation theologies developed within these 
communities is lodged in the political activism of the 20th century. In fact, 
the 20th century produced the “perfect storm” of political protest, and these 
developments were not lost on the religiously and theologically minded.

Political Movement: Contexts for Liberation Theologies

The civil rights movement harnessed the energy and insights regarding 
religion and justice developed over the course of centuries within African 
American communities. Martin Luther King Jr. and others associated with 
this movement echoed the interests and commitments of African American 
religionists of an earlier age, such as David Walker, Maria Stewart, and oth-
ers. Beginning in the 1950s as a protest against discrimination, much of the 
civil rights movement, drawing from the social gospel movement, framed 
its activities with a Christianity-centered demand for transformation. While 
some raised questions concerning whether religion could actually be used 
for such “secular” purposes, some academics such as James Cone, Pauli Mur-
ray, and J. Deotis Roberts demanded such a connection and gave attention to 
theological explanation of the call for justice as a mark of proper religiosity.
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These thinkers, however, were forced to not simply wrestle with civil 
rights within the context of the King-identified movement. They were also 
confronted by those disillusioned with the civil rights movement, those 
who called for “Black power” as the proper alternative. The latter did not 
negate the possibility of violence as a legitimate response to injustice, and 
they demanded a critique of Christianity as opposed to the assumption 
that it held liberative merit. In response, theologians and other religionists 
committed to both social transformation and their Christian faith worked 
to concretely link the two by arguing for the revolutionary nature of the 
Christian gospel as exemplified by the social critique offered by Jesus Christ. 
They would articulate this perspective within the context of what they called 
“Black theology.”

In part inspired by Black power, and wrestling with concerns with oppres-
sive U.S. policies, Hispanics organized in the 1960s in response to proposed 
restrictions on immigration. First associated with the somewhat militant 
activism of Mexican Americans, “Brown power” marked an effort to carve 
out healthy life options and robust rights for Hispanic Americans. Organiza-
tions such as the Mexican-American Political Association and the Crusade 
for Justice worked to secure political power as a means by which to change 
the dynamics of life for Hispanic Americans by increasing job opportunities, 
improving public education, and fostering the construction of acceptable 
housing options. The Brown Berets in Los Angeles made use of an aesthetic 
and agenda similar to that of the Black Panther Party and its expression of 
Black power.3 And just as Black power and its push for restoration of Black 
culture informed the development of Black studies programs, organiza-
tions for the advancement of Hispanics also nurtured the development of 
university programs related to Hispanic culture.4 Finally, one cannot forget 
the efforts of César Chávez to organize Mexican American laborers, which 
played a major and undeniable role in U.S. agriculture.

Although first noted in terms of Mexican Americans, Hispanic sociopo-
litical activism also came to include efforts within Puerto Rican communi-
ties. The connection between Puerto Rico and the mainland United States 
resulted in a rather tense relationship between issues of race/racism and class. 
For many Puerto Ricans, the demands of African Americans related to race-
based discrimination did not fully capture their connection to the United 
States, and the dilemma of migrant workers from Mexico did not mirror the 
economic woes of Puerto Ricans. Nonetheless, as of the 1960s, Puerto Ricans 
began to organize around issues of education and political power. The sta-
tus of Puerto Rico as a commonwealth gave the island little power within 
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U.S. politics and, as a result, served as a source of protest and activism. To 
address this situation, some Puerto Rican activists called for the island’s 
independence from the United States (e.g., “Free Puerto Rico Now”) as the 
only way to secure a cultural-political identity not dwarfed and dominated 
by the wants and needs of a colonizing United States. It is within the con-
text of identity formation and political debate marking the efforts of Mexican 
Americans, Puerto Ricans, and other Hispanics that Latino and Latina the-
ologies have developed as religious responses to existential crises.

During the same time, the civil rights movement addressed the demands 
of African Americans, and activities such as those of the American Indian 
Movement marked the 20th-century incarnation of a long and sustained cri-
tique of the oppression of American Indians and drew insights from other 
protest movements in the United States and abroad.5 Broken deals and the 
disregard of other political promises met organized resistance against efforts 
to assimilate American Indians. According to historian James Olson, the 
transformations of the mid-20th century and the brewing protest altered 
characteristics of these efforts in that American Indians organizing for their 
own welfare (e.g., the National Congress of American Indians) replaced lib-
eral whites working on behalf of American Indians. The protest generated 
during this period of the 1940s and 1950s was given an even greater radi-
cal edge during the 1960s and 1970s through developments such as the “Red 
power movement.”6 This movement, associated with what was called the 
“new tribalism,” involved an effort to create new approaches to the preserva-
tion of Indian rights and access to land.7 In some instances, efforts resembled 
those of the civil rights movement in that an attempt was made to secure 
unhindered voting rights. This endeavor was certainly the concern of the 
American Indian Movement for Equal Rights during the height of its activ-
ism in the 1970s and early 1980s. Aggressive activity resulted in the Red 
power movement gaining victories with respect to issues such as treaty rights 
(e.g., fishing and hunting rights) and the return of land taken from Ameri-
can Indians over the centuries. Through this work, a strong and independent 
Indian identity reemerged.8

Attention to American Indian activities must include mention of the 
American Indian Movement (AIM), founded in the late 1960s in Minnesota. 
Expanding well beyond its place of origin, AIM worked to address what it 
considered unreasonable police activity in Indian areas, and it organized 
activities through which to demand greater sovereignty for tribes and the 
end of state laws that restricted Indian hunting and fishing rights. It is fair to 
say that the importance of spirituality was not lost on the activists. For exam-
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ple, concern for the integrity of American Indian life and identity, and the 
role of traditional spirituality in the fostering of this integrity, as well as the 
need to recognize and critique the destructive dimensions of Christianity, 
would inform the development of what some call Native American theology.

Beginning in the 1800s, Asians migrated to the United States in search 
of economic opportunity and political “freedom” based on tales of potential 
wealth available in California to those willing to work hard.9 These early num-
bers were typically Chinese; Japan did not approve migration of its citizens 
until the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century.10 Koreans were 
also brought to the United States as a source of labor in the 20th century. In 
all, a somewhat diverse Asian American population would develop over the 
course of two centuries. As was the case with other racial groups, however, 
Asians would discover a less than welcoming environment expressed dur-
ing the 19th century in limited opportunities, restrictions on migration, and 
harsh treatment; in the 20th century, this was played out most graphically 
in the internment camps of World War II. Struggle for opportunity and full 
participation in the life of the country developed early. But as with the other 
communities discussed in this volume, this struggle for opportunity took on 
a particular character during the late 20th century. The overlap and synergy 
between late-20th-century struggles of social transformation continue in the 
Asian American context, where the Black liberation ideology informed their 
movement and its demand for power and justice. What is interesting, how-
ever, is that 1968 marked a major downturn for the African American civil 
rights struggle, yet it frames what some argue is the first instance of orga-
nized protest on the part of Asian Americans. That year the Third World Lib-
eration Front, which included Asian Americans, demanded the inclusion of 
ethnic studies at San Francisco State University.11

The energy and determination of the Asian Americans participating in 
the strike that sought to instill ethnic studies in the university was mirrored 
in the community organizations and other activism strategies initiated by 
Asian Americans elsewhere in the United States. Although activism would 
hit a rough patch during the 1970s and 1980s, this slowdown did not mark 
the end of organized struggle for social transformation. According to Asian 
American studies scholar Glenn Omatsu, the work toward a better life con-
tinued in that

Japanese Americans joined together to win redress and reparations. Fili-
pino Americans rallied in solidarity with the “People Power” movement 
in the Philippines to topple the powerful Marcos dictatorship. Chinese 
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Americans created new political alignments and mobilized community 
support for the pro-democracy struggle in China. Korean Americans 
responded to the massacre of civilians by the South Korean dictatorship in 
Kwangjuu with massive demonstrations and relief efforts, and established 
an important network of organizations in America, including Young Kore-
ans United.12

While hitting high and low points, activism continued into the 1990s and 
the early 21st century through local organizations, such as the Korean Immi-
grant Worker Advocates in Los Angeles, that work to improve the economic 
and political options for Asian American workers.

In rethinking the contours of feminist history, it becomes apparent that 
the feminist project for women’s empowerment was always infused with an 
expression of alliance to the project of Black racial equality. As a project for 
women’s rights, feminism in its inception was a political endeavor fueled by 
the real life experiences of women who saw that the only way to attain their 
full identity as citizens was to make the personal political. Shifting the frame 
of reference for what a woman’s place was in society in such a way that the 
status quo would always be contested and somehow less familiar, the politi-
cal delineations and epistemological foundations of feminism caused waves 
in the otherwise still waters of the patriarchal status quo. Over a period of 
some 150 uphill years, feminism has evolved in three waves.

The sociopolitical climate that feminists in the first wave faced involved 
their alliances with the abolition movement. Realizing the marginalization 
they had experienced as they were fighting for the liberation of the enslaved 
Black populus, what resulted was the organization of various conventions 
during which the demand for full inclusion in the life of the nation, includ-
ing the right to vote, was articulated and given public form. This was followed 
some time later, in the 1960s, by attention to the intersections of women’s 
rights and the civil rights movement. Having learned from their first wave 
foremothers the importance of forming political alliances, second wave fem-
inists came to the struggle equipped with the knowledge of coalition build-
ing. They realized that they needed the identity politics of others to provide 
a language to render intelligible the meaning of their struggle and to ensure, 
therefore, the support and outcome of their political standpoint and intent 
of liberation. Although second wave feminists benefited from their alliance 
with civil rights activists, the relationship was not reciprocal. This lack of 
mutuality was critiqued by Black women who had assumed allegiances with 
second wave feminism. The relationship between second wave and third 
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wave feminism was solely generational, as it would privilege the dominant 
group’s experience of being in any particular “generation.”

The term “third wave” was used first by women of color in the late 1980s 
to position themselves outside of the second wave. The rise of third wave 
feminism can be attributed to reactions to public policy being made with 
regard to women’s bodies, particularly concerning abortion rights, the threat 
of AIDS, and sexual harassment and rape. Not distancing itself from the goals 
and critiques of its second wave counterpart, third wave feminism sought 
diligently to rid American society of the structures of sexist oppression and 
the misogynist mentalities and ideologies that oppressed and exploited 
women in the United States. In addition, third wave feminists also enunci-
ated an attack against all oppressions that confronted women, such as sex-
ism, heterosexism, classism, and racism.13

Gay, lesbian, and transgender activists also tackle the heterosexism cri-
tiqued by the feminist movement. It was during the 1970s, according to his-
torian Howard Zinn, that gay and lesbian rights came to the forefront, as 
notions of sexuality and personal liberties were challenged and altered. Dur-
ing this period, when the United States was being forced by racial minorities 
and women to radically alter the meaning of freedom and citizenship, the 
“gay movement then became a visible presence in the nation, with parades, 
demonstrations, and campaigns for the elimination of discriminating stat-
utes” based on sexual orientation.14 Some argue that the first organization 
concerned with gay rights was the Mattachine Society founded in 1951; the 
organization Daughters of Bilitis, with a concern for the agenda of lesbians, 
was formed in 1955. While these organizations are important, they did not 
have the political orientation and concerns that would mark gay and lesbian 
rights activism as of the 1970s. In part, this shift toward a more overtly politi-
cal agenda stems from the successes of the civil rights movement in forcing 
legislation meant to safeguard civil rights.15

Although lesbians were overtly involved in the feminist movement as 
of its second wave, a widely recognized marker of this shift stems from an 
event at the Stonewall Inn located in New York City’s Greenwich Village. In 
1969, the police raided the bar, but rather than putting up with the abuse and 
harassment, as had been the norm up to that point, those in the bar fought 
back. The night after this event, hundreds gathered in Greenwich Village 
confronting the police and yelling “Gay Power!”16 Fighting police brutal-
ity, exemplified by the Stonewall event, sparked the emergence of numer-
ous organizations concerned with issues of sexual orientation and political 
power, including the Gay Liberation Front. By the 1980s, there were hun-
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dreds of such organizations, some local and others national in scope and 
reach. These organizations fought for the rights of gays and lesbians and also 
challenged normative notions of social relationships, family structures, and 
the nature of moral and ethical existence. Part of this challenge, of course, 
had to involve an interrogation of the assumed biblical basis for discrimina-
tion against gays and lesbians.

Theologizing Activism

It is clear that the social movements discussed here overlap and are linked 
in terms of strategy and other elements. However, they also differ and dis-
agree. For example, the feminist movement was at times critiqued for rac-
ism in light of its poor response to the plight of Black women. And the gay 
and lesbian movement often failed to recognize the nature of its own racism. 
In addition, African American activism generally did not perceive the man-
ner in which discrimination based on sexual orientation affected and influ-
enced their agenda and response to ideas of solidarity. In spite of areas of 
disagreement, what has been shared is the manner in which these modalities 
of activism have all spurred theological responses in the form of liberation 
theology.

Theologians from these various contexts and communities recognized 
the merit of political struggle and also wanted to maintain an allegiance to 
the best of their religious commitments. Doing so required a synergy of reli-
gious thought and political ideology, most often presented in terms of a social 
Christianity: an understanding that religious faith demands struggle against 
sociopolitical injustice. In short, “true” religion demands liberation. As sug-
gested in the chapters in this volume, this shared concern for liberation across 
the communities reflected in this book is expressed in a variety of ways. Lib-
eration theology is contextual; it is enacted within a particular context and 
reflects the concerns and needs of a particular community. That situatedness 
explains the areas of agreement and disagreement among the various theolo-
gies linked to the social movements outlined in the preceding section.

For example, for Black theology, liberation has only slowly moved from 
a preoccupation with race and racism to a larger agenda that includes other 
forms of oppression. Feminist theologians have been slow to think of lib-
eration outside the context of gender discrimination. Asian American theo-
logians critique racism, but in a way that does not mirror the black/white 
dichotomy that all too often informs Black theology. Womanist theology (a 
bourgeoning discourse within religious studies that is accountable to the lived 
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realities and practices of Black women by providing theories and methodolo-
gies that seek to unmask, debunk, and disentangle the interlocking forces of 
racism, sexism, and classism) is a liberation theology that critiques the sex-
ism of Black theologians and calls for greater attention to issues of gender and 
class; but womanist theologians have been slow to address in a sustained way 
issues of sexual orientation. Latino/a theology is often pulled in the direction 
of class analysis as found in the Latin American context, but race—in light 
of the various contexts represented, such as Cuba and Puerto Rico—is not 
consistently addressed. Finally, many Native Americans debate the merits of 
theological analysis, arguing that it is a European conceptual framework that 
does not allow for proper attention to traditional spirituality.

The shared theological vocabulary of liberation theologies is not limited to 
the notion of liberation but also includes a joint concern with rethinking the 
nature and meaning of sin, which comes to mean not merely personal flaw 
but also social failure in the forms of racism, classism, sexism, homophobia, 
and so on. Salvation, by extension, does not mean simply the restoration of 
the individual in relationship with God as best reflected in the acquisition 
of heaven. Instead, salvation, in its realized eschatology, has a more “earthy” 
meaning as it reflects the securing of healthy life options on Earth. Such a 
reenvisioning of salvation and sin are possible because God is understood 
as siding with those who are suffering oppression; in this view, Jesus Christ 
is seen as the best representation of God’s commitment to the oppressed 
because, through Jesus, God physically positions God’s self with humanity in 
human history. These are only a few examples of the ways in which vocabu-
lary and grammar reflect a desire to bring the theological in line with press-
ing social realities and political needs, making certain that theology speaks 
to the questions and concerns of those who suffer by reflecting in the very 
articulation of theology the existential context of the people.

Recognizing the public nature of political protest marked by these move-
ments, liberation theologians have acknowledged the need to make public 
their theological agendas. This has meant presenting their ideas and theo-
logical arguments within their religious communities, but it has also meant 
demanding serious attention to liberation theologies within academia. Lib-
eration theologians write their books and articles, but they also teach these 
materials in their classrooms as part of the standard curriculum. From a 
very early stage of their theological work, they refused to allow the academic 
study of religion and theological studies to present only the perspective of 
European theological formulations as offered by figures such as Karl Barth, 
Paul Tillich, Reinhold Niebuhr, and a host of others.
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It is important to note the manner in which liberation theologies in the 
United States distinguish themselves from the tradition as represented by fig-
ures such as those just named. But it is just as important to note that libera-
tion theologians are typically trained in the writings of European and white 
(male) American thinkers, and their work reflects this training. In a more 
general sense, liberation theologies in the United States are part of the larger 
liberal theological development and debate that marks the latter half of the 
20th century. Liberal theology and the liberal religion movement to which it 
corresponds attempted to bring theological inquiry and religious faith into 
line with the pressing sociopolitical issues of the 20th century.

Within the North American context, early liberal theological thought is 
associated with Boston during the mid-1700s. Against the highly spiritual 
and supernatural assertions of the Great Awakening, certain ministers in 
Boston (including Charles Chuancy and Ebenezer Gay) argued for a con-
nection between Christian faith and the best of Enlightenment thought. 
They argued that a modern Christianity—one that embraced reason—would 
better serve the needs of 18th-century Christians. From Boston, liberal reli-
gion and its theological platform was spread by Unitarians and other liberal 
Christians who embraced this orientation. Without supernatural author-
ity to support religiosity and theological assertions, its proponents worked 
through elements of Christian faith in ways that kept Christians sensitive to 
the sociohistorical, political, and scientific realities of life. For example, evo-
lution, a challenge to many, was seen by religious liberals as expressive of the 
unity of all life consistent with a Christian framework. That is, while rejecting 
a more general assumption that nature has “fangs,” many liberal theologians 
and religionists argued that science, including evolutionary theory, did not 
destroy the Christian faith. Rather, it spoke to the workings of divine intel-
ligence. Furthermore, in the teachings of liberal thinkers, Christianity was 
valued for its ethical and moral implications as opposed to its more fantastic 
claims, and human experience was seen as having fundamental importance 
as a source for religious understanding and theological inquiry.17

To be Christlike, then, involved a commitment to improving the histori-
cal arrangement of existence. Evangelical commitments of social gospelers 
entailed a requirement to spread the “good news” of Christ and salvation 
history, but in a way not disconnected from human history and pressing 
human need. Salvation in this regard had social-political and economic con-
notations, being both individually felt and communally enacted by its very 
nature. The kingdom of God was understood to entail a transformed soci-
ety in which healthy life options reign. Such a theological perspective drew 
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heavily from an understanding of the Christ-event as primarily concerned 
with ministry, as opposed to argumentation over the supernatural conno-
tations of resurrection. In essence, Jesus is what he did, and Christians are 
to follow the example of his ethical ministry.18 Liberal religion and liberal 
theology pushed for a democratic society premised on a sense of justice as 
Christian virtue.19

Even a quick read of the following chapters will suggest some overlap 
between this basic framework of liberal theology and liberation theologies. 
What the latter offer, however, is a corrective to liberal theology by bring-
ing to the forefront a more complex and layered understanding of the nature 
and meaning of suffering. It maintains the commitment to human activity 
in the world, along with a preoccupation with an Earth-concerned approach 
to religious life and reflection on religious life. Liberation theologies have 
attempted to address the issues confronting their communities, but the work 
of theology must also be comprehensible by those who do not inhabit the 
social locations and do not share the experiences of the communities of con-
cern represented in and by each liberation theology. It is this need to make 
the concerns, demands, and perspectives of liberation theologies available 
beyond their communities of interest that make this book necessary.

Why This Book?

Liberation theologies in the United States have matured over the past half-
century, gaining both the attention of the publishing world and a solid place 
in the curriculum of seminaries and undergraduate and graduate institutions 
of higher learning. And while attention has been given to the genealogy of 
various forms of liberation theology, much of this work has revolved around 
introductory texts that treat each modality in isolation. This is certainly the 
case, for example, with the series of texts published by Orbis Books, includ-
ing Introducing Black Theology of Liberation. Even surveys that seek to pres-
ent a cross range of liberation theologies tend to understand these forms of 
theology within the context of a general framework of liberal religion.

In so doing, the unique theoretical and resource framework of liberation 
theologies such as womanist theology or Latina/o theology is lost amid a 
general ethos that theoretically privileges the dominant liberal and neoortho-
dox framework. This is problematic because liberation theologies such as 
feminist theology and those named above developed as a way to jettison the 
rather rigid and status quo concerns of the dominant theological paradigms 
in the United States.
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In this volume, we provide a reader-friendly introduction to liberation 
theologies in the United States. Each chapter includes (1) the historical back-
drop for the development of the particular theological approach in question; 
(2) a description of that particular theology; (3) sources for doing that form 
of theology; (4) an overview of the theoretical and methodological consider-
ations at work; (5) a discussion of the ongoing issues of concern within that 
theological tradition; and (6) resources for further study.

The first element in this thematic structure, historical backdrop, situates 
the particular modality of liberation theology under discussion within socio-
political and religious arrangements that inform its shape, purpose, and con-
tent. This is followed by information that will help readers understand the 
basic elements of that theological form: some of its defining characteristics, 
such as what it means when claiming to be a “liberation” theology. This is 
followed by a brief discussion of the resources used in constructing that par-
ticular theology, such as how scripture is used within that form of theology, 
how the Christian tradition is presented, and how the history and experi-
ences of that particular community anchors that particular theology.

We recognize that these various liberation theologies all share at least 
implicit attention to questions related to what theology is and how one does 
theology. In short, these various theologies all wrestle with issues of theory 
and method. These questions are different from attention to the sources used 
in liberation theologies: theory relates to the ideas and overarching principles 
that shape how one thinks about the task of theology, and method relates to 
how the sources are “handled” or used in doing theology.

Because the contributors to this volume understand liberation theology 
as a continuously evolving and growing form of theological discourse, each 
chapter also contains a section addressing the ongoing challenges and con-
cerns that inform that particular formation of liberation theology. Having 
generally described the historical experiences, sources, dispositions, and 
methodologies that inform these liberation theologies, each contributor 
invites readers to continue their exploration of liberation theology through 
further reading, and each chapter concludes with a list of sources of addi-
tional information readers might consider.

Concluding Considerations

The structure noted here points to a cohesive group of themes and top-
ics through which to enter and evaluate liberation theologies in the United 
States in what we hope is a readily accessible fashion. However, we acknowl-
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edge that there are omissions and “thin” areas in this volume. Not all the 
possibilities are presented in these ten chapters, nor do the chapters cover 
all the possible theological angles represented in the various forms of lib-
eration theology. Furthermore, the subheadings used by all the authors are 
meant to provide a similar organizational structure for the benefit of readers. 
However, readers will notice that the type and the detail of the information 
provided under each subheading vary from chapter to chapter. This inconsis-
tency is unavoidable in that each liberation theology represented in the vol-
ume has its own growth pattern and prioritizes its own self-understanding 
and self-description. These theological traditions of liberation theology did 
not all develop at the same time and have not produced the same number 
of theologians. Such differences are reflected here in the way each chapter 
describes its subject. The ways in which and the reasons for which theology 
is done in each community determine how its history, sources, and theoreti-
cal and methodological concerns are expressed. Furthermore, there is also 
debate concerning the plausibility of a liberation theology within at least one 
of the communities. And this debate serves to add to the complexity and 
uneven development of liberation theologies in the United States.

But even these omissions within the volume and the variations among the 
information and presentation within the chapters provide an important les-
son about liberation theologies: they are evolving and changing in light of 
existential conditions and concerns. Liberation theologies are uneven, flex-
ible, and replete with shortcomings. Furthermore, they share numerous ele-
ments, but they are different because each represents a particular historical-
cultural context.

This circumstance is not unique to this volume, nor is this reality unique to 
liberation theologies. All theological texts and all theological discourses are 
human discourses; they are the product of human inquiry, and they reflect 
the limits of human knowledge and imagination. Therefore, any attempt to 
address liberation theologies definitively would only further describe and 
reinforce such shortcomings.

There are important challenges in these chapters and opportunities to 
view the theological insights and concerns of numerous communities; in 
the process, readers are encouraged to bring their own theological perspec-
tives into conversation with those in this book. Note the points at which you 
are in agreement with the theologians in this volume, and pay attention to 
the areas of disagreement. In short, enter into dialogue with the theological 
viewpoints presented. Ask questions as you read. Be influenced and affected 
by the insights offered in the following ten chapters. In short, engage.
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1
Black Theology

A n t h o n y  B.  Pi n n

Historical Backdrop

The history of the United States involves the interplay of religion and politi-
cal developments at numerous levels. From the religious rationale for the slave 
trade and the projection of the North American colonies as a “city on a hill,” 
selected by God for political dominance and economic greatness, through 
20th-century appeals to religion by politicians and the political participation 
of religious figures, the rhetoric of the United States has involved a certain 
religious ethos and has given some shape to the ethical and moral sensibilities 
in play during the development of this nation and its self-understanding.

In the case of African Americans, this synergy between religion and 
political forces has not always produced healthy life options and the abil-
ity to exercise “freedom” within the various venues of life. Rather, from the 
first arrival of Africans as indentured servants to their enslavement for bet-
ter than three centuries, religion has often served as a mechanism by which 
to justify and sanction discriminatory patterns and practices. Colonists in 
the early years of European presence in North America often argued that 
Africans were properly used as chattel slaves in that biblical proclamations 
of their inferiority were merely played out through enslavement. To justify 
this stance, and maintain the illusion of proper Christian conduct, they often 
appealed to the story of Ham (Genesis), where Canaan, the son of Ham, is 
cursed because Ham saw his father (Noah) naked. The story goes, Ham sees 
his father drunk and naked and tells his brothers, who in turn cover their 
father. Upon awaking, Noah learns of his exposed state and Ham’s viewing 
of him in that condition and punishes Ham’s son, whose descendants are 
to become servants. Exegetes of the Hebrew Bible (or “Old Testament” as it 
is commonly called), who supported the institution of slavery, argued that 
modern Africans were the descendents of Ham and Canaan and therefore 
were slaves in keeping with the scriptural mandate. Others combined this 
Hebrew Bible account of servitude as divinely sanctioned with “New Testa-
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ment” proclamations concerning the need for slaves to be obedient to earthly 
masters as unto God, as well as the recommendation by the Apostle Paul that 
a slave, in the epistle to Philemon, return to his master. In either case, histori-
cal context and the nature of social arrangements during the biblical period 
were overlooked, and religious commitment and biblical proclamations were 
used to justify sociopolitical discrimination based on race.

Even after the formal end of slavery during the 19th century, religious 
commitment usually tied to interpretations of sacred texts was used to justify 
continued patterns of discrimination such as formal and informal mecha-
nisms of race-based restrictions on citizenship and civic opportunities in the 
form of what are commonly called “Jim Crow” and “Jane Crow” regulations 
that restricted certain services (e.g., the best sections of public transporta-
tion; public facilities such as diners and parks). White ministers and their 
churches often worked hand in hand with politicians to safeguard race-based 
discrimination, proclaiming on Sundays the moral and ethical “rightness” of 
separation of the races and the superiority of white Americans. Hate-based 
organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan, which monitored and worked to 
preserve the dominance of white Americans, considered themselves to be 
maintaining the Christian faith through their practices of intimidation and 
destruction. In fact, they did not see their activities as terroristic, nor did 
they understand themselves as doing harm. Rather, they thought of them-
selves as fighting off chaos and living out the best of the Christian tradition. 
Groups such as the Ku Klux Klan represent an extreme. Yet, it was consis-
tently the case that religion was used as a way of sanctioning discriminatory 
practices in the United States.

Nonetheless, it would be false to conclude that an appeal to religion as 
justification for oppressive ideas and actions went without challenge. To the 
contrary, many African Americans (and white Americans) countered such 
arguments with a different reading of scripture and a different understanding 
of Christianity, one that made justice and equality the benchmark of Chris-
tian faith and conduct. During the early years of Black churches, for instance, 
ministers such as Richard Allen (the first bishop of the oldest African Ameri-
can denomination—the African Methodist Episcopal Church) argued in the 
1700s for an end to slavery and the proper treatment of African Americans 
as children of God.

Bishop Allen’s rhetoric was rather moderate in tone, but others were more 
forceful. In some instances, enslaved Africans used violence as a way to secure 
their freedom, in the process arguing that commitment to God required 
the securing of their liberation even if this meant killing white slavehold-
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ers. For example, Nat Turner (in 1831), Denmark Vessey (plotting before the 
July 14, 1822, rebellion started), and Gabriel Prosser (when the 1800 planned 
revolt was discovered and prevented) organized slave rebellions based on the 
assumption that God (vis-à-vis the Christian faith) required freedom and an 
end to discriminatory practices based on race. Although unsuccessful, these 
planned rebellions marked an alternate interpretation of the Christian faith, 
one by which destruction, not maintenance, of the status quo was the proper 
ethical and moral stance. During the period of slavery, African American 
women within churches also pushed for sociopolitical change. Maria Stew-
art, for instance, who was the first African American women to lecture pub-
licly on political matters, in 1831 argued in Boston for increased participation 
of African Americans in the life of the United States, and she justified her 
critique of injustice through appeal to the teachings of Jesus.

After slavery’s end, ongoing discrimination spurred African American 
Christians to continue to rethink the faith in ways that pushed for equality. 
Community leader and journalist Ida B. Wells-Barnett exposed lynching in 
the United States to an international audience and demanded through her 
lectures and writings greater rights for African Americans. Henry McNeal 
Turner, one of the most radical clergy persons of the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, exemplifies this demand for sociopolitical transformation in the 
name of religion. He used the scriptural mandate for justice one finds in the 
Hebrew Bible and the teachings of Jesus the Christ in the New Testament to 
fight against modern injustice. Turner critiqued white and African American 
Christians alike who did not actively pursue a transformed society.

One should not believe, however, that African Americans consistently used 
Christianity as a weapon against injustice. To the contrary, historian Gayraud 
Wilmore argues for a substantial period of time during which many African 
American churches turned inward, demonstrating more concern with an 
abstract spiritualized gospel of individual salvation than with an interpreta-
tion of the gospel committed to social transformation as a marker of Chris-
tian commitment. Wilmore refers to this shift away from a “this-worldly” 
Christianity to an “other-worldly” orientation as the deradicalization of Black 
religion (and the de-Christianization of radicalism). Historically situated 
during the Great Migration (the mass movement of African Americans from 
the end of slavery through the middle of the 20th century to southern and 
northern cities), the deradicalization of Christianity within many African 
American churches meant somewhat isolated attention to issues of justice as 
a religious concern. Such, according to Wilmore, would be the case until the 
emergence of the civil rights movement beginning in the 1950s.
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While figures such as Wells-Barnett and Turner hold important places in 
the legacy of religiously based social activism in the United States, perhaps 
the best-known example of Christianity used to fight injustice is found within 
the context of the late-20th-century civil rights movement, particularly in the 
ministry of Martin Luther King Jr. and the religiously based social activism 
of Malcolm X. Both King and Malcolm X understood their work for socio-
political transformation as an outgrowth of their religious commitments. For 
King, the teachings and ministry of Jesus required of his followers continued 
effort to make life better for those who suffered most from injustice. And 
Malcolm X, particularly as he moved away from the Nation of Islam in 1963, 
saw Islam’s ethical and moral commitments as directly transferable to activ-
ism. Yet no one who reads their writings would confuse the two. King and 
Malcolm X had radically different approaches to social transformation: King 
favored nonviolent direct action based on the transforming power of love for 
others consistent with God’s love for all, whereas Malcolm X’s approach was 
more rhetorically aggressive in that he saw nonviolent direct action and its 
commitment to countering violence with love and forgiveness as foolhardy. 
He did not rule out violence as an option, and he was more critical than King 
of one’s ability to appeal to the moral conscience of a society grounded in 
inequality.

Both men, their rhetoric and practices, received a great deal of media 
attention and gained significant followings from those who attempted to 
model their teachings. It was an effort to create synergy between the Chris-
tian commitments of King and the social critique of Malcolm X that pro-
vided the framework for the emergence of Black theology in the late 1960s: 
How does one remain true to the best of the Christian faith while embrac-
ing the anger generated by injustice? How does one maintain the optimism 
embedded in Christianity and consistently critique white supremacy in all its 
forms? What is the proper balancing act, the best way to both critique and 
embrace King’s philosophy and to critique and embrace Malcolm X’s phi-
losophy? In short, how does one maintain the relevance of one’s faith within 
a context of absurdity and racial strife?

A group of ministers and academics began wrestling with these and related 
questions in the mid-1960s, and what eventually emerged was a new form of 
liberal theology—Black theology—that maintained the best of the Christian 
faith, as well as a critique of injustice and its religious supports. Black theol-
ogy gave religious articulation to a synergy between Christian wings of the 
civil rights movement and the Black power movement.
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Description

One of the first substantive attempts to appreciate and articulate the con-
nections between Christianity and the demand for Black power against racial 
discrimination was the National Committee of Negro Churchmen’s (NCNC) 
full-page statement in the New York Times on July 31, 1966.1 This document 
addressed four groups: national leaders, white churchmen, Black citizens, 
and mass media. In each case, an appeal was made for rethinking the power 
dynamics that bred pain and suffering within African American communi-
ties. The riots and other events of the 1960s were presented as a minor threat 
to national security, the major threat being a failure of the nation to live in 
accordance with God’s demand for justice and righteousness. A move into 
the full expression of God’s will could not be achieved through rhetorical 
commitments to love (i.e., acceptance of the status quo) and appeals to U.S. 
individualism over community. In short, “powerlessness,” as the statement 
goes, “breeds a race of beggars. We are faced now with a situation where con-
scienceless power meets powerless conscience, threatening the very founda-
tions of our nation.”2 The oppressed, NCNC argued, must secure power in 
order to fully participate in the important processes of the nation, and secur-
ing such power was consistent with the demands of the Christian faith.

This pronouncement in the New York Times was followed by other decla-
rations, including the “Black Manifesto” authored by the national Black Eco-
nomic Development Conference (Detroit, April 26, 1969) and presented at 
Riverside Church in New York City by James Forman. This document called 
for white churches and others who have benefited from the oppression of 
African Americans to make funds available that would be used to support 
the economic growth of African American communities. Fueled by events—
most notably the assassination of King in 1968—and rhetorically power-
ful statements such as the Black Manifesto, Black clergy wrestling with the 
relevance of the Christian gospel were confronted in a manner that could 
not be ignored. So, in response, the National Committee of Black Church-
men (formerly NCNC) began articulating a theological response, one that 
summed up the frustration and anger over injustice, the importance of Black 
consciousness, and the demands of the Christian faith.

The name given this theology was “Black theology.” This new theologi-
cal development, with its unapologetic focus on race and racism, did not 
go unnoticed in churches and organizations of professional scholars of reli-
gion. It challenged the very notion that theology (and the interpretation of 
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the gospel) was universal: applicable to all. The name and pronouncement of 
this new form of liberal theology—a theology committed to addressing lived 
experience and human need—promoted an appreciation for the particular 
socioeconomic, political, and racial context in which theology is done:

Black theology is a theology of black liberation. It seeks to plumb the black 
condition in the light of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, so that the black 
community can see that the gospel is commensurate with the achievement 
of black humanity. Black Theology is a theology of “blackness.” It is the 
affirmation of black humanity that emancipates black people from white 
racism, thus providing authentic freedom for both white and black people. 
It affirms the humanity of white people in that it says No to the encroach-
ment of white oppression. The message of liberation is the revelation of 
God as revealed in the incarnation of Jesus Christ. Freedom IS the gospel.3

Furthermore,

The word “Black” in the phrase was defined by the life and teachings of 
Malcolm X—culturally and politically embodied in the Black Power 
Movement. The term “theology” was influenced by the life and teachings 
of Martin Luther King, Jr.,—religiously and politically embodied in the 
Black Church and the Civil Rights Movement. The word “liberation” was 
derived from the past and contemporary struggles for political freedom 
and the biblical story of the Exodus, as defined by the Black religious expe-
rience in the United States.4

The same year that this statement on Black theology was issued, James 
H. Cone published the first full-length discussion—Black Theology and 
Black Power (1969). This book was quickly followed by A Black Theology of 
Liberation (1970), the first systematic liberation theology ever published in 
English. In these two books, Cone, the first of the professional Black theolo-
gians of liberation, theologically links the plight of African Americans and 
God’s commitments as expressed in scripture. Perhaps the most challenging 
component of Cone’s theology is the assertion of God’s ontological black-
ness. In other words, God is so strongly identified with the oppressed—in 
this case, African Americans—that God’s very being is defined by this rela-
tionship: “The blackness of God means that God has made the oppressed 
condition God’s own condition.”5 God becomes defined by this Blackness—
becomes one with the Black oppressed—and this is the centerpiece of Black 
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theology. “There is no place in black theology,” Cone argues, “for a color-
less God in a society where human beings suffer precisely because of their 
color.”6 By extension, commitment to God’s will as expressed in the Chris-
tian faith requires Christians to maintain this same strong connection to the 
oppressed. Hence, true Christians in the context of the United States are also 
ontologically Black.

This doctrine of God tied to African Americans oppressed because of 
race requires as strong a statement concerning the nature and meaning of 
the Christ-event—of Jesus—as the primary mode of God’s interaction with 
humans within history. For Cone, and consistent with scripture as he under-
stands it, Jesus is the Black Messiah: a revolutionary concerned with the 
destruction of injustice. Hence, as one should assume, only a Black Jesus can 
be associated with an ontologically Black God. From Cones’s perspective, 
depiction of the white Jesus is so intimately connected historically with white 
supremacy and the oppression of people of color that it is of no use to those 
seeking freedom. In a word, a rather strong word, “If Jesus the Christ is white 
and not black, he is an oppressor, and we must kill him.”7 Put differently, con-
ceptions of Jesus as white and all the sociopolitical baggage associated with 
that depiction of the divine manifest in humanity mean they are of no value to 
those who suffer because of their race. And, what is more, if such a white Jesus 
is the only option, the oppressed are better off without him. Fortunately, this is 
not the case: the “Black Christ” is alive and well, working with the oppressed 
and in him reflecting God’s commitment to liberation as a historical happen-
ing. As in the New Testament, for Black theology, Jesus is found where people 
suffer, and his presence speaks to a divine demand for their liberation.

Doctrine of God and Christology (the nature and meaning of Jesus the 
Christ) in Black theology begs the question of humanity. In the form of a 
question—What is the nature, purpose, and meaning of humanity?—Black 
theology gives primary attention to an understanding of humanity as con-
taining the image of God (imago dei). That is, humans were created by God 
and are meant for freedom, not oppression. Furthermore, this is not simply 
a matter of individual success. Instead, humanity is meant to enjoy commu-
nity—relationship with others—and it is in the context of community that 
freedom and liberation are most forcefully and fruitfully acknowledged and 
expressed. Indeed, humans must enjoy development as individuals within 
the context of healthy community. One must also acknowledge, Black theol-
ogy is wont to inform, that humans are capable of, and in fact prone to, mis-
deeds, to oppression and injustice. Here the concern is not with individual 
misdoing such as lying but with the manner in which humans participate in 
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corporate or collective wrongdoing (e.g., racism and white supremacy) that 
hampers life options. Furthermore, African Americans who do not struggle 
for freedom, who surrender to racism, are also guilty of sin. On the one hand, 
white Americans sin by overemphasizing their importance (their humanity 
against the importance and value of others), and this is expressed by white 
supremacy and participation in racism. On the other hand, African Ameri-
cans can sin by underestimating their importance, their humanity, and this is 
manifest through participation in one’s oppression.

Those who read Black theology looking for discussion of salvation and 
heaven in deeply spiritual and nonhistorical terms will be greatly disap-
pointed. There is nothing resembling an “other-worldly” orientation in Black 
theology. To the contrary, salvation is not seen as the individual’s ability to 
connect with God through a surrender of sin and a proper Christian life 
without social consequences. Rather, salvation is understood as liberation: 
as the production of new sociopolitical and economic developments not 
marked by injustice and oppression. And heaven (or the kingdom of God) is 
associated with the historically situated society in which justice reigns. This 
perspective does not rule out hopefulness. It simply situates this hope within 
the context of historical developments and arrangements: “The future is 
still the future.” According to Cone, “This means that black theology rejects 
elaborate speculations about the end. It is just this kind of speculation that 
led blacks to stake their whole existence on heaven—the scene of the whole 
company of the faithful with their long robes. Too much of this talk is not 
good for the revolution.”8

Cone was not alone in this work; J. Deotis Roberts, Cecil Cone, Gayraud 
Wilmore, and William R. Jones, among others, also articulated a vision of 
Black theology. Roberts, for example, provided philosophical underpinning 
for Black theology and offered, in addition, a corrective to Cone’s emphasis 
on liberation over reconciliation. For Roberts, the will of God at work in the 
world required a simultaneous commitment to liberating African Ameri-
cans and reconciling them with white Americans. According to Roberts, one 
could not move in a linear fashion from liberation to reconciliation because 
the two are mutually dependent. The emphasis remained on race, but in a 
way that emphasized mutuality and dialogical developments. The latter con-
cern was emphasized in texts dealing with a comparative analysis of Black 
theology and other forms of liberation theology such as South American lib-
eration theology.

Roberts’s emphasis on synergy between liberation and reconciliation was 
not the only challenge to the trajectory of Black theology marked by Cone’s 
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work. Cone’s brother, Cecil Cone, and Gayraud Wilmore raised questions 
concerning the very nature of Black theology: What is Black about black 
theology? Both suggested that Black theology was too heavily indebted to 
the thought and conceptual frameworks of European theologians such as 
Karl Barth—whom Cone referenced often in his early writings. From their 
perspective, Black theology seemed nothing more than traditional, Europe-
centered theology with the rhetoric of Blackness awkwardly layered on top. 
Hence, it did not seem organic to African Americans, drawn from their 
thought, practice, and intellectual traditions. Both men, in their own way, 
pushed for a change in orientation. They noted a need to turn attention to 
sources for theological thinking found within traditions of African Ameri-
can thought and practice. For example, Wilmore offered traditional Afri-
can practices, ethical and religious, as a potential source for doing theology. 
Cecil Cone suggested attention to the protest thought of African Americans 
articulated and preserved over the centuries as the basis for Black theology. 
In short, both suggested that Black theology’s future success depended on 
its ability to more intimately connect to the thought and practices of Afri-
can Americans: to move away from materials gathered from formal training 
within the dominant (and, from their perspective, dangerous) tradition and 
develop a theology that was organic and consistent with the language and 
concerns of African Americans.

While the correctives offered by Roberts, Cecil Cone, and Wilmore do not 
challenge the basic principles of Black theology and the Christian tradition to 
which it is wed, instead of simply attempting to further express its potential 
more fully, William Jones posed a challenge to the underlying assumptions 
guiding Black theology. Up to 1973, when Jones published Is God a White 
Racist? A Preamble to Black Theology, it was assumed by Black theologians of 
liberation that God sided with the oppressed in the struggle for freedom and 
would assist them in making this freedom felt within the realm of human 
history. That is, they argued for a good, loving, kind, just, and compassionate 
God who guaranteed success for those who followed God’s will and fought 
for the welfare of those who suffer. However, Jones raised questions: What 
is the historical evidence for such a God? How does one explain the contin-
ued suffering of the oppressed in spite of assistance from a powerful God? 
In essence, doesn’t the continued oppression of African Americans just as 
easily suggest that God is concerned with their destruction and the success 
of white Americans?

Jones challenged the response to moral evil offered by Black theology in the 
form of theodicy (which addresses the question of how one speaks to the justice 
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of God in light of human suffering). Black theologians were loyal to the idea of 
a God working for good, one whose biblical record suggested an end to unjust 
suffering as consistent with God’s will. Jones cut this perspective to the quick and 
in its place offered a theological system that emphasized human accountability 
and responsibility for moral evil and downplayed the work of God in this area. 
He named this approach “humanocentric theism.” Black theologians objected to 
Jones’s rejection of Christianity as they understood and embraced it, but they had 
to respond and more sharply address the implication of their commitment to a 
certain understanding of God in light of continuing modalities of oppression.

In spite of this challenge and the correctives offered by figures such as 
Roberts, James Cone’s take on Black theology has dominated, in part because 
he was one of few Black theologians working with graduate students and 
thereby producing the next generation of Black theologians committed to 
his theological agenda. This “second generation” of Black theologians main-
tained the focus put in place during the 1970s, with little movement out-
side the Christian orientation and commitment to economic and political 
justice for the oppressed expressed earlier. In fact, in reading the work of 
second-generation theologians like Dwight Hopkins and James Evans, one 
hears echoed the theological platform that informed Cone’s two major texts 
early in Black theology’s development. According to most, Black theology 
is currently in its third generational incarnation, but what was said of the 
second generation is for the most part true for the third.9 This is not to say 
that there have been no innovations, that second-generation theologians 
have not made their mark on this enterprise. Rather, it is to say that innova-
tions, their particular take on the issues, fit firmly within the paradigms and 
conceptual frameworks inherited. God remains ontologically Black, with few 
exceptions; Jesus the Christ remains defined by ministry to the oppressed of 
society; humans are still defined by the image of God in them; and there is 
still little attention in most circles to “other-worldly” depictions of salvation 
and heaven. Rather than large shifts in Black theology’s dominant discourse, 
there has been more attention given to the non-Protestant ways in which 
Black theology might develop.

Whereas Black theology during its first decade was defined by the 
assumption of Protestantism as the Christian orientation for African Ameri-
cans, more recent work suggests the importance of both Protestantism and 
Roman Catholicism. Even so, this increased attention to a liberation theol-
ogy agenda from the Roman Catholic perspective (representing some three 
million African Americans) involves only a slight shift in emphasis.10 For 
example, liberation from socioeconomic and political oppression remains 
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the focus of theological concern, and Jesus’ ministry remains the litmus test 
for proper Christian conduct. However, Roman Catholic theologians do give 
more attention to the importance of Mary, consistent with Mariology as a 
Catholic focus, for an understanding of God’s work within history.

Put in more general terms, there is some attention given to the religious plu-
ralism marking African American communities, along with the need for Black 
theology to take seriously and respond to this diversity of religious commitment 
expressed by African Americans. Outside more work by Catholic theologians 
of Black liberation, some within Black theology have also turned attention to 
African-based religious traditions, Islam, and nontheistic orientations such as 
humanism as a religious basis for liberative theology. In spite of historian of reli-
gion Charles Long’s three-decade push for a more general understanding of Afri-
can American religion as a matter of ultimate concern not tied to a particular 
tradition, this emphasis on “non-Christian” orientation is a point of slow growth 
within Black theology because of a long-standing debate over the nature of the-
ology, with most assuming it is by its very nature a theistic (and most properly 
Christian) enterprise. This premise is matched by a sociological assumption on 
the part of many within Black religious studies in general and Black theology 
in particular that the most significant and noteworthy religious orientation for 
African Americans over the centuries has been Christianity. Again, this orienta-
tion has been slow to change, but due to the work of theologians such as Josiah 
Young (an emphasis on Afrocentric resources) and Anthony Pinn (“non-Chris-
tian” orientations), to name only a couple, the necessity of a Christian framework 
for doing Black theology has been called into question, and alternate approaches 
to those proposed during the early years of Black theology have been put forth.11

In addition to rethinking the religious commitments marking Black the-
ology, recent developments have raised questions concerning the nature of 
Blackness as an ontological category assumed in early formations of this the-
ology. To be sure, the notion of ontological Blackness as articulated by Cone 
and embraced by a host of others limits the ways in which one can be authen-
tic and authentically committed to the struggle for liberation. Blackness as 
defined by Black theology has tended to emphasize a certain relationship 
to lack of economic resources and a certain connection to African Ameri-
can culture. However, what of the middle-class person: Can this person be 
ontologically Black? Or, what about the gay or lesbian who is not typically 
mentioned within the context of Black theology: Is that person ontologi-
cally Black? Black theology has tended to assume the recognition of the truly 
Black person according to the essential nature of particular characteristics in 
ways that do not allow for much diversity of interests or concerns. Thus, from 
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the perspective of some Black theologians like Victor Anderson, ontological 
Blackness denies African Americans the ability to exercise notions of libera-
tion in a diverse manner: all African Americans are rendered the same, with 
the same interests, concerns, and relationships to the structures of society.

As noted here, certain changes have taken place within Black theology, but 
what has remained consistent over the better than three decades of its exis-
tence as a field of academic inquiry in universities and seminaries around the 
country is its male orientation. Indeed, Black theology has developed from 
the perspective of Black men and gives priority to the modes of oppression 
that affect them. Like the civil rights movement and the Black power move-
ment that informed it, Black theology has concentrated on racism as the 
dominant mode of oppression. Only recently, in large part spurred by philos-
opher Cornel West, who introduced the social theory of Marxism to theolog-
ical inquiry, has Black theology embraced class as an important and related 
mode of oppression. As Stacey Floyd-Thomas makes clear in her chapter in 
this book, Black theology has been even slower to give attention to sexism as 
a pressing issue of concern. Assuming that the correction of racism served as 
the linchpin for social transformation, Black theology has not tended to rec-
ognize the manner in which it privileged a male orientation and, in the pro-
cess, has tended to ignore the modalities of oppression affecting more than 
one-half the African American population. Its language (e.g., God as “He”) 
and orientation (e.g., framed by a male-dominated Black church tradition) 
betrayed a narrow agenda that was actually counterproductive.

While Rev. Dr. Pauli Murray12 and others began pointing out this dilemma 
within the civil rights movement and the first several years of Black theol-
ogy’s existence, it was not until 1979, with the publication of an article by Jac-
quelyn Grant, one of James Cone’s students, that the sexism of Black theology 
was acknowledged and noted for the contradiction it posed. Cone and others 
would begin to use inclusive language and address (at least in rhetoric) sex-
ism as a problem internal to Black theology and as a major source of injustice 
on the societal level. In the mid-1980s, as Stacey Floyd-Thomas notes in her 
essay, through publications by Katie Geneva Cannon and Delores Williams, 
the critique of Black theology and the constructive work of Black women 
scholars of religion took on a name that spoke to its orientation: woman-
ist ethics and womanist theology. Borrowing from Alice Walker’s definition 
of “womanish,” womanist thought marks perhaps one of the most innova-
tive African American brands of theological work. While predominantly 
Christian in orientation, through attention to Alice Walker, womanist theo-
logians have also given attention to issues of the environment and sexuality 
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in important and groundbreaking ways. From that point forward, Black male 
theologians have worked mindful of the weblike nature of oppression and in 
dialogue with womanist scholars. Such collaborative posture is most obvious 
in the work of second- and third-generation Black theologians.

Sources

Black theology from its start argued for an approach that recognized 
theology as done within a particular cultural context. James Cone, J. Deo-
tis Roberts, and others asserted that theological opinions were not universal 
but, rather, grew out of the thought and practice of particular communities 
and must reflect the existential context and needs of that community. Black 
theology argued that a theology appropriate for oppressed African Ameri-
cans must draw from resources or source materials intimately connected to 
that community. Although there is no firm consensus on the matter, over 
time, a basic collection of sources for doing Black theology, with only slight 
variation, came to define much of what was published and includes the fol-
lowing: (1) African American experience and history, (2) the Christian tradi-
tion, (3) sacred texts, and (4) African American cultural production. All of 
these sources are read through an understanding of liberation as normative, 
as the standard expression of God’s will for humanity. Mindful of this norm, 
sources are ranked and used, depending on how the particular theologian 
sees them as contributing to the push for liberation.

African American Experience and History

Beginning with the first formulations of a working Black theology, there has 
been a concern with using the “stories” and life circumstances of African Ameri-
cans as raw material for doing theology. Theology was formulated in light of what 
African Americans have encountered in the world: it speaks to and from the van-
tage point of African American struggle for existence and advancement. In this 
way, it seeks to answer the questions African Americans ask concerning the divine 
in light of their existential condition. This is not a simple appeal to the activities and 
stories of individual African Americans. While individual “testimonies” (such as 
slave narratives) are important, Black theologians as part of their theological work 
have drawn lessons from the collective experiences of African Americans in chattel 
slavery, along with the various moments of struggle and happiness that mark 
their history. Black theology is formulated in such a way as to render Afri-
can Americans subjects of history: to read their presence in North America 
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from their perspective, as opposed to assuming the authority of the domi-
nant account of life in the United States provided by the dominant culture. 
Black theology attempts to be historical in its outlook, paying attention to 
the various intellectual, historical, social, political, economic, and religious 
institutions and movements that have shaped African American life. It is not 
a theology based on abstractions but draws from and is guided by the con-
crete realities of African American existence in North America.

Christian Tradition

Most of those doing Black theology are Christian, and they shape their work 
in accordance with the teachings and practices of the best of the Christian faith. 
In general, they draw from the teachings, insights, and practices of Christian-
ity as found within the writings of early church leaders such as St. Augustine, as 
well as the general ethos that marks the ministry of Jesus Christ as interpreted 
by the Christian church over the course of centuries. In particular, however, 
Black theology draws from the rich tradition of African American Christianity 
as expressed in the various denominations (e.g., African Methodist Episcopal 
Church; National Baptist Convention, USA; Church of God in Christ). One sees 
this influence in the frequent attention given to liberation themes in the writ-
ings and speeches of leaders from these various denominations, such as Bishop 
Henry McNeal Turner of the African Methodist Episcopal Church and Martin 
Luther King Jr. of the Progressive Baptist Convention.13 Furthermore, the Afri-
can American church tradition as a resource for doing Black theology is also 
played out by many through a long-standing effort to be personally involved in 
the life and inner workings of various African American denominations. Many 
proponents argue that Black theology is a church theology written by those who 
are intimately associated with the African American churches both as ordained 
ministers and as lay leaders. For example, James Cone is an ordained minister in 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Dwight Hopkins is an ordained Bap-
tist minister, and James Evans is an ordained Baptist minister.

Sacred Texts

According to Black theologians working from the Christian tradition, the 
Bible serves as a significant resource for their work in that it outlines God’s 
involvement with humanity and does so in a way that provides proper moral 
and ethical guidelines for life. Biblical stories in the Hebrew Bible and the 
New Testament have spoken in strong ways to an assurance that liberation 
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is normative and that God works on behalf of suffering humanity. In scrip-
ture, Black theology finds revelation of God’s self, or the historical markings 
of God’s presence with humanity. African American Christians in general and 
Black Christian theologians in particular have not given equal attention to all 
biblical stories; in fact, they have found some of them problematic in that they 
do not clearly suggest the types of liberation themes and concerns they hold 
dear. Certain stories such as the Exodus account and the ministry of Jesus have 
been highlighted in African American Christian circles and in Black theology 
because of their clear statements concerning the evil nature of oppression and 
God’s compassion and commitment to those suffering injustice.

By and large, Black theology does not take scripture literally; nor does it 
understand the Bible to be without errors—infallible. God, according to Black 
theologians, did not write the Bible. Rather, God used humans to record the 
materials that make up the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. Hence, the 
Bible bears the marks of its historical and cultural context and reflects that 
context. And our interpretation and use of scripture must be mindful of this 
fact. The Bible provides life lessons—moral and ethical insights—that are 
gleaned from the various stories, but they are best secured and understood 
when scripture is engaged critically rather than being accepted as the literal 
word of God. From God’s activities in the biblical world, we are able to gather 
some sense of God’s intentions within the historical moment: “The meaning 
of scripture is not to be found in the words of scripture as such but only in its 
power to point beyond itself to the reality of God’s revelation.Â€.Â€.Â€. The Bible is 
inspired: by reading it a community can encounter the resurrected Jesus and 
thus be moved to risk everything for earthly freedom.”14

African American Cultural Production

While African American scholars gave attention to the artistic produc-
tion of African Americans as an important source for deep intellectual work 
long before the mid-20th century, scholars of Black religion have been a little 
slower to appreciate and unpack these materials. Yet, as of the 1970s, Black 
theologians have worked based on the premise that African Americans have 
expressed themselves religiously inside and outside the context of formal 
religious organizations and activities. The fourth and final resource for doing 
Black theology is the cultural production of African Americans: the litera-
ture, visual arts, expressive culture, music, and so on. Beginning with atten-
tion to the spirituals and the blues, mining them for their statements con-
cerning the religious commitments of African Americans, Black theologians 
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have also given attention to the slave narratives and other modalities of lit-
erary expression found within African American communities. Using these 
sources, Black theologians gauge and trace the religious sensibilities of Afri-
can Americans outside the context of formal church leadership. For example, 
rather than simply privileging the sermons of famous religious leaders like 
Martin Luther King Jr., use of cultural production (commonly called popular 
culture) affords an opportunity to determine what the “masses” of African 
Americans understand and say about their religious lives.

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

Sources for doing Black theology must be selected and used according to 
some set of guidelines, and this brings up the question of theory and method. 
What one says about the nature of Black religion and its resources is an issue 
of theory, and how one goes about using or applying resources is an issue of 
method.

For much of Black theology’s history, issues of theory and method 
received little explicit attention. Instead, Black theologians concentrated on 
the urgency of struggle for liberation and often assumed that any formal and 
sustained attention to such issues was a luxury they did not possess. Most 
simply assumed a common understanding, a shared theory of African Amer-
ican religion, based on a shared Christian orientation. In short, they knew 
African American religion when they saw and experienced it. One notable 
exception during the early years of Black theologies development came from 
the challenges posed by Charles Long, who raised questions concerning the 
very nature and meaning of Black religion. Long argued for more explicit 
attention to a working theory of religion. Drawing from philosopher of reli-
gion and theologian Paul Tillich, Long suggested that Black religion could 
be described as the ultimate orientation for African Americans: the signs, 
symbols, language, rituals, and so on that African Americans use to make 
meaning and answer the large questions of existence.

While Long’s position is noteworthy, few in Black theology have done 
more than quote his perspective. Anthony Pinn, however, has attempted 
to develop an interdisciplinary theory of African American religion, draw-
ing from Long and others. He argues that Black theology should move away 
from its problematic assumptions that tie African American religion and 
Black churches too closely together. Instead, Black churches should be seen 
as merely one dimension, one expression of African American religion. Pinn 
suggests this theory: African American religion, of which Black churches are 
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a part, is the quest for complex subjectivity, reflecting the deep impulse in 
everyone human for a sense of his or her own meaning and the relationship 
of their existence to the larger realities of life.15

Once the nature and meaning of African American religion is understood 
and the resources for doing theology are identified, methodologies help the 
Black theologian “handle” or use these resources. Again, while Black theol-
ogy texts give little sustained attention to issues of methodology—in part, 
because of assumptions concerning the lack of utility represented by such 
abstract conversations—texts do imply and at times explicitly state a meth-
odological element that is clearly linked to Black theology’s self-identified 
and fundamental task of tracing and proclaiming God’s agenda for liberation 
of the oppressed: a hermeneutic of suspicion.

Hermeneutics involves interpretation, and a hermeneutic of suspicion 
involves interpreting documents and events with an assumption that there 
is an underlying power dynamic at work. It assumes that things are not as 
they appear and as they are recorded in that history is “written by the win-
ners” and is meant to proclaim and support their assumptions and attitudes. 
Within the context of Black theology, a hermeneutic of suspicion involves 
reading the Christian tradition with an eye toward the ways in which Chris-
tianity has been used to support the status quo and justify oppression. From 
Christian endorsements of slavery to more recent church involvement in 
anti–civil rights activities, Black theology argues that one cannot assume the 
righteousness of Christian teachings and practices; one must recognize both 
the harm and good that mark Christianity’s presence in African American 
communities. Black theology uses this mode of interpretation as a way of 
discerning oppressive power dynamics that must be fought and countered.

In addition to the hermeneutic of suspicion present in various forms of 
Black theology, this work has also been informed in an inconsistent manner by 
other methodological approaches borrowed from other disciplines. For exam-
ple, some in Black theology refer to postcolonial studies, postmodernism, or 
cultural studies, among other recent methodological developments that seek 
to raise questions concerning how knowledge is produced and disseminated, 
as well as the ways in which life is constructed and arranged. Attention to 
such methodological tools is still recent, however, and the strength of appeal 
to them and the continuity of their use remains an open question. Nonethe-
less, their use does point to growth with respect to the methodological and 
theoretical underpinning of Black theology. It suggests that Black theology is 
not an isolated endeavor but is developing conversation partners and drawing 
from the growing body of knowledge that represents the academy.
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Ongoing Issues

Black theology continues to grow and change in ways that reflect the 
changing nature of African American communities, as well as its place within 
academia. This growth highlights important issues for continued attention, 
of which we will highlight only a few here. They are audience, use of popular 
culture, and the problem of moral evil and the nature of liberation.

Audience and Conversation Partners

For much of its history, Black theology has assumed the African Ameri-
can churches were its primary conversation partners, and it assumed that 
Black theologians were connected in an intimate fashion to these churches. 
What has become clear over the years, however, is the gap between these 
churches and Black theology. In fact, few within African American church 
membership—across denominations—are aware of Black theology and have 
read it. Like most professional theologies, it is really the terrain of a select 
(and self-selecting) group of highly informed laity and ministers, students in 
higher education, and professionals in the study of religion.

Black theology is coming to grips with this and is beginning to assess how 
it defines its audience. The key has been recognition of multiple (and at times 
overlapping) audiences, including attention to a religiously diverse audience. 
Reflecting this, one is seeing an increase in attention to Black theologies as 
opposed to Black theology. For example, some like Dale Andrews and Lee 
Butler are writing Black practical theologies geared toward the demands 
of church ministry; others like James Evans and Anthony Pinn are writing 
theology in ways that speak to the academic nature of the enterprise, with 
a primary focus on shaping conversation in light of and in response to an 
academia-based audience. Evans and Pinn assume that Black theology must 
be written with a particular audience in mind and that, in different texts, 
the theologian can address different audiences. Others, like Dwight Hopkins, 
are attempting to maintain a theological platform and practice that speaks 
simultaneously to a church-based and an academia-based audience. Yet, this 
approach, based on sociological studies, is proving a difficult task at best.

On a somewhat related note, Black theologians have been slow to form 
substantial conversations with others in North America working on issues 
of theologically articulated justice. For example, African Americans and 
Latino/as share a great deal with respect to history within the United States 
as minority groups. (By Latino/a I do not mean those living in Latin Amer-
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ica but, for instance, Puerto Ricans and Cubans living in the United States.) 
Also, their theologies of liberation have taken hold in the same geography 
and make use of similar resources on occasion; yet, there is little evidence 
of “cross-fertilization,” or dialogue. Both forms of liberation theology would 
grow through such an exchange. The synergy and solidarity that could 
emerge from sustained conversation between theologians in these two com-
munities is impressive.

Furthermore, tied to the great potential present in cross-community dia-
logue is recognition of the need to reconsider the geography for Black theol-
ogy. An ongoing issue involves the need for Black theology to begin thinking 
about its resources, norms, and overall agenda in light of not just the United 
States but also the Americas as a hemisphere. Put differently, cultural develop-
ments in the Caribbean have reached African Americans in the United States 
(e.g., rap music and its Jamaican roots). Along these lines, there is increased 
work being done that links Black theology in the United States to portions of 
the African diaspora in Europe. For example, numerous Black theologians 
in the United States are involved with Black Theology, a journal published in 
the United Kingdom. In addition, Black theologians in the United Kingdom 
regularly participate in conference programs in the United States organized 
by U.S. Black theologians. Black theologians are also beginning to explore 
notions of liberation and oppression in light of the larger political and eco-
nomic developments across the Americas—moving north and south, as well 
as east toward Europe and Africa. For centuries, the various nations within 
the Americas have had certain cultural and economic links, and Black theol-
ogy would benefit from an exploration of its work from the vantage point of 
these links as they extend beyond the boundaries of particular countries.

Use of Popular Culture

While Black theology has given some attention to popular culture for 
over thirty years, that attention has remained on a limited range of forms 
of popular culture. For example, little sophisticated attention has been given 
to the religious content and implications of hip-hop culture. Instead, hip-
hop remains a relatively misunderstood form of cultural expression, and too 
many Black theologians assume it has little to recommend it. This seems a 
rather odd position, however, when one considers the similarities between 
the blues (which receive ample attention) and rap music. Both are often nihil-
istic in tone and can lack any strong appeal to the reality of God that many 
Black theologians embrace. Rap music offers a similar challenge to Black 
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theology as that promoted by the blues, but the latter has been embraced and 
the former ignored at a great loss. What is lost is simple: the most complex 
and layered understanding of how African Americans express themselves 
and express themselves religiously.

The Problem of Evil and the Question of Liberation

From the work of William Jones to the present, Black theology has been 
vulnerable to questions concerning its take on the problem of evil, particu-
larly theodicy: What can one say about divine justice in light of human suf-
fering in the world? Much of what Black theology has offered in response 
to this question has involved “redemptive suffering”: the notion that human 
suffering has secondary benefit, that God uses it for some great purpose. 
While this might seem harmless enough, such a theological position raises 
questions concerning the need for struggle—if, in fact, God makes use of 
suffering to bring about justice. It also raises questions concerning the sus-
tainability of struggle for liberation, if the oppressed are told that their pain 
and suffering has some benefit in the cosmic plan for them. There is also 
the possibility that redemptive suffering arguments might lessen a sense of 
accountability and responsibility on the part of oppressors in that they see 
the pain they cause through harsh economic policies and the like as part of 
the “stuff ” out of which God will bring good. They, then, are acting in accord 
with the will of God. At the very least, the redemptive suffering argument 
that has emerged in Black religious thought and Black theology from the 
1700s to the present opens up less than ideal possibilities. For Black theol-
ogy, the persistence of moral evil despite the presence of a good and just God 
raises a question that demands more sustained attention.

African American communities are diverse in all respects: economically, 
politically, spiritually, culturally, and so on. Thus, Black theology must con-
tinue to revise its sense of liberation in ways that allow it to appeal to the larg-
est cross-section of African Americans possible. This is important because it 
allows Black theology to address the diversity of the Black community and 
its range of socioeconomic and religious needs. Tied to this is the question of 
oppression: Are all African Americans oppressed? Are they all oppressed in 
the same manner? If not, what is the nature of Black theology’s struggle for 
social transformation, for liberation? In short, from what exactly do African 
Americans seek freedom? Is it economic for all African Americans? Or is 
Black theology really focused on a certain group of African Americans who 
suffer from certain forms of poverty? As the rhetoric of some Black theolo-
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gians might suggest, is Black theology’s primary (if not exclusive) concern 
economic poverty? Black theology as it moves forward will need to continu-
ously sharpen its take on the nature and signs of oppression and the shape of 
liberation.
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Historical Backdrop

In her sermon titled “Has the Lord Spoken to Moses Only?” Pauli Murray 
raises critical questions pertinent to the womanist theological project: “Does 
the future of humanity depend upon how quicklyÂ€.Â€.Â€. feminine principles can 
be incorporated into our religious life and thought? Is God calling women to 
reassert prophetic leadership and ministry before it is too late?”1 Murray uses 
the story of Miriam, sister of Moses and Aaron, the first woman identified as 
blessed by God with the gift of prophecy. Foreshadowing much of the wom-
anist vision, Murray’s invoking of Miriam’s prophetic stance as an example 
of how the questions of gendering power dynamics and perspectives with 
Black religious life may have always existed yet awaited women of great faith, 
courage, and wisdom to call attention to and ultimately end such injustice. 
The conditions and circumstances of our contemporary era are just as need-
ful of a prophetic critique of the racialized and gendered oppression that still 
plagues Christianity, both Black and white.

Furthermore, womanist theology reveals itself to be an organic discourse 
inasmuch as it is faithful to the church while also seeking to remake this most 
central and cherished institution. This is not viewed as an innovation by wom-
anist theologians but is deemed a continuation of Black women’s traditional 
culture of struggle, survival, and celebration that represents the likes of wom-
anist muses such as Maria Stewart, Jarena Lee, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Jacobs, 
Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Anna Julia Cooper, Nannie Helen Burroughs, Zora Neale 
Hurston, Pauli Murray, Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Hamer, Septima Clark, and 
countless others in affirmation of themselves of the Black community and their 
relationship to the divine. Also embedded in the work of these theologians is an 
emphasis on bringing together elements of Black literature, visual art, music, 
and sacred testimonies to make an urgent and impassioned plea to Black 
churches to address not only racism and classism in mainline Christianity but 
also sexism and anti-intellectualism in the historic Black church tradition.
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Womanist theology was formed not only in a context in which white men 
controlled the public spheres of academia and the church but also within 
a generally embraced standpoint where, to use Gloria Hull’s words, “all the 
women are white, all the Blacks are men.”2 The same efforts within Black the-
ology and feminist theology that were forging a discourse to deconstruct the 
normative gaze of white male dominance resulted in obscuring and obliter-
ating the exigent realities and liberative aspirations of Black women within 
the church, academy, and society as well.

During most of the 20th century and the development of Black denomi-
nations, Black studies discourse in general, and Black liberation theology in 
particular, alongside the establishment of the women’s movement, women 
studies in general, and feminist theology in particular, a dualism increasingly 
emerged between Black men and women on the one hand and white women 
and Black women on the other. After each of these movements and ideolo-
gies established itself in America off the sweat equity and grassroots activ-
ism of Black women, the hope was that the institutions and ideologies that 
emerged would be inclusive of all Blacks on the one hand and all women on 
the other. As these movements and discourses evolved, however, the roles 
and agency of Black women were exploited while their needs and experi-
ences were ignored.3

From abolitionism to reconstruction to the civil rights movement to the 
Black power movement, a dualism between Black men and women increas-
ingly emerged. While Black men found themselves at the helm of movements 
and institutions that were for, by, and about Black people, Black women con-
tinued to endure the stereotypes and oppressions of an earlier period. As if 
by divine appointment or by the inheritance of a male-dominated society, 
Black men deemed it proper for them to speak for the entire community, 
male and female. Consequently, the interests and concerns of Black women 
were divided and subverted. While Black male theologians identified ten-
sions between white Christianity and a liberating gospel, that same gospel 
did not bespeak any concern for the liberation of women from patriarchal 
Christianity.

The women’s movement and feminist theology proved to be little differ-
ent in effect. From the popularized liberation of women from domesticity 
embodied by Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem to the political activism 
and theological discourse endorsed by Mary Daly to its present academic 
incarnation, there was a failure to acknowledge the realities of Black women 
throughout the three evolutionary waves of modern feminism. The interests 
of the movement were more geared toward the needs and concerns of pre-
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dominantly educated white middleclass and upperclass women and less with 
the needs and concerns of women of color in general and Black women in 
particular. Confronted with this growing reality, there were decisions to be 
made. For African American women, the increased oppression they suffered 
because of their race, as well as their gender, demanded a response not found 
in feminist thought and theology.

Although feminist movements and ideologies launched a strident critique 
against patriarchy, in all its forms, marked differences in the experiences of 
Black and white women in America remained. For example, Black women 
did not have to fight for the right to work in the public sphere because this 
burden was forced on them. Nor was “motherhood” contested in the same 
way for Black women as it was for white women. The predominance of 
female-dominant households in the Black community, despite the views of 
the “The Negro Family in America: The Case for National Action” by Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan and of other writers, served to preserve the Black family, 
not destroy it. Also, while Black women’s economic lot may have stabilized or 
improved based on greater gender equity, their options for education, hous-
ing, employment, and health care were and are still considerably limited in 
a racist society. Black women’s sexuality and reproductive control was also 
historically and still today is mythicized, manipulated, and mangled to vary-
ing degrees. Black women are generally not afforded the immediate hope to 
access political power because such political institutions tend not to be in 
place within the Black community. Feminists largely deal with the political 
and ideological, while Black women are in need of a discourse and move-
ment that also embraces the spiritual and personal because these are the 
means to meet their common objective—the elevation and empowerment of 
women. While Black men and white feminists are seeking more public privi-
lege, Black women must still struggle to ensure essential rights for themselves 
and their communities.

In this context, Black feminist scholarship deemed it imperative to exam-
ine Black women in modern America. In Ar’n’t I a Woman? Female Slaves 
in the Plantation South, Deborah Gray White discusses how Black women’s 
fertility and motherhood were fostered by slaveowners as a means of capital 
growth, as well as social control. Motherhood superseded marriage in the 
slave community, not because of some propensity of Blacks toward over-
sexed, immoral lifestyles but because this priority was imposed by “superior” 
white men. From the point of slavery on, Black women’s sexuality became a 
commodity and, by controlling it, white patriarchy was able to gain and exert 
power over white women and Black men. Antagonism, according to White, 
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developed between Black and white women during this period due to these 
sexual politics: the intersection between sexuality and power. Under the plan-
tation system, Black women became more embodied and sexualized, while 
their white counterparts became aestheticized and revered. Black women 
were angered because they had to bear the brunt of the responsibilities and 
realities that were not part of the white woman’s “cult of true womanhood.”4

White women, in contrast, were resentful of the distinctions that placed 
them on a pedestal and made Black women “real.” A number of controlling 
and damaging images of Black womanhood were socially constructed by 
white women in order to neutralize or denigrate the Black woman’s sexu-
ality, while bolstering “true womanhood.” These included the desexed, nur-
turing mammy; the domineering, emasculating matriarch; the hardworking, 
stubborn, and unattractive mule; and the promiscuous, sexually aggressive 
Jezebel. In time, more portraits of Black womanhood, equally harmful and 
unfounded, would be created. Such stereotypes were injurious because they 
were rooted in the monstrously manipulated, unasked-for realities of Black 
women. Moreover, these images were so insidious, enduring, and perva-
sive that they helped perpetuate the means for the economic exploitation 
and political oppression of Black women in America. This dichotomy of the 
“real” woman and the “true” woman has established an adverse dynamic in 
the relationship of Black and white women.

In Women, Race, and Class (1981)—an illustration analysis of women’s 
activism against the evils of white patriarchy in America, from abolition and 
women’s suffrage to civil rights and women’s liberation—Angela Davis poi-
gnantly demonstrates how the relations between Black and white women in 
these given movements have been repeatedly damaged at crucial junctures by 
racism. She discusses how white women, when pressed to align themselves 
either by race or gender, usually opted for unity along racial lines. Femi-
nist scholar Sara Evans states in Personal Politics (1979) that the civil rights 
movement was key to the revitalization of the women’s liberation move-
ment. She discusses how white Southern women became more involved and 
political by being part of the civil rights movement, and she describes the 
great indebtedness white women owed to the Black power movement. She 
does not mention the monumental debt owed to Black women, such as Ella 
Baker or Septima Clark, however, who were the foundation of the civil rights 
movement, except to say that “these black women became ‘mamas’ in the 
sense of being substitute mother figures, new models of womanhood” for 
these young white women.5 This reference to such noteworthy Black women 
is reminiscent of the stereotypical “mammy” imagery that these women were 
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trying to combat and the notion of surrogacy that womanist discourse would 
later take on as being at the root of demonarchy found in Black male theol-
ogy and feminist discourse.

Tensions between Black and white women during the civil rights move-
ment took on a more pronounced aspect. Black women were central yet 
unseen forces behind most civil rights organizations such as the Student 
Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC), but it was not until the entrance of white 
women to the movement that it truly gained recognition. Black women were 
further slighted by having their leadership of these organizations usurped 
by Black men, who then proceeded to become sexually involved with white 
women. This additional stress on the already strained relationship between 
Black and white women desperately needed to be resolved before any collec-
tive effort toward gender equality could take place.

The need for African American women to form their own ideology and 
find their own vehicle for empowerment stems from the reality that the his-
tory, issues, and contexts confronting them are markedly different from those 
facing white women and Black men. Feminism, in its politics and scholar-
ship, was firmly enmeshed in an all-white, bourgeois context that had little 
or no relevance to Black women. Even when Black feminists tried to bridge 
the growing gap between Black and white women, white ideology was still 
used to impart some mythical aspect to Black womanhood which could be 
useful to feminism on a whole.6 Meanwhile, racial progress all too often had 
been equated with the reconstitution of a much maligned and abused Black 
manhood. This has led to a masculinization of Black thought and a growing 
neglect for the concerns and needs of Black women.

By the 1970s, Black women were not afforded many options to further 
their legitimate causes because the movements they had been so instrumen-
tal in forming were now suppressing their input. In Black Macho and the 
Myth of the Superwoman, Michele Wallace stated that if there is to be a Black 
women’s movement, it must both distinguish itself from white feminism and 
debunk the hurtful images and myths of the Black woman that are present in 
modern America. Such an endeavor has to put forth a positive, self-defined 
concept of Black women that deals with their real-lived experiences without 
the imposition of white women’s realities and concerns. By the 1980s, there 
was a growing demand for just such a movement and ideology among Black 
women.

Black feminism was an immediate response to mainstream feminism. In 
Sister Outsider (1984), Black feminist scholar Audre Lorde criticizes white 
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feminism’s failure to incorporate the marginalized “outsider,” especially Black 
women, lesbians, the old, and the poor. There seemed to be great contra-
dictions present: “If white American feminist theory need not deal with the 
differences between us, and the resulting difference in our oppressions, then 
how do you deal with the fact that the women who clean your houses and 
tend your children while you attend conferences on feminist theory areÂ€.Â€.Â€. 
poor women and women of Color?”7 By becoming more politicized and 
ideological, Black feminist thought strives to place the Black woman at its 
center and gain greater equality in much the same fashion as mainstream 
feminism.

The definition of Black feminism is somewhat slippery and ambiguous 
because it was important to designate who could be a Black feminist and 
what such a distinction meant. In Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center 
(1984), bell hooks boldly articulated a number of vital aspects that feminism 
must deal with in order to be effective. First, she states that there is no way to 
deal solely with sexism; activism must consciously vie to eliminate all hetero-
patriarchal forms of oppression. Second, in order to provide the oppressed 
with a realized definition and destiny, personal power must be usurped. 
Third, echoing the view of Audre Lorde, hooks states that the voices of men 
as well as “Others” are needed in women’s politics if its end is to be truly 
universal and humanistic. Fourth, and most important, there is a need to 
reconcile the notion of the good society as based on each group’s reality with 
observed imbalances rectified by revolutionary process. Her demands chal-
lenged a new generation of Black women in academia to assert their right 
not only to be free and equal but also to make themselves a formidable force 
to be reckoned with.

However, hooks’s desire to contest the firmly ensconced institutions of 
white patriarchy through political activism only seems practical when fol-
lowing the framework designated by white feminism. Patricia Hill Collins 
states in Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics 
of Empowerment (1990) that “Black feminist thought is of African-American 
women in that it taps the multiple relationships among Black women needed 
to produce a self-defined Black women’s standpoint. Black feminist thought 
is for Black women in that it empowers Black women for political activism.”8 
Collins agrees with hooks that “by advocating, refining, and disseminating 
Black feminist thought, other groups—such as Black men, white women, 
white men, and other people of color—further its development.”9 Black 
feminism requires a level of commitment and shared experience, as well as 
perspectives, that may not be possible for those who are not Black women. 
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There is a compensatory and conciliatory nature to this inclusive vision that 
is not expressly the Black women’s concern since they have historically been 
“the most vulnerable and exploited members of American society.”10

Historical analyses of Black women’s lives and experiences take previously 
unexplored or negative depictions of these women and present more positive 
and empowered images of them; in this regard, Black feminist scholarship 
is comparable to such formative contributions of their white counterparts. 
Black feminist scholarship, such as Christie Farnham’s “Sapphire? The Issue 
of Dominance in the Slave Family, 1830–1865,” Elizabeth Clark-Lewis’s “‘This 
Work Had an End’: African-American Domestic Workers in Washington, 
DC, 1910–1940,” and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s Righteous Discontent 
came from an increasing need to have the Black women’s historical presence 
recast in a manner other than simply having been helpless slaves and victims 
of an unjust society.

However, a problem with Black and white feminisms is the fact that 
women are taken out of their historic and cultural context and appropriated 
as model “feminists” in posthumous support and promotion of the move-
ment. The use of these womens’ identities, vocations, and experiences in this 
manner has an inherently manipulative aspect to it. The refusal of feminism 
to leave the contributions of these historic women politically unencumbered 
is worsened by the fact that these women must adhere to criteria of intel-
lectualism that may not have been their reality. By not recognizing the lives 
of these women within their given contexts, feminist movements both deny 
them the full agency of their actions and diminish those accomplishments 
that do not fit into the overall feminist vision. This feminist standard that 
all women, past and present, must meet is neither universal nor mutualistic. 
The Black woman never had the opportunity to impart an Afrocentric ideol-
ogy on America in the same way in which her white counterpart was able to 
reinforce Eurocentrism.

Consciously or not, Black feminism was in search of something more, 
as evident in the work of its premier theorists, Patricia Hill Collins and 
bell hooks. Despite hooks’s assertion that Black women should remain an 
active part of the mainstream feminist movement, it seems that “as long as 
the white-male experience continues to be established as the ethical norm, 
Black women, Black men and others will suffer unequivocal oppression. 
The range of freedom has been restricted by those who cannot hear and will 
not hear voices expressing pleasure and pain, joy and rage as others experi-
ence.”11 White feminists have been bound to the heteropatriarchal systems 
of institutions in ways that still bias and hinder the dismantling of privileges 
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and advantages they share with their male counterparts in American society. 
The reality that “all African-American women share the common experi-
ence of being Black women in a society which denigrates women of African 
descent”12 will bring forth unity between Black feminism and womanism.

In the hopes of initiating Black women’s return to Afrocentric thought 
and practices, Alice Walker, in In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens (1983), pro-
vided the definitive criteria and basis for womanism. Walker defines “wom-
anist” both with regard to the individual and the movement, as

From womanish. (Opp. of “girlish,” i.e., frivolous, irresponsible, not seri-1.â•‡
ous.) A Black feminist or feminist of color. From the Black folk expression of 
mothers to female children, “You acting womanish,” i.e. like a woman. Usually 
referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous, or willful behavior. Wanting 
to know more and in greater depth than is considered “good” for one. Acting 
grown up. Being grown up. Interchangeable with another Black folk expres-
sion: “You trying to be grown.” Responsible. In charge. Serious.

Also: A woman who loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually. 2.â•‡
Appreciates and prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility (val-
ues tears as natural and counterbalance of laughter), and women’s strength. 
Sometimes loves individual men, sexually and/or nonsexually. Committed to 
survival and wholeness of the entire people, male and female. Not a sepa-
ratist, except periodically, for health. Traditionally universalist, as in: “Mama 
why are we brown, pink, and yellow, and our cousins are white, beige, and 
black?” Ans.: “Well, you know the colored race is just like a flower garden, 
with every color flower represented.” Traditionally capable, as in: “Mama, I’m 
walking to Canada and I’m taking you and a bunch of slaves with me.” Reply: 
“It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Loves music. Loves dance. Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. Loves love 3.â•‡
and food and roundness. Loves the struggle. Loves the Folk. Loves herself. 
Regardless.

Womanist is to feminist as purple is to lavender.4.â•‡ 13

In Walker’s definition, a number of characteristics emerge, unique to Afri-
can American women’s virtues, such as a sense of community, a longing for 
justice, and a deep and personal love of oneself, of others, and of the Spirit. 
In combination, these elements not only create a complete and fully realized 
depiction of Black womanhood but also call for an epistemology and voca-
tion for Black women to self-define and self-determine both themselves and 
the discourses to which their destinies are delineated and affixed. Thus the 
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womanist also has an interest in knowledge production in the hope of not 
merely being informed by her context or given reality but of this context as 
well. With this newfound knowledge of herself and her reality, the womanist 
makes an informed choice in how she is going to improve both her life and 
the lives of loved ones and how they are studied.

Unlike feminism, womanism is not an overarching paradigm that all 
women must ascribe to but a guide to self-definition and self-determination 
to which a Black woman chooses to adhere. Womanism is not a form of rev-
olutionary asceticism, nor does it impose intellectual or moral superiority, 
but it is a means of putting Black women in contact with a more subjective, 
communal, redemptive, and critical means of dealing with her reality, within 
both the African American community and America at large. The personal 
and spiritual qualities of womanism can be attributed to the fact that “the 
confessional element of ‘womanist’ means that it is a term which cannot be 
imposed, but must be claimed by the Black woman who is engaged in the 
eradication of oppression from her own faith perspective and academic dis-
cipline.”14 The definition of the “womanist” that Alice Walker presents is a 
prototypical and evolving one, as womanist scholars seek to revise and rede-
fine its real-life applications.

Where Black male theology and feminist theology invited the church and 
the academy to an ethical analysis that expanded the theological moral pur-
view to include a systemic social analysis of the working of Eurocentrism on 
the one hand and patriarchy on the other, so, too, a later generation of Black 
female theologians shone a light brightly on the death-dealing intersection of 
race, sex, and class as a central site for theological and ethical reflection. In 
much the same way that Reinhold Niebuhr’s Moral Man and Immoral Society 
(1960) and Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship (1959) presciently 
called forth new modes of analysis for the then-dominant liberal theolo-
gies and that James Cone’s Black Theology and Black Power (1969) and Mary 
Daly’s Beyond God the Father (1973) challenged liberal and progressive forms 
of white male theology, what we have with the dawn of womanism is the nec-
essary voice of critique that constructs new understandings of a more thor-
oughgoing and inclusive liberation theology in the 21st century.

By claiming this radical space, womanist theology is doing a bit more than 
recognizing the “mainstreaming” of an insurgent movement within aca-
demia. What is highlighted, instead, is the character of womanist theological 
discourse as that which is best able to interrogate and subvert contemporary 
systems and discourses of domination in the context of late-modern North 
America. As a liberationist discourse (one that was nurtured by and grew 
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in critical dialogue first and foremost with the works of James Cone and 
Bev Harrison among a host of others), the role of womanist theology has 
helped to identify and challenge the pervasive white and male biases that are 
deeply embedded within the field of study; in turn, it has reshaped the tradi-
tional inquiry and raised candid questions between the two locales of white-
ness and maleness. Womanist theology insists that new questions guide the 
research so that Black women’s moral wisdom and experience of the divine 
and evil can provide answers to the existential questions that face margin-
alized persons and communities. Womanist theology is so keenly aware of 
those people withstanding the destructive onslaughts of the demonic sys-
tems of oppression, within both the church and society, and those who stand 
in solidarity with their struggle, because we have confronted the very same 
withering realities.

Therefore, Black women’s moral wisdom becomes a resource for all of 
humanity and not merely a repository exclusively available to Black women 
themselves. Moreover, womanist theology distinguishes between “possibili-
ties in principle” and “possibilities in fact.” This is essential for theological 
discourse in that notions of faith, eschatology, and redemptive suffering have 
been used by dominant discourse as a legitimizing trope for forestalling jus-
tice, freedom, and liberation. At the same time, womanist theologians are 
cognizant of the need to find incarnation, redemption, and resurrection in 
“the struggle.” Womanist theological reflection as struggle resonates with the 
experiences of preceding generations of Black women like Jarena Lee, Julia 
Foote, Mary Jane Smalls, and Prathia Hall, to name a few, who fought on the 
front lines of racial and gender justice in the church and in society. Often 
these women did not and were not going to improve materially, yet they had 
an abiding faith and steadfast hope that, by their righteous living, a “change 
was going to come,” even if it was one inherited by future generations.

These Black Christian women brought their social concerns and plights to 
the forefront of religious discourse. They used progressive language and bib-
lical precedents for theological justification of women’s rights and suffrage. 
They deemed that it was impossible to claim divine justice without social 
justice, which included upholding dignity and respect for Black women as 
fearfully and wonderfully made in the image of God. Black women’s real-
lived experience was an affirmation of God’s mothering ability to be a God of 
the oppressed who is intentional in mandating that social transformation is a 
requirement of the gospel. These predecessors gave meaning to a theology of 
relationship that was concerned with human participation as a vital part of 
the struggle for the liberation God desires, and social transformation was a 
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consequence of redemptive suffering. These preaching Black women activists 
asserted that God rejects oppression and surrogacy of Black women.

Description

The term and concept “womanist” began to take on a life of its own when 
Katie Cannon, in the article “The Emergence of Black Feminist Conscious-
ness” (1985), employed it as an accurate and necessary interpretive principle 
through which Black women’s theology could be assessed experientially and 
critically as more than discourse but as a theology native to Black women 
that provides “the incentive to chip away at oppressive structures, bit by bit” 
while “hold[ing] on to life in the face of formidable oppression.”15 Cannon 
described the early stage of womanist theology while she was a doctoral stu-
dent as survival-work: “drawing on the rugged endurance of black folks in 
America who outwit, outmaneuver, and outscheme social systems and struc-
tures that maim and stifle mental, emotional, and spiritual growth.”16

Long before Katie Cannon’s Black Womanist Ethics (1988), Jaquelyn 
Grant’s White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus (1989), Delores Wil-
liams’s Sisters in the Wilderness (1993), and other estimable works within the 
womanist corpus, womanist theology was lived out. The groundbreaking 
efforts that helped carve out this intellectual legacy emerged along the fault 
lines of a Eurocentric academy and the heteropatriarchal ranks of male clergy 
which were charted by Black female students at Union Theological Seminary 
in New York City (a major location for Black liberation theology and femi-
nist liberationist ethics) who were committed to unraveling and naming the 
systems of oppression that made mental and physical casualties of eleven of 
their Black female colleagues. According to womanist pioneer Delores Wil-
liams, who was a student at that time, Black parents kept coming to get the 
spiritually and physically scarred bodies of their Black daughters while the 
remaining Black women were continually challenged to justify by many of 
their classmates “how in the hell God could call [them] to preach let alone be 
worthy of a Ph.D.”17

Black women were confronted with the fact that, although they may be 
in the higher echelons of academia, their plight still touched the realities of 
the rank and file. They were prepared to experience the grave uncertainty 
and isolation that comes with being pioneers in their own right. As an inter-
generational cadre of Black women in the form of Katie Cannon, Delores 
Williams, and Jacquelyn Grant, not only were they dismantling the “mas-
ter’s house” but also they were using the “master’s tools,” to use Audre Lorde’s 
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words,18 to build new houses on old foundations. They were ready to develop 
their own modes of control and mined the motherlode of their own expe-
riences that was God-conscious, community-minded, racially proud, and 
womanishly intuited in order to break the strongholds of the centuries-old 
patterns of racism, sexism, and overall exploitation to ensure the survival of 
an entire people, male and female.

Steeped in Black family virtues and schooled in the moral tradition of the 
Black church that taught that trouble doesn’t last always, that the weak can 
gain victory over the strong (given the right planning), that God is at the 
helm of human history, and that the best standard of excellence is a spiri-
tual relation to life obtained in one’s prayerful relation to God, womanism 
challenged later “more pragmatic” claims that justice had to be meted out 
and instead held out for the standards and excellence that only tenacity can 
bring. It is this womanist tradition born in the face of chaos and nurtured 
in fervent hope that facilitates the thinking-being-doing continuum that 
gives oppressed people the self-esteem and courage to strive and to achieve 
great heights amid seemingly insurmountable odds. These ethical insights 
and social teachings are what help to further the unfinished work of the lib-
eral, progressive, and liberationist vision of normative theology in an effort 
to keep academia and the church alert to what standards should be and what 
constitutes excellence for our discipline, church, and society.19

Womanist theology strips away false, objectified conceptualities and 
images of the divine and evil that undergird the apparatuses of systemic 
oppression and replaces them with images and cultural discourses that pro-
vide life-giving hope in the face of these webs of domination. To this end, 
womanist theology serves as a clarion call for a new heuristic and academic 
enterprise that focuses the power of Blackness (Black theology) and the per-
sonal as political (white feminism) as it shifts the margins to the center (Black 
feminism); more important, it seeks to debunk, unmask, and disentangle in 
order to place the most marginalized experiences of Black women at the heart 
of a burgeoning narrative of religious awareness and spiritual empowerment 
that makes it easier to see the radicality of the gospel from the aspect of the 
outsider/within and the least of these. Womanist theology is a movement and 
an ideology that places the African American woman at its center and strives 
to improve the lot of the African American community at large.

By defining herself as a womanist, the womanist theologian takes on the 
responsibility of improving the life chances for Black women by enumerating 
principles and insights gained from the moral wisdom of Black women who 
were able to foster love for all and the building of relationships that heal and 
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set individuals and the community free. She calls for the church to transform 
embodied relationships by taking society from domination to partnership, 
alienation to connection, despair to hope. Womanist spirituality encour-
ages following the example of a Jesus who befriended the marginalized and 
oppressed and who stood for developing relationships that respect bodies 
and souls.

Following Cannon’s groundbreaking text Black Womanist Ethics, early 
womanist scholarship emerged that provided a concrete basis for the ratio-
nality of a womanist movement within the American Academy of Religion 
(AAR) and the Society for the Study of Black Religion (SSBR), as well as the 
methodologies and resources that could be readily utilized. Cannon’s text 
and subsequent writings highlight a conceptual framework that is vital for 
understanding the nature and meaning of Black women’s experience. To 
womanist theology, Delores Williams offers the framework of surrogacy as a 
way of understanding the historically situated abuse of Black women’s bod-
ies and the manner in which this abuse was justified by a turn to religiously 
defined intervention.

Beginning this analysis with an interrogation of the Hagar story, Williams 
turns to the central figure of the New Testament: as Jesus offered himself for 
the sins of the world, Black women were expected to offer themselves for 
the benefit of the status quo. This alternate perspective on the theologically 
arranged abuse of Black women brought an important critique against reli-
gious discourse as developed by white men, white women, and Black men, 
and it problematized their often uncritical appropriation of scripture. In so 
doing, Williams, and womanist theology by extension, forced a reevalua-
tion of the nature and meaning of suffering and liberation and pushed for an 
appreciation of the Christ-event as opposed to a concern with the person of 
Jesus (trapped in maleness). According to Williams:

If black liberation theology wants to include black women and speak on 
behalf of the most oppressed black people todayÂ€.Â€.Â€. theologians must ask 
themselves some questions. Have they, in the use of the Bible, identified 
so thoroughly with the theme of Israel’s election that they have not seen 
the oppressed of the oppressed in scripture? Have they identified so com-
pletely with Israel’s liberation that they have been blind to the awful reality 
of victims making victims in the Bible? Does this kind of blindness with 
regard to non-Hebrew victims in the scripture also make it easy for black 
male theologians and biblical scholars to ignore the figures in the Bible 
whose experience is analogous to that of black women?20



50â•… |â•… S tac ey  M .  F l oy d - T h o m as

Williams’s challenge of uncritical use of scripture and other resources 
forced self-evaluation on the part of other liberation theologies, but it also 
provided a way of developing a unique theological cartography. For example, 
the move beyond the gender-bound Jesus, critiqued by Jacquelyn Grant and 
then Williams, to the Christ of Community allowed for a more-sustained 
modeling of behavior by privileging what the Christ-event means for the 
transformation of life options within the context of existential circumstances. 
Sin, then, had to do with the mistreatment of Black women through racism, 
sexism, classism, and other modalities of discrimination and oppression. 
Suffering, as Williams notes, should not be understood as the proper real-
ity for Black women; surrogacy is to be rejected. And salvation involved the 
restoration of proper life options consistent with Alice Walker’s definition 
offered above. Scholars such as Grant, Cannon, and Williams offered an ini-
tial framing of womanist theology, one that would be refined and extended 
as womanist theology developed over the decades.

Subsequent womanist publications—such as Renita J. Weems’s Just a Sis-
ter Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible (1988), 
Jacquelyn Grant’s White Women’s Christ, Black Women’s Jesus (1989), Delores 
S. Williams’s Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk 
(1993), Emilie M. Townes’s Womanist Justice, Womanist Hope (1993), and 
Kelly Brown Douglas’s The Black Christ (1994)—emerged from the theologi-
cal disciplines to add to the range of issues to address within the context of 
the Black church and the greater realities of African Americans in American 
society. A Troubling in My Soul: Womanist Perspectives on Evil and Suffering 
(1993), the first anthology of womanist theological discourse, edited by Emi-
lie M. Townes, addresses the question of theodicy by employing a critical, 
deconstructive methodology that integrates race, class, and gender analysis 
of the issue of evil and suffering in a manner that traditional, feminist, and 
Black scholars have often missed. It is in such a manner that womanist the-
ology continues to challenge existing ontological (ways of being) and epis-
temological (ways of knowing) theologies that confront and eradicate the 
injustice and oppression facing Black women in America.

Sources
Black Women’s Real-Lived Experience

More than scripture or (Black male or feminist) theories, African Ameri-
can women’s experience is the primary lens through which womanist theology 
is assessed ontologically and epistemologically. In large part, womanist theol-
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ogy stems from the experiential process of Black female scholars of religion 
who have tried to carve out meaning in theological discourse. To wit, in addi-
tion to being religious scholars, womanist theologians are also predominantly 
ordained ministers, which means not only have they themselves experienced 
the disconcerting reality of living at the interstices of racism, sexism, and 
classism in the church and academia, but also they have direct access to the 
primary institution that could capture the range of Black women’s experience 
and agency. That is, Black churches are the one institution totally controlled 
by Blacks wherein Black women make up the majority of its congregants and 
provide most of its human and fiscal resources but lack a space in which they 
can express themselves freely and take independent action. Thus, central to 
womanist theology was the need to unmask sacred spaces and debunk the liv-
ing laboratory where patriarchal surveillance, sexist treatment, and economic 
exploitation of Black women was simultaneously proclaimed and practiced.

Black Women’s Literature

To assess the experience and give voice to Black women outside of one’s 
specific context, womanist theologians turned to the literary tradition of Afri-
can American women writers as a constant resource and means of discourse 
in womanist theology. The wealth of writings found in “the Black woman’s 
literary tradition documents the ‘living space’ carved out of the intricate web 
of racism, sexism and poverty. The literary tradition parallels Black history. 
It conveys the assumed values in the Black oral tradition. And it encapsulates 
the insularity of the Black community.”21 The works of African American 
women writers, such as Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor, 
and Toni Morrison, to name a few, serve as both a rich, unexplored reposi-
tory of experience and knowledge to be studied and an untapped inspiration 
and shared testamonies for womanist theologians. Black women’s literature 
aids in an alternative reading and deconstructive analysis of how the Bible 
takes one of the most important tools of Eurocentric patriarchal oppression, 
Christianity, and extracts its positive and liberating elements. Both Black and 
white textual sources can be used to deal with the reality of sexual politics as 
they relate to Black women. Womanists’ use of these texts is an innovative 
and effective means of addressing issues such as domestic violence, prostitu-
tion, sexual abuse, and rape, all of which are increasingly pressing concerns 
in the lives of Black women. Black women’s writings were regarded as sacred 
texts that examine racism, sexism (or male supremacy or patriarchy), and 
economic exploitation not simply as acts of violence but as social sin.
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Once brought to light, Black women’s experiences and the problems that 
ensue can be dealt with realistically and constructively. Womanist theology 
honors and centers Black women’s experiences as sacred worlds that make 
possible the analysis of ways in which race, gender, and class give meaning to 
religious experience. Therefore, these hidden traditions retain power in the 
hands of Black people, function socially to influence domestic relationships 
for women and girls, and offer supernatural assets for strength and survival 
for all of humanity.

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

While Walker’s four-part definition of “womanist” has been adopted as 
a standpoint that adequately names the self-avowed identity of womanist 
theologians, the reflection used for cultivating methodologies and coming 
to theological conclusions is found in the discourse of “womanism.” Thus, 
while Walker has defined what it means to be womanist, Black womanist 
theologians have defined what it means to do womanism. 

As a leading voice in the womanist movement, Delores Williams states: 

Womanist theology is already beginning to define the categories and meth-
ods needed to develop along lines consistent with the sources of that theol-
ogy. Christian womanist theological methodology needs to be informed 
by at least four elements: (1) a multidialogical intent, (2) a liturgical intent, 
(3) a didactic intent, and (4) a commitment both to reason and to the 
validity of female imagery and metaphorical language in the construction 
of theological statements.22 

Multidialogical intent allows womanist theologians to advocate in praxis 
and discourse with a wide array of sociopolitical, cultural, and religious 
communities focused on the survival and empowerment of the oppressed. 
Liturgical intent within womanist theology ensures that the fruit of womanist 
labor will be a relevant reflection of the action, thought, and worship of the 
Black church tradition. The didactic intent in the womanist theological per-
spective contends that theology should have a pedagogical dimension. Theo-
logical language, generated by womanist theology, illustrates the amalgam of 
Black women’s history, culture, moral wisdom, and religious experience that 
is instrumental for transforming academia, church, and society. Following 
Williams’s schema, the womanist theological project is indicative of its inten-
tionality: Black women asserting themselves in the fullness of their historical 
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reality, social conditions, and religious experience as the core of their theo-
logical interpretation.

Why does this matter? As womanist theology takes full account of racism, 
sexism, and classism inherent to mainline Christian theology, it refuses to 
surrender to an interpretive method that insists on compartmentalizing race, 
class, gender, and sexuality as separate and even singular concerns in the 
analysis of Black women’s faith. This makes womanist theology clearly distin-
guishable from other theologies of the oppressed that preceded it—namely, 
Black liberation theology and feminist theology. Therefore, although rooted 
in their quest for social transformation and the end of human oppression, 
womanist theological interpretation does not take for granted that all of these 
theologies can be lumped into a single box yet contributes critical insights 
and interventions that have challenged other theologies to their God-talk.

With the publication of the edited volume Deeper Shades of Purple: Wom-
anism in Religion and Society (2006), womanist theological ethicist Stacey 
Floyd-Thomas illuminates how womanism has been used as a vantage point 
for the theoretical orientations and methodological approaches of the Black 
women scholar-activists who brought this discourse from the church to aca-
demia and from experience to scholarship. While keeping the foundational 
elements of Walker’s four-part definition intact, womanist scholars have 
essentially explored the four tenets of “womanism”:

1. radical subjectivity
a.	 A process that emerges as Black females in the nascent phase of their 

identity development come to understand agency as the ability to defy a 
forced naiveté in an effort to influence the choices made in their life—how 
Black women’s conscientization incites resistance against marginality.

b.	 An assertion of the real-lived experiences of one’s rites of passage into 
becoming a Black woman, being “womanish”; the audacious act of 
naming and claiming voice, space, and knowledge.

c.	 A form of identity politics that is not a tangible, static identity that 
measures and gauges the extent to which one is or is not what others 
had planned or hoped for one to be.

2. traditional communalism
a.	 The affirmation of the loving connections and relational bonds formed 

by Black women—including familial, maternal, platonic, religious, 
sexual, and spiritual ties. Black women’s ability to create, remember, 
nurture, protect, sustain, and liberate communities which are marked 
and measured not by those outside of one’s own community but by 
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the acts of inclusivity, mutuality, reciprocity, and self-care practiced 
within it (opposite of the biological deterministic assumption that a 
woman’s role is to serve as nurturer and protector).

b.	 The moral principles and practices of Black women living in solidarity 
with and in support of those with whom they share a common heri-
tage and contextual language; having a preferential option for Black 
women’s culture, esp. their constructive criticism, “tragicomic hope,” 
“in/visible dignity,” and “un/shouted courage” which furthers the sur-
vival and liberation of all Black women and their communities.

c.	 The synthesis of double consciousness which occurs via the mastery 
of striking a balance between diametric opposites and the ability to 
address and readdress, deconstruct and reconstruct while simultane-
ously subverting the forces that destroy Black communities and dev-
astate the lives within them.

d.	 The ability of Black women to wrest younger Black women from the 
strongholds of internalized oppression (i.e., colorism) and self-delu-
sion (i.e., exceptionalism) and restore them with self-awareness, col-
lective memory, and communal pride.

e.	 The inherited and shared legacy of Black women who have “made a 
way out of no way” from generation to generation.

3. redemptive self-love
a.	 An assertion of the humanity, customs, and aesthetic value of Black 

women in contradistinction to the commonly held stereotypes char-
acteristic of white solipsism. The admiration and celebration of the 
distinctive and identifiable beauty of Black women.

b.	 A reaffirmation of Black womanhood in all of its full creation. The 
essence and freedom of Black women’s cultural, physical, and spiritual 
expression.

c.	 Black women’s unconditional and relentless resolve to enjoy the range 
of their common sense and the pleasures of their individual senses.

4. critical engagement
a.	 The epistemological privilege of Black women borne of their totalistic 

experience with the forces of interlocking systems of oppression and 
strategic options they devised to undermine them.

b.	 An unequivocal belief that Black women hold the standard and nor-
mative measure for true liberation; the capacity of Black women to 
view things in their true relations or relative importance; and while 
expected to be among the chief arbiters of accountability, advocacy, 
and authenticity, they, too, must be faithful to the task of expanding 
their discourse, knowledge, and skills.
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c.	 A hermeneutical suspicion, cognitive counterbalance, intellectual 
indictment, and perspectival corrective to those people, ideologies, 
movements, and institutions that hold a one-dimensional analysis of 
oppression; an unshakable belief that Black women’s survival strategies 
must entail more than what others have provided as an alternative.

This notion of womanism marks the essential features of the numerous 
interdisciplinary methods (literary analysis—biomythography, virtue ethics, 
and diasporic analysis; sociological methods—case study method, sociohis-
torical methodology, emancipatory metaethnography; and historiography—
slave narratives, moral biography and autobiographical method, and eman-
cipatory historiography) employed by womanist theologians to unearth the 
untapped resources found in the Black women’s real-lived experiences and 
literature.23 Consequently, womanism shifted from a solo enterprise to a 
broad field of inquiry. This transition is representative of how Black women’s 
moral wisdom can be a vantage point for apprehending scholarly context, 
criteria, and claims.

While it remains a discourse produced by Black women, womanism is 
open to intentional allies who seek to work in solidarity with and on behalf of 
Black women who have made available, shared, and translated their wisdom, 
strategies, and methods for the universal task of liberating the oppressed and 
speaking truth to power in both the church and society.

Ongoing Issues
Appropriating Walker’s Definition

The question of whether Alice Walker’s definition of womanist can be 
faithfully applied within a Christian theological framework, a concern that 
Cheryl J. Sanders posed at the dawn of the womanist movement, remains a 
point of concern for womanist theology.24 While specific to Sanders’s critique 
was Walker’s emphasis on self-assertion, the secular nature of womanist, 
and the incorporation of lesbian experience, the overarching appropriation 
of a nonscholar and a non-Christian is striking. Many inside and outside of 
womanist camps continue to resolve the dissonance caused by Black Chris-
tian women’s theological development and scholarship appropriating the 
self-avowed expression of a confessed pagan. Taking this observation even 
further, non-Christian womanist scholars have critiqued much of womanist 
theology as a de facto Christian discourse that has silenced Walker’s focus 
on “love for the Spirit” regardless of what form it takes, thus claiming that 
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womanist scholars have stymied the working for the healthy perpetuation of 
all faith groups.

With the publication of her anthology, Deeper Shades of Purple, Floyd-
Thomas, along with over twenty other scholars, made the claim that Walker’s 
articulation of the definition and identity of “womanism” does not exclu-
sively guide womanist discourse. Floyd-Thomas contends that much of the 
bourgeoning discourse within womanist scholarship is of women who cele-
brate religious pluralism and other expressions of the divine, to include Afri-
can traditional religion, humanism, and Islam, as illustrated exceptionally in 
the work of womanist theologians and historians such as Debra Mubashir 
Majeed, Dianne Stewart, and Tracey Hucks.

Embodiment and Sexuality

Another perennial concern within womanist theology is that, while Walk-
er’s vision celebrates lesbianism and many of the scholars, themselves, are 
lesbians, issues of embodiment and sexuality, particularly as they address this 
group, have failed to punctuate the discourse. Based on the sense of com-
passion and accountability that emerges from womanist theology and pro-
gressive scholarship, many scholars—like Kelly Brown Douglas and Renee 
Hill—have decided to do the radical work of bringing the issue of sexuality, 
homophobia, and heterosexism from the margins of womanist analysis to 
the center, while the mainstream of womanist discourse has remained silent 
on this issue.

Accessibility and Practical Implications

A weakness of womanist theology, alongside other marginalized theologi-
cal discourses, has been moving from dialogue into the practical problems 
of its nonacademic community. Although social and ecclesiastical change 
originated as the primary aim of womanist theology, many have noted that 
most of its impact has been merely theoretical. Many have cited the need for 
a political program to stop sexism and an alliance between womanist schol-
ars and women’s organizations in Black churches in order for change to be 
implemented. Because womanist theology has developed in predominantly 
white seminaries, suspicion and the independent status of Black churches 
has prevented much impact on the local level.

In an effort to bridge this gap, inroads have been made for womanist the-
ology to not only have the Black church in mind but also be accessible to it. 
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The works of womanist biblicist Renita Weems (Just a Sister Away: A Wom-
anist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible) and womanist theological 
ethicist Marcia Riggs (Plenty Good Room: Women versus Male Power in the 
Black Church) are of note in this regard as they have focused attention on 
fostering dialogue between Black church laywomen and womanist scholars. 
Consequently, the leadership taken by these well-regarded womanist schol-
ars has inspired other scholars to either make their scholarship more acces-
sible or intentionally write texts that can and should be used for Bible studies 
among the laity.
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3
Latina Theology

Na n c y  Pi n e da - M a d r i d

Historical Backdrop

The significance and contribution of Latina theology becomes clear when 
read in light of the contentious histories of Latina/os in the Americas. No 
single historical narrative line exists for Latina/os, as the term serves as an 
umbrella representing many distinct groups of people, each with their own 
history (Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cuban Americans, etc.).1 Fre-
quently, dominant political and economic powers have used religious ideas 
to bolster their own legitimacy and to provide a veneer of moral righteous-
ness for their ideas. Throughout Latina/o history, this fusion of political 
power and religious ideas became more poignant during periods of signifi-
cant transition (e.g., the conquest of “New Spain,” the Treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo in 1848, the civil rights movement). While these had a direct impact 
in the lives of all Latina/os, Latinas experienced the brunt of these political 
transitions acutely. 

In the years after Christopher Columbus’s “discovery of America” in 1492, 
he and many others interpreted his arrival in the “new world” to be part of 
God’s plan, a plan to create a new, pure Catholic Christian church in the 
Americas, one that would stand in marked contrast to the corrupt Catholic 
church of Europe and as a Catholic bulwark in the face of the reformations 
sweeping many European countries. Spain’s Catholic rulers, Ferdinand and 
Isabella, promoted these ideas. Early in the 16th century, Spanish Protestant 
communities began to take root in Seville and Valladolid, but the inquisi-
tion completely suppressed them by 1562. In 1524, shortly after the conquest 
of the Aztecs and much of Mesoamerica, the Catholic church in Spain sent 
twelve Franciscan priests, widely known as “Los Doce,” to the “new world” to 
represent the biblical twelve apostles and begin the work of evangelizing the 
indigenous population. This became a pointedly ambiguous endeavor in that 
it prevented the complete annihilation of the indigenous in many regions, but 
not all, yet it also legitimized the conquest and the resulting enforced labor 
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of the indigenous population. In some regions of the Americas, like Cuba, 
the conquest led to the extermination of the indigenous population within 
decades. As indigenous populations plummeted, the Spaniards increasingly 
brought more and more Africans to the Americas, enslaving them in order 
to maintain a steady labor force.

Throughout the middle of the 16th century, debates raged in Spain’s most 
celebrated universities concerning the conquest. Did the pope have author-
ity over the lands occupied by nonbelievers? How could the “Americas” be 
“discovered” if they were not abandoned lands? If the indigenous rejected the 
Christian faith, then didn’t the Spanish have the right to punish the indig-
enous and force acceptance of Christianity? Do Christians have the right to 
impose morality on “barbarians”? Are the indigenous fully human beings and 
therefore capable of receiving the sacrament of baptism? All of these debates 
were attempts to come to grips with whether or not the conquest of the 
Americas was morally justified. Needless to say, the political and economic 
power interests of the Spanish Crown ultimately trumped all other concerns. 
The point is that this coalescence of politics and religion repeatedly func-
tioned to the detriment of the indigenous and the enslaved Africans, who, in 
addition to the Spanish, are foremothers and forefathers of Latina/os.

While the history of Latina/os in what is today the United States has had 
many contentious moments, the early 19th century would certainly be among 
the more poignant. By and large, the United States of the late 18th century 
(and perhaps still today) understood itself as an “elect nation,” which for 
the vast majority meant a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant nation. In the early 
1800s, this self-understanding developed into an aggressive nationalism and 
became codified in the doctrine of “manifest destiny.” This idea of America’s 
providential calling and mission fueled westward expansion and cloaked it 
in a mantel of extending the “kingdom of God.” When white settlers con-
fronted Mexicans in the West, these white Americans formulated an idea of 
themselves as racially Anglo-Saxon, as a people superior to others and there-
fore entitled to economic and political domination from the Atlantic all the 
way to the Pacific. In the process, lands historically populated by indigenous 
and Latina/os were taken. In 1821, Spain was forced to cede Florida. In 1836, 
recently arrived Anglo-Saxon settlers finally won Texas’s independence from 
Mexico. In 1848, Mexico lost half of its territory, being forced to cede all of 
what is today California, New Mexico, and Nevada, as well as major portions 
of Colorado, Arizona, and Utah.

All the Latina/os living in these lands automatically became U.S. citizens; 
in fact, however, their status and standing was diminished. Only white males 
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had rights before the law (e.g., land rights, language rights). This provoked 
a stinging awareness, not only of the social restrictions faced by women in 
general but also those faced by Latina/os. Former Mexican nationals, regard-
less of their skin color, were not considered white. In the 1860s, Anglo-
Saxon recent arrivals organized the lynching of long-settled former Mexican 
nationals (who were now U.S. citizens) living in the southwest. This became 
a strategy for Anglo-Saxons to gain control of the land and its resources. The 
lynching continued until the 1920s.

But the United States was not finished. In 1898, the United States forced 
Spain to cede the island of Puerto Rico. The United States sought the will-
ing assistance of Protestant churches in the colonization of Puerto Rico. Long 
before the war with Spain was over, these churches had a plan set to carve 
up the island among themselves for missionary purposes. The United States 
christened this missionary work a “sacred calling” and then claimed that it 
justified its colonization of Puerto Rico. That is, the United States claimed that 
it was not so much acting on its colonial and economic interests but was serv-
ing the higher purpose of evangelization. Many years later, Bernardo Vega, 
a Puerto Rican social activist in New York City, summarized the prevailing 
sentiment of U.S. citizenry in the early decades of the 20th century as follows: 
“Cuba and Puerto Rico were just two islands inhabited by savages whom the 
Americans had beneficially saved from the clutches of the Iberian Lion.”2 U.S. 
colonial interest did not end with Puerto Rico. Between 1898 and 1909 the 
United States twice occupied Cuba, which went on to become an indepen-
dent nation. Even so, after 1909 the United States continued, rather freely, to 
exert capital and influence in Cuba until the communist revolution of 1959.

Indeed, the doctrine of manifest destiny fostered a climate of collabora-
tion between the colonial and economic interests and the religious interests 
of Christian denominations within the United States, Protestant and Cath-
olic alike. As the United States took control of these lands, mainline Prot-
estant denominations introduced the Protestant faith to Latina/os living in 
the Caribbean and other parts of Latin America, as well as those living in 
the new southwest territories of the United States. The first generations of 
Latina/o Protestants emerged in the 19th and 20th centuries. While Catholi-
cism had been rooted in these lands for centuries, significant conflicts within 
the church developed as white clergy from the eastern United States displaced 
the sitting Latino bishops and clergy. Perhaps the most well known conflict 
was the one that erupted between Bishop Jean-Baptiste Lamy and the Catho-
lic clergy and people of the New Mexican territories. This protracted conflict 
began in 1851 shortly after Lamy was appointed bishop of Santa Fe, and he 
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publically suppressed the devotional practices and religious culture that had 
grounded New Mexican Catholicism for more than two centuries.

The situation of Latina women shifted dramatically when these lands 
came under the control of the United States. Under Spanish and Mexican 
governance, the settlers occupying these lands included people of Spanish, 
African, and indigenous heritage who lived under a rigid hierarchy based 
on class, color, and labor that privileged the Spaniards. Even though indig-
enous and Blacks were relegated to the bottom rungs of the social scale, there 
is evidence that free Blacks, non-elites, and Latina women could and did 
own property. Along these lines, married Latinas were at an advantage in 
that they kept control of their property: even after they married, they held 
a one-half interest in the community property they shared with their hus-
bands; then, when they became widows, they inherited the land and wealth 
of their deceased husbands. Such was not the case for their Euro-American 
counterparts. Under English common law, when women in the United States 
married, all their property was automatically held in common with their 
husbands, and they could not own property separate from their husbands. 
So when the Mexican and Spanish lands came under U.S. control, Latina 
women lost considerable property and wealth.

In the early 1960s, the Roman Catholic Church in the United States 
launched its most significant effort ever on behalf of an immigrant popu-
lation. In this case, it was to assist Cuban refugees and immigrants in the 
aftermath of the overthrow of Fulgencio Batista in 1959. By the end of 1962, 
the Catholic Church in Florida offered several Masses with sermons in Span-
ish and had spent over $1 million to assist refugees with their resettlement. 
Many additional Catholic institutions were soon established for the purpose 
of serving the needs of the Cuban Catholic community.

In contrast, within the same decade of the 1960s, a critical consciousness 
intensified among many Mexican Americans living in the southwest. Anti-
foreign hostility led to a wave of intense and open repression against Mexi-
can Americans throughout the 1950s. Eventually, this fueled an explosion of 
civil rights organizing. In 1968 a high school student strike in Los Angeles 
triggered the Chicana/o movement, or El Movimiento, one of several social 
protest movements that led to an accelerated critical awareness relative to 
race, gender, and class. Within El Movimiento, however, a division among 
the Chicana leaders emerged between those utterly committed to the libera-
tion of Chicanas as women and those for whom liberation meant liberation 
of la raza as defined by the male leadership of El Movimiento, meaning that 
liberation for women would have to wait.
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Many practicing Catholic Chicanas and Latinas supportive of El Movi-
miento confronted yet another layer of conflicts. During the late-1960s, 
the institutional Catholic Church positioned itself as opposed to all that El 
Movimiento represented. Latina/o sisters, priests, and other church leaders 
were typically and explicitly instructed by Anglo church leadership not to 
celebrate Mass or offer any ministry in Spanish. Yet, El Movimiento stirred 
pride and ethnic consciousness around being Mexican American by directly 
challenging overt racism, not only of society at large but also within the insti-
tutional church. Latinas, particularly women religious, found themselves 
caught in the middle. Would they remain within the church, challenging 
its blatant racist practices, or would they leave? In 1971, led by Sr. Gregoria 
Ortega and Sr. Gloria Graciela Gallardo, some fifty women religious gathered 
in Houston, Texas, and formed Las Hermanas, whose mission was to pro-
mote effective ministry among Latina/os. From its inception, the projects of 
Las Hermanas focused on the injustices experienced by Latinas, particularly 
at the hands of the church.

With this as a backdrop, Latinas began writing theology in the late 1970s 
(Ada María Isasi-Díaz, María Pilar Aquino, and Marina Herrera), roughly 
a decade after Virgilio Elizondo (the originator of U.S. Latina/o theology) 
and Orlando E. Costas (the originator of Latina/o evangelical theology) each 
began their own publications. Two phases in the development of Latina the-
ology can be distinguished: the first, from about 1980 to 2001; and the sec-
ond, from roughly 2001 to the present.

Description

The first attempts to theologically articulate Latinas’ desire for libera-
tion grew out of the visionary soil that generated Las Hermanas (1971), the 
Womenchurch movement and the Women’s Ordination Conference (1970s), 
the founding of the Mexican American Cultural Center (1971) and the three 
National Encuentros of Catholic Latina/o leadership (1972, 1977, and 1985). 
The National Encuentro process, along with other Catholic Church move-
ments among Latina/os, furthered the leadership skills of thousands, if not 
tens of thousands, of Latina/o Catholics.

The early 1980s likewise marked a significant time for the development 
of Protestant theology with the inauguration of the journal Apuntes, which 
became one of the first journals where Protestant Latinas published their 
work. The Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology, which has published most of 
the Latinas discussed in this article, did not begin publication until 1993.
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The 1980s was a heady time; it ushered in the formative and first phase 
of Latina theology. While working as a lay parish minister, Ada María Isasi-
Díaz (born in Cuba, Catholic), attended the 1975 Women’s Ordination Con-
ference, where her eyes were opened to the reality of sexism in the Catholic 
Church. In reflecting on this experience, she observed:

The Womanchurch movementÂ€ .Â€ .Â€ . became my homeÂ€ .Â€ .Â€ . however, [this] 
brought me into conflict with the sisterhood. As long as I toiled in the gar-
den of Euro-American feminism, I was welcomed. But as I started to claim 
a space in the garden to plant my own flowers, the ethnic/racist preju-
dice prevalent in society reared its head within the Womanchurch move-
ment.Â€.Â€.Â€. What took me totally by surprise was the inability or unwilling-
ness of the Euro-American feminists to acknowledge their prejudice.3

Isasi-Díaz turned to her pen in an effort to resist the compounding 
forces—political, racial, cultural, religious, and economic—that silence 
Latinas, making them invisible. It was no fluke that Isasi-Díaz began one of 
her first articles, “Toward an Understanding of Feminismo Hispano in the 
U.S.A.” (1985) with the words, “How more invisible than invisible can you be? 
And yet there is a quality of invisible invisibility.Â€.Â€.Â€. Invisible invisibility has 
to do with people not even knowing that they do not know you.Â€.Â€.Â€. We are 
so irrelevant that the mind constructs needed to think about us do not exist. 
Society at large thinks of us as Hispanic and the majority of Hispanics think 
of us as women.”4 During the same time period, a gender analysis played no 
part in U.S. Latina/o theological discourse. Consequently, she began the pro-
cess of inserting Latinas into feminist theology and privileging Latina expe-
rience in U.S. Latina/o theology.

Claiming the power that comes from naming oneself and acknowledg-
ing the influence of womanist theologians, Isasi-Díaz in collaboration with 
Yolanda Tarango coined the term and originated the concept “mujerista the-
ology.” While others have contributed, Isasi-Díaz remains mujerista theolo-
gy’s persistent driving force. She contends that using the term “feministas his-
panas” lacks a sense of Latina particularity and ignores at least two problems. 
First, this term conceals the consistent marginalization of Latinas within 
feminist circles; second, this term alienates some within the Latina/o com-
munity for whom sexism remains a central Latina/o concern but for whom 
the term “feminism” cannot signify more than a Euro-American response. In 
selecting the name “mujerista,” Isasi-Díaz endeavors to move beyond both 
these limitations. In brief, she defines mujeristas as Hispanic women who 
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“struggle to liberate (themselves) not as individuals but as members of a His-
panic community.”5

 Mujerista theology assumes a preferential option for Latina women and 
thereby offers a response to the question, “What would theology look like if 
it was genuinely life-giving or liberating for Latinas?” To conceive a response, 
this discourse roots itself in liberative praxis, meaning “reflective action that 
has as its goal liberation.”6 Accordingly, mujerista theology encourages Lati-
nas in their development of moral agency, in their desire to give public voice 
to their theological insights, and in their struggles not simply to survive 
but to flourish. This vision constitutes liberation. It furthers this vision by 
enabling Latinas in (1) the development of conscientization regarding deeply 
internalized oppressions, (2) the transformation of oppressive societal struc-
tures, and (3) the continuous conversion from sin. Her book Mujerista Theol-
ogy: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century (1996) offers the most system-
atic treatment of this theology.

In the very early 1980s, while doing pastoral work and teaching in Mexico 
City, María Pilar Aquino (born in Mexico, Catholic) began publishing. The 
title of one of her first articles, “El culto a María y María en el culto” (“The 
Veneration of Mary and ‘Mary’ of the Veneration”),7 published in the widely 
touted Mexican feminist publication FEM in 1981, is suggestive of Aquino’s 
incisive, critical approach to theology. While both Aquino and Isasi-Díaz 
privilege a feminist hermeneutic, they frame their projects distinctly. A 
reader of their works quickly discovers a sharp distinction between mujerista 
theology and Latina feminist theology, the name used by Aquino and others. 
Neither of these two terms used alone accurately represents the writings of 
all Latina theologians committed to feminism.

Isasi-Díaz views the term “feminist” as alienating. Aquino, in contrast, 
points to critical feminist theories developed in Latin America and to the 
long history of feminist movements in various Latin American countries to 
argue that the term “feminist” must not be constructed as a concept trans-
planted from a white, feminist, first-world context. Aquino’s use of the term 
“Latina feminist theology” affirms the importance of the historical roots of 
Latina feminism. The difference here is more than semantic. For Aquino, the 
theological project necessitates a critical analysis of systems that impoverish 
and marginalize women (and men), which then informs the development of 
a liberative theological vision: in other words, an interpretation. For Isasi-
Díaz, the theological project concerns giving increasing numbers of individ-
ual women public voice for the benefit of the whole community, an endeavor 
facilitated by the use of the sociological method of ethnography. She shies 
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away from interpretation for fear that it will objectify and essentialize wom-
en’s voices and experience.

Aquino’s theological writings offer a critical analysis of sociopolitical and 
economic injustices with the intention of transforming relations of domina-
tion and the structures that sustain domination, be they social or religious. 
Gender oppression, consequently, is analyzed in an extended and in-depth 
fashion that theorizes racial, class, cultural, ecological, and religious hegemo-
nies. Her work foregrounds a serious critique of the imperialistic, globalized 
economy that destroys the lives of poor women (and men) and of marginal-
ized people in the geopolitical South. Yet her analytical commitment extends 
beyond socioeconomic and historical forces to include ideological world-
views. In her 1992 book, Nuestro clamor por la vida (Our Cry for Life), Aquino 
mapped the contours of her feminist liberation theology. Here she followed a 
liberation theology method and considered Latin American women’s experi-
ence of oppression as the point of departure for the question of liberation, 
conceived as both historical and theological. She posits:

Theological work by women is interested in gathering the historical and 
spiritual experiences of oppressed women, looking at them, and interpret-
ing them in the light of faith in order to contribute to their own liberation 
and the liberation of all humanity. Therefore everything that has to do with 
the creation, re-creation, and defense of life for the poor and for women’s 
work of solidarity has theological significance for their particular way of 
understanding the faith.8

Actual human experience as the point of departure has enormous impli-
cations for Latinas, both in the United States and throughout Latin America. 
The daily lives of Latinas are often marked by immense suffering and, until 
recently, have been largely invisible. The near absence of women’s experi-
ence in Latin American liberation theology and U.S. Latino theologies is a 
glaring omission. If, as has happened in these theologies, women’s voices are 
collapsed into the voice or the experience of the community as a whole, then 
women’s liberation becomes overlooked and subsumed, hence negated. But 
Aquino interprets this historical moment as the moment of the “eruption 
of the poor,” particularly women, onto the stage of history. The poor are no 
longer objects of concern but are subjects and agents who shape their own 
history.

Throughout her work, Aquino not only identifies and examines Latinas’ 
particular ways of knowing but also makes clear their resulting contribution 
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to Latina feminist theology. When women’s “vision and speech” stretch the 
otherwise narrower outlook of liberation theology, Latinas inevitably criti-
cize this theology’s androcentric predisposition as they offer a corrective by 
transfiguring the meaning and force of liberation. Thus, the inclusion of Lati-
nas’s vision and speech must not be interpreted as exclusively a matter of 
language. Fundamentally, the inclusion of Latinas’ vision and speech con-
cerns the expansion of “liberation theology’s epistemological horizon.”9 How 
we come to know, and what can be known, changes.

Aquino and Isasi-Díaz are not the only theologians employing a feminist 
hermeneutic. During this early phase of Latina theological writings, Jeanette 
Rodríguez-Holguin (Ecuadorian American, Catholic) extended this discourse 
with an original approach. She turned to psychological theory to frame human 
experience. A great part of Rodríguez-Holguin’s early research was devoted to 
examining the influence and significance of the symbol of Our Lady of Gua-
dalupe in the lives of Mexican American women that resulted in her book, 
Our Lady of Guadalupe: Faith and Empowerment among Mexican-American 
Women (1994). This research led Rodríguez-Holguin to develop the category 
of “cultural memory.” Cultural memory includes elements of tradition, world-
view, historical memory, and myth, each in their own way responding to the 
human need for “identity, salvation, hope and resistance to annihilation.”10

In this initial and formative phase of Latina theology, while some Latina 
theologians employed a feminist hermeneutic, others published in the field 
of pastoral theology. This second group of Latina theologians focused their 
attention on making theological sense of the various ministerial needs of the 
Latina/o community. So they discussed, among other ministerial foci, ques-
tions of religious education, spiritual growth, liturgical practice, and youth 
ministry. While these Latina theologians expressed interest in both how 
the faith has been understood throughout history (historical theology) and 
how the coherency and significance of revelation are interrelated (systematic 
theology), their overriding concern remains how to respond to the pastoral 
needs of individual Latina/os and their communities.

Latina pastoral theologians have a long and rich history of publications 
dating from Marina Herrera’s (Dominican-born, Catholic) first article, “La 
teología en el mundo de hoy” (Theology in Today’s World), published in 
1974. Since then, Herrera has authored numerous articles primarily in the 
field of multicultural catechesis and ministry and has reflected on the role of 
women in the church.

Ana María Pineda (born in El Salvador, Catholic) has published several 
articles and essays since the late 1980s. For her, the distinctiveness of and, 
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accordingly, the contemporary ministerial concerns of the U.S. Latina/o faith 
community can only be understood in light of their historical experience. 
Her research, therefore, sheds much needed light on the Mesoamerican oral 
tradition, clarifying how this tradition can be revelatory of the sacred for U. 
S. Latina/os today.

Latinas evangélicas and Latinas protestantes make up a third group of 
Latina theologians. They began publishing in the mid-1990s, roughly more 
than a decade after their Catholic colleagues. These Latina theologians oper-
ate at the margins of three realities. They are Protestants in the midst of a 
Latina/o culture that is predominantly Catholic; they are Latinas in the midst 
of Protestant denominations that are basically Anglo; they are Latina theolo-
gians working in universities, seminaries, and churches deeply imbued with 
a patriarchal worldview. Most of them are ordained and have many years of 
experience as ministers and pastors. Their theological work vividly reflects 
these realities.

In this initial phase, as well as the next, these theologians have made 
contributions in diverse theological areas. Daisy Machado (born in Cuba, 
ordained minister of the Disciples of Christ) has written on church history in 
the southwestern borderlands, Latina/o Protestantism, ecumenism, justice, 
and historical imagination. In her writings, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier (Puerto 
Rican, ordained minister of the American Baptists) has addressed questions 
of spiritual formation, practical theology, and religious education. Teresa 
Chavez Sauceda (Chicana Mexican American, ordained pastor of the Pres-
byterians) has written on racial and gender justice, the doctrine of God, and 
social ethics. Arlene Sánchez Walsh (Mexican American, Latina Pentecos-
tal) writes on Pentecostal history, Pentecostal identity, Latina/o evangelical 
youth culture, Protestant ministry, and evangelicalism. Loida Martell-Otero 
(Puerto Rican, ordained minister of the American Baptists) has published on 
Latinas evangélicas, ministry, and soteriology.

While not theologians, another group of Latina scholars deserves mention 
because they have made such a significant contribution to the development 
of Latina theology. Since the early 1990s, sociologists of religion Ana María 
Díaz-Stevens and Milagros Peña have both studied and analyzed the role of 
Latinas in religious institutions, in social movements, and as practitioners 
of popular religious practices. Much of Díaz-Stevens’s work has focused on 
detailed historical and social portraits of the Latina Puerto Rican Catholic 
experience. Peña, alternatively, has attended to a wide range of concerns 
related to Latinas, activism, religious practices, and the challenges of living 
along the U.S.-Mexico border.
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By 2001 a subtle shift began to occur, and it accelerated over the course of 
the following years. Before 2001, fewer than ten monographs (in addition to a 
number of essays and articles) delineated the Latina theological conversation. 
All the monographs before 2001 were written by a few Catholic theologians. 
Since 2001, Latina theologians have contributed to published conversations 
with African American and womanist theologians, and with Latin American 
and Caribbean feminist theologians. With increasing frequency, Latina Prot-
estant and Latina Catholic theologians have published their work together. A 
number of Latina Protestant theologians have published monographs. A cou-
ple of Latina Catholic theologians have published their first monographs. An 
even larger new group of Latina theologians, Catholic and Protestant, have 
begun publishing their work, bringing a wide array of critical tools of analysis 
to Latina theology. Many of these theoretical and methodological tools were 
not in use in Latina theological discourse before 2001. All of this is to say that 
the parameters of the Latina theological conversation have been substantially 
redefined, inaugurating the second phase of Latina theology. This growth and 
deepening phase began in 2001 and takes us up to the present.

The nature of edited collections played a role in the transition to the sec-
ond phase. The Ties That Bind: African American and Hispanic American/
Latino/a Theologies in Dialogue (2001)11 signaled the coming change when 
Latina/o theologians and African American theologians, women and men, 
each contributed articles on a given theme and entered into dialogue. 
Latino/a theological writing had now bridged a racial divide. Furthermore, 
Religion, Feminism and Justice: A Reader in Latina Feminist Theology (2002)12 
represented several “firsts”: not only is it the first collection focused exclu-
sively on Latinas and theology, but also only Latina theologians made con-
tributions. This volume contains the writings of many emerging Protestant 
and Catholic Latina theologians, so it furthered the ecumenical conversa-
tion and introduced readers to the coming generation of Latina theologians. 
Only Latina theologians served as editors: two Catholics (María Pilar Aquino 
and Jeanette Rodríguez-Holguin) and one Protestant (Daisy Machado). In 
2004, a team of four scholars convened the first symposium of Latina femi-
nist theologians from the United States, Latin America, and the Caribbean, 
which eventually led to Feminist Intercultural Theology: Latina Explorations 
for a Just World (2007).13 It is the first edited collection that includes Latina 
theologians from throughout the Americas: north, central, and south. María 
Pilar Aquino was the driving force behind both of these collections.

During these same years, the nature of monographs shifted dramatically. 
Beginning in 2003 and over the next several years, a number of Latina Prot-
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estant theologians published monographs for the first time (Daisy Machado, 
Arlene Sánchez Walsh, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, and Mayra Rivera Rivera). 
During this same time period, two Latina Catholics likewise published their 
first monographs (Michelle González and Anita de Luna). González then 
proceeded to publish two additional books over the following four years. 
As a result of all of these developments, the Latina theological conversation 
has stepped into an even brighter spotlight: it has moved beyond its initial 
boundaries along several distinct fronts, and it has deepened significantly 
through a rich infusion of substantive monographs. In the process, the con-
versation has been transformed.

In a brief period of time, Michelle A. González Maldonado (Cuban Amer-
ican, Catholic) has emerged as one of the most productive scholars among 
Latina theologians. In a span of fewer than four years, she published three 
books and has many articles to her credit, which, taken together, reveal her 
wide-ranging theological interests. Indignant with Octavio Paz’s observation 
that Latin America has “no Kant, no Robespierre, no Hume, no Jefferson,”14 
González wrote Sor Juana: Beauty and Justice in the Americas (2003) in which 
she excavated Sor Juana’s theological, scholarly contribution in the areas of 
aesthetics, ethics, and epistemology. She concludes with an examination of 
the connections between ethics and aesthetics in contemporary theology and 
the ways this connection could prove fecund for liberation theologies. Long 
concerned with the absence of a theological examination of the Afro-Cuban 
or Cuban American experience, González wrote a second book in which she 
examines questions of identity construction and religiosity that emerge at the 
intersection of Blacks and Latina/os. She concludes by raising some questions 
for a future Cuban American anthropology.15 For her third book, González 
wrote an introductory text for feminist theological anthropology, mapping 
the questions that orient feminist theology today and into the future.16

In many respects, it is appropriate to begin a discussion of the second 
phase of Latina theology with the work of Daisy Machado. She is the first 
Latina protestante to earn a Ph.D. in a theological field, and she is among the 
first to publish a monograph, Of Borders and Margins: Hispanic Disciples in 
Texas: 1888–1945 (2003).17 In this work, Machado examines the limited suc-
cess of the Christian church (Disciples of Christ) in attracting Mexican core-
ligionists when compared with the success of other Protestant denominations 
during the same time period in Texas. Further, she considers the dissonance 
created by the theological vision of the Disciples, on the one hand, and their 
uncritical, perhaps even tacit, acceptance of the ideology of manifest destiny, 
on the other. Machado calls on her fellow Disciples, and all of us, to think 
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long and hard about the relationship between Christianity and nationalism 
and about the ways in which racist convictions often play a role.

At roughly the same time, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier and Arlene Sánchez 
Walsh each articulated a vision of theology that responded to the queries 
of Pentecostals and Evangelicals. Conde-Frazier, in her two monographs, 
addressed the educational and theological challenges of particular local 
churches from the perspective of Hispanic Protestant missiology. She offered 
a serious examination of how to focus local churches ever more clearly on 
the “kingdom of God” in the midst of American biases and ideologies shap-
ing perceptions of race, ethnicity, gender, class, nationalism, and sexuality. 
Sánchez Walsh focused on the ambivalent relationship that Mexican Ameri-
can Pentecostals have with their ethnic identity as it relates to their religious 
identity. Her study was localized in southern California and traced a history 
of the troubled race relations in the wake of the Azusa Street Pentecostalism 
of the early 20th century. These authors directed our attention to the church’s 
understanding of its mission and the ways in which ethnic and racial identity 
functions in churches.18

In addition to these Latina Protestants, there are two other theologians 
whose work belongs in this second phase. Mayra Rivera Rivera (Puerto 
Rican, Methodist), well versed in postcolonial theory, “radical orthodoxy,” 
and liberation theologies, developed the first sustained constructive work 
on the doctrine of God by any Latina theologian. In her first monograph, 
she offers a reformulation of divine transcendence in which relationality and 
intimacy play a preeminent role. She wants us to understand how human 
creatures encounter divine transcendence and the necessity of this encoun-
ter for the purpose of imagining and creating ethical human relationships.19 
Nancy Elizabeth Bedford (Argentinean, Mennonite), a recent transplant to 
the United States (2003) from a university in Buenos Aires, has, since 1996, 
published numerous articles and three books, primarily in the field of sys-
tematic theology. In her recent work she examines the intersections between 
economy, theology, and feminist theory.20

Since 2001, some of the Latina theologians mentioned in the first phase 
have published additional books. Besides the two edited collections already 
mentioned, María Pilar Aquino coedited two additional volumes addressing 
questions of large-scale conflicts, reconciliation processes, and the just war 
doctrine.21 Jeanette Rodríguez-Holguin coauthored a book on the religious, 
cultural, and social aspects of cultural memory.22 Ada María Isasi-Díaz pub-
lished a book that explores further some of the fundamental themes of mujeri-
sta theology (i.e., mestizaje-mulatez, lo cotidiano, justice, and reconciliation, 
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among others),23 and she coedited a volume on Jesus and ministry. For Nancy 
Pineda-Madrid (Mexican American, Catholic) theological construction nec-
essarily strives for a critical interpretation of historical experience in light of 
gospel faith for the historical and spiritual liberation of all. Currently she is 
working on a book that argues for a social doctrine of salvation in light of the 
suffering of Latinas. Her research focuses on feminist soteriologies.24

The field of pastoral theology, too, continued to unfold during the sec-
ond phase, largely due to the innovative contributions of Carmen Nanko-
Fernández (Spanish-Czech, Catholic) and Anita de Luna (Mexican Ameri-
can, Catholic). Even though Nanko-Fernández published a short volume on 
ministry with Catholic college students in 1997,25 she rightly belongs in this 
second phase. Since 2001 Nanko-Fernández has published articles on the 
church, theological reflection, immigration, justice, youth ministry, Catho-
lic social teaching, and popular culture. In 2002, de Luna (now deceased) 
published her first monograph in which she offered an in-depth analysis of 
several catechisms, with particular attention to the Hispano catechisms used 
at different points in Texas history. She then shows how these catechisms can 
serve as an entry point into the spiritual life of Tejanos.26

Sources

The move beyond preliminary theological boundaries serves as the hall-
mark of this second phase of Latina theology. Indeed, at the dawn of the 21st 
century, Latina theologians have begun to address an expanding horizon of 
questions and interests.

Latina theologies obviously draw on sources common to all Christian 
theologies (i.e., human experience, scriptures, and tradition). Even so, every 
expression of Latina theology emerges out of a distinctive cultural milieu―
that is, an interrelated network of symbols, semantic fields, attitudes toward 
life, shared core myths, and tacit political and social relationships. A cultural 
milieu consists of all the ways a given group understands and expresses its 
identity. Latina theological discourse, likewise, contends with larger forces: 
the operative political, economic, gendered, class, and sexual realities that 
define the world of its social location. Indeed, Latina theologians invariably 
approach the sources they select (whether those common to all Christian 
theologies or those that provide access to some dimension of Latina experi-
ence) from within some concrete given: namely, some tangible sociocultural 
and political world.
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While Latina theology grows out of a concrete given world, this does not 
mean that the term “Latina” stands for an essentialized experience suppos-
edly common to every female human being of Latin American background. 
Rather, “Latina” represents a group of women who for politically strategic 
purposes use this term to stand for a culturally, racially, economically, and 
socially diverse set of experiences and histories. While a Mexican American, 
a Salvadorian, and a Cuban American will all use the term “Latina” to iden-
tify their work, the concrete given worlds from which and for which they write 
typically differ significantly. Consequently, the sources, as well as the theolog-
ical questions considered, reveal the enormous differences among “Latinas.” 
Latina theologians also draw on a wide range of sources for the purpose of 
developing theology. These sources are grouped under (1) experience, history, 
and cultural material; (2) Hebrew and Christian scriptures; and (3) tradition.

Experience, History, and Cultural Material

Latina theologians often take the “lived experience of Latinas” as a point 
of departure for developing theology. Yet, this notion is in quotation marks 
because it stands for the diverse nature of Latina experience. Moreover, the 
“lived experience of Latinas” does not come in some transparent given form, 
but, like all human experience, it is invariably mediated through culture and 
language. All human experience is interpreted experience.

Latina theologians have interpreted this experience through categories 
like mestizaje and mulatez. Mestizaje references the racial and cultural mix-
ing of Spanish and Amerindian peoples and mulatez the mixing of Spanish 
and Black African peoples. Mestizaje and mulatez are primal and pervasive 
inasmuch as Latinas (and Latinos) have survived precisely through this mix-
ing. From the perspective of the Protestant faith experience and ecclesiasti-
cal practice, Latina theologians consider their experience as evangélicas and 
provide a new interpretation of the experience of mestizaje (mixing of two 
realities): namely, the experience of being both “Hispanic” and “Protestant.”

The lived experience of Latinas has also been interpreted through the cat-
egory of lo cotidiano (the daily experience of living). The stories and narra-
tives that Latinas tell of their lives are part of lo cotidiano. This category has 
been used by Latina theologians to call attention to the transitory and incom-
plete nature of the struggle of daily life; to make explicit the social location of all 
knowledge; to highlight the experiences of Latinas that resonate among them—
injustices in terms of race and class, as well as gender; and to signal that in the 
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daily experience of living we come to know grace and sin. Lo cotidiano emerges 
in the dynamic web of la familia, of la comunidad; it belongs neither to the strictly 
private nor the strictly public spheres of life but pertains to both. Latina theolo-
gians use other sources as well to read the lived experience of Latinas. Some have 
noted the way in which the Spanish language both reflects and shapes Latinas’ 
experience. Others privilege sociological and anthropological portraits of Lati-
nas’ experience.

For Latina theologians, the histories of Latina/o communities both in the 
United States and in their Latin American countries of origin have served as a 
significant theological resource on many levels. Some theologians have focused 
on the historically decisive events (e.g., the occupation of Puerto Rico [1898], 
the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo [1848], the communist revolution in Cuba 
[1959]) that shaped their community’s identity and stirred Latina/os to look 
to their faith for a way to make sense of their experience. Others have re-read 
historical accounts, attempting to uncover and piece together the myriad ways 
that Latina/os have acted on behalf of their communities. Still others have fol-
lowed a similar line of thought, one focused more specifically on the ways Lati-
nas have asserted themselves. The importance of history as a source for Latina 
theology has been affirmed through the development of ideas like the irruption 
of history (historical consciousness in the lives of women)27 and the category of 
proyecto histórico (the hoped-for future in the lives of women).28

Yet another important and emerging source is cultural material. Many 
Latina theologians have mined the rich vein of literary works written by 
Latinas, both contemporary and historical. Latina literature has been used 
to explore themes of voice, authority, grace, spirit, salvation, loss, and suffer-
ing, to name a few. The visual arts have also played a large role. Latina theo-
logians have deliberated on the symbolism found in public murals in many 
cities in the United States and that found in the paintings of contemporary 
Latina artists. Similarly, religious iconography and art have also served as a 
source (e.g., retablos, milagritos, Caridad del Cobre, Guadalupe).

Hebrew and Christian Scriptures

The scriptures play a preeminent role in Latina theological discourse, as 
the primary resource for mediating an understanding of the mystery and 
workings of God. Latina theologians look to scripture to break open the lives 
of Latinas: that is, their struggle for liberation in the face of oppression, their 
desire to survive when survival is in question, and their hope for the coming 
kingdom of God in the midst of crushing poverty. As such, Latina theolo-
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gians turn to particular passages that resonate with the existential reality of 
Latinas’ lives. The first chapters of Genesis, the Exodus event, the concubine 
in Judges 19, the prophetic books, the stories of Jesus’ healings, the accounts 
of Pentecost and the early church in Acts, among other passages, have all 
been used by Latina theologians to reflect on the meaning of grace, libera-
tion, suffering, social sin, conversion, and other theological concerns.

By and large, Latina theologians understand the scriptures to be the “word 
of God,” not in a literal sense but in the sense that, for believers, the scriptures 
can mediate an experience of the living God so powerful that it transforms 
lives. For Latina theologians, the “word of God” is that which brings life; that 
which nourishes the lives of Latinas, of all humanity and of creation; and 
that which continually summons believers, through the work of the Spirit, to 
ever-greater intimacy with God and to ever-greater love for one another.

Tradition

Latina theologies also draw from the wisdom expressed in the writings of 
a long line of outstanding Christian believers and from the practices of indi-
viduals who, and communities which, have sought to live lives as Christian 
disciples ever more deeply committed to gospel faith. This tradition of two 
thousand years carries rich insights as the experience of being Christian has 
been clarified and reclarified many times in widely diverse circumstances and 
during radically distinct historical periods. Latina theologies have turned to 
prominent Christian thinkers such as Augustine, Irenaeus, Anselm, Aquinas, 
and Sor Juana to inform their writings. Official church teachings and docu-
ments have likewise been used frame theological concerns. Given the libera-
tionist orientation of much of Latina theology, many contemporary works in 
Latin American liberation theology, feminist theologies, womanist theology, 
Black theology, and moral theology, among others, have been used to stretch 
and deepen Latina theological discourse.

Popular religious practices—meaning religious practices created by the 
people for the purpose of their spiritual growth and their appropriation of the 
Christian faith—have been a rich tradition since the dawn of Christianity in 
the Americas. These practices have taken scriptural stories and insights and 
brought them to life through theological dramas, through the use of images 
and iconography, and through short ritual celebrations. Reflection on this 
rich dimension of the Christian tradition has enlivened Latina theologies.

In addition, many Protestant Latina theologians bring the added dimen-
sion of their experience as ordained leaders of faith communities to bear on 
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their theological writings. By way of contrast, Latina Catholic theologians do 
not have experience as ordained leaders.

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

Latina theologians make decisions not only about the sources they will 
employ but also about what they understand the theological task to be. Sim-
ply put, what are they doing when they write theology? A theologian’s under-
standing of the theological task will inform her selection of sources. In other 
words, a theologian assumes a theory in the writing of theology, selects par-
ticular sources to use, and then makes decisions about how she will engage 
the sources she selected. What will be considered important from a given 
source? How will the sources be used in relation to each other? What is the 
best way to use the selected sources to accomplish the task of theology?

Latina theologians assume that the theological task is to reflect critically 
on the experience of Christian faith for the sake of liberation. Latina theol-
ogy assumes that this reflection is from within and for the liberation of the 
Latina/o community so that the community may realize a world more free 
of all that is dehumanizing and unjust, which necessarily means a world 
more in harmony with God’s love. Furthermore, such a theological assump-
tion presumes a preferential option for poor and oppressed people, meaning 
that the injustices of the world are to be understood first from the vantage 
point of the most vulnerable among us. The theological task is an intellectual 
endeavor in service of bringing about a more just, transformed, God-filled 
world—not simply for Latina/os but for all humanity and creation. While 
Latina theologians generally agree on this basic orientation, there remain 
significant methodological differences. The differences stem from more sub-
tle understandings of the theological task and from a difference in strategy 
for realizing that task (method).

By and large, Latina theologians using a feminist hermeneutic agree that 
the diversity of Latinas lived experience must be taken seriously and that it 
is necessary to examine and critique the ways in which social and discur-
sive systems foster an interlocking web of oppression. This web of oppression 
consists of inequities of gender, race, class, sexual orientation, and colonial-
ism. Yet this same group of Latina theologians disagree on how “feminism” 
is to be regarded and, therefore, on which methodological tools to use. For 
some theologians, the term “feminist” is useful and historical. Feminist theo-
ries from Latin America, the United States, and elsewhere offer the best range 
of approaches for engaging sources and theorizing the diversity of Latinas’ 
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lived experience. When theologians theorize this lived experience well, then 
the possibility of liberation is advanced. For other Latina theologians, eth-
nography and metaethnography, which are socioanthropological resources, 
offer the most useful method for realizing the liberative desires of Latinas. 
Liberation is realized by encouraging Latinas to act in the world with greater 
moral agency and to give public voice to their theological insights. For these 
theologians the term “feminist” carries problematic baggage. Mujerista the-
ology employs this latter method.

Any methodological approach that does not make clear from the onset 
that “scripture is authoritative for faith and practice” would be regarded as 
suspicious by many of the Latina theologians who identify as evangélicas or 
protestantes. For this second group of Latina theologians, scripture “needs to 
be reread with the guidance of the Holy Spirit in order to rediscover God’s 
Word of affirmation and liberation for all people, especially the marginalized 
and oppressed. Together with liberation theologies, [these Latina theolo-
gians] critique the excessive privatism, individualism, and false spiritualiza-
tion of the gospel that has traditionally been sustained by Protestant thought 
and belief.”29 They claim that the gospel understands salvation to be both 
God’s promise of a future life in the fullness of time and what we experience 
in our lives here on Earth. Among these theologians, methods of exegesis 
and methods for the discernment of the Holy Spirit play a paramount role.

A third group of Latina theologians, while in agreement with the libera-
tive task of Latina theology, consider the immediate pastoral needs of the 
Latina/o, believing community to be central. They concern themselves with 
how to witness to, and communicate the faith to, Latina/os in this histori-
cal moment. These theologians gravitate toward a methodological approach 
that enhances religious education, spiritual growth, liturgical practice, youth 
ministry, and the practice of the church.

Yet, even though several distinctions in methodological approaches can 
be made, the writings of many Latina theologians straddle more than one 
of these approaches. The distinctions in approaches serve simply as a guide 
to the range of methodological commitments in Latina theology. As Latina 
theological discourse has matured over the past two decades plus of its exis-
tence, the discourse has clearly expanded and deepened. One reflection of that 
growth can be found in the increasing and sophisticated use of a wide range of 
methodological resources. Latina theologians today use postcolonial theory, 
postmodern theory, critical theory, critical race theory, feminist theory, eco-
nomic theory, intercultural philosophy, U.S. pragmatism, and Latin American 
philosophy, to name only some of an expanding list of resources employed.
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Ongoing Issues

Of late, Latina theology has expanded and deepened in ways not imagined 
even a short decade ago. Historical circumstances have created new oppor-
tunities and challenges that have propelled this discourse to a new level. The 
following areas represent merely a few of the many theological issues that 
Latina theology will continue to face in the coming decades: (1) diversity of 
Latina/os communities, (2) the expanding conversation, and (3) operative 
gender ideologies.

Diversity of Latina/os Communities

We have already mentioned that the term “Latina” functions as an 
umbrella term to refer to women who reside in the United States yet trace 
their roots to the countries of Central America, the Caribbean, Latin Amer-
ica, or Mexico and that the term “Latina” continues to be adopted for politi-
cally strategic purposes. The name “Latina theology” garners more political 
weight in academia and in our churches than would designations such as 
Dominican American theology, Cuban American theology, and so forth. The 
term “Latina theology” suggests that those who write this are part of a larger 
discourse. Yet the term “Latina theology” presents problems because of the 
enormous differences in histories, cultures, religious beliefs and practices, 
racial and ethnic mixing, intellectual histories, economic circumstances, 
and so on. Some Latinas identify with the experience of exile, others with 
the experience of being a colonized people, and still others with being in the 
United States sin papeles (without papers).

A brief current statistical portrait of U.S. Latina/os will provide a further 
context. In 2005, the Pew Hispanic Center reported that of the 296 million 
people who make up the population of the United States, Hispanics or Latina/
os comprise 14%, or 41 million. By 2050, the Pew projects that Hispanics or 
Latina/os will make up 29% of the U.S. population. Also for 2005, of all His-
panics or Latina/os living in the United States, 63.9% are of Mexican origin, 
9.1% are Puerto Rican, 3.5% are of Cuban origin, 3.0% are of Salvadorian ori-
gin, 2.7% are of Dominican origin, and all other Hispanic/Latina/o groups 
make up less than 2.0% of the U.S. Hispanic or Latina/o population. In 2006 
Pew conducted a survey and determined that of all Hispanics or Latina/os 
living in the United States, 68% are Roman Catholic, 15% are Evangelical 
Protestant, and 8% (the third largest group) includes those who identify with 
either “no affiliation” or as agnostic or atheist.30
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Given this diversity, Latina theologians need to sort out how Latina theol-
ogy may be constructed such that it respects the multiplicity of Latinas’ expe-
rience yet does not empty the umbrella term “Latina” of meaning, thereby 
compromising the vital political, strategic purpose that a term like “Latina” 
affords this theological discourse. Short of addressing this challenge directly, 
Latina theologies run the risk of falling into new internal hegemonies based 
perhaps on racial privilege, religious dominance, class influence and privi-
lege, demographic dominance, or some other distinction of power. Internal 
hegemonies would, in time, undermine the liberation that Latina theologies 
profess to seek. Recently Latina theologians have begun addressing this chal-
lenge, the importance of which will only grow with time.

The Expanding Conversation

Latina theologians have now begun to engage in conversations with other 
theologians committed to liberationist discourse. As might be anticipated, 
initial exchanges with African American and womanist theologians revealed 
several overlapping areas of interest and similar historical concerns. These 
exchanges have prodded Latina theologians to rethink the boundaries of 
their writings. For example, where do the theological concerns of Latina 
feminist theologies and womanist theologies converge? diverge? How would 
Asian American feminist theologies contribute to, challenge, or affirm these 
concerns? How might Latina theologians understand differently what it 
means to write theology if this work is intentionally linked to the projects 
of African American and Asian American theologians? In 2004 and again 
in 2008, some Latina feminist theologians from the United States engaged 
in a dialogue with feminist theologians from Latin America and the Carib-
bean. This dialogue pushed participants to reimagine what it means to write 
Latina feminist theology. Questions of globalization, economic power, and 
imperialism moved to the fore, recontextualizing how Latina theologians 
perceive the social location of their work. No doubt, the frame of reference 
for Latina theology is shifting; the overarching goal of liberation is taking on 
new meaning.

Operative Gender Ideologies

Latina theologians writing feminist theology have already analyzed the 
dynamic way that the patriarchal world in which Latina/os live and its atten-
dant sexist practices subordinate Latina females, rendering them of a lesser 



82â•… |â•… Na n c y  Pi n e da - M a d r i d

humanity. These same feminist theologians named this reality “social sin” 
and called for a world that genuinely supports the full humanity of Latinas, as 
well as that of all human beings. Yet, by and large, the theological discourse of 
Latina/os reflects a lack of critical consciousness of the extant gender ideolo-
gies which this same discourse discloses. It is true that many Latino theolo-
gians will occasionally cite the work of Latina theologians in their theological 
writings and will note the importance of women and women’s contributions. 
In fact, in the edited collection Protestantes/Protestants, four different Latino 
theologians call specific attention to Latinas’ experience; some even voice 
concern that Latinas have been systematically excluded from public roles 
and denied recognition for the leadership they offer.31

Notwithstanding all of this evidence and more that could be brought to 
bear, there is still a problem. Orlando Espín got it right when he observed 
that “much Latina/o theology pays lip service to feminism, while ignoring 
it methodologically.”32 Latinas who employ a feminist hermeneutic would be 
well served to take the next step and use the feminist theoretical tools with 
which they are well acquainted to make clear the ways that gender ideologies 
function throughout Latina/o theological discourse and the ways in which 
these operative ideologies ultimately impoverish the humanity of women 
and men alike.

On a related note, Latina theologians need to dig deeper into the roots, 
nature, and character of Latina/o patriarchy and sexism. This particular form 
of patriarchy bears its own unique marks. Even though Latina theologians 
have put forward an in-depth analysis of the ways in which patriarchy and 
sexism have been detrimental to Latinas, much more work needs to be done 
on clarifying the Latina/o form(s) of patriarchy. We do not yet have a clear 
picture of the Latina/o version of this social sin.
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Historical Backdrop

Even though it has existed alongside other theologies of liberation and 
alongside other forms of contextual religious discourse since at least 1975, 
Hispanic or Latino theology still remains unknown or undiscovered by many 
in the wider arena of theological and religious scholarship.1 I suppose that 
this neglect is related to and continues a long history of disrespect toward 
Latino/as and of their being rendered invisible or insignificant in the United 
States. However, I suspect that the neglect of Latino/a theology could also be 
tied to the failure to make a distinction between it and Latin American lib-
eration theology. In other words, it is possible that people who study, follow, 
or do theology may mistakenly identify, equate, or lump together Latino/a 
theology with the liberationist theologies that have emerged in Mexico and 
in the Spanish-speaking countries of the Caribbean Basin and of Central and 
South America. But this is a faulty assumption, not only because each of the 
theological expressions that has emerged from these countries on the south-
ern side of the U.S.-Mexican border deserves mentioning and study in its 
own right but also because Hispanic/Latino(a) theology should be seen as a 
distinctive form of theological colloquy in itself.

Although influenced in certain respects by the mode of liberation the-
ology or justice-seeking theological address that emerged in different parts 
of Latin America, Latino/a academic theology exemplifies the religious 
and theological inflections of Hispanic people living in the United States of 
America. In other words, Latino/a theology is a North American theologi-
cal tradition—a theological tradition that is bred and based in the United 
States. This theological voice flows from the thought, writings, and activities 
of a heterogeneous group of theologians, comprised of people who can trace 
their ancestry in some way or another to different parts of Spanish-speaking 
Latin America but yet call the United States their home. The written and oral 
presentations of this group of theologians deserve attention and apprecia-
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tion in mainstream theological study, both because they provide a window 
into a distinctive form of contextual and justice-seeking theological address 
that emerges from and relates to the social milieu of the United States and 
because they provide insight into the confounding realities of life in the 
United States and the varieties of Christian and other religious expressions 
found within it.2

To begin, it is important to note that Hispanic/Latino(a) theology grows 
out of and responds to the complex experience of Latino/as in the United 
States. That being the case, I believe that it would be worthwhile to look at 
the intricate cultural history and set of experiences that generally informs 
and gives rise to this theology.

If one allowed oneself to be informed only by the insinuations that often 
underlie recent debates over culture, language, and immigration, one could 
come to think that Latino/as are all foreign newcomers to the United States. 
But the truth is that Latino/a history in North America actually predates the 
history of the United States. The history of Latino/as in North America, and 
the commencement of the Hispanic/Latino(a) people as a whole, begins with 
the Spanish exploration and colonization of the Caribbean islands and then 
of the North and South American continents that began with Christopher 
Columbus’s arrival in the Americas in 1492. His journey to the “east” trans-
pired at a time when Spain was seeking to expand its colonial borders and 
strengthen a faltering economy with resources from unexplored lands. Con-
sequently, following Columbus’s discovery of a route from Europe to these 
areas, a series of Spanish explorers sailed to the Americas with the intention 
of surveying and settling its territories. As a result of their takeover of these 
lands and of their subjugation of the native peoples that inhabited them, a 
good part of the territory that comprises the Americas—including much of 
Central and South America, Mexico, large segments of the Caribbean, and 
most of what is now the southern and western United States—gradually 
came to be claimed for Spain.

Spain’s boon, however, would be the bane of the different American indig-
enous populations as they were forcibly conquered, had their lands taken 
away, were exposed to new diseases brought over from Europe that proved to 
be devastating, were systematically mistreated, and had a different language, 
culture, and worldview imposed on them. One aspect of this wide-ranging 
oppression involved the exploitation of the indigenous populations. Histo-
rians of the Spanish colonial period have established that much of the early 
Spanish interest in the New World centered on mining.3 But the develop-
ment of these mines required a larger supply of labor than the Spanish colo-
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nizers were willing or able to provide on their own. Hence, the conquered 
indigenous populations were forced into mining labor. The oppressive labor 
conditions, scant nourishment, broken family life, and disease that were part 
of this harsh life of indenture under Spanish rule combined to bring about a 
swift and significant decline in the native populations. This not only affected 
the native population but also had tragic consequences for the people of 
Africa, because, in order to replace or supplement the decreasing indigenous 
labor force, the Spaniards took to forcibly introducing large numbers of Afri-
can slaves from the western coast of Africa to the Americas.

This overall historical happenstance should certainly be deemed as griev-
ous and tragic because it led, among other things, to the subjugation and dec-
imation of peoples, to disruption and forced transmigration, to enslavement, 
and to the destruction of preexisting cultures or ways of life. But, ironically, 
the upheaval brought about by the Spanish conquest of the Americas gave 
birth to something new and becoming—the formation of new cultures and 
new populations out of the intermingling and fusion of three distinct groups 
of peoples and cultures in the Americas (i.e., the Spanish, Amerindian or 
Native American, and African peoples and cultures). In brief, sexual encoun-
ters, both forced and consensual, between men and women of these three 
different groups of people occasioned the emergence of a new biological and 
cultural context as the Spanish, Native American, and African populations 
increasingly intermingled, creating through the centuries new cultures and 
large populations of mestizo/a and mulatto/a peoples (i.e., peoples of mixed 
ancestry). Present-day Latin American and U.S. Latino populations have 
been especially marked by this racial and cultural mixture and are in some 
way or another the result of the adventitious encounter and amalgamation of 
these peoples and cultures during the Spanish colonial period.

As this last statement implies, the Hispanic or Latino/a world has not 
only been marked by but could in fact be said to have been produced by the 
encounters of these three disparate groups of peoples and cultures during the 
approximately three hundred years of Spanish colonialism. In this sense, one 
has to make a distinction between the Spanish and the Hispanic/Latino(a) 
peoples. The reason for this is simple: Hispanics/Latinos(as) are more than 
just descendants of the Spanish conquistadors that colonized the Americas; 
they are also descendants of the Native American or Amerindian peoples 
who had already been living in the Americas and of the peoples whom the 
Spanish brought from Africa to the Americas as slaves. Thus, the Hispanic/
Latino(a) peoples and their cultures can be said to be a new reality, a new 
creation, an offshoot of the violent and unequal encounter of these varied 
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peoples and cultures during the Spanish colonial period. In short, it is this 
peculiar or distinctive merging of peoples and cultures of the Americas that 
gave rise to the Americans known as Latino/as or Hispanics. This implies 
two things: first, that U.S. Hispanic/Latinos(as) and Latin Americans more 
generally can be said to be new “children of the Americas”; second, that U.S. 
Hispanic/Latino(a) and Latin American identity cannot be understood apart 
from mestizaje or mulatez—that is, apart from the reality of racial or ethnic 
and cultural mixture.

The mestizaje/mulatez, or complex racial and cultural mixture, that marks 
the Hispanic/Latino(a) heritage has affected practically every dimension of 
the lives of present-day U.S. Latinos and Latin Americans from race and 
religion to food, language, music, and most everything else in between. It 
certainly reveals itself in different ways within this community of persons, 
but it does not fail to reveal itself in some way or another. Among certain 
groups of Latin Americans and U.S. Hispanics or Latino/as such as the 
Cubans, Dominicans, and Puerto Ricans, as well as Venezuelans and Pan-
amanians, for instance, the African component of this racial and cultural 
mélange may sometimes prevail. Among other groups of Latin Americans 
or U.S. Hispanic/Latinos(as) such as the Mexicans and others from the larger 
area of Central American influence, the indigenous element may perhaps 
prevail. And in some cases it may be the Spanish or Iberian component that 
is notable. But, one way or the other, Hispanic/Latino(a) identity has been, 
is, and will continue to be a function of the cataclysmic process of the forced 
encounter between Iberian, Amerindian, and African peoples and cultures 
during the Spanish colonial period.

In any case, returning to our historical narrative, we should note that 
these new mestizo/a and mulatto/a Hispanic populations grew over time and 
spread out over the American territories that were incorporated into and con-
trolled by the Spanish Empire, including large segments of North America. 
Spain managed to maintain tight economic, political, and cultural control 
over these territories and their inhabitants for approximately three centuries. 
But eventually Spain’s rule over these territories and populations began to 
break down, as some of its colonies grew more independent, as movements 
and wars for independence ensued in different parts of the Americas, and 
as chinks within the Spanish Empire contributed to the weakening of its 
stronghold over the Americas. However, just as the Spanish Empire began 
to crumble in the 19th century, the United States commenced its ascension 
as a world force, buttressed by an expansionist ideology known as “manifest 
destiny.” Through annexations, military conquest, and diplomatic maneuver-
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ing, the United States took control of areas that once belonged to Spain or 
had achieved their independence from Spain, including the northern half of 
Mexico and Puerto Rico. And just like that, the varied Hispanic/Latino(a) 
persons who had been living in these and other territories became part of 
the emerging United States due to shifting borders and U.S. imperialistic 
pursuits.

Over the centuries, this U.S. Hispanic/Latino(a) population has grown. As 
a result of the Spanish-American war; the U.S. restructuring of Puerto Rico’s 
political, production, and economic systems in the early 20th century, and 
the ensuing economic insecurities, upheaval, and large waves of migration of 
Puerto Ricans to the mainland in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s; the 1959 social-
ist revolution in Cuba, and the waves of Cuban immigration into the United 
States that resulted from it; and the diverse forms of political unrest and eco-
nomic insecurity experienced in countries such as Mexico, Argentina, Chile, 
Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Peru, and Venezuela over the 
past six decades, at times exacerbated by U.S. foreign policies and interests, 
Latin Americans have settled in the United States by the millions. At the same 
time, the resident U.S. Latino/a population has grown exponentially in part 
because of its overall young median age (26.4 years according to 2000 census 
tabulations). As a result of all these forces, the Hispanic/Latino(a) popula-
tion has become the largest so-called minority group in the United States, 
with an estimated population of 41,926,302 by 2005 count, constituting 14% 
of the total U.S. population.

There is absolutely no homogeneity within this community of persons. 
And how could there be, given the racial and cultural hybridity that led to its 
existence in the first place? The internal distinctions found within this diver-
sified community are made even greater by differences in socioeconomic 
standing and duration of U.S. residency, among other things. Adding to the 
diversity is also the rich incorporation of distinct nationalities into the group, 
along with the unique idiosyncrasies this implies. The fact is that Latino/as 
are, as Juan Flores puts it, “an ethnicity of ethnicities, an ‘ethnic group’ that 
does not exist but for the existence of its constituent ‘subgroups.’”4 Needless 
to say, this is a sizable and diverse ethnic community—diverse in its racial 
composition and physical appearance, and in national identities, cultures, 
and traditions.

Despite this diversity, the U.S. Hispanic/Latino population has managed 
to forge a fragile yet appreciable pan-Latino identity within the United States. 
Since the 1960s especially, the U.S. Latino/a communities have taken in an 
idea of wholeness or solidarity, rallying around a sense of collectivity and 
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panethnicity when necessary, as is manifest in their growing identification 
with the umbrella terms “Hispanic” and “Latino.” It is true that Hispanics/
Latinos(as) generally identify primarily with the subgroup or nationality to 
which they belong, be it Mexican or Cuban or Puerto Rican or other. How-
ever, a panethnic consciousness or sense of partnership is in fact appreciable 
within this diverse community, perhaps especially among those Latino/as 
who have been living in the United States for a while. As Edna Acosta-Belen 
puts it, the shorthand label “Hispanic” or “Latino” is for some Latino/as turn-
ing into “a symbol of cultural affirmation and identity in an alienating soci-
ety that traditionally has been hostile and prejudicial to cultural and racial 
differences, and unresponsive to the socioeconomic and educational needs 
of a large segment of the Hispanic population.”5

Various other factors contribute to this sense of solidarity. These include 
the sharing of certain widespread cultural traits, varyingly manifested in the 
use of the Spanish language by many, though not all, Latino/as, and many 
other customs, rituals, and life sensibilities; an ubiquitous exilic sensibility 
that arises from the fact that the countries of origin of most Latino/as have 
at some point or another been annexed or colonized by the United States, 
and the fact that even those born in the United States (64% of all Latino/as) 
often feel marginalized in their own country of origin; a prevalent sense of 
being a hyphenated people, at once part of two or more counties, cultures, 
or nationalities; the commonplace encounters with racial discrimination; the 
widespread sense of cultural alienation that stems from living within a domi-
nant society that seeks the victory of its own excluding Anglo culture; and 
the fact that Latino/as have mostly found themselves at the bottom of the 
economic ladder with a limited degree of freedom to improve their socioeco-
nomic condition.

In any case, this is the complex history and complex amassment of expe-
riences that U.S. Hispanic/Latino(a) theology reflects on, builds from, and 
responds to. Academic theological consideration of this broad history and 
set of experiences began in earnest in 1975, with the initiatory inflections of 
the Mexican American Catholic theologian Virgilio Elizondo, and has con-
tinued to the present. Over time, a growing number of Latino/a theologians 
has emerged, contributing to the flourishing of U.S. Latino/a theology.

Although Latino/a theological discourse may still seem to be a novel elab-
oration to some in the mainstream of U.S. theology, it is actually possible 
to speak of three historical folds or evolvements in the elaboration of U.S. 
Hispanic/Latino(a) theology. I refer to these simply as the inaugural unfold-
ing of Latino/a theology, from 1975 to 1990; the second unfolding of Latino/a 
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theology, from 1991 to 2000; and the third unfolding of Latino/a theology, 
from 2001 to the present.

The advent of Hispanic/Latino(a) theology as an intentional and self-
defined academic discourse begins with the work of Elizondo. He has been 
active as a religious leader since the early 1960s, having served as founder 
and president of the Mexican American Cultural Center, as a contributing 
editor of the internationally known journal Concilium, as rector of the San 
Fernando Cathedral in San Antonio, as a professor at universities throughout 
the world, and as an internationally recognized lecturer on Mexican Ameri-
can culture and religion. At present he is professor of pastoral and Hispanic 
theology at the University of Notre Dame.

Although he was already writing essays that called for the inclusion of 
Hispanic cultural elements in Catholic religious practices in the late 1960s, 
Elizondo’s first monograph appeared in 1975, with a book titled Christian-
ity and Culture.6 I trace the emergence of Latino/a theology to this book-
length work. Here one finds evidence of Elizondo’s first attempts to translate 
the lived mestizaje—the racial and cultural mixture—that characterizes the 
Mexican American and overall Latino/a heritage and experience. Elizondo’s 
most renowned and important work, however, appeared in 1983, titled Gali-
lean Journey: The Mexican American Promise.7 In this book Elizondo puts 
forth three important formulations: a thorough tracing and interpretation of 
Mexican American mestizaje; a conception of the historical Jesus as a mes-
tizo—as a kind of first-century “borderlands” Jew who stood at the margins 
of both Jewish and Gentile society because he came from an out-of-the-way 
and uninspiring peasant village in Galilee called Nazareth; and a comparison 
of Jesus’ mestizaje or experience of marginality as a Galilean Jew and the con-
dition of Mexican American cultural identity today. Being a Galilean Jew in 
first-century Palestine, Elizondo intimates, was very much like being a Mexi-
can American in the United States today: just as the Galilean stood at the 
margins of two social worlds, the Mexican American person today is neither 
fully accepted as an “American” or U.S. citizen nor fully accepted as a Mexi-
can. Yet, just as Jesus was divinely destined to generate new life or modalities 
of life from the margins of his society, and just as he was able to come to 
terms with his status as a borderlands Jew and to turn it into a stimulus for 
social good, Elizondo believes that, similarly, Mexican Americans now find 
themselves in a unique position to advance a liberating mission, not only for 
their own well-being but also for that of others in our current society.

Besides his pioneering work on the interpretation of mestizaje and the 
elaboration of a kind of “mestizo/a Christology,” Elizondo has also consid-
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ered the significance of Latino/a popular religious expression. That is, in 
some of his writings he has unearthed, analyzed, and interpreted the religious 
beliefs and practices that Latino/as give rise to independently of the consent 
of theologians, priests, religious professionals, or ecclesiastical offices.8 As a 
whole, I suggest that Hispanic/Latino(a) theology’s subsequent convergence 
on culture, on mestizaje, and on popular religion owes much to Elizondo’s 
initial inflections in these areas.

As with Elizondo’s contributions, those of Cuban American theologian 
Justo González cannot be overemphasized. Since he completed his doctoral 
studies in church history at Yale Divinity School in 1961, González has not 
ceased writing and editing books. Some of these have been written for an 
academic audience and others for a more popular or church audience. Over-
all, he has written over fifty books and three hundred articles, which have 
been translated into several languages.

Even before turning his attention to the articulation of a Latino/a theol-
ogy, González was well known in Latin America, in this country, and around 
the world for his writings on the history of the church. But since the early 
1980s he has increasingly been at work on the development of Hispanic/
Latino(a) theology. Two of his important works in this area are titled Mañana 
and Santa Biblia.9 The first of these, published in 1990, stands as the only full-
fledged Latino/a systematic or constructive theology to this point. In this 
work, González offers a brief retelling of U.S. Latino/a history, an exploration 
into the sources and methods of Latino/a theology, and an interpretation of 
the meaning of Christian doctrines such as those concerning God, the Trin-
ity, creation, the human being, Jesus Christ, and the Roman Catholic Church 
from the perspective of U.S. Latino(a) experience. The second of these works, 
published in 1996, looks into the enterprise of biblical hermeneutics or bibli-
cal interpretation through the lenses of five predominant Latino/a experi-
ences or occurrences: the experience of marginality, the experience of pov-
erty, the occurrence of mestizaje and mulatez, the experience or impressions 
of exilement and alienation, and the encountering of solidarity. González’s 
other works in Latino/a theology or related to it include Out of Every Tribe 
and Nation and Voces: Voices from the Hispanic Church.10

González’s contributions, however, go far beyond the publication of 
books. He has also founded many educational enterprises that have pro-
vided the means for scholars and church leaders to focus on the theology 
of U.S. Latino/as. These include the journal Apuntes, the Hispanic Summer 
Program, AETH (the Association for Hispanic Theological Education), and 
the Hispanic Theological Initiative. Through his work as author, organizer, 
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teacher, and mentor, Justo González has bridged the gap between academic 
and pastoral concerns and greatly contributed to the shaping of Latino/a 
theology.

Cuban-born theologian Ada María Isasi-Díaz has also contributed impor-
tantly to the beginnings and foundations of Latino/a theology. Currently she 
is professor of ethics and theology at Drew University in Madison, New Jer-
sey. Isasi-Díaz, the most published Latina theologian to date, is well known 
for her development of a distinctive form of Latina theological discourse 
which she has labeled “mujerista theology.” Although she was already writ-
ing articles in the late-1970s and mid-1980s that spoke on issues of women’s 
ordination and on the development of a theology from the perspective of 
Hispanic women, Isasi-Díaz labeled and defined her mujerista theology in 
1989 in an article that she published in a journal called Christian Century, 
under the title of “Mujeristas: A Name of Our Own.”11 Noting that the nam-
ing process can be an act of self-determination, and believing that the voli-
tional act of self-naming could lend distinctness to Latina theological articu-
lation, Isasi-Díaz made use of the Spanish term most commonly employed 
by Latino/as to refer to women (i.e., mujer) to designate her proposed Latina 
theology of liberation. She more fully elaborated the elements of this theol-
ogy in two later works—En la Lucha/In the Struggle, published in 1993, and in 
a book appropriately titled Mujerista Theology, published in 1996.12 In brief, 
mujerista theology attempts to accomplish two important tasks: to enable 
Hispanic women to identify and understand the many oppressive structures 
that influence their lives and to help Hispanic women better define a future.

The development of Latino/a theology owes much to the writings and 
activities of these three pioneering and influential figures. But it must be 
acknowledged that the blossoming of Latino/a theology during this initial or 
early period of articulation is also attributable to the written contributions of 
other thinkers. One is Orlando Costas, a Puerto Rican–born Latino Protes-
tant/Evangelical theologian who wrote various books that explored the topic 
of Christian mission from both a Latin American and a U.S. Hispanic lib-
erationist viewpoint, including Christ outside the Gate and Liberating News.13 
Roberto Goizueta, a Cuban-born Catholic theologian who has been publish-
ing since 1985, has contributed important works on theological method that 
have placed Hispanic theology in dialogue with Latin American liberation 
theology, such as Liberation, Method, and Dialogue, and also on theological 
aesthetics, as in his more recent Caminemos con Jesus.14 Andres Guerrero, 
a Texan of Mexican descent and Roman Catholic persuasion, has provided 
a basic outline for a Chicano theology of liberation in a 1987 work titled A 
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Chicano Theology;15 and Allan Figueroa-Deck, another well-published Mexi-
can American priest, has developed a framework for understanding His-
panic ministry in the Catholic Church, as seen in his most discussed work 
to date, titled The Second Wave: Hispanic Ministry and the Evangelization of 
Cultures.16 The writings of these figures contributed greatly to the early foun-
dations of Hispanic/Latino(a) theology.

Since 1991, U.S. Hispanic/Latino(a) theology has burgeoned: the num-
ber of its written articulations has grown as a result of an increase in the 
number of its exponents. From 1992 to 1999, for instance, seven antholo-
gies were published on Latino/a theology.17 Besides these anthologies, many 
other individually authored books and articles appeared in the 1990s. These 
texts bear witness to the emergence of what could be called a second wave in 
the articulation of Latino/a theological thought, authored by thinkers such 
as Edwin Aponte, María Pilar Aquino, Arturo Bañuelas, Carlos Cardoza-
Orlandi, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, Orlando Espín, Sixto García, Francisco 
García-Treto, Ismael García, Alex García-Rivera, Pablo Jimenez, David Mal-
donado Jr., Loida Martell-Otero, Timothy Matovina, Luis N. Rivera Pagán, 
Luis Pedraja, Harold Recinos, Gary Riebe-Estrella, Luis Rivera, Jeanette 
Rodríguez-Holguin, José David Rodríguez, Jean-Pierre Ruiz, Teresa Chavez 
Sauceda, Fernando Segovia, Samuel Solivan, David Traverzo, Eldin Villafañe, 
and others.

Many of these thinkers took up topics or themes that some of the pio-
neering figures had previously emphasized, such as “mestizaje” and “popular 
religion.” However, some of them expounded on and further developed these 
themes. Orlando Espín, for example, gave great impetus to the interpreta-
tion of forms of Latino/a popular Catholicism in a book titled The Faith of 
the People. Alex García-Rivera did the same by way of his wonderful book 
St. Martin de Porres. Jeannette Rodríguez-Holguin also contributed nicely to 
the interpretation of popular religious expression by delving into the spiritu-
ality of Mexican American women in two books: Our Lady of Guadalupe and 
Stories We Live/Cuentos Que Vivimos.18

At the same time, new subjects and new measures began to appear among 
Latino/a theologians in this central and “boom” period. For example, the 
writings of Fernando Segovia greatly advanced the development and clar-
ity of Latino/a biblical interpretation by means of his sophisticated analyses 
of hermeneutical theory and postcolonial studies. His polished and distin-
guished hermeneutics and proposals are prominently displayed in essays 
such as “Two Places and No Place on Which to Stand” and “Reading the Bible 
as Hispanic Americans” and in books such as Interpreting beyond Borders 
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and Decolonizing Biblical Studies, among others.19 Ismael Garcia’s Dignidad 
advanced the construction of a specifically Latino/a social ethic, by delineat-
ing the moral challenges that confront the Hispanic/Latino(a) community, 
Hispanic styles of moral reasoning, and the basis for a Latino/a Christian 
ethic.20 Harold Recinos’s works embrace the subject matter of the church’s 
nature and mission. In books such as Hear the Cry, Jesus Weeps, and Who 
Comes in the Name of the Lord? Recinos can be seen challenging the church 
to immerse itself in the struggles of Latino/as and the poor and expounding 
on his idea of what constitutes a “barrio” or U.S. urban theology.21

David Maldonado Jr. has also contributed importantly to Latino/a theo-
logical study. Besides having been the first Latino/a president of a U.S. school 
of theology (Iliff School of Theology in Denver, Colorado), he has played 
a part in fostering a better understanding of the history, theology, experi-
ences, and perspectives of Hispanic Protestants in the United States.22 Timo-
thy Matovina has done similarly, but in respect to the history and features 
of Latino/a Catholicism in the continental United States. His writings give a 
window onto the recorded rites and liturgy of U.S. Hispanic Catholics from 
colonial times to the present, especially of Mexican American Catholics liv-
ing in the southwest regions of the United States.23 In addition, the works of 
Eldin Villafañe and María Pilar Aquino bring to the discussion new insights 
into the comprehension of Latino/a Pentecostal Christianity and to the elab-
oration of a distinctively Latina feminist theology of liberation.24 The writings 
of these and other authors contributed to the further unfolding of Latino/a 
theology in the 1990s.

I believe that at present we are beginning to witness a third unfolding of 
Latino/a theological expression, with the initial and distinctive writings of 
thinkers such as Efrain Agosto, Jorge Aquino, María Teresa Davila, Miguel De 
La Torre, Teresa Delgado, Miguel Díaz, Michelle González Maldonado, Jose 
Irizarry, Francisco Lozada Jr., Daisy Machado, Carmen Nanko-Fernández, 
Nancy Pineda-Madrid, Mayra Rivera, Christopher Tirres, and myself, Ben-
jamín Valentín. The work of these and other more recent authors honors and 
builds on the thematic, interpretive, and methodological foundations put in 
place by earlier and still active Latino/a writers. But beyond this, I believe that 
the work of some of these authors has contributed to the broadening of the 
thematic range of Latino/a theology and to the promotion of a more critical 
acuteness or perception in this theology.

For example, Efrain Agosto has contributed to biblical scholarship and 
to the study of Christian origins by way of an analysis of leadership patterns 
given witness to in the public activity of Jesus and in the instructional meth-
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ods of the Apostle Paul. Indeed, his writing in this area provides guidance for 
commendable Christian leadership today.25 Miguel De La Torre, a Christian 
ethicist of Cuban heritage, has written many books that range over several 
previously unexplored or, at the very least, underexplored topics, such as 
sexuality, the role of the margins on Christian ethics, the beliefs and rituals 
of Santería, and the distinctive composition of Cuban and African American 
religions, among other things.26 Teresa Delgado has brought to the theological 
discussion insights gleaned from the popular literature, especially novels, of 
Puerto Rican women writers in the United States.27 Miguel Díaz and Michelle 
González Maldonado, both of whom are Cuban American theologians, have 
contributed importantly to the elaboration of a Latino/a theological anthro-
pology.28 González’s work also explores questions related to the particularity 
of Afro-Cuban religion and contributes to the study of Latina popular reli-
gion and the development of a Latina feminist constructive theology.29

Francisco Lozada Jr. has contributed to the development of Latino/a bib-
lical hermeneutics by way of the presentation and elucidation of different 
reading strategies and by relating biblical studies to matters of multicultur-
alism and globalization.30 Daisy Machado’s writings offer new insights into 
Latino/a church history and contribute toward the rethinking of ideas of 
justice and the mission of the church in light of the sufferings encountered 
by undocumented immigrants.31 Mayra Rivera Rivera, a Puerto Rican–born 
Latina theologian, brings to the discussion critical insights from postcolo-
nial thought and critical theory. The distinctive appeal of her work lies in 
its intellectual depth, sophisticated interdisciplinarity, and constructive or 
reconstructivist theological intent, as she tries to rethink the meanings of 
Christian doctrines and notions in light of current affairs and ideas.32 Chris-
topher Tirres’s work places Latino/a theology in conversation with American 
pragmatism and contributes impressively to the work of theorizing liberation 
from a U.S. Latino standpoint.33 As for my own work in Latino/a theology, I 
have attempted at once to diagnose and address the crisis of the American 
left from a Latino’s point of view; to take inventory of, interpret, and assess 
the sensibilities and methods of Latino/a theology; and to put forth a con-
ception of a liberationist Latino(a) public theology that is adequate to the 
justice demands of our age.34

Whether by expanding on previous categories, focusing on new themes 
and motifs, seeking to fill earlier gaps in thinking, or casting a critical eye 
on previous assumptions or tendencies, the writings of these newer thinkers 
provide insight into the continued unfolding of Latino/a theology in the 21st 
century.
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Description

Various descriptive terms could probably be used to give an accounting 
of the kind of theological expressions found within the archives of Hispanic/
Latino(a) theology. For example, one could classify these as expressions 
or examples of “contextual theology,” or perhaps as demonstrations of an 
“inculturated” or “cultural theology.” All of these are possible and may make 
for correct characterizations. However, I think that Hispanic/Latino theology 
could best be described as a distinctive expression of “liberation theology.”

The term “liberation theology” began to be applied in the late 1960s to 
modalities of theological expression that appeared among Christian theolo-
gians in different parts of the Americas. Generally put, liberation theologies 
are modes of theological discourse that rethink the meaning and purpose 
of human existence, social life, faith, and religious thought and practice by 
paying attention to those ignored by history—that is, those who have gen-
erally been denied voice, positive identity, and an adequate material stan-
dard of living. In sum, these are theological colloquies that take the problem 
of injustice and oppression seriously and seek to advance enhancing self-
images and communal images, enabling coping techniques and sociopoliti-
cal adjustments that could foster greater social justice as a whole. For that 
reason, these theologies ask and seek to find responses to questions about 
how we are to think and speak about God, about human achievement and 
limitation, about the saving example of Jesus Christ, about the challenge and 
promise of the church, and about Christian hope in the face of undeserved 
suffering, unjustified subjugation, inequity, and marginalization. But besides 
their characteristic concern with injustice and suffering, and besides their 
ameliorative impulse, liberation theologies are also generally marked by two 
other keynotes: first, the understanding that theological treatises are shaped 
by and should look to respond to the historical, sociocultural, and socioeco-
nomic contexts from which they originate; second, the desire to reach into 
and draw from the particular experiences, life circumstances, and expressive 
cultures of a specific people, community, or social group.

All of these emphases can be identified in the writings of U.S. Latino/a 
theologians. In their writings, for instance, Latino/a theologians often 
inquire into and seek to respond to the particular experiences and situations 
that have marked their lives and those of Latino/as in the social milieu of the 
United States. This at times translates into writings that inquire into the his-
tory and cultures of Latino/as, into the history of the United States, and into 
the role and social location of Latino/as within it. Furthermore, the works 
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of Latino/a theologians also make an effort to excavate and draw from “the 
stuff of Latino/a life”: to delve into and build theologies from the particu-
lar experiences, life circumstances, and cultural practices of the Hispanic/
Latino(a) peoples. Thus and so, they aim to respond to, as well as to fash-
ion, theological reflections that “embody” the cultural agency of Latino/as. In 
some cases this can be exemplified by way of the interpretation of scripture 
and of theological doctrines through the lenses of experiences or perceptions 
lived through in the Latino/a communities, such as those of marginality, 
poverty, exile, alienation, or estrangement. In others, this might take form 
through the use of the experience of mestizaje or mulatez—of being persons 
of mixed ancestry and cultural heritage—as a vantage point from which to 
explore and decipher the meanings of religious ideas. And in other cases this 
might also take place by the use of the cultural production of Latino/as in the 
construction of theological reflection (e.g., the language or idioms, literature, 
and other such artistic or cultural expressions of the Latino/a communities).

Finally, whether implicitly or explicitly, the works of Latino/a theolo-
gians also display a concern over injustice and a desire to better the lives of 
Latino/as and the civil and religious communities they live in or are a part of. 
Given the atmosphere of overt and covert discrimination and the disrespect 
of Hispanic cultures often experienced by Latinos and Latinas in the United 
States, Latino/a theologians have been inclined to an “identity politics,” or a 
“cultural politics of recognition,” that focuses on injustices rooted in social 
patterns of representation, interpretation, and communication. Examples of 
such cultural injustices include

cultural domination (being subjected to patterns of interpretation and 
communication that are associated with another culture and are alien 
and/or hostile to one’s own); non-recognition (being rendered invisible by 
means of the authoritative representational, communicative, and interpre-
tative practices of one’s culture); and disrespect (being routinely maligned 
or disparaged in stereotypic public cultural representations and/or in 
everyday life interactions).35

Latino/a theologians have generally shown great concern over these kinds 
of injustices. Although injustices that are related to political economy have 
not gone unnoticed by them, I believe that these theologians have thus far 
given more attention to injustices that are related to culture or “symbolic 
culture.” Basically, they have come to realize that there may be sources of 
oppression other than political sources—for example, cultural imperialism, 
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colonialism, ethnic prejudice, racism, and sexism—contributing to the suf-
ferings of Latino/as. Thus, Latino/a theologians have been inclined to enfold 
their liberatory discourses in cultural terms in order to help counter U.S. 
efforts at cultural homogenization; to unearth, defend, and uplift certain 
beliefs and practices connected to U.S. Latino(a) peoples; to replace deni-
grating images of Latino/as with self-defined and affirming images; and to 
assist in the incorporation of Latino/as as full, equal, and participating citi-
zens into the society in which we live.

Sources

By virtue of their predominantly Christian orientation, Latino/a theolo-
gians look to put into service insights gained from four sources or reservoirs 
of information and wisdom. These derive from scripture, tradition, culture, 
and experience.

In the case of Christian theology, “scripture” generally refers to the Bible—
that is, the canonized Jewish and Christian scriptures, sometimes referred 
to as the Old Testament and New Testament. For Christian theologians the 
Bible is an important source or resource because it is the original document 
that bears witness to the initiatory events, testimonies, and beliefs on which 
the Christian faith is based. The term “tradition” refers to the many streams 
of interpretation that have come about, accrued, and been transmitted in the 
history of Christian thought and practice. This can include interpretation(s) 
of scripture, of Christian doctrines, and of Christian ritual or practice. 
Depending on the theologian who is using it, the term “culture” could refer 
specifically to the sphere devoted to the production, circulation, and use of 
meanings and identities, or more generally to all of the things that make up 
the social matrix in which religion occurs and in which theology gets done. 
In the grander sense of this last definition or usage, the term “culture” could 
include everything that characterizes a social location—that is, the philoso-
phies, ideologies, systems of meaning, moral and social principles or values, 
laws, artistic styles and works of art, literature, popular creations and prac-
tices, and political systems that identify a people or a social context. Finally, 
the term “experience” refers at once to personal life experience and percep-
tion, including religious experience and perception, and to the collective his-
torical experiences of a religious, national, ethnic, cultural, or social group.

The fact that Latino/a theologians make use of these general sources of 
data in their theological thinking process is not noteworthy in and of itself, 
especially since most if not all Christian theologians do so as well. What is 
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notable is that Latino/a theology habitually manifests a different understand-
ing of these sources and approaches them in some distinctive ways. First, 
Latino/a theologians generally gravitate toward what I call a dialogical or co-
relational model of biblical interpretation. At the most basic level, this means 
that Latino/a theologians commonly aspire to put the message of the Bible 
in conversation with or in relation to the experience of Latinos and Latinas 
today and vice versa. Usually this is exemplified by a critical reading of the 
sociocultural situation of U.S. Latino/as and of the Bible in light of one to 
the other. At times this can also be illustrated through attempts at the read-
ing or interpreting of biblical material through the lenses of the historical 
and current-day experiences of many Latino/as. In Santa Biblia, for example, 
Justo González strives to interpret biblical themes from the vantage point of 
five experiences, circumstances, or happenings that can be said to mark U.S. 
Latino/a life and history: the experience of marginality, the encountering of 
poverty, the happening and impression of mestizaje and mulatez (i.e., cultural 
mixture), the sense or feeling of exile and alienation, and the longing for and 
valuing of solidarity. But in using the terms “dialogical” and “co-relational” 
to describe Latino/a theology’s hermeneutical or interpretive penchant, I also 
mean one other thing: that Latino/a theologians generally assume that each 
time we read the Bible it has or should have an effect of some kind on us; at 
the same time, we always contribute something to the continuing history of 
the Bible’s meaning or influence. In this way, Latino/a theologians envision 
biblical interpretation as a “fusion of horizons,” as a merging of the message 
of the Bible with the experience of its readers or interpreters—in this case, 
the experience of U.S. Latinos and Latinas.

Second, Latino/a theology inclines toward widening the meanings and 
contents of “tradition.” What I mean is this. Often, other Christian theolo-
gians understand “tradition” as the pronouncements, interpretations, and 
renderings of “church professionals” from the past and present—that is, the 
theologians or official and authoritative leaders of the church. In other words, 
more often than not, it is the ideas of authoritative figures that are granted 
value and importance in theological reflection; the religious understanding 
of common persons is ordinarily left out of consideration. Latino/a theolo-
gians, however, depart from this way of doing theology. Not only do they 
reflect on the religious ideas and perceptions of important or official church 
leaders of the past and present, they also pay attention to the living witness 
and faithful intuitions of everyday people. In short, as many Latino/a theo-
logians see it, the living intuition, witness, faith, and religious wisdom of the 
people are as inspired and valid as are the written pronouncements and texts 
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of the church’s magisterium. For this reason, they attend to and analyze and 
even draw on the popular religious expressions—the unique devotions, rites, 
practices, and celebrations—that can be found or observed in the Latino/a 
communities. These may include the following, for example:

Devotions to a host of 1.â•‡ virgenes, such as La Virgen de Guadalupe (Our Lady 
of Guadalupe) and La Virgen de la Caridad (Our Lady of Charity)

Devotions to patron saints such as San Martin de Porres2.â•‡  and Santa 
Barbara

Festivities and practices that embody a religious dimension, such as Las 3.â•‡
Posadas (festivities in honor of the nine months that Mary carried Jesus in 
her womb), El Dia de los Muertos (the day of the dead, which involves the 
remembrance and honoring of ancestors and beloved persons); the Quincea-
ñeras ceremonies celebrated during the fifteenth birthday of Latinas, which 
always include a religious blessing; Los Rosarios (the rosaries practiced dur-
ing funerals), Las Fiestas Patronales (patron saints celebrations), and a host of 
Procesiones (processions practiced throughout the calendar year)

The 4.â•‡ coritos or short songs that are often sung in Latino/a Pentecostal 
churches and that are often composed by local parishioners themselves

Forms of non-Christian, or at least less explicitly Christian, Latino(a) 5.â•‡
popular religions such as Santería, Palo, Espiritismo (types of spiritism) and 
Curanderismo (types of native healing practices and rituals)

To the extent that they look to reflect on or draw on these sorts of popular, 
inborn, and everyday expressions of religion, Latino/a theologians are con-
tributing to a widening of theological “tradition.”

Finally, I note that Latino/a theology also tends to localize the meaning of 
culture and to widen the meaning of experience. I will explain what I mean 
by way of a general observation and comparison. I have noticed that when 
many European and North American theologians speak of “culture,” they 
often are referring to the general conditions of life that mark a historical era 
or part of the world, or to the domain of social subjectivity, or to the living 
result of all the elements in the general organization of a society. In this sense 
the idea of culture meets with a more sweeping or generic and, therefore, 
less-specific meaning. It is really culture with a capital “C” that is being spo-
ken of here, as in for instance, “Modern Western Culture” or “U.S. Culture,” 
etcetera, etcetera.

Hispanic/Latino(a) theologians use this grander sense of culture, too, 
from time to time, when reflecting on the conditions of existence in the 
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“Modern or Late Modern Western World” or on the conditions of existence 
in the “United States of America.” But, more often than not, they understand 
culture in a more localized and particular way, using it in reference to the 
range of practices and significations through which the Latino/a reality is 
constructed and maintained. In this usage the idea of culture meets with a 
narrower and therefore more localized or particular meaning: it is the prac-
tices, traditions, and agency of Latinos that is in mind here. This includes the 
complex of values, customs, beliefs, identity constructions, self-expressions, 
and practices that constitute the way of life of Latinos. It is this multiplex, 
but yet more circumscribed, local, or specific subjective world that Latino/a 
theologians inquire into and build from when doing theology.

Whereas their penchant is to localize and particularize the idea of culture, 
Latino/a theologians show a tendency to amplify the meanings of experi-
ence. The human experience referred to in Latino/a theology is not simply 
religious experience—the encountering of the sacred or experiencing of ulti-
mate reality or ultimate concern—or simply personal experience, although 
these are not excluded. Rather, it includes the whole of Latino/a experience, 
including the common dimensions of life—lo cotidiano, or the everyday 
events of life—the vicissitudes, and the accumulated wisdom or impressions 
of the Latino/a community.

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

I have already noted that Latino/a theology has been influenced by the 
principles and practices of liberation theology. These include a concern with 
oppression and the achievement of justice, an emphasis on the contextual 
character and accountability of theological reflection, and the desire to reach 
into and draw on the specific experiences and expressive cultures of a people 
or community. I have also already alluded to some of the ways in which this 
influence appears in Latino/a theology. Even so, I think it might be useful to 
illuminate a number of recurring patterns that provide examples of Latino/a 
theology’s use of the methodology of liberation theology.

I suggest that the following “liberationist-informed” and “liberationist-
driven” methodological patterns or techniques recur in Latino/a theology. 
The first involves a critical reading or analysis of the sociohistorical and 
sociocultural situation of the U.S. Latino/a experience. Latino/a theologians 
strive to interpret the historical and present-day circumstances of Latino/a 
peoples within the context of the United States. For this purpose, they employ 
the means of historical study, anthropology, sociology, and cultural study in 
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an attempt to situate the U.S. Latino/a experience. They use the tools of these 
modes of analysis in order to better understand the history of Latino/as; in 
order to better apprehend the issues, pressures, and hindrances that Latino/
as have commonly faced; in order to better discover and tap into the reposi-
tory of subversive activities and life-affirming formations that have come 
about among Latino/as; and in order to better learn how to transform U.S. 
society for the benefit not only of Latino/as but of all.

The second is the incorporation of the concrete voices of people in the 
development of a theological outlook. This means that Latino/a theologians 
sometimes try to provide an opportunity in their theologies for the voices of 
Hispanic women and men to be heard. Although other representative illus-
trations can be pointed to, I believe that the works of Ada María Isasi-Díaz 
and Harold Recinos offer good examples of this technique. In two of her 
books—Hispanic Women and En la Lucha—Isasi-Díaz uses interview-like 
colloquies with lay Hispanic women in her theological reflections. Similarly, 
Harold Recinos includes the declarations and affirmations of Hispanic men 
and women in some of the chapters of his book Who Comes in the Name 
of the Lord? and in an essay “Popular Religion, Political Identity, and Life-
Story Testimony in an Hispanic Community.”36 In this way, they and other 
Latino/a theologians hope to “adopt” the views of people in distinct Latino/a 
communities and to present not only their own experience but also the expe-
rience of other Latino/as. The deeper hope is that this kind of conversational 
method will lead to a “fusion of horizons” between the experience, concern, 
worldview, faith, and hope of Latino/a peoples and that of religious thinkers 
and theologians.

Third, related to the second, is the use of the personal story or autobiogra-
phy. This is uncommon or distinctive because the longing to take account of 
who we are by way of personal narrative has rarely commanded high regard 
in modern theological scholarship. Obviously, this has not always been the 
case. After all, as his Confessions show, Augustine thought that theological 
reflection could be incorporated into and illustrated by telling one’s own 
story. Some Latino/a theologians would agree. Virgilio Elizondo, for one, has 
used the genre of autobiography quite nicely. His book The Future Is Mes-
tizo offers an example of a theological autobiography that takes the form of a 
quest narrative. Here Elizondo traces and elucidates his own process of social 
and theological awakening—a process that results in a theological viewpoint 
that recognizes and denounces the evils of “American” bigotry and inequality 
on the one hand and aims toward the realization of self-and-communal affir-
mation and cultural, religious, and social change on the other.37
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Fourth, one finds throughout Latino/a theology, as with the Jewish proph-
ets of old, a clear use of critical denunciation. This includes the criticism and 
indictment (1) of social, political, and economic systems that create and bol-
ster inequality; (2) of cultural traditions and practices that bring about and 
sustain patterns of discrimination, nonrecognition, and disrespect; (3) of an 
ecclesiastical establishment that often remains unresponsive to the social, 
economic, and cultural dilemmas of our age and at times espouses religious 
convictions and ideologies that undermine the struggle for human rights and 
earthly justice; and (4) of a theological or academic establishment that fails 
to take seriously and to address long-standing issues of inclusion and exclu-
sion, of underrepresentation, and of gender-based, sexual, and racial-ethnic 
injustice that have existed within it. In this way Latino/a theology issues a 
critical and challenging address to academia, church, and general society.

Finally, I submit that Latino/a theologians often bring to the doing of the-
ology a utopian vision. Using Christian parlance, we can say that their writ-
ings and speeches exude a belief in the biblical notion of the “kingdom” or, in 
Ada María Isasi-Díaz’s words, the “kin-dom of God.”38 As a persistent theme 
in the message and mission of Jesus, the notion of the kingdom of God served 
to point Jewish people of the first century toward an alternative rendering 
of the world—a world in which justice flourishes, compassion abounds, and 
concern for the poor, oppressed, and marginalized carries weight. The writ-
ings and speeches of Latino/a theologians call on persons and institutions 
of the 21st century to do the same—they call on them to think of and work 
toward a U.S. society that allows justice to flourish, compassion to abound, 
and care for the poor, oppressed, and marginalized to carry the day.

Ongoing Issues

Since its appearance, Hispanic/Latino(a) theology has gone on to grow 
in its variety of expressions, all the while developing its own conceptual 
motifs and emphases and establishing its own identity as a unique liberation-
ist theological expression. Among its characteristics one can count the turn 
to cultural memory as a theological source; the theological theorization of 
the concepts of mestizaje/mulatez and popular religion; the comparison of 
Jesus’ sociohistorical identity with that of current-day Latinos and Latinas; 
the elaboration of a distinctive expression of Latina feminist and mujerista 
theology of liberation; the depiction of a Christian mission that emanates 
from the context of the margins and the barrio; the undertaking of bibli-
cal interpretation from the vantage point of Hispanic/Latino experience; the 
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elucidation of the promise of postcolonial studies for biblical interpretation; 
the development of a distinctive Christian ethics based on Latino/a notions 
of dignidad (dignity); the mapping of a “public theology” from a Latino/a lib-
erationist perspective; and many other innovative developments. This long 
and yet still selective and incomplete list shows that Latino/a theology has 
flourished, and indeed it continues to grow and evolve in ways that reflect 
new theological and religious curiosities and the changing nature of Latino/a 
communities themselves. Still, there are some issues that will require further 
attention and solution within Hispanic/Latino(a) theology. I speak to three 
such points at issue.

The first issue pertains to my observation that Latino/a theologians have 
thus far tended to shy away from the task of systematically interpreting, scru-
tinizing, and extending the meanings of Christian doctrines. This means that 
the effort to interpret, question, and reformulate the meanings of themes or 
doctrines such as God, creation, human being, sin, Christ, the church, pneu-
matology, and eschatology has received limited consideration in the works 
of these theologians. Although some of this sort of theological work can be 
found within it, the archives of Latino/a theology are not exactly replete with 
this kind of formal, systematic, and reconstructive pursuit. To date, the only 
representative illustration of a full-fledged Latino “systematic theology” one 
can point to is found in Justo González’s book Manana. This book was pub-
lished in 1990, and yet it is still the only thorough work in systematic theol-
ogy written by a Latino or Latina author.

Two anthologies, Teologia en conjunto (1997) and From the Hearts of Our 
People (1999) have attempted to fill this void. However, being limited by 
their very nature as anthologies or as collections of short essays, these two 
works offer more of a digest’s view, a prefatory treatment, or a synopsized 
handling of these doctrines rather than a careful and thorough analysis of 
them. One would not be wrong in saying that what these two volumes offer 
us are pointed and abridged commentaries on the possible significance of 
certain Christian doctrines from a Latino/a Protestant or Catholic point of 
view rather than a more thorough analysis of these doctrines, complete with 
an exploration of their historical emergence and development, their underly-
ing and varying meanings, and the present-age conditions that call for and 
allow for a reformulation of their meanings from a uniquely Latino/a point 
of view.

And although one can find within the annals of Latino/a theology single-
authored monographs that look into individual doctrines in more length, 
these are neither plenteous nor, in some cases, thoroughgoing in their doctri-
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nal analysis. Two monographs, On Being Human and Created in God’s Image, 
written by Miguel Díaz and Michelle González Maldonado, respectively, 
offer a thorough and well-defined view of theological anthropology from a 
Latino/a viewpoint. Yet these are the only two single-authored books dedi-
cated to this subject thus far. Virgilio Elizondo, in his Galilean Journey, and 
Luis Pedraja, in his book Jesus Is My Uncle,39 deal creatively and splendidly 
with matters tied to the subject of Christology, but neither of these works 
presents a full-fledged Christology. In fact, Christology is a multifaceted 
undertaking: it requires us to deliberate over the obscure and elusive history 
or life story of Jesus of Nazareth, the testimony of the past regarding his reli-
gious significance, and the questions and challenges of our time in order not 
only to interpret but also to extend the meanings of Jesus’ life, message, and 
purposeful public activity for religious thought and practice today. It can be 
argued that to date no single-authored monograph in Latino/a theology has 
followed the trail of this more comprehensive venture. Similarly, the works of 
Latino/a authors such as Orlando Costas, Harold Recinos, and Roberto Goi-
zueta deal impressively with topics that are related to ecclesiology, but the 
truth is that we still await the first full-fledged presentation of a distinctively 
Latino/a ecclesiology. And doctrines or subject matters such as the doctrine 
of creation, pneumatology, eschatology, and the work of a Christian theology 
of religions have yet to be taken up in any substantive manner.

This is all to say that I believe there is still much work to be done within 
Latino/a theology in the area of a more systematic and constructive treat-
ment of the Christian doctrines. As I see it, it is important that we take up 
this charge—that we take up the task of interpreting, scrutinizing, and refor-
mulating the meanings of doctrines—because the pursuit of theology not 
only calls for it but is to a certain extent defined by it. Moreover, it is my 
belief that we Latino/a theologians can make a great contribution to the field 
of theology by way of the interpretation, evaluation, and reconstruction of 
the various Christian doctrines from a uniquely Latino/a point of view.

The second issue has to do with what I describe as a constrained explora-
tion and use of Latino/a experience and expression. As I noted earlier, a dis-
tinctive mark of liberation theologies is their turning to the realm of indi-
vidual and collective or group experience to carry out theological reflection 
that is immersed in and responds to the particularity of that experience. 
Latino/a theology, as an expression of liberation theology looks to carry 
out this goal by delving into the specificity of Latino/a identity and culture. 
However, my bone of contention is that it has thus far limited this immer-
sion to a small slice of Latino/a life. It has, for instance, done well in poring 
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over matters of Latino/a history and identity such as mestizaje and mulatez 
and in inquiring into forms of popular religious expression that appear 
within the different Latino/a communities. A few Latino/a theologians have 
even taken stock of forms of Latino/a literary expression, particularly of 
Latino/a novels in their theological reflections. But there are many other 
dimensions of Latino/a culture that have escaped our review. For example, 
little has been done with the music, art, drama, fashion, cuisine, comedy, 
movies, and television shows generated by Latino/as in the past and pres-
ent. I believe that these other dimensions and expressions of Latino/a life 
and culture can and even should be explored in our theologies. Immersion 
in these repositories of Latino/a culture and agency could lead to a deeper 
level of contextuality, of specificity, of corporality, or a more palpable level 
of “Latinidad” in our theologies.

The third issue concerns the political vision of Latino/a theology. Given 
its underlying desire to be of consequence in a liberating way, Latino/a the-
ology has from its inception been marked by a moral sensibility and ame-
liorative impulse. In other words, this theological tradition has always been 
concerned with issues of injustice, and it has always, whether explicitly 
or implicitly, aspired to the furtherance of justice. However, I believe that 
Latino/a theology has tended to focus predominantly on issues of cultural or 
symbolic injustice and given too little attention to issues of socioeconomic or 
material injustice. So, for instance, one finds that injustices having to do with 
cultural imperialism or domination—with the disparagement of Latino/a 
cultures, with assimilatory pressures faced by Latino/as in the United States, 
with the nonrecognition of or the rendering of Latino/as as invisible in the 
wider U.S. social realm, and with disparaging stereotypic representations of 
Latino/as found in U.S. culture—receive prominent mention and scrutiny in 
the writings of Latino/a theologians.

One finds that these theologians have in general been less inclined to scru-
tinize and address injustices that have to do with the maldistributive effects of 
American capitalism, with economic inequity and material inequality, with 
the exploitation of and the economic marginalization of Latino/as, with the 
denial of access to dignified housing, educational, and health care opportu-
nities, and the like. To be sure, we encounter brief statements here and there 
that mention and denounce poverty and other such socioeconomic injus-
tices. But it is one thing to mention or denounce these social and economic 
conditions in passing or in vague form. It is quite another to devote a good 
deal of attention to them by way of careful and sustained analysis of their 
causes, conditions, and prospects for remediation.
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I suggest that Latino/a theologians should connect their concerns and 
demands for cultural change to an equally resolute, principled, and well-
reasoned concern and demand for socioeconomic change. And we must do 
so in good part because the reality is that Latino/as suffer injustices that are 
traceable to both political economy and culture simultaneously. In fact, as 
theologians who aim to promote social justice, we should seek to acknowl-
edge, analyze, and oppose all of the many crosscutting inequities that afflict 
not only Latino/as but also many other suffering persons and groups in our 
society.

To close, I want to stress that my mentioning of these unresolved issues 
should not lead us to think any less of Latino/a theology. The fact is that 
every tradition of theology or thought, and every human enterprise in gen-
eral, will always be found to be limited in some way or another. This is sim-
ply a fact of life and a consequence of human finiteness. Hence, it should 
not surprise us that there are problems that still require solutions in Latino/a 
theology. The bigger picture is this, however: Latino/a theology has already 
achieved a mature level of articulation and developed deep foundations of 
thought and practice. Moreover, given its growth and its continued unfold-
ing, I have no doubts that Latino/a theology will not only resolve my charges 
but also that it will accomplish many other realizations. That’s why perhaps 
the most appropriate words of advice that I can offer in closing are these: 
“Stay tuned to it,” “Stay tuned to us.”

Notes
	 1.	 Although their linguistic background differs, the terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” or 
“Latina” are commonly used interchangeably and synonymously in the parlance of the 
United States. These “ethnic labels” or identifying constructs are used within the United 
States to refer to citizens and residents of the United States who in some way or another 
can trace their ancestry to the different countries that make up Spanish-speaking Latin 
America. Spanish-speaking Latin America is comprised of Cuba, Puerto Rico (which is a 
U.S. commonwealth), the Dominican Republic, Mexico, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Gua-
temala, El Salvador, Honduras, Panama, Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, 
Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay. All citizens and residents of the United States 
who originated from these countries or from the commonwealth of Puerto Rico, or whose 
ancestors did, are known as Hispanics or Latino/as. These words or labels have currency 
in the United States, but in Latin America people do not ordinarily refer to themselves 
as Hispanic or Latino. And even within the United States, the use and validity of these 
coalescing ethnic labels can be debated. Some in the Hispanic/Latino(a) community pre-
fer not to use them at all, while others may prefer one term to the other. Because certain 
Latino/a theologians prefer the term “Latino” or “Latina,” while others prefer to use the 
term “Hispanic,” to encompass the U.S. experiences of peoples with Spanish-speaking 



110â•… |â•… B e n ja m í n  Va l e n t í n

ancestry and to refer to their theologies, I generally use the signifier “Hispanic/Latino(a)” 
when referring to the theological works of this community of theologians. For a sophis-
ticated and critical study on the history and current debates surrounding the use of the 
“Hispanic” and “Latino” label within the Latino/a community, see Jorge J. E. Gracia, 
Hispanic/Latino Identity (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2000), esp. 1–26; and Suzanne Oboler, 
Ethnic Labels, Latino Lives: Identity and the Politics of (Re)presentation in the United States 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995).
	 2.	 To be sure, in this essay I focus on the writings of Latino/a academic theologians—of 
thinkers, in other words, who identify with the discipline of theology more generally; this 
includes biblical scholars, Christian historians, systematic or constructive theologians, 
ethicists, and folk working in the domain of practical theology or ministerial studies. I 
do not, therefore, include an overview of the important and interesting work being done 
by a fine and growing body of Latino/a scholars of religion, including those operating 
within the domain of the history of religions, the sociology of religion, the anthropology 
of religion, and other such realms of religious study. Moreover, here I limit myself to a 
consideration of the theological writings of Latino/a academics living within the United 
States of America.
	 3.	 For example, Charles Gibson, Spain in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), 
esp. 1–47, 112–135; Leslie Bethell, ed., The Cambridge History of Latin America, 11 vols. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984–1995), esp. 1:149–388, 2:67–149; Alfredo 
Jimenez, ed., Handbook of Hispanic Cultures in the United States (Houston: Arte Publico, 
1994), esp. 2:23–183; and Herbert S. Klein, African Slavery in Latin America and the Carib-
bean (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986).
	 4.	 Juan Flores, “Pan-Latino/Trans-Latino: Puerto Ricans in the New Nueva York,” in 
Centro: Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies 8, nos. 1–2 (1996): 176.
	 5.	 Edna Acosta-Belen, “From Settlers to Newcomers: The Hispanic Legacy in the 
United States,” in The Hispanic Experience in the United States: Contemporary Issues and 
Perspectives, ed. Edna Acosta-Belen and Barbara R. Sjostrom (New York: Praeger, 1988), 
103–104.
	 6.	 Virgilio Elizondo, Christianity and Culture: An Introduction to Pastoral Theology and 
Ministry for the Bicultural Community (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 1975).
	 7.	 Virgilio Elizondo, Galilean Journey: The Mexican-American Promise (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 1983).
	 8.	 For instance, Virgilio Elizondo, “Popular Religion as the Core of Cultural Identity 
in the Mexican American Experience,” in An Enduring Flame: Studies on Latino Popular 
Religiosity, ed. Anthony Stevens-Arroyo and Ana María Díaz-Stevens (New York: PARAL, 
1984), 113–132; and Elizondo, Guadalupe: Mother of the New Creation (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 1997).
	 9.	 Justo González, Mañana: Christian Theology from a Hispanic Perspective (Nashville, 
TN: Abingdon, 1990); and González, Santa Biblia: The Bible through Hispanic Eyes (Nash-
ville, TN: Abingdon, 1996).
	 10.	 Justo González, Out of Every Tribe and Nation: Christian Theology at the Ethnic 
Roundtable (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1992); and González, Voces: Voices from the Hispanic 
Church (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1992).
	 11.	 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, “Mujeristas: A Name of Our Own,” Christian Century (May 
24–31, 1989): 550–562.



Hispanic/Latino(a) Theologyâ•… |â•… 111

	 12.	 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, En la Lucha/In the Struggle (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993); and 
Isasi-Díaz, Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 1996).
	 13.	 Orlando E. Costas, Christ outside the Gate: Mission beyond Christendom (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 1982); and Costas, Liberating News: A Theology of Contextual Evangelization 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989).
	 14.	 Roberto S. Goizueta, Liberation, Method, and Dialogue (Atlanta: Scholars, 1988); and 
Goizueta, Caminemos con Jesus: Toward a Hispanic/Latino Theology of Accompaniment 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1995).
	 15.	 Andres G. Guerrero, A Chicano Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1987).
	 16.	 Allan Figueroa-Deck, The Second Wave: Hispanic Ministry and the Evangelization of 
Cultures (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 1989).
	 17.	 I am referring here to the following anthologies: (1) Roberto S. Goizueta, ed., We 
Are a People: Initiatives in Hispanic American Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992); (2) 
González, Voces: Voices from the Hispanic Church (1992); (3) Allan Figueroa-Deck, ed., 
Frontiers of Hispanic Theology in the United States (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1992); (4) Arturo 
Bañuelas, ed., Mestizo Christianity: Theology from the Latino Perspective (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 1995); (5) Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Fernando Segovia, eds., Hispanic/Latino 
Theology: Challenge and Promise (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996); (6) José David Rodríguez 
and Loida I. Martell-Otero, eds., Teologia en conjunto: A Collaborative Hispanic Protestant 
Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1997); and (7) Orlando O. Espín and 
Miguel H. Díaz, eds., From the Heart of Our People: Latino/a Explorations in Catholic Sys-
tematic Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1999).
	 18.	 Orlando O. Espín, The Faith of the People: Theological Reflections on Popular Catholicism 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1997); Alex García-Rivera, St. Martin de Porres: The “Little Stories” 
and the Semiotics of Culture (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1995); Jeannette Rodríguez[-Holguin], 
Our Lady of Guadalupe: Faith and Empowerment among Mexican-American Women (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1994); and Rodríguez[-Holguin], Stories We Live/Cuentos Que 
Vivimos: Hispanic Women’s Spirituality (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 1996).
	 19.	 Fernando F. Segovia, “Two Places and No Place on Which to Stand: Mixture and 
Otherness in Hispanic American Theology,” in Listening: Journal of Religion and Culture 
27, no. 1 (1992): 26–40; Segovia, “Reading the Bible as Hispanic Americans,” in The New 
Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1994), 1:167–173; Segovia, Interpreting beyond 
Borders: Bible and Postcolonialism (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000); and Segovia, 
Decolonizing Biblical Studies: A View from the Margins (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2000).
	 20.	 Ismael Garcia, Dignidad: Ethics through Hispanic Eyes (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 
1997).
	 21.	 Harold Recinos, Hear the Cry! A Latino Pastor Challenges the Church (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox, 1989); Recinos, Jesus Weeps: Global Encounters on Our Door-
steps (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1992); and Recinos, Who Comes in the Name of the Lord? 
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1997).
	 22.	 David Maldonado Jr., “Hispanic Protestant Clergy: A Profile of Experience and 
Perspectives,” in Protestantes/Protestants: Hispanic Christianity within Mainline Traditions, 
ed. David Maldonado Jr. (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1999); and Maldonado, Crossing 
Guadalupe Street: Growing Up Hispanic and Protestant (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 2001).



112â•… |â•… B e n ja m í n  Va l e n t í n

	 23.	 Especially Timothy M. Matovina, “Our Lady of Guadalupe Celebrations in San 
Antonio, Texas, 1840–1841,” “Liturgy, Popular Rites, and Popular Spirituality,” and “Mar-
riage Celebrations in Mexican-American Communities,” all in Mestizo Worship: A Pastoral 
Approach to Liturgical Ministry (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1998), 49–67, 81–91, and 
93–102; and Timothy Matovina and Gerald E. Poyo, eds., Presente!: U.S. Latino Catholics 
from Colonial Origins to the Present (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2000).
	 24.	 Eldin Villafane, The Liberating Spirit: Toward an Hispanic American Pentecostal 
Social Ethic (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994); María Pilar Aquino, “Perspectives on 
a Latina’s Feminist Liberation Theology,” in Frontiers of Hispanic Theology in the United 
States, ed. Allan Figueroa-Deck (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1992), 23–40; Aquino, “Directions 
and Foundations of Hispanic/Latino Theology: Toward a Mestiza Theology of Liberation,” 
Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology 1, no. 1 (1993): 5–21; and Aquino, “Theological Method 
in U.S. Latino/a Theology: Toward an Intercultural Theology for the Third Millennium,” 
in From the Heart of Our People: Latino/a Explorations in Catholic Systematic Theology, ed. 
Orlando O. Espín and Miguel H. Díaz (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1999), 6–48.
	 25.	 Efrain Agosto, Servant Leadership: Jesus and Paul (St. Louis, MO: Chalice, 2005).
	 26.	 Miguel A. De La Torre, A Lily among the Thorns: Imagining a New Christian Sexual-
ity (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2007); De La Torre, Doing Christian Ethics from the 
Margins (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2004); De La Torre, Santeria: The Beliefs and Rituals of a 
Growing Religion in America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004); and De La Torre, The 
Quest for the Cuban Christ: A Historical Search (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 
2002).
	 27.	 Teresa Delgado, “Prophesy Freedom: Puerto Rican Women’s Literature as a Source 
for Latina Feminist Theology,” in A Reader in Latina Feminist Theology: Religion and Justice, 
ed. María Pilar Aquino, Daisy Machado, and Jeanette Rodríguez (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2002), 23–52.
	 28.	 For example, Miguel Díaz, On Being Human: U.S. Hispanic and Rahnerian Perspectives 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001); and Michelle A. González [Maldonado], Created in God’s 
Image: An Introduction to Feminist Theological Anthropology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2007).
	 29.	 Michelle A. González [Maldonado], Afro-Cuban Theology: Religion, Race, and Identity 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2006); and González, Sor Juana: Beauty and 
Justice in the Americas (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2003).
	 30.	 Francisco Lozada Jr., “Encountering the Bible in an Age of Diversity and Globaliza-
tion: Teaching toward Intercultural Criticism,” in New Horizons in Hispanic/Latino(a) 
Theology, ed. Benjamín Valentín (Cleveland: Pilgrim, 2003), 13–34; Lozada, “Reinvent-
ing the Biblical Tradition: An Exploration of Social Location Hermeneutics,” in Futuring 
Our Past: Explorations in the Theology of Tradition, ed. Orlando O. Espín and Gary Macy 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2006), 113–140; and Lozada, A Literary Reading of John 5: Text as 
Construction (New York: Peter Lang, 2000).
	 31.	 Daisy L. Machado, “The Unnamed Woman: Justice, Feminists, and the Undocu-
mented Woman,” in A Reader in Latina Feminist Theology: Religion and Justice, ed. María 
Pilar Aquino, Daisy Machado, and Jeanette Rodríguez (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2002), 161–176; and Machado, Of Borders and Margins: Hispanic Disciples in Texas, 
1888–1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003).
	 32.	 Mayra Rivera, “En-Gendered Territory: U.S. Missionaries’ Discourse in Puerto Rico 
(1898–1920),” in New Horizons in Hispanic/Latino(a) Theology, ed. Benjamín Valentín 



Hispanic/Latino(a) Theologyâ•… |â•… 113

(Cleveland: Pilgrim, 2003), 79–97; and Rivera, The Touch of Transcendence: A Postcolonial 
Theology of God (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2007).
	 33.	 Christopher Tirres, “‘Liberation’ in the Latino(a) Context: Retrospect and Pros-
pect,” in New Horizons in Hispanic/Latino(a) Theology, ed. Benjamín Valentín (Cleveland: 
Pilgrim, 2003), 138–162.
	 34.	 For example, Benjamín Valentín, Mapping Public Theology: Beyond Culture, Identity, 
and Difference (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2002); Valentín, “Oye, y ahora 
que?/Say, Now What? Prospective Lines of Development for U.S. Hispanic/Latino(a) 
Theology,” in New Horizons in Hispanic/Latino(a) Theology, ed. Benjamín Valentín (Cleve-
land: Pilgrim, 2003), 101–118; and Valentín, “Strangers No More: An Introduction to, and 
an Interpretation of, U.S. Hispanic/Latino(a) Theology,” in The Ties That Bind: African 
American and Hispanic American/Latino(a) Theologies in Dialogue, ed. Anthony B. Pinn 
and Benjamín Valentín (New York: Continuum, 2001), 38–53.
	 35.	 Nancy Fraser, Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the “PostSocialist” Condition 
(New York: Routledge, 1997), 14.
	 36.	 Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Yolanda Tarango, Hispanic Women: Prophetic Voice in the 
Church (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992); Ada María Isasi-Díaz, En la Lucha/In the Struggle: 
Elaborating a Mujerista Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993); Harold J. Recinos, Who 
Comes in the Name of the Lord? Jesus at the Margins (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1997), esp. 
105–137; and Recinos “Popular Religion, Political Identity, and Life-Story Testimony in an 
Hispanic Community,” in The Ties That Bind: African American and Hispanic American/
Latino(a) Theologies in Dialogue, ed. Anthony B. Pinn and Benjamín Valentín (New York: 
Continuum, 2001), 116–128.
	 37.	 Virgilio Elizondo, The Future Is Mestizo: Life Where Cultures Meet (Bloomington, IN: 
Meyer Stone, 1988).
	 38.	 Isasi-Díaz suggests the use of the expression “kin-dom of God” as a way of avoiding 
the sexist and hierarchical presumptions that come with the notions of “kingdom.” See En 
la Lucha/In the Struggle, esp. xi and 35.
	 39.	 Luis Pedraja, Jesus Is My Uncle: Christology from a Hispanic Perspective (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon, 1999).

Further Study
Bañuelas, Arturo, ed. Mestizo Christianity: Theology from the Latino Perspective. Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis, 1995.
De La Torre, Miguel A., and Edwin David Aponte. Introducing Latino/a Theologies. Mary-

knoll, NY: Orbis, 2001.
De La Torre, Miguel A., and Gaston Espinosa, eds. Rethinking Latino/a Religion and Iden-

tity. Cleveland: Pilgrim, 2006.
Fernandez, Eduardo C. La Cosecha: Harvesting Contemporary United States HispanicTheol-

ogy. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2000.
Goizueta, Roberto S., ed. We Are a People: Initiatives in Hispanic American Theology. Min-

neapolis: Fortress, 1992.
González, Justo, ed. Voces: Voices from the Hispanic Church. Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1992.
Isasi-Díaz, Ada María. En la Lucha/In the Struggle: A Hispanic Women’s Liberation Theology. 

Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993.



114â•… |â•… B e n ja m í n  Va l e n t í n

Isasi-Díaz, Ada María, and Fernando F. Segovia, eds. Hispanic/Latino Theology: Challenge 
and Promise. Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996.

Pedraja, Luis G. Teologia: An Introduction to Hispanic Theology. Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 
2003.

Valentín, Benjamín. Mapping Public Theology: Beyond Culture, Identity, and Difference. 
Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2002.

———, ed. New Horizons in Hispanic/Latino(a) Theology. Cleveland: Pilgrim, 2003.



	 |â•… 115

5
Asian American Theology

A n d r ew  S u n g  Pa r k

Historical Backdrop

Asian American life is marked by memory of trauma and discrimination: 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882; the Immigration Act of 1924, including 
the Asian Exclusion Act; and the Japanese American Internment during 
World War II. Activism and liberation movements, such as the civil rights 
movement and the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, would begin 
to crack the structures of oppression. However, signs of progress were not 
indicative of racial harmony among minoritized and marginalized groups. In 
1992, as but one example, the Los Angeles South Central eruptions targeted 
and completely burned down over two thousand Korean American and other 
Asian American small business shops.

It was in light of both violent conflict and moments of progress that Asian 
American theology emerged. Clear markers of this new theological discourse 
include the establishment of the Pacific and Asian American Center for The-
ology and Strategies (PACTS) in Berkeley in 1972, the Center for Pacific and 
Asian American Ministries in 1976, and the formation of the PANA Institute 
(Institute for Leadership Development and Study of Pacific and Asian North 
American Religion) in 2002.

Several other Asian American centers and programs have emerged and 
actively served Asian American academic and ecclesial communities: the Asian-
American Ministries Center at Garrett Evangelical Seminary (1984); the Center 
for Asian American Ministry at McCormick Theological Seminary, Institute for 
the Study of Asian American Christianity (ISAAC) (2005); and programs for 
Asian American ministries and theology hosted by major theological seminar-
ies such as Princeton Theological Seminary and Brite Divinity School.

Description

Situated in multicultural soil, Asian American theologians have reflected 
on their experiences of racial and cultural discrimination and have critically 
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analyzed discrimination encountered to construct their own theologies. 
These life experiences motivated them to commit themselves to transform-
ing the oppressive structures of society and the church and led them into the 
construction of their sociocultural and personal identities that were charac-
terized by their contested negotiations of the complex and difficult relation-
ships among their Christian faith, culture, ethnicity, and personhood.1

Generally speaking, Asian American theology may be divided into two 
stages: the first stage began in the early 1970s through the 1980s. The active theo-
logians of this stage were males and Protestants, consisting of Japanese, Korean, 
and Chinese Americans. Facing considerable challenges from their own 
churches, communities, and society, they endeavored to unravel and change 
entrenched racist prejudices and discriminations of Christian institutions and 
beyond.2 The second stage of Asian American theology emerged during the 
1990s. It used interdisciplinary perspectives and treated a variety of issues such 
as ethnic identity, feminism, marginality, multiculturalism, diasporic experi-
ence, racial reconciliation, community transformation, evangelism, and faith 
journey. Whereas the Asian American theologians of the first stage were criti-
cal of external social structures but paid little attention to the negative aspects of 
their own ethnic communities, the Asian American theologians of the second 
stage have reflected on intracommunal oppression and repression, including 
the issues of internal ethnocentrism, racism, and gender relations.

Sources

Most male Asian American scholars have used multiple sources to con-
struct their theologies, heavily drawing on their personal and communal 
experiences and theologies of liberation such as minjung (the downtrod-
den);3 Black and Latin American theology; sociocultural studies; Asian reli-
gions such as Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism; their own Asiatic spiri-
tual, cultural, and ethnic heritages; and Diasporic, racial relations, and Asian 
American studies. An effective way to present these source materials is to 
provide an overview of the manner in which the work of certain theologians 
has developed. I begin with Roy Sano.

Scripture: Prophetic Tradition

Sano expressed his apocalyptic theology through several articles in 
the 1970s.4 Apocalyptic theology refers to the overthrow of existing unjust 
social and political systems through God’s drastic acts. Sano contrasted an 
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apocalyptic vision with a prophetic tradition that rose to prominence when 
Israel established its nationhood and when they gained the ear of rulers. He 
believed that Euro-American theologians were more concerned with the 
ideas of prophecy, whereas theologians of color were interested in apocalyp-
tic visions. In the world of the “two-category system” where Euro-Americans 
dominate over other peoples of color and their values supersede values of 
other groups, simple reshufflings of social orders do not help the situation 
fundamentally.5 Sano finds a colonial pattern in the relationship between 
Euro-Americans and peoples of color in the United States and rejects a 
wholesale integration of the lower category into the upper category in the 
two-category system. He does not reject reconciliation between the two lev-
els, but he aspires to see peoples of color obtain liberation from the domi-
nance of the upper group.

Drawing on biblical sources, Sano elaborates on the importance of Moses, 
Esther, and the books of Daniel and Revelation for illustrating his apocalyp-
tic theology. Moses represents the liberator: Moses led his people out of slav-
ery rather than just changing a few problems in the system of slavery. Sano 
also features Esther’s story in his theology, highlighting the differences from 
Ruth’s story. Ruth is a Moabite woman who well assimilated herself into the 
Jewish culture, losing her ethnic identity, while Esther tried to hide her eth-
nic identity for her own safety in the beginning but later disclosed her iden-
tity to save her own people because of the plea from her uncle Mordecai. By 
highlighting the story of Esther, Sano offers a warning to rather light-skinned 
Asian Americans who attempt to identify themselves with Euro-Americans, 
hoping that the melting pot theory comes true for them and their children in 
this country. Sano reminds them of the case of American Indians who have 
lived in this land from the beginning yet have been severely discriminated 
against. According to Sano, Esther is a better role model than Ruth.

Sano also holds that the books of Daniel and Revelation support apoca-
lyptic visions of radical transformations rather than revision as change. He 
opposes any imperialistic systems that make colonies and vassals wherever 
they go. Sano envisages an apocalyptic transformation in such a situation. He 
points out biculturalism in the Bible, such as David, who has a Moabite and 
Hebrew ancestry, and Esther and Daniel in their bicultural contexts. Accord-
ingly, Asian American Christians need to use their bicultural values to follow 
Jesus Christ. Some of the Asian cultural values that Asian Americans need to 
preserve are virtues of filial piety, the Taoist heritage of living harmoniously 
with nature, and the balance between yin and yang. He also advises us “to 
address a long-standing rejection of syncretism.”6
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Asian American Experience

In the late 1990s, Peter Phan starts his Asian American theology with a 
“betwixt and between” theme. To be betwixt and between means to be nei-
ther here nor there; it is to dwell at the periphery or at boundaries spatially. 
It means politically existing outside the center of power and abiding in the 
dangerous and narrow margins of social conflict and domination. However, 
the advantage of being betwixt and between involves an ability to envision 
personal and social transformation and enrichment.

When doing theology “betwixt and between,” two matters are indispens-
able: “imagination and memory”: “Memory anchors the theologian in the 
ocean of history and tradition, the Church’s and one’s own.” Phan uses the 
19th-century German historian Leopold von Ranke’s “remembering” as a 
way to avoid reproducing reality as it took place but, instead, to re-create it 
through a process of imagination. Such imagination is the act of re-collecting 
divergent fragments of the past and forging them together into a new real-
ity in light of present experiences with a view to form a possible future. The 
imagination “empowers the theologians to break out of the limits of the past 
and bring human potentialities to full flourishing.” For Phan, memory and 
imagination are like a pair of wings helping theologians soar to the level of 
“linking past and future, east and west, north and south, earth and heaven.”7 

They are indispensable tools for theologians. Theology would be empty if 
absent of memory, and it would be blind if lacking imagination.

Phan also is aware of the danger of doing theology with imagination and 
memory alone, which can lead us to solipsism if not involved with suffer-
ing people. He sides with the oppressed, using hermeneutics of suspicion, 
retrieval, and reconstruction to unmask the social and ecclesial structures 
that exploit them. For him, Christian discipleship needs to have personal 
solidarity with victims of injustice and oppression.

Theology becomes useless and even pernicious unless it transforms a soci-
ety of oppression into a community of liberation, justice, peace, and compas-
sion.8 For example, Phan’s article “The Dragon and the Eagle: Toward A Viet-
namese American Theology” depicts how Vietnamese American Catholics 
undergo the pain of leaving their old country and facing hardships in their 
new country, oscillating betwixt and between two cultures and two churches. 
Phan holds that Vietnamese Americans can develop a theology that repre-
sents harmony between the dragon (the symbol of traditional Vietnamese 
cultural and religious traditions) and the eagle (the symbol of the contempo-
rary United States Christianity), the cross and the bamboo.9
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In Christianity with an Asian Face: Asian American Theology in the Mak-
ing, Phan offers several essential theological themes for a Vietnamese Ameri-
can theology. First, a Vietnamese American theology must make use of the 
Vietnamese worldview of triet Ly tam tai (heaven, Earth, and humanity). Sec-
ond, Jesus Christ is understood as “the immigrant par excellence, the margin-
alized one living in the both-and and beyond situation.” Furthermore, from 
the Vietnamese religious experience, Jesus would also be regarded as the 
elder brother and the paradigmatic ancestor. Third, a Vietnamese theology 
should understand the church’s mission as the threefold task of inculturation, 
interreligious dialogue, and liberation. Fourth, it is necessary for Vietnamese 
American theology to initiate liturgical inculturation by considering Viet-
namese cultural heritages. Fifth, Vietnamese American theology incorpo-
rates Asian values as “love of silence and contemplation, closeness to nature, 
simplicity, detachment, frugality, harmony, nonviolence, love for learning, 
respect for the elders, filial piety, compassion, and attachment to the family.”10 
Harmonizing heaven, Earth, and humanity, Vietnamese American theology 
develops the ethics and spirituality of Asian, particularly Vietnamese, values.

Within this discussion one must also take note of the work of Fumitaka 
Matsuoka. He seeks “to articulate alternative faith paradigms rooted in Asian 
American dispositions, including multiracial, multicultural ways of being 
religious and the impact that historical injuries have had on the ways Asian 
American Christians construct theology.”11 His primary concern is race rela-
tions. His first book Out of Silence treats the nature of human relations across 
racial and ethnic lines in the United States. Regarding this he offers five 
premises related to the meaning of Asian American Christian life. The first 
premise is that “for Asian American Christians faith plays a determinative 
role in our attempt to respond to these questions.” The second is “a call to 
acknowledge the historical character of all theologies.” The third is that “the 
primary hermeneutical approach used by Asian American Christians is to 
discover the questions arising out of an intersection of the saga of faith and 
our lives of today, and to name the theological clues out of such an interac-
tion between the two.” The fourth is that “Christianity is primarily a matter 
of practice within a particular historical setting and that it is in practice that 
the key theological issues are found.” The fifth is that “Christian faith that 
transcends all histories is stated communally in terms of each particular his-
tory.”12 By means of these five premises, he points out the mosaic and unfold-
ing character of Christian faith.

His overall thesis is that Asian American churches are a primary set-
ting for the emergence of a new culture that surpasses its previous one. For 
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Matsuoka, human diversity is not a problem but is “the supreme expression 
of the creative spirit that under girds the whole of humanity.”13 Each ethnic 
group is an image of God that should have its self-determination. By means 
of theology, he wants to make sure that every ethnic group, particularly long-
silenced cultures of color, lifts its voice and contributes to the shaping of a 
mutually interactive new America.

In The Color of Faith, Matsuoka continues examining the interrelationship 
between race and the faith community. He treats the issue of a theological 
articulation of the U.S. racial plurality, ways of addressing the issue of race 
and the persistent public embarrassment of racial pluralism, racism as the 
monopolistic powers of collective imaginations, and some signs of peoples’ 
coming together in spite of opposing forces. He concludes that those who are 
involved in God’s suffering love can glimpse the glory of God, a God who 
is in solidarity with people experiencing the deep pain of racial pluralism. 
He is convinced that Christian churches continually witness to the vision of 
human community that bridges the walls of hostility in a racially and eth-
nically divided nation. Beyond fostering and affirming the racial identity of 
peoples, the churches seek after the “ultimate justice of things.”14 However, 
when a church exclusively gratifies one group while overlooking others, it 
loses its spiritual integrity and falls into a social club. Race matters for the 
health of society and for the wellness of the church.

Matsuoka reminds us of the legacy of engagement and commitment to 
racial justice by our forebears, and he suggests that we pursue possibilities 
of racial equality however slim they may be. The cross is the symbol of such 
reality “that insists that possibilities are given only through the experience 
of limits; that the way to victory lies through exposure to decay and per-
haps death.”15 In his introduction to the volume Realizing the America of Our 
Hearts, Matsuoka specifically illustrates his point by discussing the intern-
ment experiences of Japanese Americans. In spite of the fact that Japanese 
Americans are willing to forgive and move forward, “this society has not been 
able to value their generosity.”16 To him, America can become the country of 
our hearts by taking this challenge responsibly. The celebration of racial and 
ethnic diversity and plurality in Christ is Matsuoka’s theological focus.

In ways related to the above, Anselm Min, as a Korean American theolo-
gian, names several challenges for Korean American theology. First, it is “the 
task of retrieving both the Western and the Korean tradition for the need 
of the Korean communities in America, whose needs are new, complicated 
ones born of new circumstances.” Second, the task of Korean American the-
ology is to reflect on the theological significance of the Korean American 
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experience such as separation, ambiguity, diversity, and love of the stranger. 
The third task is “to elaborate a political theology appropriate to Korean 
Americans as citizens of the United States who have both domestic respon-
sibilities toward the common good and international responsibilities as the 
sole surviving superpower in an increasingly globalizing world.” Related 
to these tasks, according to Min, “God is the universal creator of all reality 
and Christ died and was raised for all.”17 On this theological foundation, he 
proposes a theological model of “solidarity of others,” which is dialectical. 
Although opposing all particularism and tribalism, he does not reject par-
ticularity. As solidarity of particular theologies in their complementarity and 
tension makes a universal theology possible, so does the communion of local 
churches and the universal church.

Min intentionally does not use the expression “solidarity with others” and 
selects the phrase “solidarity of others”:

[On the one hand,] solidarity with others still implies a privileged center 
or normative perspective that regards the liberation of one’s own group as 
the overriding concern and selects the relevant others with whom to enter 
into solidarity precisely for the sake of and around one’s own agenda and 
goal.Â€.Â€.Â€. Solidarity of others, on the other hand, implies mutual solidarity 
of others who are truly other to one another yet actively cooperate as sub-
jects of a common destiny.18

As he advocates solidarity of others, ethnic theology cannot cease to be 
Christian in its particularity. Solidarity of others provides not only the Chris-
tian integrity of each ethnic theology but also the liberation of a particular 
group. No particular group can liberate itself from our globally connected 
world in isolation. For example, Min believes that blacks in Los Angeles are 
not truly liberated unless whites and Asian Americans are liberated from 
their dominations and are willing to be in solidarity with blacks and unless 
blacks are ready to accept their conversions.

According to Min, theology can be in part autobiographical, but theology 
should not be reduced to autobiography—personal or collective. Autobiog-
raphy expresses the particularity of a theology but shows no dialectic of that 
concrete particularity in interaction with other particularities in a gradually 
more universalizing and interwoven world. Autobiography is subjective, and 
global solidarity of others increasingly demands the objective social, global 
dialectic of reality. Min desires to keep a dialectical balance between subjec-
tive autobiographical theology and objective universal theology. Developing 
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an ethnic theology requires difficult tasks. For a Korean American theology, 
it is necessary to reflect on the theological traditions of the West and the 
indigenous Korean traditions of Confucianism, Buddhism, and shamanism 
as sources of theology. Then “it must address the needs of Korean communi-
ties in the United States, reflect on the theological implications of the Korean 
American experience, and enter into the solidarity of others with other eth-
nic groups and their theologies.”19 Min eloquently defines the boundary of 
and points out the direction of Korean American theology.

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

In terms of methodological approaches, Asian American theologies 
employ social analyses, autobiography, storytelling, apocalyptic hermeneu-
tics, anthropological approaches, eschatological imagination, sociotheologi-
cal hermeneutics, paradoxical dialectics, and “hybridized Asian American 
biblical hermeneutics that are attentive to the issue of re-envisioning Asian 
American ethnic-racial identities within their Diasporic existence in the 
United States.”20 As was the case with the discussion of sources, I take this as 
an opportunity to discuss theoretical and methodological issues by turning 
to the work of particular theologians, beginning with Sang Lee.

Introducing pilgrimage as a theological paradigm, Sang Lee stresses that 
the experience of Korean immigrants is marginality, a sign of a “sacred call-
ing.” As God called Abraham into the land of Canaan through the wilderness, 
so God calls Koreans into this new country through the experience of mar-
ginality—our wilderness. Using American sociologist Everett Stonequist’s The 
Marginal Man, Lee notes that the marginal person is “on the boundary” or 
“in between” two cultures without belonging to either.21 Multicultural studies 
historian Ronald Takaki expresses it as an ambiguous “betwixt and between” 
situation.22 In Lee’s theology, marginality experience is not all negative but 
also positive in terms of providing creative opportunities for pilgrimage, and 
he finds the ultimate paradigm for the marginal in Jesus. The Crucified rep-
resents the pioneer and perfecter of the Asian American’s pilgrim faith on 
Earth. This calling to the pilgrim of marginality is sacred in the sense of its 
divine providence for new creation.

The pilgrimage does not allow us to permanently settle at any location but 
exhorts us to move forward to a better country or toward a heavenly one. It 
does not mean, however, to escape or withdraw from this world but to par-
ticipate in “building houses,” “plant[ing] gardens,” and “bear[ing] sons and 
daughters” in this land (Jeremiah 29:1–7).23 His emphasis is on our sojourn-
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ing through this world to work for God’s kingdom. Lee’s pilgrim theology is 
paradoxical: although Korean American Christians live in the United States, 
they can find a true home neither in this country nor in Korea. They are 
meant to wander through this wilderness, only yearning for a better home 
in God’s city. As long as they sojourn in this world, the tension and paradox 
of their identity will follow them all the days of their lives. Pilgrims’ faith 
is always looking for the ultimate not the relative. By detaching themselves 
from their earthly desires, these people paradoxically take part in the life of 
society more fully. Detachment does not denote a withdrawal or escapism 
from the world but unselfish genuine participation in the world of God. They 
take their responsibility seriously as God calls them into this journey.

Within his theology, Lee introduces a new concept, “liminality.” Borrow-
ing cultural anthropologist Victor Turner’s idea, he outlines three salient 
points of the creative powers of the in-betweenness: “openness to the new,” 
“the emergence of communitas” (a genuine human community and a generic 
bond transcending to particular cultural definitions and normative order-
ing of social ties), and “the creative space for the prophetic, knowledge, 
and action” (the negative capacity to be critical and subversive about what 
is wrong with the structure, the center, and the positive and transformative 
capacity). To Asian Americans, marginality is coerced liminality. Because of 
racism, Asian Americans may experience the potential of their liminal con-
ditions in a negative way. Lee suggests that “self-consciously liminal Asian 
Americans gather together” to promote liminality.24 Although Asian Ameri-
cans are coerced into marginality, they are able to develop a potential creativ-
ity of liminality in their communitas.

In the mid-1990s, Jung Young Lee picked up the theme of marginality 
and developed it further. For him, theology is autobiographical. With such a 
background of experience, he articulated the meaning of marginality. From 
a perspective of center or dominant groups, marginality means negative in-
between, belonging to neither. From a perspective of marginalized or eth-
nic groups, marginality denotes positive in-between, belonging to both. This 
positive “in-between” is “in-both” for Jung Lee. Applied to Asian Americans, 
the self-affirming marginality signifies: “I am more than an Asian because I 
am an American, and I am more than an American because I am an Asian.”25

Marginality is being at the edge that connects both worlds. The in-beyond 
people are the creative core. Lee says, “The marginal and the creative core are 
inseparable in new marginality.”26 The new marginal can be reconcilers and 
wounded healers in the broken and two-category system world. Using the 
yin and yang paradigm, Lee rejects the paradigms of either/or and neither/
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nor. In light of new marginality, he contends that marginality needs to be the 
focal point of Christian theology. He reads Jesus’ incarnation as divine mar-
ginalization and Jesus’ life as a paradigm of new marginalization. Marginality 
is God’s opting for loving humanity. Rejected and crucified by the people, 
Jesus loved them, affirming their humanity and living a life of the in-beyond 
paradigm.

The themes of Jesus, God, creation, the Fall, and the church are treated 
through his new marginality paradigm. Lee stresses overcoming marginality 
through marginality—overcoming all structural and personal marginalized 
experiences that come from love and patience in Jesus. The marginal work 
together toward the goal of creating such a community of new marginality, 
even inviting centralist people to the cause:

No matter how much I have committed myself to marginality or to the 
Christian faith, my personal experience of marginality cannot be fully 
overcome without my solidarity with the community of marginality.Â€ .Â€ .Â€ . 
When centralist people understand that the center they seek is not real, 
they will be liberated from centrality and seek the creative center. When 
this transformation happens, centrality changes to marginality, and mar-
ginality changes to new marginality, and all people become marginal. 
Marginality is overcome through marginality, and all are marginal to God 
manifest in Jesus-Christ. When all of us are marginal, love becomes the 
norm of our lives, and service becomes the highest aspiration of our cre-
ativity. We then become servants to one another in love.27

When the marginal discover their authentic self-identity, they become 
creative minorities and catalysts that transform the world. When people 
become the new marginality—whether they are Asian Americans or central-
ists—they became the subject of salvation history. Lee suggests that all Chris-
tians and their organizations form a community of marginality that lives up 
to servanthood, transforming the centralist world with a holistic in-beyond 
approach.

During the early 1990s, Andrew Sung Park developed his transmutation 
theology. To resolve interracial and interethnic conflict and problems, soci-
ologists have provided three major theories: assimilation, melting pot (amal-
gamation), and cultural pluralism. Presently, the ideas of cultural pluralism 
and assimilation prevail. Park contends that, although espousing a society 
of diversity in unity and unity in diversity, the idea of cultural pluralism has 
fostered the separation and isolation of ethnic groups, as they are lacking in 
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the interactive unity of diverse groups (mutual understanding) and mutual 
challenges that has resulted in racial conflicts and tensions such as the 1992 
Los Angeles racial eruptions. Park endeavors to develop a Christian model 
of social interactions. In the model, he suggests that Korean Americans and 
other oppressed groups change their han (the deeply accumulated pain that 
has festered in victims for a long time) into constructive energy to establish a 
community of Christ.28

Although both terms refer to internal and external change, Park’s use of 
“transmutation” stresses its natural, biological, and internal aspect, whereas 
“transformation” underscores its external and structural aspect. The way 
of transmutation is the way of Tao: changing an object not by force but by 
cogency. Park uses a metaphor of a huge rock in flowing water. Water carves 
and rounds the rock tenderly and slowly, but surely. Like water, the way of 
transmutation changes social injustice and evil by persuasion without vio-
lent coercion.29 His transmutation idea does not seek unity in diversity and 
diversity in unity. In this view, unity is not a goal but an outcome of moving 
toward a community of Christ through working together for the change of 
unfair customs and tradition in each culture and unjust social systems such 
as racism, ethnocentrism, sexism, classism, ageism, and humanocentrism. In 
this model, we respect other cultures enough to celebrate their strengths and 
care for them enough to challenge their weak points.

Diversity takes place when each group tries to pursue its own identity 
and change its own shortcomings. Diversity transpires not only in confirm-
ing what each culture is but also in affirming what each culture can be. His 
model underpins both unity and diversity in transmutation. Transmutation 
dialectically interweaves them. Without transmutation, diversity turns into 
separation and unity turns into uniformity:

•	 Mutual enhancement involves mutual enrichment and mutual chal-
lenge.30 Mutual enrichment concerns the promulgation of each ethnic 
culture and tradition. Diverse ethnic groups accept, encourage, and 
appreciate each other’s culture, tradition, and custom.

•	 Mutual challenge involves three movements: respect (recognizing oth-
ers’ values, capacity, and potential), care (considering others’ situations 
and to attend their needs), and confrontation (coming face to face with 
others’ problem in honesty).31

One might wonder what spiritual and cultural ethos Korean Americans 
should work toward. Park answers this question by explaining two kinds of 
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ethos: existential and essential. The existential ethos is han, the ineffable agony 
of the downtrodden; the essential ethos can be said to be hahn (paradoxical 
inclusiveness), jung (affectionate attachment), and mut (graceful elegance).32 By 
promoting the essential ethos of Koreanness, one can contribute to the whole 
society. That is, Park proposes to transmute the han and sin of the society into 
its hahn, jung, and mut.33 Unlike a violent revolution model, his transmutation 
works like water, gently but surely, intending to change unjust social structures 
by mutual challenge and mutual enrichment in the strength of truth, reasoning, 
and persuasion.

For Park, Korean theology has at least a fourfold task: self-transmutation 
(incessant self-critical reflection and change by the renewal of the heart in the 
Spirit), the transmutation of the Korean American church (the transmutation 
of patriarchal, hierarchical, and exclusively ethnocentric Korean American 
churches), the transmutation of Korean American communities (the conver-
sion of sexist, economically exploitative and racist community practices), and 
the transmutation of U.S. cultures (the conversion of sexism, racism, economic 
injustice, intolerance, media monopoly, violence, rugged individualism, global 
domination, the culture of transnational corporation, and neoimperialism).34

Ongoing Issues

In this section I again present ongoing themes in Asian American theol-
ogy by turning to the work of a particular theologian, in this case Eleazar S. 
Fernandez.

The Nature of Liberation

Fernandez discusses an unfinished dream for racial and ethnic people as a 
theological stance and thus problematizes the nature and meaning of libera-
tion in A Dream Unfinished, coedited by Fernandez and Fernando Segovia. 
God is not finished with history yet, in spite of the strong presence of the 
forces of death. There are several points he makes regarding unfinished 
dreams.

First, he suggests that we name our unfinished dreams as our ultimate 
defiance and hopeful realism. Our full accountability enables us to name our 
unfinished dreams and nightmares. Second, unfinished dreams are escha-
tological imagination and vision. Facing suffering and alienation, ethnic 
people may become cynical and fatalistic. They can, however, come to fos-
ter eschatological vision and imagination by naming unfinished dreams. To 
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spell out unfinished dreams is not only to denounce social wrongs but also 
to announce our imagination to alternative tomorrows. The imagination and 
vision that address alternative tomorrows are eschatological. Third, unfin-
ished dreams remember the dismembered. To exhume the pains of the past 
is not to reside in the past but to forgive them and move forward. This act of 
remembering is “to make whole those who have experienced brokenness.” 
Fourth, unfinished dreams involve living between memory and hope. To live 
between them is to live in the tension of memory and hope. It is not a life of 
either/or but of both-and: both “a life laden with pain” and “a creative and 
grace-filled life.” Fifth, an unfinished dream is waiting in hope. Only those 
who have hope can wait. Waiting in hope redeems the in-between time and 
offers significance to the time being. For the waiting people in hope, the 
in-between time is a precious and historic time, a time to be creative and 
actualizing.35

The ethnic in the United States are “children of unfinished dreams and 
children of promise.” Some ethnic and racial persons have broken through 
the glass ceiling only because some others have courageously broken their 
silence and have employed their stammering tongues. Those trailblazers 
deserve our gratitude, but more important is the fact that we also transform 
the monuments of the past into movements of transformation and move-
ment of the incorporation of scattered voices and visions today. Our dreams 
are still unfinished, and a tomorrow awaits our work.36

Like Black theologian James Cone, Fernandez believes that sin involves 
desiring to be white by internalizing the colonial values of whites. For exam-
ple, constructing an image of God according to European Americans is giv-
ing away a positive self-image. It is necessary to encounter God in one’s own 
ethnicity. Borrowing from United Methodist pastor Elizabeth Tay, Fernan-
dez holds that we are led to see who God is when God encounters us in our 
ethnicity and race. It is the theological and anthropological character of our 
understanding of God and self-identity. Fernandez stresses Filipino Ameri-
can subjecthood in a globalized world. The plight of Filipino Americans in 
the United States is a microcosm of the plight of third world people. Their 
presence in the United States results in the globalization phenomenon that 
has led them to economic, political, and cultural marginalization in com-
parison with peoples from affluent countries. Social justice issues concerned 
Fernandez most while he was in the Philippines, but both social justice issues 
and the politics of identity call his commitment in this country. First, Fili-
pino American theology needs to interweave the global and the local. Sec-
ond, it seeks to forge the postcolonial subjecthood of Filipino Americans in 
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the wakefulness of transformative praxis. This requires the long journey of 
exorcising colonial selfhood and “the visionary praxis of articulating a new 
social self.”37 It is “our time” to dare to be postcolonial subjects.
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Historical Backdrop

Asian American women’s theology is nascent and emerges in the after-
math of Christianity’s involvement in colonialism, which altered the spirit of 
Asian American women in many ways. This political and cultural configura-
tion made these women deny their own traditions and regard their multi-
religious traditions and wisdom as demonic. It also devalued their physical 
appearance and forced them to accept Western notions of “beauty” as supe-
rior. Hence, Asian cultural resources have often been written with the gaze of 
colonialism, “orientalism,” and racism.1

Maxine Hong Kingston’s story “No Name Woman” in her book The 
Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood among Ghosts illustrates how quickly 
a woman’s life and existence can be eliminated from our memory and con-
sciousness. The narrator tells the story of her aunt, who committed suicide 
after giving birth to a girl, conceived not with her husband who was away at 
Gold Mountain but with another man. This aunt, this “no name woman,” like 
all other “no name women,” existed on the margins of a patriarchal Asian 
culture that held that “it was better to raise geese than girls.” Even in death 
she was punished by being deliberately forgotten, unconnected to the liv-
ing—the descent line—and became a “wandering ghost,” who was “always 
hungry, always needing,” begging or stealing food from other ghosts, who 
had living kin to give them gifts of food and money. This no name woman 
was expunged from the family record, “as if she had never been born,” and 
even her name was erased from memory, like all the countless other no name 
women who fail to appear in the pages of history books “as if they had never 
been born.” Her illegitimate child, who died with her, could not have been 
included within the circle of kin, because she posed a severe critique of male 
dominance, having been conceived out of either rape or defiance of “female 
chastity.”2 This story is a reminder of a recurring event within a patriarchal 
society as women’s actions are interpreted by men and, in turn, their con-
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sequences are defined and determined by men. Like the no name woman, 
there are countless other women whose identity and existence have been 
extinguished.

During Korea’s Yi dynasty (1392–1910), women had no names of their 
own and were identified relative to men: so-and-so’s daughter, so-and-so’s 
wife, and so-and-so’s mother. When she married, only her family name was 
entered into her husband’s family registry, and her name was removed from 
her own family registry, where only the name of her husband was recorded.3 
Having no name thus meant being defined in relation to men, and hav-
ing no name meant erasure and ostracism. This omission served to bolster 
a system of male dominance, a system of privilege and oppression.4 Some 
remnants of this practice still exist as many Asian women’s names are not 
used after they are married. They are only referred to by their marital status 
with children or by their nonmarital status. It is this sociocultural history 
that Asian American women have come to bear and inherit. They are pri-
marily viewed as childbearers who will continue the husband’s family line 
by bearing a son. Many women who wanted to be free from this burden 
sought to leave Asia and go to America, where they believed they would 
have a better life outside of a patriarchal society. However, as women left 
their Asian context and moved to the West, further barriers and burdens 
came their way.

Since the early 19th century, Asians have been migrating worldwide but 
especially to the United States and Canada. At the height of the westward 
expansion in the United States (across the American Indian lands and Mexi-
can territory to a new Pacific frontier) and the building of its economy, 
Asians provided cheap and abundant labor. Their first area of destination 
was Hawaii, and over 300,000 Asians entered the islands between 1850 and 
1920. The U.S. government and private companies ordered Asian labor as if 
it was a commodity, and the Chinese were among the first as they worked 
in the sugar industry in Hawaii. These laborers helped transform the sugar 
industry into a “King” industry and earned income, while at the same time 
displacing Native Hawaiian laborers.5

The annexation of California in 1848 opened the floodgates for Asian 
laborers. Aaron Palmer, a U.S. policy maker, recommended the importation 
of Chinese labor for the construction of the Transcontinental Railroad with 
the idea of cultivating the fertile lands of California and making San Fran-
cisco the “great emporium of our commerce on the Pacific.”6 Other Asians 
also arrived in response to the need for laborers to build America: Japanese 
(1880s), Filipinos (1900), Koreans (1903), and Indians (1907).
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Korean immigration patterns were not the same as other Asian groups 
as many Koreans initially did not want to immigrate to the United States. 
Missionaries played an active role, and Koreans eventually overcame the 
initial resistance to the idea of immigration. A number of missionaries per-
suaded members of their congregations to go to Hawaii, a Christian land. As 
a result of the active role missionaries played, an estimated 40% of the seven 
thousand emigrants who left the country between December 1902 and May 
1905 were converts. Moreover, unlike the Chinese and Japanese who came 
from geographically confined areas, Korean emigrants originated from many 
places, especially seaports and their vicinities. Furthermore, fewer of the 
Korean emigrants than Chinese or Japanese came from agricultural back-
grounds. Of the seven thousand Koreans taken to Hawaii, about one thou-
sand eventually returned home, and another one thousand continued on to 
the U.S. mainland.7

Asian women’s immigration to the United States was at times prompted by 
a desire for freedom, and often their migration was induced and orchestrated 
by men for profit and exploitation.8 Many women were misinformed about 
their expectations and life in the United States. Many were not ready for the 
hardships that immigrant life was going to deliver. Once they arrived, there 
was little chance of returning to their country of origin. They had to live in 
the United States and attend to work daily while raising their children.

On the plantations of Hawaii and on the farms of the western United 
States, these women cooked, washed, and cleaned, not only for their own 
families; often, for a small fee, they did these chores for bachelors and mar-
ried men who had come without their wives. Those who cooked for the 
unattached men had to get up at 3 or 4 a.m. to cook breakfast for as many 
as forty persons and to pack an equal number of lunch boxes in primitive 
kitchens with no modern conveniences.9 Others who worked in the fields 
for wages spent a full day under the sun, sometimes with babies strapped 
to their backs, before returning home to fix supper. In the evenings, they 
washed, ironed, and mended. Those who bore children did all this work even 
while pregnant.10

In addition to the physical hardships, Asian American women experi-
enced psychological and legal hardships in the form of racism, prejudice, 
and discrimination. Beginning in the 1850s, a series of restrictive laws against 
Asians were enacted. In 1870, Congress passed a law that made Asian immi-
grants the only racial group barred from naturalization. In 1882, the Chinese 
Exclusion Act was passed. This suspended the immigration of Chinese labor-
ers for ten years, but this was later extended indefinitely, eventually being 
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lifted only in 1943. The 1917 Immigration Act further limited Asian immi-
gration, banning immigration from all countries in the Asia-Pacific Triangle 
except for the Philippines (a U.S. territory) and Japan. Japanese immigration, 
however, was subsequently limited by the 1924 Exclusionary Immigration 
Act, which literally halted new immigration from Asia. In addition, Asians 
were segregated in public facilities including schools, were heavily taxed, 
were prohibited from owning land and from intermarriage with whites, and 
so on. The most visible incident in the country’s history of discrimination 
against Asian Americans was probably the internment of Japanese Ameri-
cans during World War II.11 It was not until the passage of sweeping civil 
rights legislation in 1965 that state-supported discrimination ended.

Description

Theology never occurs in a vacuum but always within a specific context. 
Thus one needs to carefully examine the different historical, social, and polit-
ical contexts within which we are developing our theology. Theology that 
intentionally relates itself to a particular time and place has been given the 
name “contextual theology.” Contextual theology has its social roots in the 
experience of third world Christians as they recognized that the theology 
they received was not a-historical, a-social, or a-cultural but was “contextual” 
in an unconscious way. In considering the relationship of context to theol-
ogy, these third world Christians realized it was not that one’s theological 
conclusions were necessarily different from place to place but, rather, that the 
context determined the kinds of questions to be raised.12 Contextuality (as 
distinct from contemporaneity) means the discovery of the place-dimension 
of the human condition.13

This means that Asian American women’s context will bring forth expec-
tations and understandings of theology that are distinct from those of the 
majority in both North America and Asia. That is, their context of patriarchy, 
prejudice, and hardship gave birth to the need for Asian American women to 
examine the questions of theology and to further develop theology that frees 
them to a more meaningful and liberating life.

It is important to recognize that the terms “Asian” and “Asian American” 
are social and cultural constructs, arising out of particular historical stages 
of political struggles.14 These terms have been useful for creating a space for 
theological discourse and should not be essentialized or homogenized so 
as to hinder critical reflections on diversity within the community.15 When 
Asian theologians call themselves Asian, the term signifies the consciousness 
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of belonging to the history of particular groups of people. It means that they 
are inheriting the myths, languages, and cuisines of certain cultures. Use of 
that designation also encompasses a commitment to looking at the world 
and themselves from particular vantage points. In addition, identification as 
an Asian theologian suggests solidarity with the struggles and destiny of spe-
cific peoples.

In a word, the term “Asian” has an identifiable set of meanings: shared 
colonial history, multiple religious traditions, rich and diverse cultures, 
immense suffering and poverty, and a long history of patriarchal control and 
present political struggles. Therefore, one must keep all these identifiable sets 
in mind as one engages in Asian American women’s theology as “Asian” is 
an integral part of the development and emergence of this theology.16 Asian 
American women theologians need to lift up the multivocal nature of Asian 
traditions and begin new lines of theological inquiry by rearticulating the-
ology through the liberating language of myths, stories, and the rituals of 
women.17

Asian American feminist theologians join other Asian theologians in their 
tendency to highlight the effect of entrenched cultural myths, rituals, and tra-
ditions on women’s roles in society and the cultural and religious dimensions 
of oppression that result. They are interested in assessing Christianity’s role 
in supporting colonialism and patriarchy because political independence for 
many of them happened only a generation ago.18

Theology that is not in touch with their life experience cannot be a liv-
ing theology.19 Chung Hyun Kyung suggests that Asian women’s theology is 
a “cry, plea and invocation” to God in search of justice and healing.20 It is an 
embodied and critical reflection on Asian American women’s experiences, 
and it is aimed at bringing about a community of harmony, peace, and love.

Sources
Wisdom

The concept of wisdom deeply affects the lives of Asian women through 
their various religious and cultural traditions. Wisdom is an important con-
cept in Buddhism, in that it manifests hope and liberation. It is generally 
believed that wisdom is the absolute knowledge through which enlighten-
ment is attained. Since absolute knowledge is compassionate in its nature, 
the Enlightened One (Buddha) leads people to their emancipation. It is the 
essential virtue without which no being may claim to be an Enlightened One 
(Buddha).21
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Wisdom is also central to Confucianism, and links can be made here also 
to biblical wisdom. Wisdom is closely related to the “Way” to live, a con-
cept found in most religions, including the three Semitic religions: Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. Confucianism views wisdom mainly through sage-
liness or sagehood.22 Confucianists held that the learning of human ethical 
relations was the true “orthodox” learning and that acquiring moral purity is 
the way to become a sage. The Confucianist emphasis on wisdom as essen-
tial to practical, moral life closely resembles the Hokmah of biblical wisdom, 
especially as found in Proverbs.

When comparing these various wisdom figures, it is important to note the 
many similarities in deed and character to biblical wisdom. Wisdom in the 
Old Testament is portrayed as a feminine image with feminine characteris-
tics and roles; these attributes are then carried into the New Testament and 
linked with Christ, which consequently provides a feminine understanding 
of God.23 It is possible to syncretize these various wisdom figures into a Chris-
tian understanding of wisdom to develop a hybrid wisdom Christology.

As we turn to pneumatology and examine the role and understanding of 
the Holy Spirit within the church, an inculturated perspective of spirit from 
the Asian concept of chi is a helpful tool for Asian American women. The 
Chinese character chi originated in the concept of cloud or vapor, which was 
regarded as the primordial vitality for prosperity and productivity. Western-
language translations of chi include air, wind, vapor, breath, gas, vital spirit, 
anger, appearance, intelligence, vital fluid, energy, material force, vital force, 
and subtle spirits.24 Chi is what makes one alive, as it is the life force energy 
that makes one a living being. Every living thing has chi. It is the central, 
animating element of our overall energy system, giving power and strength.25 
It is a vital, dynamic, original power that permeates the entire universe and 
leads to an ultimate unity.26 The Spirit becomes the essence of all things as 
all things exist because of the Spirit as chi. Chi is the ultimate reality and is 
immanent in all things; and all things in the universe consist of chi, which 
means no being can exist apart from chi.27 This notion of the Spirit as chi 
assists us in reaffirming the idea of divine immanence or Immanuel, God 
is with us.28 This makes one move toward a panentheistic understanding of 
God: God is in all things.29

The Old Testament ruach and the New Testament pneuma carry the 
same ambiguity of multiple meanings, as chi does, such as breath, air, wind, 
or soul. The word ruach has its etymological origin in air, which manifests 
itself in two distinctive forms: that of wind in nature and that of breath in 
living things. Because God as the Spirit manifests herself as wind or ruach, 



Asian American Feminist Theologyâ•… |â•… 137

she is also chi. Wind symbolizes the power of life in nature, while breath 
symbolizes the power of life in the living. Without chi, life does not exist;30 
similarly, if there is no Spirit, nothing living can exist. God as the life-giving 
spirit is the proper source of life and strength; in a derivative sense, ruach 
also denotes the life force of the individual (Judges 15:19) and of the group 
(Numbers 16:22).31

Hence, Spirit/chi32 is essentially what keeps humanity alive as it is the life-
giving force within us that sustains and keeps us in harmony with nature and 
the world. Spirit/chi embraces life and makes it full. Spirit/chi is crucial to Asian 
American women’s theology as it emphasizes the Spirit/chi power within all of 
us to make a difference in this world. Spirit/chi is salvific and negotiates a space 
to save those who are living in the liminal spaces between us.

Context/Experience

Asian American feminist theology is inductive, and it does not begin with 
the Bible or Christian doctrines but with the stories of women: “The text of 
God’s revelation was, is, will be written in our bodies and our peoples’ every-
day struggle for survival and liberation.”33 Therefore, it is necessary to listen 
to the women’s stories and experiences to begin to do theology as they come 
to know God through experience. This is a dynamic and experiential way of 
doing theology much closer to the Bible, in which people did not come to 
know God by discussion or argument but by experiencing God.34 This is an 
alternative to a typical Western method based on analysis and debate.35

Regarding the nature of experience, Koreans have articulated han as a 
mode of responding to the tragic situation of the oppressed. In terms of its 
etymology, han is a psychological term that denotes repressed feelings of suf-
fering through the oppression of others or through natural calamities or ill-
ness. Sometimes translated as “just indignation,” han is deep spiritual pain 
that rises out of the unjust experience of the people. Han appears inevitably 
in the biographies of Asian American women in their stories. Asian Ameri-
can people embody this han as they experience oppression and suffering in 
their daily lives.36 Han is “the suppressed, amassed and condensed experi-
ence of oppression caused by mischief or misfortune, so that it forms a kind 
of ‘lump’ in one’s spirit.”37

Han is the brokenheartedness but also the raw energy for the struggle 
for liberation. Because Asian American women face issues of prejudice, dis-
crimination, alienation, exclusion, and shame in this society, their experi-
ences can be called han—the deep pain of a victim. Han has emotive and 
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transrational aspects and is quite a useful term for theological discourse.38 
Han has three levels: individual, collective, and structural. At its individual 
level, han is the will to avenge, the will to resign, bitterness, and helplessness; 
it is a reaction to individualistic oppression, which is often connected to col-
lective and structural oppression. At its collective level, han is the collective 
consciousness and unconsciousness of victims such as the ethos of cultural 
inferiority complex, racial melancholy, racial resentment, the sense of physi-
cal inadequacy, and national shame. At the structural level, sin is unjust and 
evil systems that perpetuate racism, sexism, exclusiveness, and monopolistic 
capitalism.39

Therefore, if it is to have any impact on their lives, Asian American wom-
en’s theology needs to work toward this goal of releasing han. There needs to 
be a praxis component within their theology to help release this han, which 
can be destructive and damaging if it is left to sit within them. But many Asian 
American women do not have the public channels that men have to express 
their han, which has led to a sense of helplessness in their lives. They have been 
enclosed within the home to take care of the family and household. Women 
have been discouraged from taking on leadership positions and play only a 
minimal role in society.40 Thus a major goal of doing theology is to release 
this han in the sense of won-han. Won-han is the refusal to accept han as their 
being but to fight it so that they can actively work toward releasing it. The 
process that untangles and resolves accumulated han is called han-pu-ri. The 
term originally came from the Korean shamanistic tradition as the shamans 
played the role of the priest/ess of han-pu-ri in his or her community.41

One group that lives with han is the minjung. Minjung means oppressed, 
alienated, exploited, and despised “people of God.” Min means “people,” and 
jung signifies “the mass.” Hence minjung literally means “the mass of peo-
ple.”42 In Korean, women are the minjung of the minjung. The concept of 
minjung is opposite to the concept of power and different from the middle-
class intelligent strata. Political power originates from addressing the con-
cerns of minjung. As political power becomes institutionalized, it changes 
into the oppression of minjung. In the process of history, minjung rebelled 
against this power by returning it to its original place and restoring pub-
lic righteousness. Kim Chi-Ha argues that when the powerful betray jus-
tice and become anti-minjung, it is righteous to take the side of the minjung 
and unrighteous to take the side of the power.43 As Asian American women 
struggle to exorcise the evils of imperialism, globalization, racism, and patri-
archy, their han needs to be realized to prevent them from embodying the 
life of a minjung.
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Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

There is concern among theologians about the interpretation of the Bible, 
and some turn to “context” to help them understand the meaning of particu-
lar passages for “here and now.” Biblical texts will make sense only if they are 
read with insight into the social, political, and religious context of their own 
time.44 Due to the patriarchal bias, one needs to read the biblical words with 
a critical eye and be aware of their origin and intent. 	

Multifaith hermeneutics can be described as the task of relating Christian 
biblical interpretation positively to other religious texts and traditions. Mul-
tifaith hermeneutics assumes the willingness to look at one’s own traditions 
from other perspectives, the maturity to discern both similarities and dif-
ferences in various traditions, and the humility to learn from other partners 
in the conversation. Multifaith hermeneutics requires us to affirm that other 
religious traditions have as much right to exist as Christianity.45 The interac-
tion between Asian scriptures and Christian scriptures is not meant to prove 
that they are compatible, or incompatible, but aims at a “wider intertextual-
ity” and a fruitful and continuous cross-cultural dialogue.46

Kwok Pui Lan suggests that a “dialogical imagination” must become oper-
ative in biblical interpretation. This approach invites more dialogue partners 
by shifting the emphasis from one scripture (the Bible) to many scriptures, 
from responding to one religious narrative to many possible narratives. It 
shifts from a single-axis framework of analysis to a multiaxial interpretation, 
taking into serious consideration the issues of race, class, gender, culture, and 
history. Dialogical imagination uses Asian cultural and religious traditions 
and sacred texts as dialogical partners in biblical reflection and “the social 
biography of the people” as hermeneutical keys for biblical interpretation.47

Asian cultural roots are embedded in nondualistic metaphysics and reli-
gions that express their understandings of life and reality in terms of fluid-
ity, flexibility, and multiplicity. The sacred is embedded in life’s ambiguities, 
and the margins and centers shift constantly. An understanding of reality 
as fluid, transitional, and impermanent connects meaningfully with many 
Asian American women’s struggles to live a transcultural, and marginalized 
existence.48 Their impermanent location leads to a hybrid identity that seeks 
to find a home in between realities.

The term “hybridity” needs further elaboration and is an essential tool 
that Asian American feminist theologians are turning to to help describe this 
situation of instability and create new spaces and places of discourse. Essen-
tially, hybridization is a mixture of two things as it brings together and fuses 
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but also maintains separation. Hybridity makes difference into sameness and 
sameness into difference, but in a way that makes the same no longer the 
same, the different no longer simply different.49 Hybridity is a way to con-
ceptualize porous religious, ethnic, and cultural boundaries. What hybridity 
does is shift the conceptualization of identity in that identity is no longer a 
stable reference point. Hybridity is not about the dissolution of differences 
but about renegotiating the structure of power built on difference.50

Ongoing Issues

Asian American feminist theology is growing and changing. In this sec-
tion, I explore continuing concerns within this form of liberation theology. 
I am interested in providing readers with a sense of future direction of this 
theological approach by presenting the experiential framework that must be 
addressed. Recalling the link between experience and theology, readers will 
see how this approach corresponds with a sense of ongoing issues.

Sexuality

There is much concern about footbinding in China as it was painful, 
oppressive, and inhumane. This practice, among certain classes and eth-
nicities of Chinese women, secured their dependence on men and served to 
confine them within the household gates. Although Chinese men depicted 
Chinese woman as weak, timid, and sexually available, they also saw them as 
dangerous, powerful, and sexually insatiable. The cults of footbinding, chas-
tity, and virginity and the rules that oppressed women were the reactions of 
men to women’s resistance.51

Men are socialized into and reinforced in their behaviors and attitudes 
through the cult of hypermasculine culture. Men are concentrated away from 
women for periods of time and taught appropriate masculine behavior, which 
usually includes some form of control of the body and repression of sexuality 
through celibacy or the periodic sexual exploitation of women. Women are 
objectified and eroticized, and men are expected to fit into a power hierarchy 
that stresses obedience and loyalty to higher authorities. Throughout these 
systems, women are forced to be the “gatekeepers” of male sexual activity 
even as they are exploited by it and demonized by the sexual projections and 
obsessions of men. The sexual use of women is tied to men’s power to con-
trol and dominate those with less power. This sense of entitlement extends to 
those perceived as vulnerable to domination such as younger males and chil-
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dren. In an extension of this sense of entitlement, men may molest girls and 
boys. Legal and religious systems categorize women and children as under 
male authority and ownership. Nowhere in this system of male entitlement 
is a woman fully human, nor is there an understanding of the basic bodily 
integrity and right to safety of women and children.52

Orientalism: The Other

Unlike Europeans, who can assimilate after they lose any trace of a foreign 
accent, Asian Americans continue to be regarded as “exotic” foreigners. The 
dominant North American culture continues to think Asian Americans are 
interchangeable with Asians, whose cultures may be as unfamiliar to Asian 
Americans as European cultures are to many white Americans. Some Ameri-
cans view Asian Americans through the lens of exoticized, colonialist con-
structions of race and gender, captured by the term “Oriental.”53

Orientalism has been used by Europeans and North Americans as a way 
of dominating the East and having self-ascribed authority over it. European 
culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient 
as a sort of surrogate and even underground self.54 Furthermore, the Orient 
has become feminized by Europeans as the Orient is viewed as the weaker, 
the exotic, and the less intelligent.55 Europe’s feminization of Asia was pre-
ceded and paralleled by Asian men’s subjugation of Asian women. Europe’s 
intellect and vigor in contrast to Asia’s sensuality and softness were the coun-
terparts of the Asian “yang” or male attributes of light, strength, agency, and 
the endowments of the “firm nature of heaven,” as opposed to “yin” or female 
traits of dark, weak, passive, and the “yielding nature of the earth.”56

As objects and people become feminized, a natural progression of domi-
nation occurs as women have generally been understood to be dominated 
by men. As a place becomes feminized, the entire concept becomes roman-
ticized and understood as the subject who exists for the master. Thus with 
the notion of Orientalism came many adversities that Asia had to overcome. 
The relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, 
of domination, in varying degrees of a complex hegemony. The Orient 
was Orientalized not only because it was discovered to be “Oriental” in all 
those ways considered commonplace by an average 19th-century European 
but also because it could be made Oriental.57 Orientalism is constructed by 
white Euro-American power over the Orient. Edward Said’s Orientalism has 
opened a space for many thinkers, for it talks back to the Western authorities 
by demystifying their cultural representations of the Orient.58
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There are certainly power differentials between Asian immigrant and 
nonimmigrant women. It is important to recognize this unequal power and 
conflicting interests while not giving up on community or solidarity or sis-
terhood.59 As Asian American women experience oppression through rac-
ism, discrimination, and multiculturalism, they also have to endure the 
consequences of Orientalism and the experience of being treated as the 
Other. While Asian feminist theology has successfully established itself as a 
countermovement to the prevalent dominance of Western Christian tradi-
tions, Asian feminist theologians are being caught in the polemics of East 
versus West, and they “allow” Asia to remain as “Other” to the West.60 In 
many ways, Asian women immigrants have become the Other. The Other is 
viewed as inferior and powerless. The Other is weaker, less intelligent, or a 
nuisance to society. Furthermore, the Other has become essentialized as they 
are imagined to possess inherently “Oriental” characteristics and traits that 
are supposedly universally valid but in fact are not. One of the central con-
sequences of the essentialization of the Other is that the Other becomes an 
object for manipulation.61 If the Other becomes an object, it is easily domi-
nated or is open to domination.

The Other never becomes equal to but is incorporated as marginal and as 
such fulfills a useful role.62 European culture has gained strength by setting 
itself against the Other. In characterizing and defining the Other, the West 
has characterized and defined itself as a superior culture in comparison with 
all the non-European peoples and cultures.63 Therefore the Other is a neces-
sary and useful commodity for those who are the majority and the domina-
tors; we need to dispel the category of the Other and continue to dialogue so 
that Asian American women are not placed in that role.

In striving to use multicultural, interdisciplinary methods, the myriad 
forms of knowledge being created by new voices attuned to power, iden-
tity, history, and liberatory ideas and practices need to be embraced.64 Asian 
American women’s theological journey involves construction of a fluid and 
relational social self, a communal understanding of existence, and an embod-
ied way of knowing and practicing religious life. Asian American women’s 
identity involves interstitial integrity and hybridity. It is important to note 
that interstitial integrity deals with the complex cross-cultural identities that 
include subordination and draws from fluid, multilayered, and transver-
sal experiences. It is not passive, an acceptance of abuse, but is how Asian 
American women cope with marginality and struggle to live amid transcul-
tural forces in that it allows the making of meaning out of multiple worlds. 
And it does so by holding in creative tension the various spaces or worlds 
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of meaning that Asian American women occupy rather than forcing them 
to restrict themselves to one set of social relationships and arrangements. It 
allows space for the multiple social locations of identity in a multicultural 
context. Asian American women live in the interstices and should engage 
in solidarity with others who also live there.65 In short, through the use of 
the interstitial concept in theology, Asian American women consciously and 
carefully seek to hybridize religious commitments, practices, and beliefs with 
those of the “reluctant other.”66

Racism

Racism promotes domination of the vulnerable by a privileged group in 
the economic, social, cultural, and intellectual spheres.67 We live in a soci-
ety in which racism has been internalized and institutionalized and is woven 
deeply into a culture from whose inception racial discrimination has been 
a regulative force for maintaining stability and growth and for maximizing 
other cultural values. Racism is the manifestation of the deeply entrenched 
determination to maintain the existing dominant culture and group. Only 
a full awareness of this disturbing reality leads to a new insight into what is 
possible: “The nation cannot redeem what has not been established.”68

Asian American women’s lives intersect with racism. Racism is prejudice 
and discrimination and is the han of our communities. Asian American 
women need to challenge and transform the structure of the han of racism 
in the society.69 Assimilation into the dominant culture has been seen as a 
source both of alienation from Asian identity and of freedom from the con-
straints of traditional culture.70 There appears to be an invisible boundary 
that prevents Asian American women from becoming part of the mainstream 
white culture. Problems of racism and culturism have set up walls that Asian 
American women cannot seem to climb. This has become a constant struggle 
and will remain one as long as racism and culturism persists. Therefore it is 
necessary to work toward removing these barriers.

Marginality

Asian immigrants experience a betwixt-and-between predicament, 
which, while a source of much soul-searching and suffering, can also serve 
as an incentive and resource for a creative rethinking of cultural traditions, 
the native and the foreign. Being in-between is being neither this nor that 
but also being both this and that. Immigrants belong fully to neither their 



144â•… |â•… G r ac e  J i - S u n  K i m

native culture nor to the host culture. They belong to both, though not fully. 
Since they dwell in the interstices between the two cultures, they are in a 
position to see more clearly and to appreciate more objectively.71 Socially to 
be in-between is to be part of a minority, a member of a marginalized group. 
Culturally, it means not being fully integrated into and accepted by either 
cultural system, being a mestizo, a member of a marginalized group. Psy-
chologically and spiritually, the person does not possess a well-defined and 
secure self-identity and is often marked with excessive impressionableness, 
rootlessness, and an inordinate desire for belonging.72 Therefore there are 
many limitations to those living in-between two groups and cultures.73

These ongoing issues of sexuality, being the Other, racism, and marginal-
ity are crucial and need to be addressed daily and seriously as they affect the 
means of survival. These pressing issues encompass the being of Asian Amer-
ican women and, in turn, affect how they perceive themselves and the divine. 
As Asian American women work to liberate themselves from sexism, Orien-
talism, racism, and marginality, they will continue to work toward building a 
theology that is truly authentic to their being and liberating to their souls.
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7
Native Feminist Theology

A n d r e a  S m i t h

Historical Backdrop

While liberation theologies rooted in diverse communities of color have 
proliferated, the development of Native liberation theology, particularly 
Native women’s theology, has been a slow process.1 Nonetheless, Native 
women’s perspectives on spirituality and social justice have much to contrib-
ute to the field of liberation theology.

There are a number of reasons for the reluctance of many Native religious 
scholars to embrace theology. First, theology’s generally traditional empha-
sis on proscribing proper doctrines and beliefs often runs counter to indig-
enous spiritual practices. Jace Weaver argues that theology is inconsonant 
with indigenous worldviews, which hold that systematic study of God is both 
presumptuous and impossible. “Traditional Native religions are integrated 
totally into daily activity,” Weaver argues. “They are ways of life and not sets 
of principles or creedal formulation.Â€ .Â€ .Â€ . Native ‘religion’ does not concern 
itself—does not try to know or explain—‘what happens in the other world.’”2

Vine Deloria Jr., whose work became the foundation for almost all Native 
scholars in the field of religion or theology, argues that even liberation theol-
ogy is grounded on a western European epistemological framework that is 
no less oppressive to Native communities than is mainstream theology. “Lib-
eration theology,” Deloria cynically contends, “was an absolute necessity if 
the establishment was going to continue to control the minds of minorities. 
If a person of a minority group had not invented it, the liberal establishment 
most certainly would have created it.”3 According to Deloria, Native libera-
tion must be grounded in indigenous epistemologies—epistemologies that 
are inconsistent with western epistemologies, of which liberation theology is 
a part: “If we are then to talk seriously about the necessity of liberation, we 
are talking about the destruction of the whole complex of Western theories 
of knowledge and the construction of a new and more comprehensive syn-
thesis of human knowledge and experience.”4 Even if we distinguish the “lib-
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eration” church from mainstream churches, the challenge brought forth by 
Native scholars and activists to other liberation theologians would be, Can 
a “liberation” church escape complicity in Christian imperialism? Deloria 
in particular raises the challenge that Christianity, because it is a temporally 
rather than a spatially based tradition (that is, it is not tied to a particular 
landbase but can seek converts from any landbase), is necessarily a religion 
tied to imperialism because it will never be content to remain within a par-
ticular place or community: “Once religion becomes specific to a group, its 
nature also appears to change, being directed to the internal mechanics of 
the group, not to grandiose schemes of world conquest.”5 Hence, all Chris-
tian theology, even liberation theology, remains complicit in the missioniza-
tion and genocide of Native peoples in the Americas.

Despite the fact that Deloria disavowed the usefulness of a Native libera-
tion theological project, his work has been foundational for the development 
of Native theology. In his work, he posited an absolute difference between 
Native spirituality and Christianity. While many Native Christians may 
clearly disagree with this dichotomy, they have had to respond to Deloria’s 
challenge of how seemingly incommensurate epistemologies can be harmo-
nized. They have also had to fundamentally address the complicity of Chris-
tianization in the genocide of Native peoples.

Robert Warrior’s germinal essay, “Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians,” fur-
thers Deloria’s analysis by again troubling liberatory potential in many of the 
theological assumptions of liberation theology. In this essay, Warrior argues 
that the Bible is not a liberatory text for Native peoples, especially consider-
ing the fact that the liberation motif commonly adopted by liberation theo-
logians—the Exodus—is premised on the genocide of the indigenous people 
occupying the Promised Land: the Canaanites. Warrior does not argue for 
the historical veracity of the conquest of the Canaanites. Rather, the Exodus 
operates as a narrative of conquest, a narrative that was foundational to the 
European conquest of the Americas. Warrior’s essay points not only to the 
problems with the Exodus motif but also to liberation theology’s conceptu-
alization of a God of deliverance. He contends that “as long as people believe 
in the Yahweh of deliverance, the world will not be safe from Yahweh the 
conqueror.” That is, by conceptualizing ourselves as oppressed peoples who 
are to be delivered at all costs, we necessarily become complicit in oppress-
ing those who stand in the way of our deliverance. Instead, Warrior argues, 
we need to reconceptualize ourselves as “a society of people delivered from 
oppression who are not so afraid of becoming victims again that they become 
oppressors themselves.”6
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Other theologians take a less oppositional view toward Christianity. 
George Tinker’s Missionary Conquest, for instance, takes up Deloria’s charge 
to center genocide in his analysis of the missionization of Native peoples. 
He argues that, despite even the best of intentions of some Christian mis-
sionaries, the overall effect of their work was to facilitate the cultural, spiri-
tual, and physical genocide of Native peoples. He argues that this genocide 
happened because missionaries could not separate out the gospel message 
from European culture. Hence, Tinker takes a different stance from Deloria, 
who contends that the gospel message itself is already tied into an epistemol-
ogy of conquest by suggesting that a liberating gospel can be separated from 
the colonial culture that promotes it. In his later work, Tinker continues to 
maintain that the problem with Christianity is not Jesus but the religious tra-
dition itself. He rereads biblical scripture to critique colonial concepts within 
Christianity, such as the “kingdom of God.” He also harmonizes some Native 
traditions with Christian narratives. For instance, he draws parallels between 
the Cherokee story of Corn Mother with that of Jesus. One could argue that 
this approach—similar to that of theologian Steve Charleston arguing that 
Native traditions are the Native “Old Testament” of the Gospel—does not 
allow Native traditions to stand on their own apart from Christianity. How-
ever, Tinker is careful to argue that Native traditions have “inherent spiri-
tual power.”7 He also concludes that, while it may be possible to harmonize 
Native spiritualities with Christianity to some extent, it may be the case that 
for many Native peoples, Christianity will continue to be irredeemable in 
light of its complicity in genocide.

Description

Since Tinker, in chapter 8 in this volume, focuses on the development of 
Native theologies, here I provide a brief context mentioning only a few piv-
otal thinkers in order to set the context for Native feminist theologies.

Suffice to say, if Native liberation theology is less developed as a field 
compared with other theologies, then it is perhaps not a surprise that Native 
feminist theology is almost nonexistent. The previously described thinkers 
do not stress a gender analysis in their work (as of yet). Both Jace Weaver 
and James Treat have edited anthologies on Native peoples and Christianity, 
which feature Native women authors,8 but almost none of those selections 
engage the academic field of theology per se.

The development of Native women’s theology has also been hindered by a 
lack of feminist analysis in Native studies generally speaking. One of the most 
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prominent writings on Native American women and feminism is Annette Jai-
mes (Guerrero) and Theresa Halsey’s (Hunkpapa Lakota) early 1990s article, 
“American Indian Women: At the Center of Indigenous Resistance in North 
America.” Here they argue that Native women activists, except those who are 
“assimilated,” do not consider themselves feminists. Feminism, according to 
Jaimes and Halsey, is an imperial project that assumes the givenness of a U.S. 
colonial stranglehold on indigenous nations. Thus, to support sovereignty, 
Native women activists reject feminist politics:

Those who have most openly identified themselves [as feminists] have 
tended to be among the more assimilated of Indian women activists, gen-
erally accepting of the colonialist ideology that indigenous nations are now 
legitimate sub-parts of the U.S. geopolitical corpus rather than separate 
nations, that Indian people are now a minority with the overall population 
rather than the citizenry of their own distinct nations. Such Indian women 
activists are therefore usually more devoted to “civil rights” than to libera-
tion per se.Â€ .Â€ .Â€ . Native American women who are more genuinely sover-
eigntist in their outlook have proven themselves far more dubious about 
the potentials offered by feminist politics and alliances.9

According to Jaimes and Halsey, all Native women reject feminist analy-
sis, as typified by these quotations from one of the founders of Women of All 
Red Nations (WARN), Lorelei DeCora Means:

We are American Indian women, in that order. We are oppressed, first and 
foremost, as American Indians, as peoples colonized by the United States 
of America, not as women. As Indians, we can never forget that. Our sur-
vival, the survival of every one of us—man, woman and child—as Indians 
depends on it. Decolonization is the agenda, the whole agenda, and until it 
is accomplished, it is the only agenda that counts for American Indians.Â€.Â€.Â€. 
You start to get the idea maybe all this feminism business is just another 
extension of the same old racist, colonialist mentality.10

The critique and rejection of the label of feminism made by Jaimes and 
Halsey is important and shared by many Native women activists. However, it 
has also been uncritically cited as the Native stance on the issue of feminism. 
(In addition, scholars have failed to notice that Jaimes herself has shifted in 
her analysis.) The mantra “Native women can’t be feminist” has occluded the 
work of Native women activists and scholars who do see themselves as femi-
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nists. Native women activists’ theories about feminism, about the struggle 
against sexism within both Native communities and the society at large, and 
about the importance of working in coalition with non-Native women, are 
complex and varied. These theories are not monolithic and cannot simply 
be reduced to the dichotomy of feminist versus nonfeminist. Furthermore, 
there is not necessarily a relationship between the extent to which Native 
women call themselves feminists, the extent to which they work in coali-
tion with non-Native feminists or value those coalitions, whether they are 
urban or reservation-based, and the extent to which they are “genuinely sov-
ereigntist.” In addition, the very simplified manner in which Native women’s 
activism is theorized straightjackets Native women from articulating politi-
cal projects that both address sexism and promote indigenous sovereignty 
simultaneously.

Thus, given the reluctance of most scholars to combine an analysis of 
Native studies with feminist thought or to engage the field of theology from 
the vantage point of Native studies, it becomes challenging to locate scholars 
who would describe themselves as Native feminist theologians.

The scholar who most closely fits this bill would be Michelene Pesantub-
bee, who recently published Choctaw Women in a Chaotic World. In it, she 
challenges previously held notions that Choctaw women did not hold posi-
tions of power in precolonial Choctaw society through a process of creative 
historiography. She notes that Choctaws have been subjected to a double 
missionization process, so the written historical record is not a trustworthy 
account of Choctaw women’s status. Based on what we know about Choctaw 
spiritual traditions, she argues that it is quite likely that Choctaw women did 
hold positions of power, positions that become eroded through colonialism. 
She further investigates how the church was not simply a site of assimilation 
but also a site of resistance to cultural genocide whereby Choctaw spiritual 
practices, particularly those under the domain of women, could continue 
under the unsuspecting eye of missionaries.11 Her creative imagining as a 
tool for feminist historiography is certainly a helpful model for those who 
would want to do Native feminist theology.

Sources

Rather than replacing totalizing traditional systematic theologies with 
equally totalizing liberation theologies that trap Native peoples within a 
primitivist politic of cultural essentialism, our task becomes to identify 
resources within the context of communal struggle. However, given the 
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shortage of Native women who would explicitly define themselves as libera-
tion theologians, it becomes necessary to be creative in developing Native 
feminist theologies. The perspective on source material found in womanist 
and mujerista theologies offers possibilities for uncovering Native women’s 
perspectives on liberation theology. Feminist theologians often focus on the 
experiences of women as a starting point for theology.

To get at the voices of women in their communities, many womanist and 
mujerista theologians use stories to represent Black and Latina women’s 
voices. Because enslaved Africans were not allowed to read the Bible and 
learned it by word of mouth, Black communities have tended to experience 
the Bible through the flexibility of an aural culture. According to womanist 
biblical scholar Renita Weems, the protean nature of oral tradition has given 
Black communities the freedom to modify and retell stories from the Bible 
to suit their changing needs. Womanist theologian Delores Williams, for 
example, uses this freedom to tell the story of Hagar in a manner she thinks 
will speak to African American women today. But storytelling is not limited 
to biblical stories. M. Shawn Copeland uses slave narratives to analyze Black 
women’s experiences of suffering. Katie Cannon claims that Black women’s 
literature is a crucial link to the oral traditions of the past as a mode of ethi-
cal instruction and cultural dissemination.

Like African American culture, Native cultures are orally based. Con-
sequently, storytelling is a critical resource for uncovering Native women’s 
experiences. The burgeoning literary tradition of Native women provides a 
window into how story maintains community. Such literature is generally 
more accessible and more likely to be written with Native people in mind, 
unlike theological texts, which are written for a non-Indian audience. Con-
sequently, Native women’s literature, as well as the more academic writings of 
Native women, even by women who are not professional theologians, can be 
a helpful theological resource.

However, while feminist, womanist, or mujerista theologians often use a 
variety of resources to give voice to the communities they represent, they 
often do not emphasize the perspectives of activists and organizers in their 
work. The problem that this approach presents for a theology of liberation 
is that most people, even most women, are not activists or organizers for 
social change. Therefore, to identify Native women’s liberation theology, it is 
also important to highlight the spiritual and political perspectives of Native 
women activists specifically. Based on these sources, one can detect some 
central themes emergent in Native women’s theology. These themes may not 
be based on standard Christian theological terms. First, to address Deloria’s 
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charge that Christianity is implicated in genocide against Native peoples, it 
is important to center indigenous beliefs and practices rather than Christian 
doctrines in theological formations. In addition, because Native religions, 
like Native cultures in general, are orally based, they are quite flexible. Indians 
give less weight to orthodoxy of religious belief than to spiritual centeredness 
and ethical behavior—what Native people call “walking in balance.” Second, 
Indian spiritualities tend to be more centered on practice than on belief; that 
is, what makes one Indian is not simply holding the proper set of core beliefs 
but how one relates to one’s community through concrete praxis. Of course, 
this should not be taken to mean either that Indian religions have no content 
or that anyone gets to be an Indian who “decides” to “behave like one.” These 
points suggest that in looking at Native women’s activism as a source for 
liberation theology, standard theological categories may have less relevance 
than they do for other communities.

If we understand that Native spiritualities are fundamentally communal, 
then it makes sense to locate sources for a Native women’s liberation theol-
ogy within the context of communal struggle. Thus, while there is a shortage 
of Native feminist theologians, there is no shortage of Native women who 
engage in praxis of liberation from a spiritually grounded framework. Native 
women involved in liberation struggles often do so from a sense of divine 
purpose. Whether or not they call themselves Christian, they are theologiz-
ing because they are articulating what they perceive to be the relationship 
between spirituality, liberation, and the vision of the world they hope to co-
create. Their theologies may not be concerned with definitive statements 
about faith and belief but, rather, with exploring the possibilities about think-
ing about spirituality in light of our current political context.

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

If we expand our understanding of theology beyond that of an academic 
discipline, then we can identify some of the theoretical and methodological 
considerations for developing Native women’s theology both inside and out-
side academia.

Biblical scholar Justine Smith’s work on indigenous biblical criticism sug-
gests that our approach to developing a Native feminist theology should 
rely on a framework of performativity. Smith critiques the prevalent project 
within Native studies of replacing western epistemologies and knowledges 
with indigenous epistemologies as a project unwittingly implicated in a pro-
capitalist and western hegemonic framework. She argues that the framework 
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of “epistemology” is based on the notion that knowledge can be separated 
from context and praxis and can thus be fixed. She contends that a prefer-
able approach is to look at indigenous studies through the framework of 
performativity: that is, indigenous studies focused on Native communities 
as bounded by practices that are always in excess but ultimately constitu-
tive of the very being of Native peoples themselves.12 The framework of per-
formativity is not static and resists any essentializing discourse about Native 
peoples because performances by definition are never static.

Today, much of Native studies is content-driven, which leads to essen-
tialized notions of “what are Native knowledges” or “what is Native iden-
tity, and the like.13 This approach contributes to the previously mentioned 
problem of scholars always directing their energy toward “knowing” 
more about Native peoples. Furthermore, as anthropologist Micaela di 
Leonardo argues: there is a tendency among academics to study “Native 
people” as a means for those in the dominant culture to learn more about 
themselves. Either Native communities have “ancient wisdom” to bestow 
on others, or they represent the “savage,” which proves the superiority 
of the dominant society: “Primitives are ourselves, or our worse or best 
selves, or our former selves, undressed: human nature in the buff.”14 A 
framework of performativity intervenes in this primitivist discourse, 
argues Smith, because it demonstrates that Native nations are distin-
guished less by an essential essence and more by what she refers to as 
“ontopraxy.” That is, Native peoples are fundamentally constituted by 
relationality and praxis.15

As the proliferation of Black, womanist, mujerista, Asian, and other 
theologies indicate, liberation theologians in the United States have 
often relied on a politics of representation. That is, these theologies seek 
to represent the theological concerns of the communities from which 
theologians emerge. As theologian Kwok Pui Lan argues, this strategy is 
not without its merits in a context where peoples from oppressed com-
munities are denied a voice within mainstream theological discourse.16 
Unfortunately, however, this representational strategy can lend itself to 
totalizing and essentializing discourses about the communities theolo-
gians seek to represent. As theologian Namsoon Kang argues, this “trap 
of essentialized identity” discursively restricts our political imaginary.17 
This politics of recognition does not allow us to look at tensions and 
oppressive dynamics within communities, particularly homophobia, sex-
ism, ableism, and class oppression. We also often create litmus tests for 
cultural authenticity that restrict the kinds of intellectual and political 
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creativity we need to challenge the status quo. In Native struggles, this 
can be exemplified by the oft-stated mantras, “Traditional Native peoples 
cannot be Christian” and “Native women can’t be feminists.”

As biblical scholar Elizabeth Povinelli notes, this politics of represen-
tation relies on assertions of absolute cultural difference in order to gain 
recognition from the liberal multicultural state. Thus, we see some of the 
negative consequences of Deloria’s work that dichotomizes Native spiri-
tuality from Christianity. In order to gain recognition as a true “Native,” 
one must always demonstrate her or his complete rejection of all things 
European or Christian. But since, of course, all Native peoples have been 
affected by colonialism, Native peoples are trapped in performances that 
necessarily fail. These failed performances then disqualify almost all 
Native peoples from gaining recognition. For instance, in almost all land 
rights struggles, white people accuse the Native peoples in question of 
not being “really” Native, and hence not deserving of land rights.

What goes unquestioned, as political theorist Glen Coulthard points 
out, is why we are seeking recognition in the first place, whether from the 
state or from academia. How does liberation come to mean having one’s 
political, legal, social, or cultural claims recognized by a white settler soci-
ety?18 As Povinelli demonstrates, assertions of cultural difference unwit-
tingly recapitulate capitalist and colonial imperatives. The liberal state 
depends on a politics of multicultural recognition that includes “social 
difference without social consequence.” She further argues: “These state, 
public, and capital multicultural discourses, apparatuses, and imaginaries 
defuse struggles for liberation waged against the modern liberal state and 
recuperate these struggles as moments in which the future of the nation 
and its core institutions and values are ensured rather than shaken.”19 
Kwok similarly notes that multiculturalist rhetoric is used to erase the 
structures of domination within U.S. society.20 Theologian Fumitaka Mat-
suoka sheds further light onto this problem. He notes that the important 
struggle to be fought is not cultural validation. The dominant culture is 
prepared to accommodate a little “multiculturalism”—a pow-wow here, 
a pipe ceremony there—as long as the structures of power are not chal-
lenged. Matsuoka states: “The central problemsÂ€.Â€.Â€. have to do, ultimately, 
not with ethnic groupings or the distinctness of our cultural heritages 
as such, but with racism and its manifestations in American economic 
policy, social rule and class relations.”21

Thus, we can be entrapped into the project of doing theological work 
primarily for academic recognition rather than through the praxis of 
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actual liberation struggles. In our efforts to have our theological contribu-
tions recognized within the context of academia, we often do not question 
the political effects of this recognition. Louis Althusser argued that edu-
cational systems are an “ideological state apparatus” by which the capital-
ist system reproduces itself ideologically. “Education” is not innocent or 
neutral; it is designed to teach peoples to be subject to colonial and capi-
talist structures.22 Similarly, as Pierre Bourdieu elaborates, dominating 
classes assure their position through domination not only over economic 
capital but also over cultural capital, a form of domination that enables 
them to secure the terms of discourse and knowledge to their benefit.

The educational system is particularly important in the reproduction 
of symbolic capital under capitalism. The standardization of academic 
qualifications—a given amount of labor and time in academic appren-
ticeship is exchanged for a given amount of cultural capital, the degree—
enables a differentiation in power ascribed to permanent positions in 
society and hence to the biological agents who inhabit these positions.23 
Such standardization encourages a system of power and domination 
between institutions through “socially guaranteed qualifications and 
sociologically defined positions” rather than directly through individu-
als.24 Thus, according to Bourdieu, what is significant about the educa-
tional system is not just the set of ideologies that it promotes but the 
set of tacitly unequal institutional power relations it ensures through 
the fiction of equal access to education.25 Good intentions on the part of 
academics do not render them innocent of reinscribing prevailing power 
relations in society.

Thus, racism and sexism in universities are not products of racist or 
sexist individuals in the system; they are endemic to the system itself. 
Our work of legitimating liberation theologies within academia can have 
the unintended effect of simply multiculturalizing the political and eco-
nomic status quo and distracting us from engaging in actual liberation 
struggles. If we develop liberation theologies not grounded in politics 
of representation and recognition, we do not have to follow Deloria’s 
mandate to represent the distinctness of indigenous spiritualities in our 
theologizing. Rather, we can focus on the material conditions of white 
supremacy, capitalism, patriarchy, and colonialism under which Native 
women live and theologically reflect from this space of struggle against 
these conditions. Thus, it is important to turn to some of the issues of 
concern in the development of Native feminist theology as they relate to 
Native women’s struggles for social justice.



Native Feminist Theologyâ•… |â•… 159

Ongoing Issues
Christianity and Native Traditions

Native activists often engage in what they call “cowboys and Indians 
coalitions.” That is, in order to secure political goals, they have had to 
develop political coalitions in contexts where the only available coalition 
partners were those who did not support Native sovereignty struggles. The 
irony here is that rural-based Native women activists initiated some of the 
most successful organizing campaigns against multinational corporations by 
developing coalitions with urban-based non-Native people whose politics 
otherwise reflected an anti-Indian bias. This model of rearticulation allows 
us to complicate views of religious and political identity that may presume 
a simple and unchanging relationship between religion and politics, and it 
enables us to see new possibilities for alliance-building for social change. If 
we have a capitalist system in which 5% of the population controls 90% of 
the wealth, then it is clear that most people would benefit from a change in 
the system and hence are our political allies. And as one Native activist puts 
it, “When you have an us versus them attitude, you united them against 
you.”

To create new alliances, however, we need to be more flexible in how we 
understand religious and political configurations and how they could poten-
tially operate. As feminist theologian Catherine Keller notes, liberation the-
ologies offer equally rigid models of liberation as does Christian orthodoxy. 
As theologian Itumeleng Mosala argues, the Bible and other forms of theo-
logical discourse are never fixed and are always subject to contestation: “It is 
not enough to recognize text as ideology. Interpretations of texts do alter the 
textsÂ€.Â€.Â€. texts are signifying practices and therefore they exist ideologically 
and permanently problematically.”26 Mosala’s approach suggests that theo-
logical discourse is never simply liberatory or oppressive but that oppressed 
groups can shift theological discourse to further liberatory struggles.

Justine Smith’s work demonstrates that indigenous peoples have engaged 
the biblical text in complicated ways that go beyond a simple paradigm of 
“assimilation.” Her essay demonstrates that when the Bible is translated into 
different languages (in this case, Cherokee), the very meanings of the texts 
change. Hence, the Cherokee Bible (which was translated directly from the 
Greek and Hebrew) can be read as a counternarrative to the English text 
rather than simply a mimicry of it. We cannot assume that indigenous peo-
ples have the same reading strategies as do those of the dominant culture. 
Smith demonstrates how indigenous reading strategies and performances 
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disrupt the colonial narrative of the Bible. As anthropologist Dorinne 
Kondo notes, assimilation is always unfinished business: “Even when colo-
nized peoples imitate the colonizer, the mimesis is never complete, for the 
specter of the ‘not quite, not white’ haunts the colonizer, a dis-ease that 
always contains an implicit threat to the colonizer’s hegemony.”27 In other 
words, groups that seemingly attempt to replicate the dominant culture or 
religious practice never fully do so, and the very act of mimesis challenges 
the hegemonic claims of colonizers. In any case, oppositional practices are 
never free from reinscribing that which they contest. Thus, rather than sim-
ply arguing that Christianity is either oppressive or liberatory, theologians 
might be able to think about (1) what areas of resistance are possible in any 
site and (2) how all of these options for resistance continue to reinscribe 
colonial paradigms.

Native feminists critique the manner in which Native traditions can 
also be used as a weapon to maintain systems of domination. In Gender 
Trouble, Judith Butler critiques theorists such as Jacques Lacan, Luce Iri-
garay, and Monique Wittig, who posit a naturalized prediscursive sexed 
body as the foundation by which to critique contemporary heteropatriar-
chal practices. She argues that theorizing a prediscursive body necessarily 
means that the body cannot be prediscursive and hence its account can-
not be made outside of prevailing power relations within its discursive 
economy. But positing it as prediscursive allows the theorist to disavow 
her or his political investments because the theorist is supposedly ren-
dering an account of the body prior to power relations. Butler’s critique 
could then be more broadly applied to a critique of “origin stories.” That 
is, when we critique a contemporary context through an appeal to a 
prior state before “the fall,” we are necessarily masking power relations 
through the evocation of lost origins. Within the context of theology, 
Mary McClintock Fulkerson notes that feminist appeals to feminist ori-
gins within Christianity (i.e., Jesus was a feminist) rest on a “natural, 
prediscursive reality” which becomes the basis for a feminist politic that 
cannot be interrogated for its complicity in prevailing power relations.28 
Within Native feminist theologies, this analysis is helpful in interrogating 
how “tradition” often serves as the origin story that buttresses heteropa-
triarchy and other forms of oppression with Native communities while 
disavowing its political investments. That is, Native women are often told 
(even by other Native women) that Native feminism is not “traditional.” 
This mantra speaks to the politics of who defines what is tradition. As 
Native rights activist Lakota Harden describes:
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In trying to piece together our history, and our stories, and our legends, 
it seems that much of what we remember has actually been tainted and 
changed by colonization. We do not actually remember what happened 
before colonization because we were not there. So we have to ask our-
selves, how much of what we think is tradition was really originally ours; 
and how much of it is Christian-influenced? Knowing how powerful 
Native women are now, how could we have ever accepted anything less 
then? How could we have let ourselves be ignored or degraded? I’m not 
saying that I know, because I don’t. But those questions have brought me 
to wonder how much of the tradition is really ours, and how much does 
that even matter?

I remember at our school, all of us were preparing a sweat lodge in our 
backyard. Our backyard was huge, the plains. And I remember one of the 
boys saying, “Women can never carry the pipe.” “Women never used to 
do this or that.” (Now I realize that all comes from Christianity.) And I 
remember feeling very devastated because I was very young then. I was 
trying to learn these traditions. I was quite the drama queen and going 
to the trailer and my aunt was making bread or something. “Auntie, this 
is what they’re saying!” She said, “Well you know, tradition, we talk about 
being traditional. What we’re doing now is different. When we talk about 
trying to follow the traditions of say our ancestors from 100 years ago, 
it’s probably different from 300 years ago. If when the horses came, what 
would have happened had we said, “Oh we don’t ride the four-legged, they 
are our brother. We respect them; we don’t ride them?” Where would we 
be? Hey man, we found those horses and we became the best horse riders 
there ever were, and we were having good winters. So tradition is keeping 
those principles, the original principles about honoring life all around you. 
Walk in beauty is another interpretation. Respecting everything around 
you. Leave the place better than you found it. Those were the kind of tradi-
tions that we followed. But they change as we go along.”

And in a few minutes [after talking to my Auntie], then I went back 
to the room. Now, being a pipe carrier means that you don’t drink alco-
hol, you don’t smoke marijuana, you don’t take drugs, you don’t fight with 
people, and you don’t abuse anyone. And I was really trying to follow that 
because that’s what my uncle taught me. So I went to the middle of the 
room, and I said to the guys in the room, “I want everybody here who is 
following the tradition, who has given up the things I just named to stand 
here in the circle with me.” And no one did. I said that until this circle is 
filled with men, when it’s filled with men, I’ll do something else like learn 
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to cook. But until then, there has to be someone standing here doing this, 
and if you’re not going to do it, I will. And no one ever said anything to 
me, or anything about women not doing these things ever, at least from 
that group.29

Navajo scholar Jennifer Denetdale’s work deconstructs tradition as ori-
gin story, going so far as to argue that Native communities reproduce a het-
eronormative, Christian Right agenda in the name of “tradition.” She also 
critically interrogates the gendered politics of remembering “tradition” in 
her germinal analysis of the office of Miss Navajo Nation. Denetdale notes 
that this office is strictly monitored by the Navajo nation to ensure that 
Miss Navajo models “‘traditional’ Navajo women’s purity, mothering and 
nurturing qualities, and morality which are evoked by the Navajo Nation 
to extol Navajo honor and are claimed on behalf of the modernizing proj-
ect of nationalism.” Denetdale notes that “when Miss Navajo Nation does 
not conform to the dictates of ideal Navajo womanhood, she is subjected to 
harsh criticism intended to reinforce cultural boundaries. Her body literally 
becomes a site of surveillance that symbolically conveys notions about racial 
purity, morality, and chastity.” Meanwhile, male leaders, who may be guilty 
of everything from domestic violence to embezzlement, are rarely brought 
before any tribal committees. She argues that the ideals that Navajo women 
are supposed to represent are not simply “traditional” Navajo values but 
unacknowledged European Victorian ideals of womanhood. She asserts that 
Navajo leaders, who are primarily men, reproduce Navajo nationalist ideol-
ogy to reinscribe gender roles based on Western concepts even as they claim 
that they operate under traditional Navajo philosophy.30

At the same time, as theologian Katherine Tanner notes, “tradition” can 
also be a weapon against oppression. At the 2005 World Liberation Theology 
Forum held in Porto Alegre, Brazil, indigenous peoples from Bolivia stated 
that they know another world is possible because they see that world when-
ever they do their ceremonies. Native ceremonies can be a place where the 
present, past, and future become co-present, thereby allowing us to engage 
in what Native Hawaiian scholar Manu Meyer calls a racial remembering of 
the future. Before colonization, Native communities were not structured on 
the basis of hierarchy, oppression, or patriarchy. We will not re-create these 
communities as they existed before colonization because Native nations 
are and always have been nations that change and adapt to the surround-
ing circumstances. However, our understanding that it was possible to order 
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society without structures of oppression in the past tells us that our current 
political and economic system is anything but natural and inevitable. If we 
lived differently before, we can live differently in the future. Thus, the past 
can serve as a radical critique of the present. Armed with a feminist analysis, 
many indigenous groups are using the past in a critical way to denaturalize 
the present, to show that different ways of living are possible.

Heteropatriarchy and the Nation-State

Native feminist theologies fundamentally challenge the givenness of the 
United States as empire and the nation-state form of governance. They fur-
ther theologize possibilities of alternative forms of governance for the world. 
This theologizing also challenges male-dominated sovereignty and racial jus-
tice struggles because they demonstrate that the building block of the nation-
state is the heteropatriarchal family.

That is, social justice activists as well as the U.S.-based liberation theolo-
gians often criticize U.S. policies, but they do not critically interrogate the 
contradictions between the United States articulating itself as a democratic 
country on one hand, while simultaneously founding itself on the past and 
current genocide of Native peoples on the other. Even progressives tend to 
articulate racism as a policy to be addressed within the constraints of the U.S. 
nation-state rather than understanding racism and genocide as constitutive 
of the United States. However, since the United States could not exist without 
the genocide of Native peoples, Native feminist interventions call us to ques-
tion why we should presume the givenness of the United States in our long-
range vision of social justice. These interventions provide a starting point for 
theological reflection on what exactly is a just form of governance, not only 
for Native peoples but also for the rest of the world. Native women activists 
have begun articulating spiritually based visions of nation and sovereignty 
that are separate from nation-states. Whereas nation-states are governed 
through domination and coercion, indigenous sovereignty and nationhood 
is predicated on interrelatedness and responsibility. As Native activist Crystal 
Ecohawk states: “Sovereignty is an active, living process. From that knot of 
relationships is born our histories, our identity, the traditional ways in which 
we govern ourselves, our beliefs, our relationship to the land, and how we 
feed, clothe, house and take care of our families, communities and Nations.”31 
These models of sovereignty are not based on a narrow definition of nation 
that would entail a closely bounded community and ethnic cleansing.
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In turn, spiritually based alternative visions of sovereignty challenge the 
heteronormative basis of nation building. That is, patriarchy is the logic that 
naturalizes social hierarchy. Under patriarchy, just as men are supposed to 
naturally dominate women on the basis of biology, so, too, should the social 
elites of a society naturally rule everyone else through a nation-state form of 
governance that is constructed through domination, violence, and control. 
Patriarchy, in turn, presumes a heteronormative gender binary system. Thus, 
as Christian Right scholar Ann Burlein argues in Lift High the Cross, it may 
be a mistake to argue that the goal of Christian Right politics is to create a 
theocracy in the United States. Rather, Christian Right politics work through 
private family (which is coded as white, patriarchal, and middle class) to cre-
ate a “Christian America.” She notes that the investment in the private family 
makes it difficult for people to invest in more public forms of social connec-
tion. In addition, investment in the suburban private family serves to mask 
the public disinvestment in urban areas that makes the suburban lifestyle 
possible. The social decay in urban areas that results from this disinvestment 
is then construed as the result of deviance from the Christian family ideal 
rather than as the result of political and economic forces. As former head of 
the Christian Coalition Ralph Reed states: “The only true solution to crime 
is to restore the family,” and “Family break-up causes poverty.”32 Concludes 
Burlein: “‘The family’ is no mere metaphor but a crucial technology by which 
modern power is produced and exercised.”33

Unfortunately, as Denetdale points out, the Native response to a heteroÂ�
normative white, Christian America is often an equally heteronormative 
Native nationalism. In her critique of the Navajo tribal council’s passage of a 
ban on same-sex marriage, Denetdale argues that Native nations are further-
ing a Christian Right agenda in the name of “Indian tradition.” This trend 
is also equally apparent within racial justice struggles in other communities 
of color. As political scientist Cathy Cohen contends, heteronormative sov-
ereignty or racial justice struggles will maintain rather than challenge colo-
nialism and white supremacy because they are premised on a politics of sec-
ondary marginalization whereby the most elite class of these groups further 
their aspiration on the backs of those most marginalized within the com-
munity.34 Through this process of secondary marginalization, the national or 
racial justice struggle takes on either implicitly or explicitly a nation-state 
model as the end point of its struggle: a model of governance in which the 
elites govern the rest through violence and domination, as well as exclude 
those that are not members of “the nation.” However, as the articulations of 
Native women suggest, there are other models of nationhood we can envi-
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sion, nations that are not based on exclusion and which are not based on 
secondary marginalization—nations that do not have the heteronormative, 
patriarchal nuclear family as their building block.

These issues and concerns are only a few that could be discussed within 
the context of Native feminist theology. If we take seriously the “libera-
tion” within liberation theology, then our first concern must be theological 
approaches that further social justice, not academic legitimacy or recogni-
tion. But because the terrain of struggle constantly changes, our theoretical 
formulations must be in a constant state of flux. At the same time that we 
humbly work together, sharing our successes and our failures, we are also 
armed with a vision of a past that demonstrates it is possible to structure 
a society not based on the logics of white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, or 
colonialism. These past visions must always be interrogated in the present; 
they do not offer a simple blueprint for liberation, but they do show us that 
another world is indeed possible.
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8
American Indian Theology

G e o rg e  ( T i n k )  T i n k e r
( wa z ha z h e  u d s et h e ,  O s ag e  Nat i o n )

Historical Backdrop

American Indian peoples became Christian at moments of utter despair 
and in the face of huge trauma that devastated them.1 With the ever-present 
pressures of European colonialism on this continent, they turned to the very 
religion of their conqueror to find some sort of solace. As European mass 
murder and terrorism combined with European-generated epidemics took 
their toll on the aboriginal populations, suddenly the people found them-
selves with not enough knowledgeable participants to continue the old cer-
emonies.2 One can add to these difficulties U.S. government political pres-
sure on Indian communities to comply with demands for land cessions and 
reckless resource development, all of which contributed to the degradation 
of Indian communities.

Children were kidnapped from Indian families and incarcerated in facil-
ities called boarding schools, kept at a distance from loving families for a 
dozen years each, finally returning home at eighteen with skewed perspec-
tives on life itself, having been absent of familial love and the healthy person-
ality development such love would have nurtured.3 At the same time, the U.S. 
government, in collusion with the White Christian religious establishment, 
took legal action to outlaw the practice of many of the traditional ceremo-
nials of Indian communities, making it even more difficult to find spiritual 
help in traditional ways.4 Many of these ceremonies were practiced, however, 
but in hidden and secret locations and only by those brave enough to risk 
arrest and imprisonment. At the same time, many communities simply gave 
up trying to continue their ceremonies as the incursion of White culture dec-
imated clan structures and made it much more difficult to find key partici-
pants to fulfill roles assigned to different clans.5

Throughout these beginnings, however, the missionaries never did learn 
to trust those Indians who converted. As a result, there were never many 
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Indian clergy serving Indian communities (i.e., congregations—but con-
gregations do tend to be communities among Indian peoples). Two further 
points might be offered here. First, the generalization can be made that no 
Indian person ever made a perfectly free and informed choice for Christian 
conversion without the heavy-handed presence of colonial realities.6 Second, 
in every tribal context the first missionary to proclaim the Christian gos-
pel always functioned to divide the community. That is, a community where 
ceremony was always communal and involving the whole of a town or vil-
lage was no longer whole when the first member of the community made the 
choice to become a Christian.

There were, of course, some well-known and celebrated Indian ministers 
through the colonization period. Yet these early Indian Christian ministers 
were not accommodationists to the same extent that their more modern 
Christian Indian descendents have become in recent times. Indeed, William 
Apess (Pequot, 1798–1839) was trained as a minister and living in Massachu-
setts early in the existence of the United States. He was a particularly incisive 
critic of American colonizer culture and its exercise of Christian preach-
ing.7 Samson Occom (Mohegan, 1723–1792) was an earlier Indian Christian 
minister in colonial New England, who made the attempt to serve Indian 
people while maintaining a genuine connection to the traditional culture.8 
Like Apess, he was clear in his criticism of White racism, noticing his bad 
treatment under Eliezer Wheelock, the Puritan founder of Dartmouth Col-
lege, during a fund-raising trip to England and bitterly criticizing Wheelock’s 
betrayal of Indian people with respect to the use of the monies that Occom 
had helped raise.

Peter Jones (Mississauga Ojibwe, 1802–1856) continued to serve as the 
chief of his community even as he became their pastor. As such, he also con-
tinued the communitarian values of their traditional Ojibwe culture as he 
worked to replace their old ceremonial traditions with the mission traditions 
he had adopted. Ultimately, his Christian mission discipline was challenged 
by traditionalists in the community, leading to a splintering of the band.

At the same time, there were persistent and consistent attempts in many 
Indian national communities to maintain traditional communal structures 
in spite of pressures to convert. People like Sitting Bull (Hunkpapa Lakota, d. 
1890) engaged in active resistance against all of colonizer culture and its con-
stant pressure to convert to Christianity. Sitting Bull’s policy of “just say no” 
resulted in the sacrifice of his life, as the “Indian” agent on his reservation 
(that is, the appointed federal agent in charge of the Standing Rock Reserva-
tion, a white man named James McLaughlin) determined to punish the old 
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chief for his refusal to learn European-style farming. Reservation police sent 
by the agent to move him from his American-style log cabin home murdered 
Sitting Bull.

After the death of Sitting Bull, Frank Fools Crow (Oglala Lakota) reports 
that many Lakota groups made self-conscious decisions to join different 
churches merely to satisfy the colonizer at a superficial level. The decisions 
were made not according to conviction but according to tiospaye (or clan) 
membership. Meanwhile, they continued their own religious and cultural 
traditions even while claiming to be Episcopalian or Roman Catholic, which 
is how Mr. Fools Crow, the great Oglala medicine man, had become a Cath-
olic early in his youth.9 Fools Crow goes on to say that the self-conscious 
tribal decision to split up their community by clans into different denomina-
tions had a result unexpected by the missionaries and inexplicable to them. 
Namely, inter-tiospaie marriage laws resulted in the unusual result that an 
Episcopalian always seemed to marry a Catholic, the very opposite of the 
sort of denominational loyalty the missionaries had hoped for.

In this same time period, Philip Deloria (Yankton/Hunkpapa, 1853–1931) 
became one of the most celebrated converts to Christianity. He gained 
churchwide fame as an Episcopal priest among his own peoples, and his is 
one of only three statues enshrined in the National Episcopal Cathedral in 
Washington, D.C. As his grandson, Vine Deloria Jr., relates the story, Philip 
Deloria both served the Episcopal Church faithfully and yet continued to 
hold on to aspects of the traditional culture and spirituality of his medicine 
man father.10 Philip Deloria’s embracing of Christianity was genuine, accord-
ing to the younger Deloria, and provided Indian people with a “bridge” of 
transition from a life of freedom to their new postconquest life. Yet, the 
people in this story found ways to reshape the missionary gospel in order 
to embrace their own culture and traditions. Philip Deloria, it seems, was 
equally fluent in “talking” Episcopalian with the Episcopalians and in negoti-
ating Yankton cultural and religious traditions. In the final analysis, accord-
ing to his grandson, as Philip Deloria entered old age it was the traditional 
stories, culture, and lifeways of his people that captured his imagination and 
not the doctrines of his adopted church.

It is this context of contact between Christianity and traditional cultural 
practices and beliefs that provides the backdrop for Native American debate 
over the nature and meaning of liberation theology. It is in light of this often-
violent contact with Christianity as a component of colonization that Native 
Americans wrestled with the possibility of doing theology in a way that pro-
motes healthy life options, community, and wholeness.
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Description

Very little scholarship has been written in terms of Native American the-
ology; at least not much has been categorized as theology, per se.11 Of course, 
one needs to begin by distinguishing between Native American “Christian” 
theologies and theologies that are more focused on the traditional religious 
traditions of Indian communities and their ceremonies. “Theology” is not a 
natural category of analysis for Indian people at all.12 It is a European cate-
gory that has been imposed on Indians like so many other categories, words, 
and definitions. Even the key root word in theology, the word “god” (Greek, 
theos), has no analogous meaning in any Indian language.13 To use the word 
“god” as a casual translation for key terms in Indian languages ultimately 
makes it impossible to understand what the word might actually mean in its 
Native context.14

Indeed, for a White American to ask any Indian, “What is your word for 
God?” immediately forces a near-fatal compromise in the Indian worldview 
from which it is difficult to recover. It presumes that whatever is the case in the 
tribal worldview, it must necessarily have an easy analogy in the colonizer Eng-
lish language. This move on the part of the colonizer’s Christianity disallows dif-
ference and forecloses any real negotiation of cultural or religious difference. By 
the early 1970s, Indian scholars  seriously questioned whether Indian tribes 
actually had conceptions of dieties or of religion.

In another context I have argued that the ideal of cosmic balance is central 
to all Indian thinking rather than any notion of liberation—that is, every-
thing from personal balance, to balance in the community, to the balance 
of the whole of the world.15 Indian people only became cognizant of a need 
for “liberation” after the brutal tragedy of the European invasion and con-
quest generated the radical imbalance of the subjugation and genocide of the 
aboriginal owners of the land.

There are a number of contemporary Indian folk who have pressed theo-
logical issues from the perspective of traditional cultures. Robert Warrior 
(Osage) and William Baldridge (Cherokee) engaged in a useful dialogue some 
years ago that caught the attention of Indians who have been more inclined 
toward some sort of Christian-Indian thinking. Essentially (as discussed in 
chapter 7), Warrior began by demonstrating that the Judeo-Christian biblical 
“Exodus” tradition can only speak negatively to American Indians.16 Because 
of the particularities of the history of colonial invasion, mass murders, and 
terrorism, along with the theft of land, Indian people, argues Warrior, must 
see themselves in the biblical story as the Canaanites. Black and Latin Ameri-
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can liberation theologists use the Exodus story to highlight their understand-
ing of god as a god of deliverance. Indians cannot even begin to see liberation 
here, simply because the Exodus story functions as a paradigmatic conquest 
narrative legitimating the European invasion and conquest of our lands and 
peoples. Baldridge, who was persistently critical of his own Baptist denomi-
nation for its entrenched missionary attitudes toward Indians, attempted 
to rescue some place in biblical interpretation for an Indian Christian pres-
ence.17 He suggests instead that Indian Christians might play a significant role 
in the transformation of White Christianity in North America. To achieve 
this, argues Baldridge, Indian Christians must maintain their own religious 
values and bring those traditional values into their Christianity.

Phil Duran (Pueblo), a physicist by training, has written a deeply touch-
ing and personal reflection on the inherent tensions of being a scientist and 
honoring his own rich Native American cultural heritage at the same time. 
Along the way, he offers finely honed insights into the actualities of Indian 
cultures and the deluded misinterpretations that pass for White American 
descriptions of Indian deficiencies. He moves seamlessly from the utter com-
plexities of our modern existence to affirming his own Pueblo Indian iden-
tity, providing us with a relentless and incisive analysis of Amer-European 
science and its religion, Christianity, and their effects on native peoples. 
Duran struggles to hold his commitments to the Christian gospel together 
with his Indian cultural identity, but he finally finds himself in a posture of 
resistance to the colonial religion by affirming his indigenous cultural values 
whenever the two conflict.18

Writing in a more straightforward liberationist and resistance modality is 
Andrea Smith (Cherokee), whose dialogue with Christian theology always 
challenges colonizer thinking. Her theological writings confront the colo-
nizer with the harsh realities of their history of conquest.19 More interesting 
in many respects have been those Indian writers who have spoken from their 
traditional cultural context. Perhaps the best example of this sort of writing 
is Barbara Mann’s (Wendat/Seneca) book on Iroquoian Women: The Gantow-
isas.20 With impeccable research, Mann demonstrates the power of Native 
matriarchy in Iroquois religious and cultural traditions.

Sources

What can be said here at the outset is that all Indian peoples did have 
ancient spiritual connections that were and often still are regularly nur-
tured in ceremonies and in their daily lives, and one might argue that these 
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elements of culture frame and inform what could be thought of as Indian 
theology.

To understand Indian theology requires an understanding of the details 
of these ceremonial structures in their great variety across hundreds of 
distinct and disparate aboriginal communities that peopled the lands of 
North America in 1491 and the three hundred or so that have survived the 
European invasion. At the same time, there are some common theologi-
cal universals among all Indian peoples to which we can point even when 
the particularities of one community’s practice may differ widely from 
that of another. I have argued more thoroughly elsewhere that there is a 
set of four cultural differences that can begin to distinguish the American 
Indian worldview from the worldview imported by our European conquer-
ors and imposed on Native peoples.21 This list of four cultural factors that 
distinguish between Amer-European Whites and American Indians is, of 
course, not exhaustive. Nor does it attempt to rank these factors hierarchi-
cally. Rather, they must be taken together to give a more holistic picture of 
Indian cultures.

First, Indian people are communal in their worldview and social structur-
ing, nearly a polar opposite to the radical individualism that emerged out of 
European “modernity.” Thus our cultural and religious values are structured 
in ways that negate inclinations toward the sort of individualism so deeply 
valued in the modern or postmodern European worldview. The sun dance 
ceremony is famously danced “that the people might live,” rather than for 
the individualized purpose of gaining personal spiritual power or status.22 
Even converted Indian Christians tend to experience their Christianity today 
in far more communitarian terms than the radical individualism of White 
Euro-Christian folk.

Second, Indian peoples are spatially oriented in their worldview rather 
than temporal, a characteristic feature of American Indian religious tradi-
tions clearly identified and described early on by Deloria.23 While American 
European religious traditions generally build around temporal categories 
like the seven-day week, Indian ceremonial life and all of Indian existence 
is rooted in a profound notion of space and place. Where a ceremony is held 
and the spatial layout of the ceremony is far more important than the ques-
tion of when it will happen. The circle that forms the sun dance altar among 
so many Plains Indian nations always opens to the east. Like our North 
American indigenous communities, Indian peoples of the south, such as the 
Mayans in Mesoamerica, say prayers to the four directions, or, rather, to the 
ancestors that live in those four directions.
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Indian peoples tend to locate power and the sacred spatially. This is 
in stark distinction to European and American European religious tradi-
tions that tend to express spirituality in terms of time: a regular hour on 
Sundays and a seasonal liturgical calendar that is more and more dis-
tanced from any sense of the spatial. Of course, it is precisely this sense of 
temporality that gives the Euro-Western and American European world-
view its equally powerful and destructive notions of progress and develop-
ment.24 This European myth of progress and ideologies of development 
have always failed to capture the imagination of Indian folk until their 
minds have been successfully bent toward the time-based cultural values 
of the colonizer.

There is no notion of a seven-day week with one of those days set aside for 
religious practice. Rather, the spatial relationship of moon and sun marks the 
Indian year and divides time into spatial segments. Even Indian architecture 
tends to follow spiritual spatial guidelines. In an Osage town, for instance, a 
road running east to west divided the town into its constituent moiety divi-
sions25 of hunka and tzisho, earth and sky divisions, with each clan specific to 
one division or the other. Like the structure of the Osage village, most Osage 
ceremonials are also structured around a north-south, Sky-Earth division, 
with openings to the east and west. In similar manner, the structure for a 
Green Corn Ceremony (Muskogee, Uchi, etc.), the subterranean location of 
a Pueblo/Hopi kiva,26 the design of a sweat lodge, or the direction one turns 
in a pipe ceremony all have tribally specific cosmic representational value 
that reflect the spiritual relationship of a particular people with the spatial 
world around them.

This understanding of the importance of spatiality emerges in another 
critical aspect—namely, in the long-standing identification of places that 
are known to a tribe to be particularly powerful spiritually. For most Indian 
communities, there are several such places that have been long identified as 
powerful: the Black Hills and Bear Butte for the Sioux Nation; Blue Lake for 
Taos Pueblo; Mt. Graham for the San Carlos Apaches; the mountains that 
mark territorial boundaries in the four directions for the Navahos or any 
Pueblo community. These are just a few examples. It should be said here 
that this ideal of spatiality is what gives territoriality (the land) its particular 
prominence in Indian thinking.

Third, out of this foundational idea of spatiality also comes the ideal of 
harmony and balance. All ceremonies and every social and political act of 
the community and persons in the community are oriented toward estab-
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lishing or reestablishing harmony. The balance of the community is predi-
cated on the balance of persons and family units within the community, 
on the one hand. And it is equally predicated on the balance of the whole 
of the world (ecosystem) around the people, on the other. The sun dance, 
then, is most clearly articulated as an annual ceremony to bring healing 
and balance back into the community and even to the whole of the world 
around us. Rather than dancing to gather some personal power, their sac-
rifice is vicarious; they dance for the people, often voicing the prayer we 
have already noted above “that the people might live.” The dancers do not 
traditionally dance to collect some sort of personal power or to enhance 
their personal standing in a community. Rather, their sacrifice is vicarious; 
they dance for the people.

Fourth, the particularity of the American Indian notion of harmony and 
balance can only make sense when we add the Indian understanding of 
interrelationship. American Indians have long experienced the interrelation-
ship between the self and all other life on the planet. Thus, the Lakota prayer, 
mitakuye ouyasin (for all my relations) understands all life to be a relative. 
When Indian people pray this prayer, it must be understood that they are 
praying for more than immediate family, their national Indian community, 
or even for all human beings. Rather, relatives include the four nations of 
people symbolized in the medicine wheel or circle: humans, animals (four 
leggeds), flying things, and all the other living moving things, including 
trees, lakes, mountains, and fish. This means that Indian cultures do not 
privilege human beings in the sort of anthropocentrism that dominates all 
Euro-Western thought. For American Indian peoples, all of life is sacred and 
has the same rights as human beings. Or as Kenneth Morrison puts it, we 
humans are in reciprocal relationships with other-than-human-beings that 
also have reason and sentience.27 Thus, before a Plains Indian community 
can cut down a tree for their sun dance, there are detailed ceremonies involv-
ing conversations with the tree itself, prayers for the life of the tree, and per-
sistent demonstrations of respect for the life of the tree. The tree will become 
the focus of the prayers of the dancers and all of the people for four days. The 
attitude of respect for the tree continues from the cutting of the tree and the 
careful carrying of it to the dance arbor and, in most traditions, even to the 
way the tree is finally brought down at the end of the dance and carried to its 
final resting place.

These, then, are four key cultural differences that set Native America apart 
from Euro-America.



176â•… |â•… G e o rg e  ( T i n k )  T i n k e r

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

Over a long career spanning more than four decades, Vine Deloria Jr. 
(Yankton/Hunkpapa), the most famous of the Indian literati, argued persis-
tently for the coherence and rational logic of the Indian worldview and its 
attendant epistemology, arguing in essence that this logic and epistemology 
serve as a proper theoretical and methodological framework.

Indeed, Deloria built his illustrious career from the beginning by demon-
strating the greater plausibility of Indian traditions and historical memories 
against the usually dismissive explanations offered by colonial White aca-
demics, missionaries, and government officials. In his last published book, 
The World We Used to Live In: Remembering the Powers of the Medicine Men, 
published right after his death, Deloria presents a collection of stories about 
Indian men who had a demonstrable spiritual power from late 19th and early 
20th century ethnographies.28 These are stories of the wonderful accomplish-
ments of Indian medicine men from a great variety of different tribes, from 
Kiowa and Comanche to Dakota and Omaha. There are early descriptions of 
Ojibwe tent-shaking ceremonies, Lakota lowanpi ceremonies, and all sorts 
of other occasions. These are stories of power used to change the weather, to 
bring success in battle, and to impress White observers, or they are stories 
that were simply a natural part of some tribal ceremony. They involve dra-
matic interactions between humans and other animals or the fantastic heal-
ing of someone badly wounded or deathly ill.

The White writers (anthropologists and amateurs working for the U.S. 
government) who recorded these stories included them not as useful illustra-
tions of the religious traditions of tribes they were recording but as illustra-
tions of the lack of sophistication of Indian cultures. Although these stories 
were persistently dismissed as “conjuring” by White observers, Deloria dem-
onstrates quite to the contrary that they be taken more seriously than the 
dominant White society has dared. By grouping them in coherent sets, he 
presents a convincing argument that these stories are not merely the trickery 
and deception of “witch doctoring.” The experiences of these Indian ances-
tors follow a regular pattern that suddenly forces the reader to hear them as 
quite plausible narratives rather than as incredible fantasies. The exploits of 
these old men of great spiritual power are lined up next to one another in 
such a way as to make their stories compellingly credible.

Indeed, Deloria’s collection of these written traditions demonstrates a 
consistent display of power in American Indian ceremonial and healing tra-
ditions. To paraphrase the Australian magistrate in Where the Green Ants 



American Indian Theologyâ•… |â•… 177

Dream, in his comment on aboriginal stories, these American Indian stories 
occur with such frequency and consistency that they cohere into a palpable 
truth.29 Increasingly today across Indian Country in the United States, the 
healthier Indian self-understanding presents itself in radical religious and 
cultural resistance to the Imperial Other.

Ongoing Issues

A significant and ongoing issue involves the effect on theological formula-
tion and life strategies of fundamentalist and evangelical Indians who have, 
relatively speaking, simply capitulated to Euro-White norms of religious 
discourse. They have, for instance, wholly bought into the Euro-individual-
ism of the personal salvation experience that has come to dominate Euro-
Christian theology since Luther. That is, American Indian Christianity has 
become, like American religion in general, wholly based on personal and 
individualized emotion (and ultimately achievement, the temporal prog-
ress toward a utopian goal—in this case, salvation) rather than any continu-
ing sense of a particular tribal community as a whole and its historical and 
contemporary experiences of the sacred. Thus the historic communalism of 
Indian peoples has slowly given way to European radical individualism. To 
this extent, Christianity continues to play a significant part in the genocide 
of Indian peoples.
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Historical Backdrop

Early gay activism1 targeted the American Psychiatric Association and the 
American Psychological Association—resulting in removal of the diagnosis 
of homosexuality as a “sociopathic personality disturbance, sexual devia-
tion” in the Diagnosis and Statistical Manual II.2 In addition, the Metropoli-
tan Community Church (MCC), the largest LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender) organization in the world, and denominational church groups 
such as Dignity (Catholic) and Integrity (Episcopalian) were born to sup-
port gay and lesbian Christians in accepting their sexual orientation, inte-
grating their sexual orientation with their faith practice, and attempting to 
humanize ecclesial opposition to homosexuality. Just as the “Black is Beau-
tiful” slogan emerged in the 1960s, the 1970s produced the “Gay is Good” 
slogan.

The period that followed (commonly referred to as the “Reagan years”) 
was not so “good” for the LGBT community. The optimism of 1970s gay/
lesbian theologies receded with the ravages of the AIDS pandemic and the 
escalating social hatred of the churches. As HIV/AIDS was in the national 
spotlight on nearly a daily basis, the Religious Right agenda drew an inex-
tricable link with homosexuality and gays and lesbians. Many infected with 
HIV and those affected by HIV found themselves defensive in affirming that 
sexuality is a gift of God, despite the condemnation of churches.

The various groups of the Religious Right were focused on a wide variety 
of political issues from abortion to anticommunism. With the end of the cold 
war, the Religious Right turned its attention to the gay/lesbian movement, 
opportunistically using it as mechanism for fundraising and galvanizing its 
membership against the threat of an internal homosexual menace.3 In the 
1980s, translesbisexuals had responded to the AIDS pandemic as it affected 
gays, beginning a broad coalition based on HIV health issues and volunta-
rism in creating AIDS response organizations in every major city.
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Coalitions of gays/lesbians expanded their concerns from a single-focused 
issue to face the challenges of multiple, intersecting forms of oppression. Gay 
men became concerned with women’s issues such as reproductive freedom, 
sexism, and health issues, recognizing that lesbians had been there for their 
HIV gay brothers during the early ravages of the AIDS pandemic. AIDS 
activism and queer activism developed in response to social violence, apa-
thy, negligence, and inactivity from the Reagan administration, discrimina-
tion, and the growing backlash from the Religious Right. In 1987, the AIDS 
Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) formed as a political activist move-
ment of those infected with HIV, gays/lesbians, and their friends; they were 
united in their anger, in direct action, and in wearing black T-shirts bearing 
inverted pink triangles with the slogan “Silence = Death.” They staged non-
violent actions of civil disobedience, picketed legislators, and made confron-
tational challenges in public meetings and forums, including dramatic public 
actions at Wall Street, pharmaceutical companies, and the FDA: “The gay 
HIV-positive population fought the gross silence and inactivity of the Rea-
gan administration; the bureaucracy of the Food and Drug Administration, 
the National Institutes of Health, the Centers for Disease Control, and the 
medical establishment; the profiteering of the pharmaceutical companies; 
the discrimination of the insurance companies, the unenlightened policies of 
state governments, educational institutions, and churches.”4 Not since Stone-
wall and the early 1970s was there such a burst of activism within the gay/
lesbian community.

This activism was met with hate crimes. Queer Nation New York was 
formed in 1990 to protest the bombing of a gay bar, Uncle Charlie’s; it drew 
over a thousand protesters. Queer Nation chapters arose in many United 
States cities to fight against homophobic violence and compulsory heterosex-
uality. They attempted to raise queer visibility, disrupting ex-gay organiza-
tions, staging kiss-ins in shopping malls, invading heterosexual spaces with 
leaflets and queer manifestos, and holding sit-ins and protests targeting the 
homophobic Cracker Barrel Restaurant chain, the Boy Scouts of America, 
and other heterosexist institutions. They shouted their mantra in heterosex-
ual cultural spaces: “We’re queer; we’re here; get used to it.” They were deter-
mined to make all public spaces safe for sexual- and gender-variant people.

ACT UP mixed sex with AIDS politics, mobilizing activists around issues 
of race, gender, and sexual orientation and then linking these issues with 
poverty, health care, the distribution of clean needles to drug users, prostitu-
tion, immigration law and reform, medical policies and research, drug acces-
sibility, media hysteria, religious discrimination, and state and federal AIDS 
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policies. They inserted sex orientation and gender into a whole economy of 
culture politics. No longer was the single issue of gay analysis sufficient: mul-
tiple “isms” were confronted; ACT UP gay men followed lesbian feminists 
into the complexities of social and political analyses that linked issues of race, 
ethnicity, age, and economics with homophobia and blatant AIDS-phobia. 
This new paradigm required sophisticated economic, cultural, and political 
analyses that earlier identity politics could no longer manage very well. It 
required an epistemological cultural and intellectual shift that could handle 
the messiness of queer grass roots activism and cultural analyses inclusive of 
fluid sexual orientation and gender diversity.

Since the early 2000s, two essays and one book have attempted to discuss 
the evolution of gay and lesbian theologies to queer theologies.5 The chal-
lenge has been to examine the evolution from a different trajectory of theo-
logical development from my own earlier writings and those of Elizabeth 
Stuart. It is possible to follow the trajectories of gay/lesbian theologies along 
several evolutionary routes—apologetics, pastoral, liberation, feminist, and 
contextual theologies—to the development of queer contextual theologies. 
These routes were never linear or “straight” developments, for they crossed 
evolutionary routes and mingled with traditional theological disciplines in a 
very queer fashion. Moreover, they were deeply embedded in ecclesial and 
cultural developments within the gay/lesbian communities to such an extent 
that queer contextual theologies emerged not only in the United States but 
also in South America, the United Kingdom, and other countries.6

This explosion of resources was delineated by queer theologian Mark Jordan, 
pointing out that the bibliography of a 1966 Consultation on Theology and the 
Homosexual listed eighteen works—from Thomas Aquinas’s and Karl Barth’s 
negative positions on homosexuality to a few attempts to characterize homo-
sexuality in somewhat more positive perspective.7 In that same talk, Jordan 
pointed to the exponential growth of monographs on religion and homosexu-
ality, from 37 in the 1960s to 1,829 by the 2000s.8 There has been an explosion of 
religious discourse, both positive and negative, as the gay/lesbian communities 
have become more organized within American culture and churches.

Description

Gay Christians began their theological reflections about homosexuality 
with the intention to change the churches’ position on the issue. Sally Gear-
hart (United Methodist Church) and William Johnson (United Church of 
Christ) produced the first book of the 1970s, Loving Women, Loving Men: 
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Gay Liberation of the Church.9 Johnson and other contributors argued for 
the full inclusion of gay men and lesbians into the church, grounding their 
arguments in the validity and naturalness of loving the same gender. They 
picked up the reasoning of the 1960s sexual liberation movement and the 
advent of the birth control pill that widened the purpose of sexuality beyond 
procreation. It is noteworthy that Johnson attempted to liberate the church, 
while Gearhart reflected feminist and lesbian challenges to heteropatriarchy, 
urging an embodied theology over abstract theological systems. This differ-
ence between lesbian-feminist and gay theologies continued in more sophis-
ticated theological enterprises from the 1980s into the next century. Few gay 
theologians, even today, speak of heteropatriarchy.

John McNeill’s The Church and the Homosexual (1976) was not addressed 
merely to gay men and lesbians but also to institutional Catholicism.10 McNeill 
mustered cogent arguments from the biblical tradition, Roman Catholic nat-
ural law and moral theology, and pastoral experience of ministering to gays 
and lesbians. His book was ostensibly directed to Catholic priests, religious 
orders, church leaders, and educated Catholic gays and lesbians. McNeill’s 
line of reasoning had all the precision of a Jesuit philosopher, undermining 
the traditional condemnations of homosexuality. What was revolutionary 
about The Church and the Homosexual is that McNeill gave careful attention 
to the biblical texts often erroneously applied to homosexuality. He followed 
in the earlier footsteps of Derrick Sherwin Bailey to understand the story 
of Sodom and Gomorrah as a condemnation of inhospitality rather than 
homosexuality.

McNeill’s book (translated into numerous languages) was moderate from 
the perspective of contemporary queer theology, yet it was as revolutionary 
in its time as any queer theology in recent years. It turned Catholic moral 
arguments upon themselves from the findings of psychology and scripture. 
McNeill made a strong case for a new pastoral approach to the condition 
of homosexuality and the treatment of Catholic homosexuals. He did not 
accept the judgments of earlier Catholic moral theologians that those gays/
lesbians unable to change their sexual orientation had to live a life of forced 
abstinence.

In 1978, McNeill’s book was followed by both Tom Horner’s Jonathan 
Loved David and Virginia Ramey Mollenkott’s and Letha Scanzoni’s Is the 
Homosexual My Neighbor?11 Horner expanded the biblical readings beyond 
the apologetic texts to find traces of homoeroticism in the stories of Jonathan 
and David and Ruth and Naomi; he was the first to give a systematic gay 
reading of the scriptures. Mollenkott, an evangelical Christian and profes-
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sor of English literature, and Scanzoni, a sociologist, make a strong case for 
approaching homosexuals through the Golden Rule.

Although it was published in 1980, John Boswell’s Christianity, Homosexu-
ality, and Social Tolerance was written during the optimistic freedom of gay 
liberation in the late 1970s.12 Boswell’s work initiated a biblically based resis-
tance, precipitating an apologetic battle against reading of biblical texts often 
(mis)applied to homosexuality by its ecclesial opponents while simultane-
ously engaging gay critics for optimistic readings of Christian texts and social 
history.13 The Yale historian remained stubbornly a member of the Roman 
Catholic Church, and he became a zealous gay theological apologist, speak-
ing both to gay/lesbian denominational conventions and to sympathetic, lib-
eral churches. His evangelical missionary project of reclaiming a vision of a 
less-virulent and homophobic Christianity resulted in empowering the gay/
lesbian Christian movement in the 1980s, but it also antagonized gay critics 
alienated from a violent Christianity.14 When a 20th-century history of queer 
Christianity in the United States is written, John Boswell will be one of the 
leading pillars that strengthened denominational groups such as Integrity 
and Dignity and the MCC.15

These pioneers in the 1970s strengthened the nascent formation of denom-
inational groups and the MCC congregations, but perhaps more important, 
they empowered a future generation of queer Christian scholars who are 
committed to finding the liberating resources within Christianity to fight 
against hatred and intolerance of gays and lesbians.

Gay theology in the 1980s centered on two issues: biblical texts that were 
used to justify homosexuality as sin and psychological issues of sexual ori-
entation to deconstruct moral theologies based on natural law. It found 
itself in an apologetic mode attempting to make cosmetic changes within 
the churches to justify acceptance of gay/lesbians while dealing with the 
onslaught and tragic numbers of deaths among gay men.

Gay theology did not address the issue of sexism; it was unable to make 
theoretical connections between misogyny and homophobia or to connect 
homophobia to other forms of oppression. The writings of Chris Glazer 
(1980), John McNeill (1988), and John Fortunato (1982), among others, 
hardly cited the lesbian theologies of Carter Heyward or Virginia Mol-
lenkott.16 Although Boswell’s earlier work was important to the gay/les-
bian Christian movement in the 1980s, it had a major shortcoming in that 
almost all the material that Boswell covered was male homoeroticism, while 
the history of female homoerotic relations and desires within Christianity 
was conspicuously absent. Only in the 1990s did Bernadette Brooten’s Love 
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between Women: Early Christian Responses to Female Homoeroticism pro-
vide a correction to the absence of female voices in Boswell’s work in early 
Christianity.17 This early gay theology focused on the expulsion of “out” gay 
male and sometimes lesbian clergy, the denial of ordination to gays/lesbi-
ans, and the refusal to bless same-sex unions. Theological anthologies—
with gay/lesbian, closeted, and straight contributors—responded with an 
apologetic for or against church statements on the issue of homosexuality.18 
These writings remained reactive to church statements about homosexual-
ity. Gay theology remained a negative apologetic, reacting to the backlash 
from the Religious Right and conservative forces within mainline Chris-
tian denominations.

On Halloween, 1986, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger released his infamous 
letter on homosexuality: Letter on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons. 
There was nothing pastoral about the letter, which described gays/lesbians 
as “intrinsically evil” and “objectively disordered.” Ratzinger’s letter ignored 
all scientific evidence on the biological and psychological basis of homosex-
uality and disregarded all contemporary biblical exegesis applied to homo-
sexuality. It was a violent, mean-spirited, and aggressive letter, intending to 
curb Dignity, reduce pastoral sensitivity to gay and lesbian Catholics, and 
deny the scientific trend toward a more open and tolerant society in the 
United States.19 John McNeill spoke out against Cardinal Ratzinger’s letter 
to the U.S. bishops. This set in motion a process of McNeill’s expulsion from 
the Society of Jesus. The noted Protestant biblical scholar John Wink wrote 
to McNeill: “John, when the Vatican imprudently slammed the door on you, 
the gust of wind it set off blew open hundreds of doors. In the craftiness of 
God, I swear your impact will be increased exponentially.”20

Immediately, McNeill then wrote Taking a Chance on God, one of the first 
positive books on gay Christian spirituality, brokering topics on hospital-
ity, compassion, and discernment of spirits for gays living with homophobic 
institutional Christianity that promoted fear, shame, guilt, and self-hatred. 
He brought his experience as a gay psychotherapist to his philosophical 
training in the writings of Maurice Blondel to validate the revelatory experi-
ence of gays and lesbians. Both Freedom, Glorious Freedom and his autobi-
ography, Both Feet Firmly Planted in Midair, elaborate on the painful process 
of expulsion from the Jesuits and his finding joy in his discernment process 
to obey and follow Christ over the Vatican and his Jesuit superiors.21 McNeill 
provides a personal example to gay and lesbian Christians of how to discern 
the spiritual value of their erotic love and their experiences over the destruc-
tive authority of the Catholic Church.
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Gay theology inevitably became problematic in its singular focus on 
gay male issues, excluding lesbian voices. The theological split along 
gender lines between gays and lesbians started in the late 1970s with the 
feminist movement, the rise of gay liberation, and radical lesbians. This 
cultural split between gays and lesbians slowed in the early years of the 
AIDS pandemic, as lesbians stepped forward to respond to the escalat-
ing HIV infection and death rates of gay men with their involvement in 
AIDS service organizations.

Carter Heyward, a lesbian Episcopal priest and theologian, developed 
a lesbian feminist liberation theology. Her book—Our Passion for Justice 
(1984)—began to critique patriarchal Christianity, articulating a relation-
ship between homophobia and misogyny. Four years later, Heyward’s 
book—Touching Our Strength—continued her critique of heterosexist 
Christian theology, offering an alternative constructive theology embod-
ied in the erotic.22 Carter Heyward expanded the black lesbian poet Audre 
Lorde’s notion of the erotic by describing the erotic as our power in rela-
tion or mutuality.

Mutuality is a vision of justice by which the power of God calls us to 
reconcile ourselves, one to another, in an effort to usher forth our most lib-
erating, creative possibilities and futures. Mutuality, unlike equality, signals 
relational growth and change, and it constitutes an invitation into shaping 
the future together.23 Heyward’s erotic theology highlights a cocreative lan-
guage of grace, and she focused on mutual relationships that questioned 
the dualistic bifurcations of heterosexist constructions of gender and sexu-
ality. Her stress on relationality brought Heyward into a social construc-
tionist approach to sexual identity as queer theory was beginning to take 
shape. Heyward’s theology was the most significant and sophisticated les-
bian theological work of the 1980s, and it would influence the development 
of the gay theologies of J. Michael Clark, Daniel Spencer, Gary Comstock, 
and Marvin Ellison; the lesbian theologies of Mary Hunt and Kathy Rudy, 
and the queer theologies of Robert Williams and Robert Shore-Goss [for-
merly Goss].24

The theological significance of Carter Heyward was that she not only 
provided a theological bridge for dialogue between gays and lesbians but 
also prepared for the evolution of queer theologies and the later inclusion 
of bisexual and transgendered voices. The push for inclusion of lesbian 
voices influenced gay theology, expanding beyond its white, middle-class 
male parameters and addressing issues of gender, patriarchy, class, and 
race. For example, Clark’s post-Christian theology developed insights from 
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Heyward’s erotic theology into his ecotheology, influencing the develop-
ment of Spencer’s Gay and Gaia. Ellison’s Erotic Justice, deeply influenced 
by Heyward, is one of the finest theological attempts to analyze the inter-
sections of sexism, race, homophobia, and able-bodiedness. Finally, it took 
until the 1990s before gay/lesbian theology entered into dialogue with queer 
theorists, including the voices of bisexual and transgendered Christians. This 
explosion of scholarly activism transformed gay theology into queer theol-
ogy and widened its dialogue partners.

A watershed year for gay theology was 1993, with the publication of Com-
stock’s Gay Theology without Apology, Clark’s Beyond Our Ghettoes, and 
[Shore-]Goss’s Jesus ACTED UP.25 Clark spoke with clarity and power as an 
openly HIV+ theologian to incorporate ecofeminism and Heyward’s erotic 
justice-oriented theology into a gay environmental liberation theology. Com-
stock’s book appealed to mainline Protestant denominations in the midst of 
divisive polarization over the inclusion of gays and lesbians. Jesus ACTED UP 
drew its audience from marginalized queer Christians within denominations, 
the MCC congregations, justice-oriented Christians, and queer Catholics.

The first theological works to use the word “queer” were Williams’s Just 
as I Am (1992) and then Jesus ACTED UP (1993). Gay theology was attempt-
ing to fit politically into the American Academy of Religion, and “queer” 
was a term that made many gays and lesbians uncomfortable because it 
had been a derogatory epithet. However, both Williams and Shore-Goss 
trace gay/lesbian theological roots to the AIDS activism of ACT UP and 
Queer Nation in the late 1980s and early 1990s where LGBT activists and 
their heterosexual allies described themselves as queer. In Jesus ACTED 
UP, Shore-Goss described queer as “a term of political dissidence and 
sexual difference. It is part of the movement to reclaim derogatory words 
from oppressive culture.”26 In later writings, Shore-Goss wrote, “according 
to Webster’s Third New International Dictionary, ‘queer’ as a verb means ‘to 
spoil the effect of, interfere with, to disrupt, harm, or put in a bad light.’ 
Queering an already spoiled and exclusive Christianity is to make it more 
inclusive for translesbigays.”27 For his theological enterprise, Shore-Goss 
found his dialogue partners with the French gay cultural critic and philos-
opher Michel Foucault, the beginnings of queer theorists in the early 1990s, 
and queer activism. At the gay and lesbian academic conference at Harvard 
University in 1990—”The Politics of Pleasure”—gay and lesbian academics 
in all disciplines engaged in conversations with queer and AIDS activists.28 
Elizabeth Stuart notes that Jesus ACTED UP marked a transition from gay 
and lesbian theology to queer theology:
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Jesus ACTED UP remains a watershed in gay and lesbian theology 
for even though he did not follow Foucault’s theory all the way through 
his book, [Shore-]Goss nevertheless flagged up the issues of discourse 
and identity. [Shore-]Goss also demonstrated a commitment to radical 
political action and a feminist and sex-positive theology did not have to 
involve a sweeping dismissal of the tradition.Â€.Â€.Â€. [Shore-]Goss proved that 
it was possible to still do theology and be committed to gay and lesbian 
liberation.29

Queer theology is, in many ways, a branch of liberation theology, deriving 
from the roots of the Latin American, African American, and feminist libera-
tion theologies. It shares much of the same methodologies as other liberation 
theologies, perhaps in closest resemblance to feminist liberation theologies 
because of the fact that heterosexism is embedded in cultural sexism.

In the 1990s, other theologians began to self-identify as queer in their the-
ologies: Nancy Wilson, Kathy Rudy, Ibrahim Farajaje-Jones, Mark Jordan, 
Justin Tanis, Lisa Isherwood, Elizabeth Stuart, and Marcella Althaus-Reid.30 
Queer theologies look at the separation of sexuality from spirituality and its 
destructive effects, and in the spirit of Christian ethicist James Nelson, queer 
(as well gay and lesbian) theologies tried to reconnect.31 Queer theory desta-
bilizes essentialist notions of sexuality, identity, and gender; it renders fluid 
these cultural concepts and practices once considered stable. British scholar 
Jeremy Carette notes that queer theory destabilizes the essential self and the 
truth of Christian theology; he notes, “To queer religion is to queer the foun-
dations of theology, its monotheism, its monosexuality, and its monopoly of 
truth. In the queer space of theology, we find ‘ambiguity’ and ‘not knowing,’ 
a performative self, which canÂ€.Â€.Â€. imaginatively recreate the symbolic.” Later 
Carette asserts, “If Christianity is entwined with the discourse of sexuality, 
then to queer sexuality is simultaneously to queer the symbolic of theology.”32 
Queer theology is a “transgressive reinscription” of Christian symbols, prac-
tices, and theological truths that have excluded LGBT folks.33

The theology of same-sex marriage and queer marriage follows the grass-
roots practice of LGBT religious groups. There is debate on which church—
Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations, United Church of 
Christ, or Metropolitan Community Church—was the first to initiate the 
practice of blessing same-sex unions. Nevertheless, the Metropolitan Com-
munity Church has blessed over 100,000 same-sex unions from its begin-
nings in 1968. It has been joined by some Episcopal churches and the United 
Church of Christ; clergy in other denominations have blessed same-sex 
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unions “sub rosa” or as acts of public protest. The marriage equality move-
ment from the 1990s to the present—especially with the recognition of same-
sex civil unions in several U.S. states and same-sex marriage in Massachu-
setts—has propelled the development of queer theologies of marriage.

Theological reflection has resulted from two cultural factors. The horrific 
tallies of HIV among gay and bisexual men led to the development of queer 
families and the LGBT baby boom. Extended families of care were created 
around folks dying of HIV. Queer people and their friends became adept at 
the skill of creating new families of choice. The second factor was the reac-
tionary movement of the Religious Right to promote “traditional family val-
ues” and the cultural hysteria that led to numerous state initiatives to define 
marriage as between one man and one woman. With missionary zeal, histo-
rian John Boswell lectured about the discovery of Christian liturgical texts 
that celebrated same-sex unions. His book—Same-Sex Unions in Premodern 
Europe—fueled the cultural debate on same-sex marriage. His work pro-
voked a storm of criticism to debunk the possibility that the uncovered rites 
were same-sex marriages. Much criticism has been leveled at his scholarship 
for its interpretative excesses of studying more than sixty manuscripts from 
the 8th to the 16th centuries. Boswell concluded that the brotherhood rites 
(adelphopoiesis) “most likely signified a marriage in the eyes of most ordinary 
Christians.”34 There was no evidence that ordinary Christians viewed these 
brotherhood rites as marriages. Boswell hoped his retrieval of these rites 
could be used by LGBT Christians to justify a liturgical theology for bless-
ing same-sex unions. Alan Bray’s posthumously published book The Friend 
demonstrates how Christian same-sex couples celebrated their friendship 
with church rites.35 Bray is less extravagant in his claims than Boswell, and 
he is enough of a historian to make the disclaimer that modern homoerotic 
relationships and friendship differed from premodern notions of same-sex 
friendships. Both works resulted from the cultural and religious wars over 
marriage; both highlighted that same-sex friendship rituals occurred. These 
brother and friendship rituals provided the cultural antecedents for LGBT 
ritualizations of their relationships.

In the early 1990s, Robert Williams wrote one of the first theological texts, 
claiming that queer marriages are sacramental and that they form a school of 
love.36 He roots this argument within a Protestant theology of marriage derived 
from the notion of companionship. Williams notes that the values present in 
same-sex marriages are mutuality, an ability to make and keep intentional 
agreements, and sexual involvement. He notes that queer marriages, like het-
erosexual marriages, can be a school of love for queer Christians.
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From his earliest work, Robert Shore-Goss argued for the sacramen-
tal quality of same-sex marriages. He develops Catholic moral theologian 
Andre Guindon’s application of sexual fecundity to same-sex unions,37 and he 
argues for the sacramentality of same-sex marriages that reflect more closely 
the egalitarian power relations, mutuality, and love of God’s reign. In later 
writings, Shore-Goss takes the notion of procreativity, a theological strategy 
that is used to justify the purpose for heterosexual marriage, and queers it 
by deconstructing its monolithic application to heterosexual couples and 
by demonstrating that same-sex couples have adopted a number of procre-
ative strategies.38 Shore-Goss thus argues for a position of equal rites, and 
that churches extend the blessing of marriage to same-sex couples as well as 
opposite sex. Procreativity can no longer be the theological justification for 
heterosexual marriage alone.

In 1997, Shore-Goss and Amy Strongheart presented a collection of essays 
on the construction of families.39 A number of the essays directly address the 
theological aspects of marriage. The strength of the volume encompasses the 
diversities of translesbigay relationships by expanding the traditional defini-
tions of friendship, marriage, families, and community. Within that volume, 
Mary Hunt challenges patriarchal constructions of marriage and the dan-
ger of applying them to same-sex unions. She understands same-sex unions 
within a framework of friendship, for such a friendship model allows for 
partner equality and mutuality rather than gender hierarchies with hetero-
sexist marriages.40

As the 2004 presidential election centered on the definition of and protec-
tion of marriage, Marvin Ellison provided a timely progressive Christian ethical 
analysis of same-sex marriage. His book Same-Sex Marriage underscores how 
patriarchal Christian notions of marriage have had little to no concern over jus-
tice for women. He argues for a justice ethic that same-sex couples should have 
equal access to the legal status and benefits of civil marriage that heterosexuals 
have. Ellison calls for a Christian rethinking of marriage and family to include 
LGBT marriage, and he ends with a prevailing image of God as “both unmar-
ried and promiscuous lover, the divine lover whose love is not limited to only a 
certain people or groups, but rather expansively takes in all creation.”41

Queer theologian Mark Jordan jumps into the fray of the same-sex mar-
riage debate by revealing how Christians have for centuries quarreled over 
the theological elements of marriage. In fact, Christian marriage theologies 
have no unchanging core teachings; often, they resulted from the cultural 
improvisations from theological controversies on the legitimacy of sexuality 
and cultural shifts on notions of family.42 Jordan explores out of the bounds 
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same-sex relationships, noting that the betrothal often has greater signifi-
cance than the blessing in same-sex relationships. His discussion of same-
sex marital theology unmasks the inconsistencies of marital theologies that 
attempt to prevent its recognition. What is really subversive about Jordan’s 
Blessing Same-Sex Unions is that he names Christian fears:

The most urgent challenge for Christian marital theology has been to pre-
vent the universality of the agapic feast from reaching erotic relationships—
how to prevent the agapic community from enactment as erotic commu-
nity, Christianity as latent polyamory.Â€.Â€.Â€. When sex unions are imagined 
as suspiciously unbounded erotic relationships, they call up theological 
scripts developed to rebut the challenge of polygamy and (more urgently) 
to delimit unbounded Christian love, agape itself.43

For many Christians opposed to same-sex marriage, queer relationships 
are perceived as a threat to marriage because the churches have forged “inco-
herent accommodations” between ascetic imperatives of denying sex and 
allowing erotic desire for procreation within marriage. Jordan notes at the 
heart of the Eucharist, “The indiscriminate feast is the joining of many, body 
to body, regardless of sex, with the one and the many body of Jesus, from 
whose sex Christology has been a long and terrified flight. Joining bodies 
promiscuously is the great Christian mystery.”44 Jordan names the fear sur-
rounding same-sex marriage: fear of unbridled erotic desire and the promis-
cuous joining of bodies. Along with Jordan, there have been several Chris-
tian theological explorations of polyamory, including Shore-Goss’s article 
titled “Proleptic Sexual Love.”45 Queer theological reflections on marriage, 
erotic desire and new configurations, and nonheterocentric (and patriarchal) 
models of families provide a liberating edge and challenge to Christian “fam-
ily values” and its incoherent theologies of marriage.

Transgendered theologies have emerged as part of the queer paradigm for 
theologizing around gender, destabilizing fundamentalist and rigid notions 
of gender, and proposing a wide and queer range of fluid masculinities, femi-
ninities, and hybrid mixtures. Male-to-female transsexual Victoria Kola-
kowski and female-to-male Justin Tanis have pioneered transgendered theo-
logical reflection with contextual transgendered readings of scripture.46 Tanis 
expanded his D. Min. dissertation into Transgendered Theology, Ministry, and 
Communities of Faith. He documented from surveys of transgendered folks 
how they understood gender as a calling and how God was intimately part of 
their process of the revelatory experience of transitioning:
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Through trans and intersexed bodies, God reveals Godself to be a Creator 
who loves diversity and variation, a Creator who improvises and varies the 
melodies that call each person into being. Through such bodies, we see the 
intricate differences that make an individual a unique creation and a fluid 
transition from one being to another. Trans bodies show us that dichoto-
mous ways in which we have viewed bodies are not God’s ways because 
our bodies make it difficult to divide humans into two ways. We are the 
in-between, created in the image and likeness of God.47

Tanis’s theology is totally body-centered, where Trans (his capitalization) 
bodies manifest the cocreation between God and humanity of what bodies 
are and what they become. Transsexuals are not only exercising their free-
dom to cocreate their bodies but also, in turn, manifesting the process of 
God’s self-revelation within transitioning bodies. Tanis’s body theology 
becomes a means of preparing faith communities to become more welcom-
ing and hospitable to transgendered folks.

In Omnigender: A Trans-Religious Approach, lesbian feminist Virginia 
Mollenkott came out as male-identified.48 She systematically deconstructs 
the validity of a binary gender system, exploring the biological middle group 
of intersexuality and cultural constructions of gender diversity. Mollenkott 
proposes an omnigender paradigm for comprehending gender diversity 
and understanding such diversity within a Christian theological framework. 
Omnigender includes a wide range of gender expressiveness, from mascu-
line males on one side of the spectrum to feminine females on the other, 
and between those two poles, including transsexuals, intersexed folks, cross-
dressers, drag queens and kings, gays, lesbians, and bisexuals who are infi-
nitely expressive of the divine. She argues that males perpetrate the most 
physical violence against gender women and gender-variant folks. Mollen-
kott returns to the rich traditions of Christianity to mine gender-bending 
saints, queer texts such as Ephesians 5:25–27 that point out the gender apo-
rias of the nuptial imagery of Christ and the Body of Christ, and the poet 
John Milton’s notion of angels switching genders at will and reveling in their 
nuptials. Mollenkott thus undermines Christian gender fundamentalism and 
erotophobic symbols for a queer Christianity that is far more humane and 
more affirming of God’s queer diverse gender creation.

In contrast, Vanessa Sheridan wrote first as a self-identified cross-dresser 
with her book Cross Purposes, and later she identified as a transgender 
woman.49 Sheridan based her transgender theology on the principles and 
tenets of liberation theologies. She calls for gender-variant people to make 
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a place for themselves within Christian churches and join the struggle for 
justice and acceptance with the churches. The number of transgender the-
ologies has blossomed in recent years, while bisexual theologies are almost 
nonexistent.50

Sources
Scripture

Since the 1970s, a critical mass of gay/lesbian scholarship on same-sex 
affectional preferences countered oppressive biblical readings supported by 
interpretative communities that were heteropatriachal and often misogynist. 
Thus, many LGBT Christians, who journeyed into exile communities, found 
that they had to recover from the years of religious and homophobic bibli-
cal abuse from their previous churches. They found comfort in the LGBT 
scholars and their interpretative deflection of textual violence and abuse. 
As queer denominational groups, churches and synagogues formed in the 
late 1960s, and in the 1970s they created new interpretative communities 
engaging the scriptures not as enemy but as “friend.” The pastoral practices 
of those churches, synagogues, and denominational groups have used these 
texts as liturgical readings in the blessings of same-sex unions and providing 
legitimacy to their unions.51 LGBT Christians found themselves reflected in 
stories of Ruth and Naomi, Jonathan and David, and Jesus and the Beloved 
Disciple. These worship practices initially out-ed the homoerotic within the 
biblical text through communal imaginative readings. For example, John 
McNeill speaks of the gay centurion and his beloved boy: “Here we have the 
most direct encounter of Jesus Christ with someone who today would be 
pronounced ‘gay’ and Christ’s reaction is acceptance of the person without 
judgment and even eagerness to be of assistance to restore the pais (boy) to 
health.”52

Ministers, such as Rev. Elder Nancy Wilson, moderator of the MCC, 
counters pervasive biblical heterosexism by outing “eunuchs” and “barren 
women,” Ruth and Naomi, Jonathan and David, the gay centurion, Lydia in 
Acts, and Jesus as bisexual. In other words, she is reclaiming the text for the 
queer community when she writes, “The Bible must be a holy text for gays 
and lesbians because we are truly human, created by the God who created 
heaven and earth.” Queer folks are made in the image of God and thus have 
the right to be included within the text. Wilson articulates a tribal herme-
neutic for gays and lesbians, reading eunuchs and barren women as gay, les-
bian, and bisexual antecedents.53
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Outing the biblical text has had two methodological limitations: falling 
into an essentialist understanding of sexual identities, and giving over too 
much legitimation to the text for their contemporary erotic lives. Validation 
of queer erotic lives must come from within themselves, realizing the good-
ness and God’s original blessings of their sexualities. Such a priori valida-
tion means that queer folks need to come out and recognize the blessing of 
their sexualities and their gender variations before they engage the biblical 
text. Theologian Gary Comstock writes: “Instead of making the Bible into a 
parental authority, I have begun to engage with it as I would a friend—as one 
to whom I have made a commitment and in whom I have invested dearly, 
but with whom I insist on a mutual exchange of critique, encouragement, 
support, and challenge.”54

Queer reading requires not surrendering to biblical authority as a parent 
but engaging the text as an equal, and in the encounter as friend, readers 
bring their own queer social context to the text. The authority of the text 
is located in the back and forth encounter of equals. For several decades, 
multicultural and contextual readings of the biblical texts were emerging. It 
was natural after African American, feminist, Hispanic, and contextual read-
ings from Africa and Asia that LGBT contextual readings emerged. Stephen 
Moore has described queer engagements of biblical texts such as those typi-
fied by Jesus ACTED UP, Take Back the Word, and Our Tribe as “exegetical 
activism.”55 Exegetical activism really describes queer contextual readings of 
the biblical texts; it becomes a reading strategy of LGBT Christians to reap-
propriate the biblical texts for themselves. In Take Back the Word: A Queer 
Reading of the Bible, the editors Mona West and Robert Shore-Goss wrote:

With the rise of postmodernism we have seen a shift in biblical herme-
neutics that considers the role of the reader in assigning meaning to the 
biblical text. Not only have we come to realize that readers make mean-
ing of texts, but readers also bring a particular “self ” to the text which is 
shaped by a variety of factors such as race, ethnicity, gender, class, religious 
affiliations, socioeconomic standing, education, and, we would add, sexual 
orientation.56

Take Back the Word is a positive reading of the Hebrew and Christian 
scriptures. The coeditors chose “take back the word” after playing around 
with a number of titles. “Taking back the word” indicated not only our queer 
reclamation of the biblical text for ourselves but also our Christian activist 
inclinations. In the preface, biblical scholar Mary Ann Tolbert writes:
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In the case of queersÂ€.Â€.Â€. the fact that all texts, including the biblical texts, 
are generally ambiguous and indeterminate, thus requiring readers to 
refine and complete their meaning, is something of a two-edged sword. 
Since reading is always and inevitably a process in which the commit-
ments, views, and cultural and social location of each reader profoundly 
influences the way those ambiguities and indeterminacies are decided, 
readers of texts become the co-creators of their meanings.57

Tolbert recognizes that authoritative readings come not from the biblical 
text itself but from the assumptions that LGBT readers bring to it. Queer 
contributors foreground themselves as real flesh and blood readers, vari-
ously situated as they transgress heterosexist boundaries and even the sexual 
orthodoxies of gay and lesbian to include bisexual and transgendered con-
tributors. Transgressing boundaries of dominant interpretative communities 
is a rebellious act that breaks the conceptual heterosexist interpretative lens 
and categories to biblical texts.

Take Back the Word was certainly not inclusive enough of all queer social 
locations, but it was a beginning, followed by Ken Stone’s Queer Commentary 
and the Hebrew Bible and, in the United Kingdom, Thomas Bohache et al., 
The Queer Bible Commentary, in which queer scripture scholars, theologians, 
and pastors provide contextual readings.58 The contributors used feminist, 
queer, and postmodern approaches to the Hebrew and Christian scriptures 
to transgress the cultural imperialism of heteropatriarchy that has justified 
sexist, racist, heterosexist, and colonial readings. They bring their own con-
textually queer experiences to the reading of individual books of the Bible, 
suspicious of readings that have been traditionally oppressive to themselves 
and to other groups. In his review of the commentary, religion sociologist 
Andrew Yip wrote:

What I find more satisfying is the contributors’ creative attempts to uncover 
queer sensibilities and subjectivities in each text. This involves lifting the 
veil on hitherto silenced voices of homoeroticism and same-sex intimacy 
and care (for example, the devotion between Ruth and Naomi in Ruth; and 
David and Jonathan in 1 Samuel), as well as casting queer-friendly light 
on passages that are on the surface not relevant to LGBT experiences. It 
is hard not to be moved by the thought of an LGBT Christian declaring 
with pride, confidence and honesty that, “God, you fashioned me in my 
mother’s wombÂ€.Â€.Â€. For I am awesomely and wondrously made.”59
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The queer contributors freed themselves from the decades of oppressive 
heterosexist interpretations of the scriptural texts and offered empowered 
and liberating interpretations compatible with LGBT lives.

Seminal Reports and Publications

Gay historians have pointed out that the early homophile organizations 
developed after World War II when gay and lesbian veterans settled in urban 
areas where they could support one another and organize as a movement. 
The popularization of psychoanalytic theories on homosexuality and its 
treatment dominated cultural discourse and supported the ecclesial language 
of the sin of homosexuality. Despite cultural and theological obstacles, there 
were two groundbreaking events. Published in 1948, the Kinsey study of 
male sexuality and homosexuality opened a door for understanding. Also 
groundbreaking for development of gay theology was Derek Sherwin Bailey’s 
Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition in 1955.60 Bailey, a British 
scholar and clergy, traced the development of homo-hatred from the biblical 
texts through the formation of Christian practice and theology in the early 
and late medieval ages. Bailey’s work paved the way for the British Wolfenden 
Report (1957), leading to the legalization of homosexuality, and Bailey’s work 
had deep influence on the nascent homophile movements and spurred the 
first explicit homosexual theology with Robert Wood’s Christ and the Homo-
sexual (1959).61 There were several attempts at the formation of homophile 
churches such as the Church of One Brotherhood, but these were short-lived 
experiments.62

Protest Movements

Germinating in the 1960s was a series of cultural developments that 
would significantly affect the development of gay/lesbian theologies. The 
African American civil rights movement under Martin Luther King Jr. and 
other leaders gained impetus in the 1960s. This led to Black theology and 
the beginnings of its liberation theology. The advent of the birth control pill, 
women’s greater independence, and the rise of the feminist movement pro-
vided the matrix for feminist liberation theology with Mary Daly and others 
in the 1970s. Within Catholicism, Vatican II provided a reform of the archaic 
structures and theologies. In the Latin American sector, Gustavo Gutierrez’s 
The Crucified Christ launched liberation theology.
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Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

The French cultural critic and postmodern philosopher Michel Foucault, 
who died of AIDS in 1984, became popular among feminists, gay/lesbian 
academic scholars, and gender/sex theorists. Foucault’s three-volume work, 
The History of Sexuality, provided the intellectual, theoretical, and activist 
impulse for reflection on activists’ appropriation of the term “queer,” and 
queer became the paradigm that appropriated intellectual disruptive and 
transgressive potentialities of ACT UP and queer activism.63 Queer theory 
became a reality in universities—especially, in departments of English lit-
erature and cultural studies. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Michael Warner, David 
Halperin, Judith Butler, and others pioneered constructionist models of sex-
uality and gender; these constructionist models were very much indebted to 
Foucault’s deconstructive methods, rendering concepts fluid and instable.64

Queer studies represented a paradigm or discursive shift in the way that 
scholars view sexual identity and gender. Queer theorists like Judith Butler 
comprehend gender as inscribed on the body through a performative repeti-
tion with subversive and critical potential. Butler argues for gender as taking 
the form of drag performance, thus rendering it as fluid. Queer theorists thus 
problematize gender and sexual diversities by unmasking the hegemonic 
social constructions of the sex/gender system:

Queer Theory is suggesting that the study of homosexuality should not be 
a study of a minority—the making of the lesbian/gay/bisexual subject—
but a study of those knowledges and social practices that organize “soci-
ety” as a whole by sexualizing—heterosexualizing or homosexualizing—
bodies, desires, acts, identities, social relations, knowledges, culture, and 
social institutions.65

Queer literary scholar Michael Warner defines “queer” as a transgressive 
paradigm, representing “a more resistance to the regimes of the normal.”66 In 
Saint Foucault, classicist David Halperin defines queer:

Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the 
dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers [Halp-
erin’s italics]. It is an identity without an essence. “Queer,” then demarcates 
not a positivity but a positionality vis-à-vis the normative—a positionality 
that is not restricted to lesbians and gay men but is in fact available to any-
one who is or feels marginalized because of her or his sexual practices.67
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Queer theorists applied “queer” as a strategic method to deconstruct and 
expand the textual possibilities of cultural metanarratives—examining tex-
tual meshes, dissonances, absences, resistances, and disruptive potentialities.

The implications of queer theory for the reenvisioning of gay/lesbian 
Christian theologies of sexuality and gender became profound, opening sin-
gle-issue analysis on sexual orientation to more complex social and cultural 
analyses of the sex/gender system. Gay/lesbian Christian theologies opened 
themselves to postmodern cultural studies and queer theory in academia and 
to queer activism, and the challenge of queerness became more inclusion. It 
questioned the dominant cultural use and political assumptions of the unity 
and the stability of sexual and gender identities. The previous border skir-
mishes of gay/lesbian theologies with Christian churches would be replaced 
by poststructuralist assault of queer theologies on Christianity and its the-
ologies. It would be nothing less than storming the gates of the churches, 
disrupting the binary concepts of gender and sexuality on which many theo-
logical doctrines and scriptural readings were grounded.

Ongoing Issues
Marginalization of Queer Theology

There are two obstacles to queer theologies. First, gay/lesbian theologies 
and queer theologies tend to create anxiety in heterocentric Christian theolo-
gians, and they seldom read the works of queer theologians or review them.68 
It raises a subversive, albeit inclusive, theology that tears down the walls of 
ecclesial and theological exclusion. Second is the emergence of liberal gay/
lesbian-affirming churches—mixed congregations sometimes affirming sani-
tized “gays” and “lesbians,” those folks who most resemble the majority of 
the congregation. The inclusion of diverse LGBT would make these churches 
shudder in terror. These are congregations that will not easily accept queer 
theologies but only gay and lesbian theologies that most likely resemble their 
own denominational theology.

Queer theologies will continue to be cutting edge, pushing radical inclu-
sion and reenvisioning inclusive, queer theologies. Such theologies will find a 
home in denominations such as the MCC congregations or pluralistic, Chris-
tian justice communities, and courses in seminaries. The Center for Lesbian 
and Gay Studies in Religion and Ministry at the Pacific School of Religion, 
Chicago Theological Seminary with its LGBT Religious Archives, and Emory 
University with its online bibliography of queer religious works are locations 
where queer theologies will prosper in the United States.69
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Ineffectiveness for Social Transformation

Criticism, in contrast, has been leveled at queer theory for its cultural 
ineffectiveness in providing a discourse and praxis for social transformation. 
Gay anthropologist Max Kirsch writes:

Queer theory has developed along a path that questions the basic tenets 
of past resistance movements while championing the right of inclusion. 
But despite the calls for recognition of diversity, it has done little to further 
a true inclusiveness that would have the ability to form communities of 
resistance. Again, this is primarily due to the insistence on the uniqueness 
of the individual and the relativity of experience.Â€.Â€.Â€. But instead of focus-
ing on the creation of a society that guarantees freedom and expression for 
all, it has focused on the individual as the site of change.70

Kirsch’s criticism of queer theory is well grounded, for queer theory as a 
form of cultural and literary criticism has, at times, been elitist, individual-
ist, a self-expression of desire, a “white” dilettante exercise in deconstruction, 
and an academic imaginative counterdiscourse. What queer theory lacks is a 
vision to create a movement for social change that is gender variant and sexu-
ally pluralistic from multiple social locations of race, class, ethnicity, age, and 
differently ablebodied. There is disjuncture (although not in all cases) between 
academic queer theory and the praxis of queer social change. Another weak-
ness is queer theory’s inability to generate a political discourse of challenge.

Translesbigay theologies as they engage queer theory, however, have a dif-
ferent trajectory than just mere academic deconstruction. Queer theology 
brings queer theory into dialogue with an established theological rhetoric 
that has focused on personal liberation and social transformation. Liberation 
theologies are communal praxes, intimately connected to utopian visions 
of equality, justice, and compassionate care; they are grounded in prophetic 
traditions of personal and social transformation. Queer theologies involve 
not only the querying of Christian texts and symbols but the queering of 
them as well. MCC clergy and author Thomas Bohache argues that “a queer 
hermeneuticÂ€.Â€.Â€. will not only queer but it will query: It must be a question-
ing and turning over of layers of heteropatriarchal tradition to reveal what 
lies beneath.”71 Queering represents a method of dislocation or transgression 
of fixed theological categories. For example, biblical scholar Halvor Moxnes 
uses “queer” as the best term to characterize Jesus: “To use the term ‘queer’ 
of Jesus describes the unsettling quality about him.”72 Bisexual-identified 
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Latina theologian Marcella Althaus-Reid envisions the indecent Jesus among 
the poor LGBT in Argentina. The queer Jesus is prevalent in gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, and transgendered Christologies and theologies.73 Finally, lesbian 
theologian Carter Heyward elegantly sums up the connection of queer theol-
ogy with Christian practice for justice and social change:

The term “queer” as I am using it, let me be clear, is not simply a code-
word for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and other ways of being 
at odds with dominant gender culture. “Queer” is not simply a reversal 
of a negative epithet so often hurled against GLBT folks in homophobic 
culture.Â€ ”Queer” is not simply a synonym forÂ€ being “odd,” “unusual,” or 
“out-there.”Â€Queerness is bigger than GLBT lives; queerness is more than a 
linguistic reversal; and queerness is way deeper than merely “odd.”Â€Queer-
ness is public solidarity in the struggle for sexual and gender justice and of 
irrepressibly making connections to other struggles for justice, compas-
sion, and reconciliation.74

Heyward thus places queer theologies within the Christian mission for 
“justice, compassion, and reconciliation.” This transforms queer theory with 
an explicit rhetorical tradition and praxis of social transformation.

In light of recent international queer theology summits, it is critical to end 
this chapter with a couple of observations about the further development 
of queer theologies.75 First, the future of theological studies will see greater 
networking and collaboration of self-identified queer theologians and bibli-
cal scholars across disciplinary, ethnic, and racial boundaries, between aca-
demic theologians and church leaders, setting up centers for archival work, 
mentoring a future generation of queer scholars and activists and queer 
clergy. Second, queer theologies will multiply and hybridize as they develop 
queer folks from different cultural, social, and international contexts. Third, 
queer theologies will continue to envision, foster, and nurture a countertheo-
logical (albeit “perverse,” “indecent,” or “queer”) imagination that challenges 
churches and societies with the vision of radical inclusion. Even with this 
publication, several queer theologians are embarking on a venture to pro-
duce a text of queer theologies, comparable to The Queer Bible Commentary, 
as an attempt to prepare for the challenges of the next generation of queer 
scholars who will develop a queer Summa Theologica that will reenvision 
sexuality diversity and gender variance and thoroughly reenvision liberat-
ing theologies and praxes grounded in economic justice, compassion, peace-
making, and love.
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10
Feminist Theology

M a ry  Mc C l i n t o c k  F u l k e r s o n

Historical Backdrop

It was not until 1913 that “feminism” became a frequently used term in 
the United States. Originating in a French activist group in the 1880s, the 
label “feminist” migrated to the Americas through Britain. Until then, the 
activism of North American women had been identified as the “woman 
movement.” Frequently associated with 19th-century organizing for women’s 
suffrage, the “woman movement” included a host of other forms of activ-
ism, such as the public challenges of the 1848 Seneca Falls Declaration of 
Sentiments, which demanded access to all vocations for women and equity 
in politics and religion.1 With the term “feminist” in the 1920s, a new set of 
convictions emerged. Those called “feminists” continued to combine convic-
tions about equal treatment with men with commitments to the special gifts 
of women. However, once these were linked with pushes for women’s sexual 
pleasure and freedom, the term “feminist” became a marker of a more radi-
cal agenda and named a much narrower population in the early decades of 
the 20th century.2

The 1960s saw an explosion of concern for women’s public agency, anti-
discrimination in hiring laws, the wider rights of equal access, protection 
from sexual exploitation, and the problematic legacies of “separate spheres,”3 
and the “feminist” label gained a larger referent group and public audience. 
Along with the legacy of the 19th-century woman movement, 20th-century 
influences ranged from the varieties of feminist activism in the 1920s, reper-
cussions of white women’s access to the paid work force in World War II, 
and the so-called sexual freedom of the 1960s, to the civil rights and anti-
war movements of those decades. The convergence of these energies helped 
spawn what has come to be called the “second wave” feminist movement of 
the 1960s and 1970s. Betty Freidan’s famous Feminine Mystique of 1963 is con-
sidered a founding text of the movement. In that same year, the Presidential 
Commission on the Status of Women chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt signaled 
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groundbreaking public acknowledgment of women’s problems.4 Along with 
these and other secular forces in the advancement of “women’s liberation,” 
as it was sometimes called, there were important religious influences. Listed 
in a chronology of events constituting the women’s liberation movement, for 
example, is the 1974 illegal ordination of eleven women as Episcopal priests.5

While the second wave is not typically narrated in relation to religion, the 
symbolic resources that fueled its activism and the hope for change inevita-
bly had roots in faith traditions, as well as liberal democratic discourse. Reli-
gion had certainly been crucial to 19th-century activism. Historian Nancy 
Cott points out that, despite its restrictive gender conventions, Protestantism 
was an important force in the expansion of women’s sense of their “moral 
and social role” in the movement as women “apprehended Protestant teach-
ings at a different angle from that intended by most ministers.”6 Women had 
long contested the patriarchal traditions within the Bible. Some even stud-
ied the original languages of scripture in order to correct some of the anti-
woman interpretations.7 Convinced that Christianity had better things to 
offer than biblical prohibitions on women’s agency, Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
brought together a group of scholars to produce The Women’s Bible (1895), a 
monumental scholarly commentary on the passages in Christian scripture 
that denigrated women. More widespread sources of support from religion 
surfaced in the 20th century. The consciousness of many women, black and 
white, was significantly expanded by the civil rights movement, which was 
grounded in religious vision.8 Historian James J. Farrell tells of the religious 
convictions that shaped what he calls the “political personalism” that domi-
nated the 1960s movements for change. An activism based on convictions of 
the value of all human beings, not all of political personalism was religious, 
but a significant part of it was generated by respect for God-sourced dig-
nity thought to be owed all human beings.9 While it is difficult to say with 
precision which of these social forces in the wider culture directly affected 
the emergence of feminist theology, the religious imagination did matter for 
feminism. A different kind of challenge, however, emerges with the naming 
of significant agents in the movement.

The narrative of second wave feminist activities has typically been told 
as a story of white women’s activism, with occasional invocations of Afri-
can Americans such as Michelle Wallace, Audre Lorde, or Shirley Chish-
olm.10 This primarily white women-defined liberation movement took place 
through women’s consciousness-raising groups, public protests, the work of 
National Organization of Women (NOW) for broader legislation assuring 
women of equal protection by the law, and the creation of radical feminist 
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separatist women’s cultures. While new research goes on, it must be said 
that the story of this chapter in feminist history has not yet been completely 
retold in light of the work for change that was occurring in various commu-
nities of women of color.11 Sometimes this “whiteness” is due to the explicit 
racism and classism of competing agendas. Collaborations of abolitionist 
white women with African Americans in the 19th century, for example, typi-
cally broke apart when the white women saw their class and racial privileges 
threatened by the needs of the African American communities.12

At another level, the whiteness of historical narratives has to do with lack 
of access and is the effect of such marginalizations. Grassroots (that is, “on-
the-ground”) activism is not directly correlated to access to public recogni-
tion. There were and always have been women of faith of every class, ethnicity, 
and race who have lived out values consonant with those of “feminism”—for 
the well-being of women, for example.13 They did not always have the respect 
of the public eye, however, nor did they have access to knowledge-producing 
institutions. As one book puts it, much of the activism of those the dominant 
group designates as “Other”—particularly women “living in poverty, immi-
grant women, and women of color”—will be invisible, their accomplishments 
akin to A Tradition That Has No Name.14

Description

In an effort to name the activism and wisdom of countless women of faith 
over the ages, feminist theology emerged as scholarship that deems the use 
of religious and cultural traditions to enhance women’s flourishing and to 
contest those traditions that diminish their status. This is to acknowledge 
that the category “feminist theology” has been primarily identified with the 
literature on women’s issues and religions produced within the official pub-
lishing world of the North American community of scholars. As the histori-
cal backdrop has indicated, in its more narrow sense the scholarship about 
women’s activism and wisdom has been associated primarily with Western 
white women in the United States. Thus, the so-called founding feminist 
theologies associated with second wave feminism are dominated by white 
women—those who have had the privilege of higher education.

And while this limitation has to do with both the incapacity of a dominant 
group to “see” those who are outside of their group and with the question of 
access to production of accounts of women’s accomplishments, the racial and 
class marking of feminist theology has had constructive outcomes as well.15 
The “whiteness” of feminist theology has to do with the important develop-
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ment of alternatively named theologies, such as womanist, Latina, mujeri-
sta, and Asian American, by women “of color.”16 Although it has not always 
acknowledged this, feminist theology is a “marked” literature; it is about the 
discernments and insights of particular communities and traditions of inter-
pretation. As such, feminist theology is a rich and vital contribution to theol-
ogy; it does not and cannot claim to speak for all women, however. Given this 
portrait’s primary focus on the relation of feminism to Christianity, it should 
be said that the literature by feminists of other major religious traditions has 
been crucial to the conversation, including such founding Jewish feminists 
as Judith Plaskow and Naomi Goldenberg and (more recently) Miriam Pes-
kowitz. The work of Islamic feminist thinkers such as Leila Ahmed, Fatima 
Mernissi, and Saba Mahmood is becoming increasingly fundamental to a 
global feminism.

What contemporary feminist theology does offer is a wealth of criti-
cal, constructive, and located imagination for rethinking dominant Chris-
tian theological and other religious discourses. Two founding 20th-century 
feminist authors illustrate this point. Valerie Saiving, a graduate student at 
the University of Chicago, and Mary Daly, a Roman Catholic philosophical 
theologian who taught at Boston College, generated new levels of feminist 
theological criticism. Saiving’s now classic essay, “The Human Situation: A 
Feminine View” (1960) made two crucial points.17 First, the essay basically 
amounts to an argument that experience matters when constructing theol-
ogy: Saiving insisted that male experience skewed theological constructs, 
but theology required attention to women’s experience as well. Second, she 
showed the significance of this claim in her analysis of concepts of sin and 
love in the theologies of Reinhold Niebuhr and Anders Nygren. Pride was 
a sin more fitting for males, she argued. In contrast to self-aggrandizement, 
women’s sin is more likely to be loss of or lack of self. Given this difference, 
the selflessness of agape-love commended by Nygren, she continued, would 
not address women’s sin but only further diminish them.18 Despite later judg-
ments that her accounts of male and female experience were inadequate, 
Saiving’s category criticism was fundamental to the generative character of 
feminist theology.

Another pivotal feminist theologian was Mary Daly. Daly’s first book, The 
Church and the Second Sex (1968), critiqued the patriarchal structures and 
practices of the church, holding out the possibility for women’s liberation 
within Christianity. In contrast, Beyond God the Father (1973), her second 
book, read the basic doctrines of Christianity as patriarchal to the core. A 
consummately artful book, sometimes seen as a parody, this Daly text argued 
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that such doctrines as the Trinity, dominated by male symbols for God, basi-
cally reproduced the hierarchical sexism of patriarchy. Simply put, “if God 
is male, then male is God.” Daly’s uniquely creative skill with language car-
ried such insights as Saiving’s (that theological concepts are marked by the 
worldview of their authors) to a new level of analysis as she disclosed the 
gendered character of classic doctrines. Given the traditional blaming of Eve 
for the fall, feminist theology must “exorcise evil from Eve” and thereby “fall 
into freedom,” as her chapter on sin put it.19 Daly’s work also moved beyond 
Christianity to develop new gynocentric language worlds that honor and cel-
ebrate women.

Saiving’s and Daly’s were not the only feminist theological writings of 
that first decade of the 1960s, but they helped fuel a broader feminist con-
sciousness that, combined with the equal rights discourse of the time, shaped 
women’s activism in faith communities. Much of that activism was directed 
at the exclusionary practices of Christian churches. As mentioned earlier, 
eleven women defied Episcopal Church law at the height of second wave 
feminism and were ordained in 1974. This “irregular” ordination helped 
inspire a 1975 gathering of the Roman Catholic Women’s Ordination Confer-
ence (WOC). The conference was wildly successful, and WOC developed as 
a permanent organization, widening its projects and linking with the world 
organization Roman Catholic Women that performs what are, in the Roman 
Catholic Church, illegal ordinations of women. The formation of “women-
church” communities of spirituality and worship, was another outgrowth of 
this activism, a theological practice made famous by the writings of feminist 
theologian, Rosemary Radford Ruether.20 Worship in traditional churches 
became a focus as well, with the demand for inclusive language and the pro-
duction of feminist liturgies.21

Feminist theology as activism and academic discourse alike was and con-
tinues to be about resisting existent patriarchal hierarchies. In the time since 
these founding writings and organizations, feminist theology has continued 
to develop more complex approaches to naming the problems and forms of 
resistance and transformation. Race, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation 
have become key to its reading of gender and proliferation of constructive 
visions. Recognition of the forces of globalization and its precursors in the 
forms of Western colonialism and imperialism is increasingly affecting the 
feminist theological conversation as well. As unfinished as it is, this brief ges-
ture at a history of feminist theology makes an important point. The story of 
feminist theology is not an account of all historical agency for women’s flour-
ishing. Just as it called into question the primarily male-dominated categories 
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for defining which agency matters, its emergence as a challenge to the reign-
ing discourse is a continual reminder that the very categories defining theol-
ogy, history, biblical, and other areas of study will always need rethinking.22

Sources

Women’s experience with sexism has served as the primary source from 
which feminist theologians have drawn the perimeters of their discourse. 
Feminist theology in the United States assumes that sexism—the view that 
women are inferior to men—is a problem demanding redress by religious as 
well as secular traditions and practices. Women are and have been excluded 
and rendered second-class citizens throughout the history of the nation 
and the church. Feminist theology also assumes that naming women, mak-
ing them visible, is key to imagining a world without sexism; it draws on a 
wide range of resources to counter the effects of sexism and its collaborative 
oppressive social structures. Not all feminist theologians agree with Mary 
Daly that Christianity is incurably patriarchal. More than one account of the 
problem and its resolution have developed, for central to the creativity of 
feminist theologies are the many ways that the Christian faith can be appro-
priated to address the sin of sexism.

At the opposite end of the spectrum from a Daly critique comes a femi-
nist theological approach called “evangelical” or “biblical” feminism. While 
not the only kind of feminist theology that appropriates the Christian Bible, 
evangelical feminism is distinctive for its insistence that all Christian practice 
and thinking, feminist or otherwise, be authorized by scripture. Historically, 
many U.S. denominations were “evangelical,” in the sense of participating in 
revivalism and focusing on personal piety.23 Evangelical feminism, however, 
emerged from the modern evangelical movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 
This form of evangelical is made up of mostly nondenominational groups 
that insist on the “literal” meaning of scripture. For such groups, contempo-
rary culture and modern knowledge such as psychology or social analysis, 
if allowed at all, cannot be determinative, in the final analysis, for women’s 
struggle for equality. Thus tied to the biblical text, the creativity of evangeli-
cal feminism is found in its exploration of the many possibilities that text 
offers for rejecting sexism and affirming women.

Evangelical feminists are convinced that the Bible, properly interpreted, 
supports the equality of men and women. Such thinkers as Virginia Mollen-
kott, Letha Scanzoni, and Patricia Gundry have been prolific students of the 
ancient languages and the vast complexities of the biblical text. One of the 
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creative contributions of the biblical focus has been recovery of biblical femi-
nine images of God and, more generally, stories of women in scripture.24 The 
most explicitly evangelical feminist task, however, is the work to “redeem” 
antiwomen texts.25 To defend the Pauline writings and the pastoral epistles, 
evangelical feminists have spilled much ink on producing accurate transla-
tions and discovering the original contexts of the “prohibition” passages and 
the real meaning of such terms as “kephale” in Ephesians 5 (is the husband 
the “head,” as in, the ruler of the wife?).

While they share the same primary focus—the biblical text—these evan-
gelical feminists have different methodological assumptions. The more con-
servative scholars refused to acknowledge the full humanity of the texts, 
including the possibility that Paul and other authors were fallible and in 
error. More “liberal” evangelical feminists such as Scanzoni and Mollenkott 
assume that the basic message of scripture is love and justice but that some 
of scripture is culturally conditioned; thus biblical themes such as Galatians 
3:28 and Jesus’ treatment of women have more authority for the church than 
the prohibitions. Furthermore, they argue that the latter were addressed 
only to a particular cultural situation and do not have continued claim on 
the contemporary church. Current options include both egalitarian notions 
of women’s leadership and complementarian, where leadership is defined by 
the “gifts” peculiar to maleness and femaleness.26

Another theological map for sexism is found in the work of such feminist 
theologians as Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sallie McFague, Letty Russell, and 
Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, among others. In distinction from evangelical 
biblical feminists, the trajectory shared by these thinkers is social liberation-
ist; women’s problems are not simply exclusion but the social, political, and 
economic structures of power that define and constrain human life. This map 
assumes not only that the biblical and other normative traditional texts are 
human and fallible, marked by the cultural worldviews of the ancient times, 
but also that, like any other human product, sacred texts bear the imprint 
of the power-laden, self-interests of the dominant populations that produce 
them. And as men are the dominant populations in much of church his-
tory, the normative texts and decisions of the church are inflected with male 
biases. Scripture and doctrine alike are shaped by “patriarchy,” social struc-
tures defined by male dominance.

In contrast to evangelical feminism, this approach is more complex than 
a permission project focused on getting the Bible to say that women are 
equal in worth to men. What is basically a liberation model of feminist the-
ology sees the problem as the power structures of a society—for example, its 
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cultural views and its economic and political arrangements—and, thus, as 
requiring radical social change. Liberation feminist theology demands that 
scholarship attend to social constructions of masculinity and femininity—
gender—in the history of church and society and their effects.27 Its theologi-
cal mapping thus requires that women’s experience have traction in theolog-
ical judgments and the use of a much broader set of resources, such as tools 
for social analysis, and its goal is to advance practices that liberate women 
(and men) in the church and the wider society.

The creative trajectories of a liberation model of feminist theology range 
considerably, and early on, most of its adherents acknowledged other margin-
alizing social forces of oppression in addition to patriarchy. Ruether appro-
priated the prophetic, justice-oriented traditions of scripture, as she famously 
called into question the adequacy of male language for God and a male sav-
ior for women, charting the role of Jesus’ masculinity in denying women full 
agency in Christianity. Russell also wrote on the justice patterns of Christian 
community that transcend the flaws of authoritative texts and constructed 
liberative visions from traditional feminine images of “good housekeeping,” 
such as tables of hospitality, a “household of freedom,” and “partnerships.”28 
McFague offers radical reimagining of the way in which theology thinks of 
God in relation to the world, a reimagining that counters sexist constructions 
of women’s sexualized bodies. Her work on rethinking the gendered lan-
guage for God—God as Mother, Lover, and Friend—is powerfully extended 
through the proposal that the world is God’s body.29 Such concern with the 
feminist critiques of mind-body dualism and the anthropocentrism of much 
Christian theology contributed to the emergence of ecological feminism by 
feminist ethicists and theologians.30 While the founding liberation feminist 
theologians made gender central and did not explore their own markers of 
whiteness and privilege, most invoked the oppressive power of racism and 
classism, as well as heterosexism. Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza proposed the 
category of “kyriarchy” to replace patriarchy in order to indicate the multiple 
intersections of oppressive power structures.31

Another trajectory of feminist theological thinking opens up the conver-
sation outside of Christianity and by definition has an open-ended range of 
sources. Found in a variety of forms, this feminist thinking remains “reli-
gious” but refuses to be bound by the doctrinal or biblical traditions of 
Christianity, Judaism, or any existent religious tradition.32 Recovering and 
displaying the divine feminine is as serious a search—or sometimes more 
so, given the constraints of established denominational traditions—for femi-
nist spirituality as it is for explicitly Christian feminist theologians. There is 
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no need to think within any kind of traditional boundaries; the Trinitarian 
conception of God is not at issue. Constructive alternatives to the restric-
tion of “feminist theology” to institutional religious traditions are found, for 
example, in the recovery of ancient practices of Goddess worship.

Indeed, this trajectory of feminist theology has taken the maleness of 
symbols so seriously, that, like Mary Daly, it has despaired of Christianity 
(or Judaism) ever breaking free of the dominance of the idealized male. 
Repair of this consciousness requires a variety of woman-centered spiritu-
alities and ritual practices. As the introduction to a classic book on feminist 
spirituality says, “religious symbols are both models of divine existence and 
models for human behavior.”33 Quite powerful, the dominant symbols of our 
cultures, especially those of religions, shape human psychological and social 
realities about what is valued and how. To communicate to women that 
they are not subordinate, second-class citizens to (divinely authorized) men, 
then, symbols must be recovered and created that challenge patriarchal 
value systems. To communicate to women that their bodies and the pro-
cesses they undergo are not carnal or dirty in the ways that much religious 
tradition has assumed, symbols and rituals must be created that provide 
alternative imaginations. Spiritualities that divinize the female are judged to 
be absolutely essential in this process. Goddess worship, including historical 
retrievals of religious rituals and symbolisms that celebrate women’s bodies, 
have funded these spiritualities. Religions from ancient pre-Christian times, 
to Hindu, to Native American and African traditions have provided rich 
resources.34

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

There is no such thing as deployment of a single model of feminist theol-
ogy in lived practice. Not only does academic work fail to correlate directly 
with the complexities of life strategies, but also no one should try to make it 
so. To suggest these three models as the sources from which feminist theol-
ogy has based its scholarship is not to suggest that they alone serve as the 
theories and methods operative within the discourse. Overlaps abound. For 
example, biblical study is important for liberationists and evangelical femi-
nists alike. A liberationist love affair with ideological criticism can surface 
new and life-giving ways to hear the stories of women in scripture. So any 
one account of the problem or its resolution inevitably borrows from other 
accounts. These “models” are useful because they suggest various accounts of 
the problem and methodological sources drawn on by feminist theologies.
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Nor do these models suggest that feminist theology is confined to the 
issues that birthed them. They have continued to develop. For example, new 
insights have been generated by the liberationist model’s focus on the social 
construction of human identities and the role of political structures of power 
in the oppressive forces in human lives, as well as the liberative possibilities.35 
Recognition that gender is a social construction has been extended by queer 
theories in order to refute the distinction between sex and gender assumed by 
much liberation-type feminist theology. Feminist theologians use the work 
of queer theorists such as Judith Butler to challenge the heteronormativity of 
the notion that there are simply two kinds of sexed people, men and women, 
and what needs to be challenged is the social definitions of masculinity and 
femininity. No, says queer theory; binary sex is a social construction, as well, 
a construction that normalizes heterosexuality. So liberationist feminist cri-
tiques of complementary notions of gender get extended by such theologians 
as Marcella Althaus-Reid to critiques of “binary” sex/gender.

Another example of developments in the suggested models is found in 
that of woman spirituality. Its trajectory outside of Christian sources for 
feminist theology continues to raise important questions about the contin-
ued dominance of Christian versions of feminist theology and to challenge 
the notion that “theology” is identical with “Christian.” The appropriation 
of other sources expands to include attention to philosophical accounts of 
natality and desire, as well as the instability of language and its connection to 
the unconscious such as found in the work of Lacan and French feminism.36

Ongoing Issues
Conceptualization

One of the most often cited sets of ongoing issues in feminist theology has 
to do with how to conceptualize the subject. What has become a dilemma 
has to do with the feminist theological appeal to “women’s experience” as 
a basis for the charges against the dominant discourse. While it is true that 
theological reflection is a result of human experience, and human experience 
is gendered, one of the primary challenges to this claim early on was its use to 
falsely universalize the category of “women.”37 Just as feminist theology had 
challenged the claim of male-authored theology to be about all humanity, so 
have a number of groups challenged the first generation of feminist theolo-
gians’ blindness to other social markers. As noted earlier, one of the signal 
critiques has been the failure of feminist theology to acknowledge race. It 
is not simply that some theologians leave out the question of race in their 



Feminist Theologyâ•… |â•… 219

appeal to “women’s experience,” although that does occur. The complaint is 
more likely to be directed at a kind of “add-on” approach, where gender is 
considered the primary form of oppression to which race, class, sexual ori-
entation, or other marginalizing markers are added. As one author puts it, 
to simply add race (or any other marginalizing marker) to predetermined 
gender oppressions ignores “that ‘race’ does not simply make the experience 
of women’s subordination greater. It qualitatively changes the nature of that 
subordination.”38

If an appeal to “women’s experience” is a false universal of sorts, an ongo-
ing conversation concerns how to structure the interplay of marginalizing 
factors so as to take seriously the distinctiveness of difference. Theorist 
Denise Riley argues for the destabilizing of the binary male-female: “the 
arrangement of people under the banners of ‘men’ or ‘women’ are enmeshed 
with the histories of other concepts too, including those of ‘the social’ and 
‘the body.’”39 Such destabilizations have drawn on poststructuralist and semi-
otic analyses that suggest how subjects, like meanings, never have a fixed 
identity. The interplay of differing discourses and dispersed forms of power 
socially locate women in a variety of ways, offering a variety of possibili-
ties, as well as constraints peculiar to their social location; concepts such as 
“intersectionality” and “subject positions” help flesh out the ways such cat-
egories as gender, race, class, and sexuality interrelate.40 An inevitable result 
of such accounts is the critique of binary theories of power: oppressive struc-
tures versus oppressed women. The master/subject model is inadequate to 
the complexities of subject positions.41

Along with this destabilizing of “woman,” however, comes the worry over 
loss of a category fundamental to feminist thinking. The charge of essential-
ism against views of “woman” insufficiently respectful of difference is coun-
tered by concern over the loss of an agent. While formatted as debate, both 
concerns matter and will continue to be explored. A helpful distinction is 
suggested by women’s studies scholar Mary Maynard: both the appeal to 
“women’s experience” and the destabilized subject function as disclosive pat-
terns with different but important purposes for feminist theology. An appeal 
to “woman” as a unifying term rather than a unified one is crucial to “locat-
ing possible common experiences around which a sense of commonality and 
community might be developed.” This needs to be read as a kind of “strategic 
essentialism,” not an appeal to a unitary or false universal category.42 Atten-
tion to the material processes that construct women differently is just as nec-
essary for the different goal of addressing formerly unseen or new configura-
tions of oppression.
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Tradition

A second ongoing issue for feminist theology is its relationship to “the tra-
dition.” Evangelical feminist theology is clearly committed to the normative 
status of Christian scripture. However, even that conservative approach must 
continue to struggle with the relativizing forces of critical disciplines on “the 
tradition.” More widely, feminist theology has called into question the very 
notion of a uniform given called “the” tradition. Whether it is the negative judg-
ment of what has counted as the Christian tradition, such as found in moves to 
other spiritual resources, or the recognition by liberationist approaches that 
social location and its blinding interests render “the tradition” problematically 
partial, feminist theology continues to struggle with the normative status of 
this fallible, human, sometimes pernicious source of authority.

Recognition of new ways to “do” or perform tradition continue to emerge. 
Since its beginnings, feminist theology has interpreted classic Christian 
doctrines through the lens of gender, from the reformulation of Trinitar-
ian doctrine, a feminist appropriation of Reformed doctrines of justifica-
tion by faith and sanctification, to recent feminist treatments of atonement 
theory.43 A slightly different interest in classic tradition, however, stems from 
worry about the negative effects of “modernity” on the feminist theology of 
a Ruether or a Schussler Fiorenza.44 Such effects include too much focus on 
efficacy and power, along with the worry that images such as victimhood and 
innocence have dominated feminist thinking about women. A recent call for 
feminist theology to appropriate traditional themes more fully has generated 
considerations of the relevance of patristic theologians such as Gregory of 
Nyssa, including dialogical appropriations of queer theorist Judith Butler 
and patristic theologians.45

Globalization

A third contemporary issue is globalization. A process typically associ-
ated with the global spread of capitalism, globalization is rooted in five cen-
turies of colonial expansion by Western European countries. In many ways 
an extension of liberation feminist theology’s recognition of the complexities 
of structural effects on human life, respect for globalization demands that 
feminist theology come to terms with the often more subtle but powerful 
forces that impinge on every “local.” From the effect of multinational corpo-
rations and the blurring of national boundaries on the economic privileges 
of U.S. white women, to the effects of forced migration of (mostly) women 
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from so-called third world countries on the latter’s job opportunities, the 
“local” must now be read as “global.” The impact of globalized markets and 
economy, as well as the globalized commodified culture, are of fundamental 
importance for women, especially women of color, and the diversity of such 
women challenges feminist theology to move beyond the binary of African 
American and white. Globalization requires feminist theology to recognize 
its Western bias along with its whiteness and privileged class as it learns from 
the wisdoms of a heretofore unseen majority, women of colonized worlds.
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