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        Foreword
Delight and Responsibility

Margaret R. Miles
Graduate Theological Union
Berkeley, California, U.S.A.

Published in:  BJRT, vol. 2, no. 2 © Graduate Theological Union, 2016

Scholars, as you may have had occasion to observe, tend to 

take ourselves very seriously. Yet most of us became scholars 

because, as children, we liked to read. Scholarship is a luxury and a 

privilege. To get a quick sense of this, imagine a society that had to 

choose between maintaining its scholars or its garbage collectors. Yes, 

scholarship is a luxury and a privilege. For this reason I have treasured 

the following quotation for many years. “All the genuine deep delight in 

life is in showing people the mud pies you have made: and life is at its 

best when we confidingly recommend our mud pies to each other’s 

sympathetic consideration.” I had this quotation lettered and placed in 

my office; it offended those who took themselves very seriously. Yet 

delight and seriousness are not antithetical. This quotation is from J. M. 

Thorburn, and is quoted by the eminent twentieth century philosopher, 

Susanne Langer, at the end of her preface to that profoundly serious 

book, Philosophy in a New Key. Because scholarship is a luxury and a 

privilege, it should be engaged in with delight and responsibility.

This volume honors two teachers who exemplify delight and 

responsibility. The Graduate Theological Union has been blessed with 

the generous guidance of Judith Berling and Arthur Holder, both of them 

faculty members and Deans. Not knowing their respective fields in any 

depth, I cannot comment on the quality of their scholarship, but I 

commend them enthusiastically as teachers and as human beings.
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From what I have observed and heard from others, both Arthur and 

Judith exhibit a combination of delight and seriousness in the form of 

great generosity of spirit. Generosity of spirit does not mean accepting 

shabby work, an attitude of “anything goes.” Rather, for a teacher it is 

located in the effort of imagining how a student’s work could be, should 

be, improved. Often, a gap occurs between criticizing a student’s work 

and suggesting how it could be strengthened. Students have often 

already done their best, and do not know how to bridge that gap. I have 

been involved in student examining committees with colleagues (not at 

the GTU, of course!) who point out flaws in students’ work without 

suggesting how the inadequacy could be addressed. Helpful 

suggestions are much more work for faculty than simply saying “this 

doesn’t fly,” and Arthur and Judith, in different fields, have in common 

both the ability and the generosity to act as “critical friends” to students.

Intelligence and a strong sense of humor also characterize both 

Arthur and Judith. In the academy, intelligence is to be assumed but — 

in case you haven’t noticed — a sense of humor is not. Similarly, 

evident pleasure in their task of teaching conveys something important 

to students. Learning, I think, is contagious; it is carried in the delight 

teachers take both in their subject and in the students with whom they 

work. In short, I believe that it is necessary, and sufficient, to be faithful 

to the “genuine deep delight in life.” Augustine, the historical author from 

whom I have been learning for fifty years put it this way: “Delight is, as it 

were, the weight of the soul. For delight orders the soul … Where the 

soul’s delight is, there is its treasure” (De musica VI. 11.29).

Margaret R. Miles was the 5th Academic Dean and is Professor 
Emerita of Historical Theology at the Graduate Theological Union.  
Before returning to the GTU in 1996, she was Bussey Professor of 
Theology at Harvard Divinity School, where she had taught since 
obtaining her Ph.D. in Systematic and Philosophical Theology from 
the GTU in 1977.  
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Editorial
On Judith Berling and Arthur Holder

Henry S. Kuo
Graduate Theological Union
Berkeley, California, U.S.A.

Published in:  BJRT, vol. 2, no. 2 © Graduate Theological Union, 2016

The Berkeley Journal of Religion and Theology publishes a 

regular issue annually (see Vol. 2, No. 1 for this volume’s regular issue) 

but occasionally, special circumstances warrant the dedication of a 

special issue that might address or celebrate important matters or 

events at the GTU.  The decision to publish a special issue rests solely 

with the BJRT’s chief editor.  While the 2015-2016 academic year has 

witnessed many special events, one is particularly notable: the 

retirement of Professor Judith Berling from the faculty, and Professor 

Arthur Holder’s stepping down from his deanship of the GTU.  These 

are two remarkable scholars who are formidable figures in the 

academy, and their leadership at the GTU have been instrumental over 

the past decades.  Hence, this special issue is commissioned in honor 

of both scholars.  In this editorial, I simply wish to provide a short 

biography of these two remarkable leaders of the GTU.

Judith Berling 
Judith Berling received her Ph.D. from Columbia University in 

1976.  She began her long and distinguished teaching career at Indiana 

University, where she taught for twelve years before joining the GTU as 

the 4th Academic Dean, becoming the first woman to hold the position 

in the GTU’s history.  After stepping down from the deanship in 1996, 

she continued to teach for 19 years as Professor of Chinese and 
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Comparative Religions while serving in various roles in the Cultural and 

Historical Studies of Religions and Interdisciplinary Studies areas.  

Her bevy of honors indicate the weight of her contributions to teaching 

and her disciplines of research.  She was the recipient of the Herman 

Bachman Lieber Distinguished Teaching Award at Indiana University in 

1986, and in 2003 she was the first recipient of the GTU’s Sarlo 

Excellence in Teaching Award.  For her contributions to religious 

studies, she was awarded the Henry Luce III Fellowship twice, the Ray 

Hart Service Award from the American Academy of Religion in 2005, 

and was the GTU Distinguished Faculty Lecturer in 2000.  In 1990, she 

was president of the American Academy of Religion.

I’ve had the privilege of getting to know Professor Berling rather 

early on in my doctoral career at the GTU.  I came into the GTU as a 

student in interdisciplinary studies (IDS).  All incoming IDS students 

under the IDS curriculum are required to register for IDS-6000, the 

Seminar on Interdisciplinarity, where we had the daunting task of 

thinking about our dissertations beginning the second week of our 

doctoral program!  But Professor Berling knew what she was doing.  

She was always one of two co-instructors of the seminar, and was able 

to guide every student in thinking critically about important questions 

pertaining to their work, specifically on how they intend to bring two 

disciplines in constructive conversation with each other.  

So instrumental was she in teaching IDS-6000 that for the past 

two years, some of my doctoral colleagues and the faculty members I 

know have wondered what would happen to the course when Professor 

Berling retires.  Her skill in navigating the complex terrain of 

interdisciplinarity with rigor and perspicacity, encouraging students to 

delve deeply into the two disciplines they aim to bring together in 

conversation, and analyzing the different approaches to the endeavor, 

are difficult to match.  This is absolutely important; when done without 

the rigor and care that Professor Berling encouraged, the 
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“interdisciplinarity” that results does short shrift to the disciplines that 

are being brought into conversation.  Judith’s many students, some of 

whom are featured in this special issue, emulate the rigor and care that 

she has so brilliantly demonstrated throughout her scholarly career, and 

especially during her time at the GTU.

Fortunately, her legacy will continue to live on in the GTU’s new 

doctoral curriculum.  Beginning the Fall of 2016, all first year doctoral 

students from across the four departments of the GTU will be required 

to take IDS-6000 as part of their coursework.  The course is modeled 

largely after the IDS-6000 course that Professor Berling has so 

masterfully taught over her tenure at the GTU. We wish the best for 

Professors Kathryn Barush and Devin Zuber, who will be teaching this 

course in the Fall and carry forward Professor Berling’s legacy in the 

course!

Arthur Holder
Arthur Holder joined the GTU as assistant professor of pastoral 

theology at the Church Divinity School of the Pacific in 1986, shortly 

before he received his Ph.D. in Historical Theology from Duke 

University.  At CDSP, he served as director of field education until he 

became CDSP’s Dean of Academic Affairs in 1995.  In 2002, he moved 

across Ridge Road to become the GTU’s 6th Academic Dean. 

Arthur Holder’s main contribution to religion and theology is in the field 

of Christian spirituality, focusing on the writings of the Venerable Bede. 

 He is considered one of the leading figures in establishing Christian 

spirituality as a unique and interdisciplinary field of inquiry in the 

theological academy.  Indeed, during his tenure at the GTU as faculty 

and as dean, the GTU remains one of the very few places in the world 

where students can concentrate their doctoral studies on Christian 

spirituality.  Arthur Holder is the reason for why many students come to 

the GTU.  He was President of the Society for the Study of Christian 
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Spirituality, and in 2013 he delivered the 2013 Reading of the Sacred 

Text Lecture at the GTU.

I first met Dean Holder in his office while visiting the GTU to 

determine if this was the right school for me to attend for my doctoral 

studies.  Indeed, he was the first faculty member I had the privilege of 

meeting. (The second was my current dissertation director.)  It was 

largely due to my conversation with him that I made the final decision to 

attend the GTU, and I turned in my deposit later that week.  I remain 

exceedingly glad I did.

Beginning the second year of my doctoral program, I began my 

two-year term as a member of the Student Advisory Committee (SAC). 

 That year, a few members of the SAC (including myself) laid the 

groundwork for the Berkeley Journal of Religion and Theology, and 

Dean Holder was one of the most indefatigable supporters of the 

journal.  This year, we have raised the bar and published our second 

volume, with two issues.  That we are able to do so was made possible 

by the constant support of Dean Holder.  I can also attest from the SAC 

meetings that the Dean Holder has always been a constant advocate 

for the students of the GTU.  Many initiatives that will be rolled out in the 

coming months and years were begun under his deanship.  

Final Remarks
Hence, it is only fitting that we put together this special issue 

together in honor of these two leaders and scholars of the GTU.  We 

have assembled contributions from colleagues and former students of 

Professor Berling and Dean Holder.  All of our contributors to this issue 

are extraordinarily busy scholars, with a bevy of publishing deadlines to 

meet.  Some were in the midst of transitions in their lives as well – one 

was in the middle of moving from one academic institution to another!  

Yet, in honor of Professor Berling and Dean Holder, they’ve graciously 
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carved out slivers of time and effort to make their contributions.  All our 

contributors deserve our gracious thanks.   

In a deleted scene from the movie, Star Trek: Nemesis (2002), 

Captain Jean-Luc Picard and Lieutenant Data were having a 

conversation on board the USS Enterprise-E over life transitions. (They 

had just attended a wedding.)  Data, an android, observes that human 

rituals denote the passage of time, to which Picard responds, “Not just 

the passage of time, but the presence of time within us… they 

encourage us to think about what lies behind us, and what lies ahead.”  

I think this is a fitting way to think about what this journal issue 

is about.  We are not merely trying to remember, commemorate, and 

celebrate the scholarly and administrative accomplishments of these 

two figures. In a way, we are also celebrating the future of the GTU and 

of the scholars that have come from this great institution.  The 

possibility that scholars of all religious traditions can study together and 

each other in a spirit of interreligious harmony and greater 

understanding on Holy Hill is a stark counterpoint to the torrid politics of 

division and otherization, so unappealingly presented on the televisions 

during this election year, and the building of ideological walls that we 

see often in the public.  Remembering the importance of Professors 

Berling and Holder is, in a way, a remembering of the importance of the 

GTU and its future as the nexus for where “religion meets the world,” an 

underappreciated but also an undeniably and increasingly important 

location for the world’s future.  Such a future for the GTU was made 

possible because of the leadership and scholarship of Judith Berling 

and Arthur Holder. 

Henry S. Kuo is a third-year doctoral candidate in systematic and 
philosophical theology at the GTU, focusing on Reformed 
ecclesiology.  He is the founding editor-in-chief of the Berkeley 
Journal of Religion and Theology and has just completed his two-
year term as member of the Student Advisory Committee. 
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Out of the Box:
Pedagogies of Outdoor Christian Spirituality

Lisa E. Dahill
California Lutheran University
Thousand Oaks, California, U.S.A.

In Honor of Arthur Holder and Judith Berling

Published in:  BJRT, vol. 2, no. 2 © Graduate Theological Union, 2016

[In studying pedagogy in Christian spirituality, we 
especially want to look] at the implicit definition of Christian 
spirituality – both as phenomenon or experience and as 
discipline – being embodied by a particular syllabus and a 
particular pedagogy: what traditions are being examined?  
What practices are being held up as worthy of inculcation?  
What methodologies are being used, and how do these 
both reveal and limit the phenomena which may therefore 
be seen?  What “version” of Christian spirituality is this 
course actually an introduction to the study of?  Whose 
story is being told, whose experience… named and 
examined?  And how do the course’s pedagogical choices 
either reflect and confirm, or obscure and undercut, the 
course’s explicit definition of Christian spirituality both as 
phenomenon and as discipline?  Should the pedagogy of 
courses in this field be different from those of other fields, 
and if so, in what ways?1

This quote draws together many of the threads Arthur Holder and 

I traced in a 1998 study of pedagogy in the field of Christian spirituality.  

The study was his idea, funded by the Association of Theological 

Schools (ATS); I first heard of it when he mentioned in a meeting of the 

1 Arthur Holder and Lisa Dahill, “Teaching Christian Spirituality in Seminaries Today” 
(with Arthur Holder). Christian Spirituality Bulletin 7 (Fall/Winter 1999): 9-12.  
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Christian spirituality doctoral area at the GTU that he needed a research 

assistant for the study.  By some miracle I became that research 

assistant, as well as Arthur’s teaching assistant in a course at the 

Church Divinity School of the Pacific like those whose pedagogy we 

were studying: a master’s level introductory course in Christian 

spirituality at an ATS-accredited school.  Arthur also served as chair of 

my comprehensive examination committee, taking place more or less 

simultaneously with both the ATS research project and our teaching 

together.  And when, following my GTU graduation in 2001, I cast about 

for a job in a tight job market not well supplied with positions in Christian 

spirituality, I was grateful to land a post-doctoral position as a research 

scholar on a project studying clergy education at the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (Stanford University).  

The Carnegie interviewers later told me that my research project with 

Arthur – in which we undertook qualitative research into theological 

pedagogies, involving both syllabus analysis and interview data – 

mirrored almost exactly the kind of work the Carnegie team would 

undertake and thus got me the job.  

So I am honored to write in honor of Arthur in this issue of the 

Berkeley Journal of Religion and Theology and to give thanks for his 

many-layered mentoring role in my life and the lives of countless others.  

Because my collaborations with him at the GTU both involved and have 

now led to a career of pedagogical practice, I thought it fitting to 

undertake my own new thinking about pedagogy in this context.  Such 

focus seems appropriate as well in honoring Judith Berling, with whom I 

took my first and only course in teaching practices at the GTU.

As I reflected on how to structure this essay exploring a more recent 

area of interest – namely outdoor theological pedagogies – I kept 

returning to the insights of that 1998 study with Arthur.  That is, I am 

curious about the implicit definition/s of Christian spirituality conveyed 

by such outdoor pedagogies, and how these implicit definitions might 
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stretch definitions of spirituality (either as a phenomenon or as a 

research field) accordingly.  

In fact, neither Arthur nor I noticed at the time – or at least our 

published reports from the study don’t indicate if we did – that one 

striking and overriding feature unifying every one of the otherwise 

diverse courses and syllabi we were analyzing was that they were 

designed to take place indoors.  Whether Catholic or Protestant, 

required or elective, practice-based or research-oriented, every course 

was housed in a building of some kind.  To point out this obvious fact 

would likely have seemed a rather dull observation at the time, akin to 

pointing out that all the participants in the courses were human beings 

or that they all had names.2

Since that time, I’ve become more curious about how outdoor 

contexts shape experience and, in particular, how the experience of 

Christian worship – especially sacramental practice – outdoors both 

enacts and mediates understandings of what Christian faith means that 

are different from those embodied indoors.3  At the same time, while on 

the faculty of Trinity Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, Ohio, I began 

experimenting with outdoor teaching, trying to track how such practice 

across a range of seasons and contexts compared with indoor teaching 

in generating insight or engagement with subject matter.  In this essay I 

want to reflect on these questions as Arthur and I did: as they pertain to 

the teaching of Christian spirituality.  In a time of ecological urgency, I 

believe outdoor pedagogies of all kinds – and of Christian spirituality in 

particular – are a piece of the reconciliation needed in healing the 

alienation between too many economically privileged humans and the 

2 Indeed, the movement that came to be known as “placed-based education” took 
root in the early 1990’s, well before our research project, but its attention to bioregionally 
attentive pedagogy hadn’t permeated the world of theological education.

3 See two recent essays: “Bio-Theoacoustics: Prayer Outdoors and the Reality of the 
Natural World,” Dialog: A Journal of Theology 52/4 (Winter 2013): 292-302, and “Indoors, 
Outdoors: Praying with the Earth,” in Shauna Hannan and Karla Bohmbach, eds., Eco-
Lutheranism: Lutheran Perspectives on Ecology (Minneapolis: Lutheran University Press, 
2013) 113-24.
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larger world around us.  To frame the essay in the terms Arthur and I 

articulated in 1998, I am exploring what implicit understanding of 

Christian spirituality is conveyed by teaching outdoors as well as how 

outdoor experience of all kinds (including and beyond teaching 

contexts) can stretch or expand formal definitions of Christian spirituality 

into greater ecological adequacy and correspondence with reality.  

Bio-Regionality
Perhaps the most important shift I’ve noticed in moving courses 

or class sessions outdoors may be the invitation to think and teach bio-

regionally – indeed, to think and interpret reality (including what 

Christians and others might broadly refer to as divine reality) bio-

regionally.  Christian spirituality as an academic discipline already 

privileges the particular, since its focus on spiritual experience gains 

precision when the scope of the study is as fine-grained as possible.4  

And teachers rightly attend with care to the cultural, gendered, or 

otherwise situated social locations of human participants in the process, 

and/or of the authors of texts or artifacts under discussion; the most 

astute also give consideration to how the built environment of a given 

teaching space fosters or inhibits learning.  Yet those who teach 

Christian spirituality rarely seem to attend with equivalent 

methodological precision to the specificities of their place.  Of the 

particularities of our biological location – any given place in its beauty 

and fragility – nearly all Americans and many Westernized academics 

from other contexts are overwhelmingly, shockingly, ignorant.5

4 On this see Lisa E. Dahill, “Spirituality: Overview,” in The Encyclopedia of 
Christianity, ed. Erwin Fahlbusch et al., vol. 5 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. 2007), 25.

5 As David Orr notes in his classic, Earth in Mind: On Education, Environment, and 
the Human Prospect (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2004), 136, Americans have 
become largely “ecologically illiterate and ecologically incompetent,” believing – from their 
captivity to the seductions of mass media and the consumer economy – “that this 
[ecological helplessness] is not only inevitable but desirable.”  On bioregionalism 
generally, see the classic text by Kirkpatrick Sale, Dwellers in the Land: The Bioregional 
Vision, second edition (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2000).
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One of the great contributions of bioregionalism is to invite 

participants into our actual watersheds, local ground: to begin again to 

know and live among those most ancient of relationships: who else lives 

in this place?  What grows here, and when does it flower and fruit and 

go to seed?  What populations pass through, and which nest and raise 

their young here?  Where are the nearest fresh-water sources, and of 

what kinds of rock and soil is this place made?  What are the signs and 

features of its distinctive weather patterns?  If we don’t know the place 

as intimately as we do our own family – as kin – how will we ever 

discern how to live here rightly, respectfully, lovingly: what kinds of 

homes and gardens can this place welcome, and how can we limit our 

appetites and give back to the place so that we and all these local 

neighbors – one community – might thrive here for generations?  

Of course, bioregionalists are not the only ones noting the 

alienation the global industrial economy and its values creates between 

people and the places, land, and watersheds cradling our lives; many 

works draw attention to this impoverishment, perhaps the most 

fundamental form of alienation humans are capable of, the one 

underlying and legitimating all the others.  In an essay appearing in fall 

2016, I propose one way of moving against the grain of that alienation: 

that Christians return to the early-church practice of baptizing not in 

sanctuary fonts or baptisteries but out in one’s local waters.6  Such 

practice invites participants to know well their local watershed: its purity, 

its currents, the abundant or degraded life it harbors along its banks and 

in its depths, the unique sparkle and beauty of its flow.  It also obliges 

participants to join with activists working to restore or protect this living 

water, so that it may be fit both for baptizing and for the fullness of 

creaturely life in a given place.

Thus, in proposing that the teaching of Christian spirituality also 

move outdoors, I am simply drawing out further implications of this 

6 Lisa E. Dahill, “Into Local Waters: Rewilding the Study of Christian Spirituality,” 
forthcoming Fall 2016 in Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality.
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original insight that Christian life – always and in particular ways in our 

context of ecological alienation – belongs outdoors.  Moving our 

teaching too strategically out into whatever forms of larger presence a 

given school or context permits takes a powerful step into bringing 

these larger biotic relationships into pedagogically accessible 

awareness.7  This outdoor location allows for alignment between a 

professed Christian concern for all creation and actual attention to (and 

knowledge and love of) that larger world; it also makes possible the 

reinterpretation – or expansion – of three key terms in the study of 

Christian spirituality: community, God, and spiritual experience.

Community 
Bioregionally oriented outdoor teaching is not simply a matter of 

moving outdoors what we do indoors: sitting in chairs, listening to one 

another, reading or engaging texts or other media created by humans.  

It invites participants into a much larger community of learning, with 

sounds (human, mechanical, and wild) and such things as weather, or 

beauty, or physical challenge that distract us from the kind of focus 

indoor learning makes possible.  One cannot teach the same material in 

the same way outdoors as in; yet being outdoors also creates 

connections to the larger or more local life of the world that would never 

occur indoors.8  If placelessness (and its accompanying ignorance of 

the specific plant and animal creatures that share our home) is a signal 

7 Jennifer Ayres calls this practice “learning on the ground” and notes that it 
“demands that we expand our conceptions of culture and community so that the land and 
all of its inhabitants are also constitutive of the context to which religious leadership is 
accountable.”  Good theological education, then, in her view, “requires good ecological 
education: the sort that prepares us to be good members and caretakers of the 
commons.”  See “Learning on the Ground: Ecology, Engagement, and Embodiment,” 
Teaching Theology and Religion 17/3 (July 2014): 203-204.

8 Several recent books in Christian spirituality have contributed to these insights.  
See Belden C. Lane, Backpacking with the Saints: Wilderness Hiking as Spiritual Practice 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Steven Chase, Nature as Spiritual Practice 
and Field Guide to Nature as Spiritual Practice (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2011); and Douglas E. Christie, The Blue Sapphire of the Mind: 
Notes for a Contemplative Ecology (New York/London: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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feature of contemporary alienation, then getting to know these creatures 

and their names and lives represents a core pedagogy for Christian 

spirituality today.9  Here at California Lutheran University, I have given 

my Environmental Ethics students the assignment of submitting a photo 

of one bird and one plant native to this watershed that they have 

identified and photographed on the CLU campus at some point during 

the semester.  I empathize with those for whom this assignment is truly 

difficult, requiring the hesitant cracking of that human-enclosed, 

technology-obsessed bubble within which too many of us live our lives.  

To return to the wild intimacy our forebears knew (and indigenous 

people still know) with every texture and whisper of their surroundings, 

a larger world filled with energy and relationship, seems impossible – 

yet this is the kinship for which we are born and into which the practice 

of baptism into wild waters returns us.  To teach Christian spirituality 

surely thus means to invite one another more and more deeply into this 

larger relationality, precisely here, in every particular place: into the 

fullest incarnation of the Word through whom all things were made 

(John 1:1-5).

God  
Thomas Berry’s essay, “The Wild and the Sacred,” draws a 

powerful connection between realities Western dualisms, including 

Christianity, traditionally divide: God and the wildness of the world.  

Understanding wildness as “that which is uncontrolled by human 

dominance,” Berry comments that wildness is not “something 

destructive, to be ‘civilized,’ but…. the root of the authentic 

9 For an Indigenous engagement with recent critiques of modern Western 
“placenessness,” see Jay T. Johnson, “Place-Based Learning and Knowing: Critical 
Pedagogies Grounded in Indigeneity,” GeoJournal 77 (2012): 829-36.  Aldo Leopold’s 
classic call for an ethic adequate to the larger world within which we live articulates this 
call precisely in terms of attending to community: “All ethics so far evolved rest upon a 
single premise: that the individual is a member of a community of interdependent parts…. 
The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, 
plants, and animals, or collective: the land.” See A Sand County Almanac: With Essays on 
Conservation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 171.
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spontaneities of any being.  It is that wellspring of creativity whence 

come the instinctive activities that enable all living beings” to live, adapt, 

and thrive in each new moment.10  Drawing close to wild life – the life of 

countless plant and animal energies operating according to their own 

instinct and intelligence, the life of climate and water, wind and soil – 

requires stepping outside our temperature-controlled rooms and 

electronically mediated learning experiences, into actual sensory 

presence to these local neighbors, this larger wildness.  In both its 

intimate proximity and its still terrifying scale, this wildness of the world 

for Berry provides not just local knowledge but the primal human 

encounter with the holy.  In addressing the oft-noted spiritual vacuity at 

the heart of many contemporary cultural expressions, he points his 

listeners not to the realms of religion or spirituality but back outdoors: 

“We will recover our sense of the sacred only if we appreciate the 

universe beyond ourselves as a revelatory experience of that numinous 

presence whence all things come into being.  Indeed, the universe is 

the primary sacred reality.”11  

This sacredness is inseparable for Berry from the world’s 
wildness:

The beginning of wisdom in any human activity is a certain 
reverence before the primordial mystery of existence, for 
the world about us is a fearsome mode of being…. 
Something in the wild depths of the human soul finds its 
fulfillment in the experience of nature’s violent moments.12

Because we too are animals – meant to live in relationship with all the 

creatures and forces around us, in the cascading complexity of 

perception our uniquely symbolic minds have evolved to behold – we 

too are wild, and staying shut in the safety of our buffered classrooms 

10 Thomas Berry, “The Wild and the Sacred,” in The Great Work: Our Way into the 
Future (New York: Crown Books, 2011), 48, 51.

11 Ibid., 49.
12 Ibid., 50-51.
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and sanctuaries robs us of this edgier relationality in which alone, Berry 

asserts, we may actually experience the sacred.  In encounter with the 

world’s wildness we touch both our own deepest reality and that of God.

Spiritual Experience  
The discipline of Christian spirituality attends to the Christian life 

as it is experienced, alive in the hearts and minds and bodies and 

actions of particular Christian communities and individuals.  As I find 

resonance with Thomas Berry’s invitation to know the universe as our 

“primary sacred reality” precisely in its wildness (and our own), so I am 

increasingly pondering whether the outdoor-correlate to “spiritual 

experience” – often conceived in the beautiful language of interiority – 

might be the phenomenon biologist E.O. Wilson named as biophilia: a 

passionate and joyous “urge to affiliate with other forms of life.”13  The 

thrill and wonder of being alive on an Earth of such astonishing beauty 

and mystery, in relationship with so many companions of all species, 

draws healthy humans out into joy on a regular basis.  Yet as Wilson, 

Richard Louv, and others have noted, children raised in an increasingly 

biophobic and technologically-mediated social world are unable to let 

their toddler wonder at the world expand into risky youthful outdoor 

adventure, let alone mature adult love of and immersion in the thickness 

of their bioregion; even adults raised more fully outdoors than today’s 

youth face pressures to work and conduct our lives largely as an indoor 

reality, cut off from that bioregion by ever-thickening layers of walls, 

pavement, and screens.14  If indeed it is true that “natural diversity is the 

wellspring of human intelligence,” its “systematic destruction [by] 

contemporary technology and economics [comprising] a war against the 

human mind,” then not only students but we who are teachers need 

13 Edward O. Wilson, Biophilia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984), 85.  
See also the excellent essays gathered in The Biophilia Hypothesis, ed. Stephen R. 
Kellert and Edward O. Wilson (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1993).

14 Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit 
Disorder (Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books, 2008).
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such reimmersion in reality more urgently than at any time in the past.15  

And if biophilia is the most encompassing and reliable source of joy we 

have, then surely it ought to be a hallmark of any healthy Christian 

spirituality: “that they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 

10:10).

Conclusion: Teaching [in] the Wild
After all this, I must note that I do not intend to disparage indoor 

teaching, worship, or spiritual practice altogether.  Interior spaces – and 

the psychic resonance of interiority as a metaphor for spiritual depth 

and texture – remain essential for many kinds of learning experiences 

people need, not least in our noisy, distracted world.  But we need also 

to be out.  What Canadian philosopher of literacy Robert Bringhurst 

writes about the alphabet and its letters seems true of Christian 

spirituality too: “In the early days of the alphabet, letters often lived 

outside, where they could get fresh air and light.  In the long reign of 

manuscript and print, they have mostly lived indoors, and in the short 

reign of the keyboard and the microchip, letters have mostly lived in an 

airless world fully divorced from forest, mountain, garden, earth.”16  He 

goes on: 

Life in the wild, for a language as for any living entity – 
animal, plant, fungus, protozoan, or bacterium – means a 
dependable and nourishing interconnection with the rest of 
life on the planet.  It means a place in the food chain.  It 
means a sustaining, sustainable habitat.  That perennial 

15 Orr, 140.  The quote continues onto p. 141: “We have good reason to believe that 
human intelligence could not have evolved in a lunar landscape, devoid of biodiversity…. 
Elemental things like flowing water, wind, trees, clouds, rain, mist, mountains, landscape, 
animals, changing seasons, the night sky, and the mysteries of the life cycle gave birth to 
thought and language.”  On p. 151 he notes more soberly, “The human mind is a product 
of the Pleistocene Age, shaped by wildness that has all but disappeared.  If we complete 
the destruction of nature, we will have succeeded in cutting ourselves off from the source 
of sanity itself.”

16 Robert Bringhurst, The Tree of Meaning: Language, Mind, and Ecology (Berkeley: 
Counterpoint, 2006/2008), 121.
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connection to biological and physical reality is what feeds 
and shapes and calibrates a language.17

The same is surely true of a learning community.  I’m grateful to Arthur 

and Judith for their roles shaping the GTU as a “sustaining… habitat” 

that “feeds and shapes and calibrates” generations of thinkers and 

leaders.  And, taught so well, I now wish to teach so that the implicit 

definition of Christian spirituality my pedagogy expresses might be one 

of knowing and loving the place where we are, as precisely where we 

experience the largest possible inter-species community, the wildest 

possible G*D incarnate in all that is, and the most joyful biophilia.  Such 

teaching and learning – among not only humans but countless other 

beings – is truly a feast of life.  

Lisa E. Dahill is Associate Professor of Religion at California 
Lutheran University in Thousand Oaks, CA, prior to which she was 
Associate Professor of Worship and Christian Spirituality at Trinity 
Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, OH.  A doctoral graduate of the 
GTU in Christian spirituality, she has written books on prayer, liturgy, 
Julian of Norwich and Dietrich Bonhoeffer.
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In a world of environmental catastrophe, perennial war, growing 

poverty, systemic racism and many other forms of structural violence, 

we are each called to be makers of justice and peace.  As difficult as 

this may be, our job description as human beings includes seeing, 

challenging and transforming the cycle of retaliatory violence and 

injustice in our selves, our homes, our communities, between nations 

and in our relationship with the earth.  

Changing the world is our job.  If we took this seriously, we 

would regard it as normal, and as unremarked upon, as breathing.  

Most of the time, however, it is extraordinary and dramatic, even 

shocking and scandalous.  Why?  Because acts of compassion and 

justice typically undermine double standards that consciously or 

unconsciously award more power to some rather than others.  Even 

when these acts are quantitatively small and performed in the course of 

our every day lives, they are qualitatively large because they 

fundamentally challenge the way the world is arranged and maintained.  
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This shock and scandal and cognitive dissonance are magnified even 

more when our peacemaking challenges fundamental social structures 

that uphold unjust or violent conditions and policies.  

For example, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. is regarded in general 

today as a national icon, a cultural hero, a revered visionary, and one of 

the greatest American citizens who ever lived, but when he was alive – 

and in the heat of nonviolent struggle -- he was regarded by numerous 

people as an “outside agitator,” an unpatriotic Communist, and a 

political extremist.  He was arrested over 200 times for breaking the law; 

he was accused of creating social disorder.  He underwent ongoing 

public scrutiny and he deliberately trespassed the circle of magical 

immunity with which society surrounds and protects its unjust and 

violent policies.  

In response to the charge that he was an “agitator” creating 

violence and disorder, Dr. King said that he was bringing the disorder 

that already existed out into the open so that it could be healed.  In 

replying to the accusation that he was an “extremist,” Dr. King curtly 

said, “I’m an extremist for love.”

The ordinary work of making peace and justice carries with it 

the risk of being perceived as extraordinarily disruptive or even strange 

and bizarre.  Part of the power of this kind of dramatic, publicly 

performed action lies precisely in its unusualness, its eccentricity.  

Sometimes the strange or disconcerting thing or action 

paralyzes us or makes us want to ignore it or dismiss it.  At other times, 

however, the unusual can loosen the grip of the familiar and, in spite of 

everything, open the possibility for peace and justice where none 

seemed possible before.  The Montgomery Bus Boycott, the 

desegregation campaign in Birmingham, and the Voting Rights march 

from Selma to Montgomery, efforts that changed this country forever, 
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were extraordinarily startling – they were acts of faith and courage that 

unleashed an unexpected and thoroughgoing power for change.

To illuminate more deeply the path of peace, justice and 

sustainability that is both ordinary and extraordinary, let us reflect on the 

spirituality of two people who, though separated by 1500 years, 

engaged in parallel though somewhat different practices.  These two 

people have been regarded bizarre and shocking in their own ways and 

in their own cultural settings.  As with the case of Dr. King, they were 

regarded as extremists.  Yet, as we will explore, this sense of “being out 

there” and literally being “over the top” contributed in unexpected ways 

to the mysterious and powerful process of creating justice and peace.  

The first person is Simeon the Stylite, who lived in the 5th 

century C.E., a Christian desert monk who spent decades praying at the 

top of a column in the Syrian desert.  

The second is Julia Butterfly Hill, alive today, who spent two 

years perched 180 feet up in a one-thousand-year old redwood tree in 

Northern California determined to keep it from being cut down.  

Both were urged, in their own ways, to “scale the heights” – to 

leave solid earth, to rise above the conditions they had known their 

whole lives.  They both engaged in startling and strange and unnerving 

and breath-taking action.  And they did so not exactly knowing what 

they were doing.  They both felt their way along into the mystery of what 

they were doing.  And doing so, they sparked numerous unexpected 

transformations, personal and social.

Simeon the Stylite

At first glance, Simeon seems an unlikely focus for an essay 

reflecting on peace and justice. Regarded as a misanthrope and a 

masochist, Simeon has long been a poster-child for an extreme form of 
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asceticism marked by hatred of the body and rejection of the earth.  His 

life of extreme fasting, his ceaseless exposure to the elements, and 

voluntarily-imposed exile from, and elevation above, the rest of 

humanity has, for 15 centuries, given ammunition to those critics of 

Christianity who conclude that this religion stresses life in heaven over 

our earthly existence and that the only way to this heavenly realm is to 

suffer sweetly and to get free, as soon as possible, from the earth and 

its inhabitants. 

The twentieth century film director Luis Buñuel’s movie about 

Simeon entitled Simon of the Desert, is, according to one film critic, an 

examination of 

unnaturalness and hypocrisy associated with religious 
fanaticism and extremism… In the end, it’s the persistent 
Devil who finally brings Simon back to earth, transporting 
him to a New York discothèque where the new dance rage 
is “the latest and the last” dance called the “Radioactive 
Flesh.”  The actual puniness of this “high and mighty” man 
(and all of us) is bluntly revealed. [This is a] unique film, 
which, in its effect, should encourage all of [hu]mankind to 
get off its own inflated pedestal and start searching for true 
reality.18

To explore this eccentric, let us first examine the sources.  Three books 

that tell the life story of Simeon come down to us from the 5th Century 

CE. The first was written by Theodoret of Cyrrhus in 444, while Simeon 

was still alive.  The next was written by Simeon's disciple, Antonius (the 

exact date is not known); and the third was penned by an anonymous 

Syriac Christian in 473.  It is from these three more or less 

contemporaneous texts that we are provides with the following details of 

the life and practices of Simeon the Stylite—“stylite coming from the 

Greek word stylos meaning “column”—summarized by Christian 

spirituality scholar, Herbert Thurston:

18 “Luis Buñuel’s Cinema of Entrapment in the Age of Cowardice: The Search for a 
Greater Truth.”): http://users.hal-pc.org/~questers/JAVA/fire/Bunuel.html 
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Simeon…was born about 388 at Sisan, near the northern 
border of Syria. After beginning life as a shepherd boy, he 
entered a monastery before the age of sixteen, and from 
the first gave himself up to the practice of an austerity so 
extreme and to all appearance so extravagant, that his 
brethren judged him, perhaps not unwisely, to be unsuited 
to any form of community life.

Being forced to quit them he shut himself up for three 
years in a hut at Tell-Neschin, where for the first time he 
passed the whole of Lent without eating or drinking. This 
afterwards became his regular practice and he combined it 
with the mortification of standing continually upright so 
long as his limbs would sustain him. In his later days he 
was able to stand thus on his column without support for 
the whole period of the fast.  

After three years in his hut, Simeon sought a rocky 
eminence in the desert and compelled himself to remain a 
prisoner within a narrow space less than twenty yards in 
diameter. But crowds of pilgrims invaded the desert to 
seek him out, asking his counsel or his prayers, and 
leaving him insufficient time for his own devotions. This at 
last determined him to adopt a new way of life. Simeon 
had a pillar erected with a small platform at the top, and 
upon this he determined to take up his abode until death 
released him. At first the pillar was little more than nine 
feet high, but it was subsequently replaced by others, the 
last in the series being apparently over fifty feet from the 
ground. However extravagant this way of life may seem, it 
undoubtedly produced a deep impression on 
contemporaries…

…The whole was exposed to the open air, and Simeon 
seems never to have permitted himself any sort of cabin or 
shelter. During his earlier years upon the column there 
was on the summit a stake to which he bound himself in 
order to maintain the upright position throughout Lent, but 
this was an alleviation with which he afterwards dispensed. 
Great personages, such as the Emperor Theodosius and 
the Empress Eudocia manifested the utmost reverence for 
the saint and listened to his counsels while the Emperor 
Leo paid respectful attention to a letter Simeon wrote to 
him… After spending thirty-six years on his pillar, Simeon 
died on Friday, September 2, 459.19

19 Herbert Thurston, “St. Simeon Stylites the Elder,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia 
(New York: Robert Appleton Company), 1912. 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13795a.htm
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This life of extremes – being shut up in a hut for three years, passing 

the whole of Lent neither eating nor drinking, standing continually 

upright as long as his limbs would allow, being perched on a fifty foot 

column – has been typically interpreted as a form of grotesque 

restriction and suffering that somehow brings one closer to bring the 

spiritual, as a way to prevent the demands of the body from interfering 

with spiritual aspirations, governed by the assumption that the more the 

body suffers, the more the spirit flowers.20  

Numerous contemporary theologians have critiqued this pillar 

spirituality as an example of a dangerous and dominant theme in 

Western Christian thought and practice that envisions the religious life 

as a process where the faithful flees the earth and climbs the rungs of a 

metaphysical ladder to a transcendent and hidden God.   As the 

theologian Pseudo-Alcuin wrote, “The superior part of us seeks the 

heavens but the inferior remains clinging to the earth.”  This theology of 

ascendance was rooted, in part, in a peculiar reading of Jacob’s dream 

recorded in the twenty-eighth chapter of Genesis.  This dream, which 

features a ladder reaching to heaven on which angels are rising and 

descending, had as its primary focus Yahweh’s promise that Jacob’s 

progeny would be innumerable, not that the way to God is to ascend, 

rung by rung, upward to God by leaving the earth and its concerns.  

Nevertheless, this reading of the biblical image of the ladder eventually 

fused with the philosophy of the Greek Neo-Platonists that the spiritual 

journey was one of ascent to a realm of spirit in which matter was 

disdained. 

Quite rightly, in our own time, theologians such as Matthew Fox 

and others have criticized this view of the spiritual life because it can 

reinforces the injustice and violence of top/down power arrangements; 

domination or “lording it over one another”; elitism; and a kind of rugged 

20 This conventional formulation is found in many places, including on a 
contemporary hagiographical website of saints’ lives: http://users.erols.com/saintpat. 
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individualism where one goes off to work out one’s salvation – or, today, 

one’s lifestyle or one’s existence – by oneself. 

While it is true that the Syrian Christianity Simeon would have known 

(heavily influenced as it was by Manichaeanism, a philosophy that 

stresses a strict dualism between Good and Evil, and Matter and Spirit), 

stressed tranquility (hesychia), temperance (encrateia), and 

impassiveness (apastheia) and thus among its monastics de-

emphasized attention to the needs and claims of the body, it is, I 

suggest, important for us to not simply conclude that this assumption 

about what Simeon was up to is the whole picture.  After all, in the three 

books on Simeon’s life, he actually never offers a direct explanation as 

to why he spent 30 years on a high platform exposed to all the elements 

engaged in what surely are puzzling and bizarre practices.

For a fuller picture, though, we turn to historian Peter Brown.  In 

his highly influential essay, “The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in 

Late Antiquity,” Brown argues that it is, at least, incomplete to simply 

dismiss Simeon as a bizarre “misanthrope and masochist.”21  Brown 

begins his investigation by asking what St. Simeon (and his fellow pillar-

sitters who came after him and imitated this practice) say about Roman 

society during the fifth and sixth centuries.  This is a period of social 

disorder, violence, and factionalism when social structures and authority 

had, in many locations, disintegrated.  In this setting, according to 

Brown, Simeon and others like him came to function as powerful 

arbitrators and peacemakers for their localities.  Why?  Because they 

were strictly neutral: they lived apart from the town or village; they lived 

21 Peter Brown, “The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,” in Peter 
Brown, Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1982), 103-152.  Brown uses the word “man” deliberately.  In his essay, 
he documents how the rise of the “holy man” came to supersede the spirituality of women 
in late antiquity (p. 151): “…his rise was a victory of men over women, who had been the 
previous guardians of the diffuse occult traditions of their neighborhood.  The blessing of 
the holy man, and not an amulet prepared by a wise woman, was what was now 
supposed to protect you from the effects of a green lizard that had fallen into your soup.” 
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“above” humanity; and they were “God-bearing-beings” who could 

therefore be objective in adjudicating disputes.  Because of his 

eccentricity -- which also spoke to those who observed them about the 

presence of God who preserved them in spite of the extremities they 

experienced – Simeon was revered.  His way of life offered something 

few people had access to: objectivity, wisdom, and power to arbitrate in 

the midst of a cultural context where conflict resolution was not 

available from more overarching structures of social power.  Brown 

writes:

By the sixth century, we have already entered a world of 
carefully organized village processions, through which the 
holy man recaptured, by solemn junketing, the ancient 
ideal of the great benefactor, presiding over the good 
cheer of a united community.  Above all, the holy man 
insisted that misfortune could be averted only by penance, 
and that penance meant, quite concretely, a “new deal” 
among the villagers.  

It is here that we meet Symeon…at work.  What we 
know of Symeon’s activity as a mediator in the villages is 
all the more impressive as our main source takes it entirely 
for granted.  The Syrian author …was plainly concerned to 
add exotic trimmings to a local reputation so firmly 
established as hardly to bear repeating: Persian 
princesses, merchants from central Asia, Yemeni sheiks – 
these interested the writer and his audience more than did 
the constant trickle of delegations from neighboring 
villages, headed by their priest and elders, who trooped up 
the side of the mountain to hear “the lion roar” as to how 
they should order their affairs.  

It is only in passing that we learn that Symeon had law 
suits entrusted to his arbitration; that his curse had 
sanctioned water rationing in a large lowland village; and 
that he had negotiated an agreement on the collection of 
tithes – a thinly Christianized version of the running battle 
between urban landowners and villagers as to exactly how 
much of a crop should be taken and when it should be 
harvested.22

22 Peter Brown, “The Rise and Function of the Holy Man,” 127-128.
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As Herbert Thurston summarizes the fifth century accounts:

Even on the highest of his columns Simeon was not 
withdrawn from…his fellow [human beings]. By means of a 
ladder which could always be erected against the side, 
visitors were able to ascend; and we know that he wrote 
letters, the text of some of which we still possess, that he 
instructed disciples, and that he also delivered addresses 
to those assembled beneath.23

Byzantine historian Norman H. Baynes, also working with the 

original texts, writes that

The night and the greater part of the day he spent in 
prayer, but twice a day he addressed the folk who 
thronged about the column, giving them moral counsel, 
settling their disputes, healing their diseases. Arabs, 
Persians and Armenians came on pilgrimage to the Saint; 
Christians came from Italy and Spain, from Gaul and from 
Britain. St. Geneviève of Paris wrote to him.24

In the texts about Simeon, his power was conveyed in innumerable 

miracle stories associated with these figures and in their feats of 

asceticism.  These ascetical practices, however, were more than simply 

a kind of “credential.”  They also established his neutrality, as Peter 

Brown contends:

The life of the holy man (and especially in Syria) is 
marked by so many histrionic feats of self-mortification 
that it is easy, at first sight, to miss the deep social 
significance of asceticism as a long drawn-out, solemn 

23 Herbert Thurston, “St. Simeon Stylites the Elder.” 

24 Norman H. Baynes, “Medieval Sourcebook: The Life of Daniel The Stylite,” in 
Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel the Stylite, St. Theodore 
of Sykeon and St. John the Almsgiver, trans. Elizabeth Dawes (Crestwood: St. Vladimir 
Seminary Press, 1977).  http://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/dan-stylite.asp 
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ritual of dissociation – of becoming the total stranger 
(italics added).  

For the society around him, the holy man is the one 
who can stand outside the ties of family, and of 
economic interest; whose attitude to food itself rejected 
all ties of solidarity to kin and village that, in the peasant 
societies of the Near East, had always been expressed 
by the gesture of eating….The holy man drew his 
powers from outside the human race: by going to live in 
the desert, in close identification with an animal kingdom 
that stood, in the imagination of contemporaries, for the 
opposite pole of all human society.  Perched on his 
column, nearer to the demons of the upper air than to 
human beings, Symeon was objectivity personified.25

Brown’s interpretation of Simeon the Stylite creatively 

problematizes the traditional interpretations of Christian asceticism.  He 

does this not by minimizing the extremity of these acts but by reframing 

their motivation, consequences, and meaning.  From Brown’s 

perspective, Simeon holds in tension contemptus mundi (contempt for 

the world) and care for the world – and it is the conventions of the so-

called “contempt for the world” that makes possible this care for the 

world by authenticating his neutrality and by drawing people to the 

mysterious drama he constructs and performs.

Brown’s interpretation of Simeon the Stylite’s practices is richly 

suggestive. Simeon is driven by a particular concept of spirituality – an 

extreme deprivation and solitude – and his body and mind are gradually 

reconstructed through and on behalf of this “way.”  Significantly, it is this 

“reconstructed self” that leads to his becoming a source, not of isolation 

and privation, but transformed community, justice, and conflict 

resolution.  

Within this light, Simeon is not entirely unlike Mohandas Gandhi 

who, in conducting long political fasts, endured many jail sentences, 

and embarked on long marches, also practiced a kind of asceticism that 

25 Ibid., 131-132.
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“reconstructed” his self and led, eventually to the “reconstruction” of his 

nation.  Just as Simeon can illuminate Gandhi’s work as spiritual 

asceticism, so too can Gandhi’s ascetical example perhaps help us 

understand Simeon’s.

Julia Butterfly Hill

Now let us fast forward to the far end of the twentieth century.  

Julia Butterfly Hill spent two years perched in a redwood tree in the 

Headwaters Forest of Northern California seeking to prevent its being 

logged by Maxaam Corporation’s Pacific Lumber Company.26  From 

December 10, 1997 – when she first scrambled up Luna, a one 

thousand year old redwood – until December 18, 1999, Hill kept vigil 

180 feet above the terrain that includes the earth’s last unprotected 

groves of ancient redwood trees.27   Hill’s self-described “tree-sit,” 

rooted in her acute vision of a wounded world longing for nonviolent 

healing,28 was marked by an initial vow:  “When I climbed Luna, I gave 

my word to her, the forests, and all people that I would not allow my feet 

to touch the ground until I felt I had done everything I possibly could to 

protect her and the forests.”29    

26 Sara Marand, “Spirit of the Redwoods: An Interview with Julia ‘Butterfly’ Hill,” 
Shaman’s Drum, No. 52 (Summer 1999), 23; also Glen Martin, “Tree-Sitter Recounts Life 
in the Clouds: Julia Butterfly Hill is Tearful and Triumphant,” San Francisco Chronicle, A-
21, A-24, Monday, December 20, 1999.  See also Julia Butterfly Hill, The Legacy of Luna: 
The Story of a Tree, A Woman, and the Struggle to Save the Redwoods (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2000).

27 Hill in Marand, 27.

28 Ibid., 23: “Along with many others, I am committed to a world that lives with love 
and respect for all life.  I am committed to a world where all old-growth forests are 
permanently protected, where trees on steep, unstable slopes are spared from the saw, 
where clearcutting is replaced with true sustainable forestry, and where pesticide 
poisoning of the land, water, and people no longer exists.”

29 Ibid.
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Hill explains that “Through a crazy series of events, I got 

involved with the tree-sit at Luna.  I had no clue it was going to turn into 

what it has become.  When I learned that this tree, which is over a 

thousand years old, was going to be cut down, I decided to go up into 

the tree.”

Having no clue what would come of her decision to live among 

Luna’s branches for two years, Hill integrated her maturing perception 

of and commitment to a holistic spirituality with an ongoing nonviolent 

action that directly interfered with logging but also did so in a way that 

respected the sacredness of all, including her purported opponents.  

Aloft among Luna’s limbs, Hill found that

From where I sit, I can see everything that we are fighting 
for and everything we are fighting against, in one view. 
…By not allowing my feet to touch the ground once 
during all this time, I’ve separated myself from the world 
down there.  It has allowed me to tap, through the roots of 
this tree, into the heart of Mother Earth and to feel her 
pulsing power.  …I feel that each of us is intricately 
enlaced with Mother Earth.  We are all part of the body of 
life.  …When we lose touch with that circle of power, we 
break the circle of magic and we break our ability to be 
part of that magic. …Some people have set themselves 
higher than the Earth… In order to do that, they have to 
desensitize themselves to the purpose and the power of 
the circle that we are.  That’s what allows people to 
destroy.30

These reflections came not from sitting in the safety and stability of her 

living room at home but by living voluntarily adrift in the canopy of a 

North American redwood forest for over two years with all the trappings 

of an ascetical practice that includes bodily vulnerability and relentless 

persistence, as indicated in her account:

In the winter storms of 1997, there were some winds 
close to 90 M.P.H.  Major branches were ripped off Luna 
in the wind.  Part of my fort collapsed, and I was thrown 

30Ibid., 24.
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several feet.  Sleet and hail were flying through the 
tarps, which had ripped.  I know that Luna had to be 
holding onto me very hard that night.

I live at about 2,000 feet elevation…  There’s been a lot 
of sleet and hail. …One time I broke one of my toes, 
which caused frostbite, due to poor circulation.  

…I gauge the temperature by how many layers I have 
on. …It lets me know that I am really alive.31

As San Francisco Chronicle reporter Glen Martin put it:

The top of a redwood tree is an exceedingly hostile 
environment for human beings.  It is aggressively 
vertical; gravity claws at you whenever you move.  It is 
always cold and damp; Hill was never truly dry during 
her two years in Luna.  And it is cramped.  Hill lived on 
two six-by-six-foot platforms.  Luna’s trunk was her 
sidewalk and her exercise treadmill.32

But aside from the privation flowing from Hill’s limited “object choices” 

was the “fundamental option” that marked her unfolding witness:

Even though I’d said good-byes to my best friends, 
thrown out everything I owned, and given up the life I 
had been living, I hadn’t given up life.  I hadn’t given up 
my being.  I was still trying to hold on to those.  That 
night [during a fierce storm], I gave it all up.  I talked to 
Luna, and I talked to the powers of the universe.  I said, 
“Obviously this is a test.  This is testing how committed I 
am to what I believe in.”  I said, “Okay, I give myself 
completely; you can have all of me.  I’m really just part of 
the universe, anyway.  If I die, all I’m doing is just giving 
myself to that from which I came.”

After that, my desire for things like running water just 
faded into the background.  I don’t think about those 
things anymore.33

31 Ibid., 24, 31.

32 Martin, A-24.

33 Hill in Marand, 31.  For more on “object choice” and “fundamental option,” see p. 
168.
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Hill’s commitment was shaped in an ascetical crucible that invited her, 

in these peculiar circumstances, to let go of everything to witness to a 

truth that had revealed itself within over the months of her arboreal 

occupation.  No one would have thought less of her if, in the midst of 

that storm, she had descended to the forest floor and sought out the 

safety of shelter.  But she did not do so.   Her decision literally to “hang 

in there” had come to have something to do with an evolving 

understanding of her own identity and how it was being shaped by 

taking this action:

I chose the name Butterfly because I had a very spiritual 
experience with a butterfly when I was about six or seven.  
A butterfly landed on me when I was hiking in the woods, 
and it stayed on me for hours.  …I couldn’t have chosen a 
more apt name considering what’s happened to me.  I 
came up here a caterpillar, knowing nothing about Earth 
First!, Pacific Lumber, or Maxaam Corporation.  All I knew 
was that these incredibly beautiful forests were becoming 
extinct.  I knew that was wrong and it had to stop.  For a 
year now, I’ve been living in a cocoon on Luna, and I’ve 
been metamorphosing into the butterfly that I’m becoming.34

Part of her metamorphosis was a gradual flowering of the spirit and 

practice of nonviolence.  Slowly, she learned not to demonize the 

lumber company employees who were dispatched to harass her:

When I was placed under siege last year, dozens of 
security men were yelling horrible things at me.  They were 
blowing air horns and bugles in the night to keep me 
awake.  They were threatening that if I didn’t come down 
right away, they were going to beat the living hell out of me 
when I did come down. …I sang a song to them every time 
they got mean and horrible, and the song says, Love in 
any language, straight from the heart, pulls the thought 
together, never apart, and once we long to speak it, all the 
world will hear that lover in any language is fluently spoken 
here.  …The whole time they were being terrible, I was 
doing my absolute best to respond to them with love.

34 Hill in Marand, 27-28.
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That siege came during the winter storms, when I 
was getting pummeled with sleet and hail.  It was a crazy 
time, and I had just made it through a period of helicopters 
trying to rip off my tarps and blow me out of the tree.  
…Instead of reacting to their anger and methods, I just 
sang to them about love.  I think that’s part of the power of 
nonviolence.

Some of the men who had been screaming and 
yelling at me began to change their tone of voice when 
they dealt with me.  That was actually a big change, 
especially for those men.  Others began changing not only 
their tone, but also their words.  They went from cussing 
me out to saying, “Well, I don’t like what you’re doing, but I 
respect your courage and tenacity.”  I think I even won 
some of them over as friends.35

This nonviolent spirit grew out of her growing relationship with Luna and 

the wisdom this millennium-old tree seemed to be imparting:

Every time a tree fell, it just ripped out a part of me, and for 
a while I was really overwhelmed with sadness, frustration, 
and anger. …One day, I started feeling the heart of Mother 
Earth.  Soon I realized that I wasn’t feeling so sad and 
angry, because I was being filled with the unconditional 
love of our Mother.  No matter what we do to this planet, 
no matter how much we throw her care back into her face, 
she continues to love us by giving us life.  By tapping into 
that realization and becoming one with nature, I began 
releasing all the concrete and steel barriers that I had been 
carrying.  That’s changed me.  I’ll never be the person I 
was when I first came up here.36

In her book entitled, The Legacy of Luna, Hill charts how this nonviolent 

spirit led her to reach out to John Campbell, the president of Pacific 

Lumber, and how they crafted a resolution.  After many phone calls (Hill 

used a cell-phone that had been given to her) Campbell traveled out to 

35 Hill in Marand, 28-29.  In December, 1999, when she finally descended from Luna, 
Hill re-affirmed her nonviolent attitude toward her so-called “adversaries”: “[Maxaam 
Corporation president Charles] Hurwitz is a master chess player,” Hill observed.  “He’s 
brilliant – I felt like I was his pawn so many times.  If he ever got in touch with his heart, he 
could do amazing work.” Quoted from Gary Martin, A-24.

36 Hill in Marand, 28.
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meet Hill.  This led to eight months of negotiation that spared Luna and 

established a buffer around her.  She charts how hostility gave way, in 

the face of her relentless persistence and staying put, to openness and 

then dialogue and then a settlement.

In December, 1999 Hill slowly rappelled down the side of the 

tree that had been her home for 738 days. Deciding that her mission 

had been accomplished, Hill closed this chapter of her public 

environmental activism.37  

Julia Butterfly Hill’s decision to make her home among the 

branches of an ancient redwood threatened with destruction was an act 

in which each of its dimensions, including the potential physical 

consequences to Hill herself, synergistically reinforced one another.  

From the moment she shimmied up Luna’s trunk and spiraled upward to 

the roof of the forest, Hill constructed a “practice” in which its power 

derived in part from the potential risk to her own bodily integrity.  Hers 

was an embodied message conveying solidarity with Luna: I am willing 

to gamble my life because Luna’s life is endangered; even: Luna’s 

extinction (writ large) means my extinction (writ large). The power that 

this relatively simple act generated – worldwide media coverage via the 

New York Times, ABC News, NBC News, the London Times and other 

press agencies;38 energizing the environmental movement in general 

and the Headwaters Forest campaign in particular, which likely factored 

into the agreement reached in March, 1999 between Maxaam and the 

Clinton administration by which the company agreed to sell the U.S, 

government 7,470 acres of the forest; and even the settlement Hill 

herself reached with Maxaam in lieu of a more confrontative police 

37 The settlement included Hill and her supporters making a $50,000 payment to 
Pacific Lumber, which in turn the company donated to California State University 
Humboldt for scientific research.  Hill agreed never to trespass on the company’s land, but 
reserved the right to visit Luna on 48 hours’ notice to the company.  See Gary Martin, A-
24.

38 Marand, 23.
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assault on her perch – is rooted in large measure in those risks.  What I 

am calling an “ascetical regimen” was implicit in Hill’s effort from the 

beginning – an effort which, with longevity and endurance, generated a 

gentle, nonviolent power.

At the same time, this form of asceticism should not be 

disconnected from its political meaning, as interpreters of asceticism 

sometimes are guilty of doing.  Hill was dedicated to preventing the 

actual destruction of an actual tree.  Hers was not simply a symbolic 

witness against environmental devastation in general; her effort was 

motivated and sustained by the particularity of the threat.   Yet 

simultaneously her concerns reached beyond this particularity to the 

entire biosphere and the inhabitants it havens.  Fortunately for her, 

Luna spaciously provided Hill a vast contemplative period of retreat and 

spiritual formation to be schooled in the intricacies of the kind of 

transformation that she came to see would be required to ensure 

environmental protection.  Her spirituality (a process of tapping into 

what she characterizes as the flow of Mother Earth’s positive, life-

sustaining energy) conditioned and reconstructed her politics (returning 

hatred from her opponents with love).  Just as the fourth century C.E. 

desert fathers and mothers spoke of the eremitical cell as a school of 

charity,39 so Hill claims that her growth in understanding (framed 

metaphorically as the metamorphosis from caterpillar to butterfly) has 

been fostered by her symbiotic relationship with Luna who, for two 

years, functions as teacher, protector, and tacit role model.  

There are cultural and performative dimensions of this action in 

its rounded “wholeness” that also shape its asceticism.  Even though 

some people in the larger society might be tempted to dismiss Hill’s 

“tree-sit” as either an exhibitionist stunt or as a dangerous and 

misguided form of obstruction, the emergence and strength of the 
39 Douglas Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert (New York and Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1993), 261 ff.
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environmental movement over the last three decades has created a 

framework for at least “seeing” this act and even interpreting it as a 

plausible, if extra-legal, response to ecological disaster.  In other words, 

it can be viewed as a cultural figure set against a cultural ground where 

such behavior is at least broadly intelligible and even, in certain 

situations, permissible.  

In turn, this cultural option is reflected and reinforced in the 

performative pattern Hill deploys.   Hill fuses the tactics of 

environmental nonviolent direct action (pioneered by Greenpeace and 

other groups) with the methods of groups like Peace Brigades 

International (PBI) and Witness for Peace who offer “protective 

accompaniment” in war zones.40  Her performance, like that of PBI, is 

“staged” within the living context of the one who is threatened.  While 

still other, Hill as nonviolent actor “performs” symbiotically as both 

protector and protected.  Her performance is enacted above the earth – 

“From where I sit, I can see everything that we are fighting for and 

everything we are fighting against, in one view” – but not disconnected 

from the earth.  This performance offers a comprehensive view that is, 

not, however, Olympian, remote, or abstract.  Instead, she 

acknowledges, learns from, and professes a certain transformation 

through a transaction with the living power of the earth that “enlaces” 

everything, including Luna, herself, and even those who would destroy 

both of them.

40 On Peace Brigades International, see Daniel N. Clark, “Transnational Action for 
Peace: The Peace Brigade International,” Transnational Perspectives 9, no. 4 (1983): 7-
11.Patrick G. Coy, “Protective Accompaniment: How Peace Brigades International 
Secures Political Space and Human Rights Nonviolently” in V.K. Kool, ed., Nonviolence: 
Social and Psychological Issues (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1994).  Liam 
Mahoney and Luis Enrique Eguren, Unarmed Bodyguards: International Accompaniment 
for the Protection of Human Rights (West Hartford, CT: Kumarian Press, 1997). On 
Witness for Peace, see Ed Griffin-Nolan, ed., Witness for Peace: A Story of Resistance 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1991).
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Simeon and Julia: Aloft and Side by Side

While the practices of Julia Butterfly Hill and Simeon the Stylite, 

despite being separated by 1500 years, share a variety of dimensions: 

an over the top verticality, voluntary extremity, involvement in justice 

and peacemaking, and the process of individualism giving way to the 

drawing near of others seeking wisdom or at least explanation.  It 

would, though, be unwise to reduce their actions to some kind of an 

archetypical or essentialist symbolism, gesture, or religiosity – that, for 

example, they are tapping into the spiritual power of what the historian 

of religions Mircea Eliade named the cross-cultural symbols of the Tree 

of Life, the Axis of the World, or the Ladder Between Heaven and Earth, 

like the power the Monolith exerted on the monkeys and humans in 

Stanley Kubrick’s film, 2001: A Space Odyssey.  

Of course, whatever their formal similarities, there are many 

differences between them, as would be expected with the yawning 

cultural and religious chasm of 1,500 years that separates them.  

First, their acts are rooted in sharply differing worldviews, 

spiritualities, and horizons of meaning.  While Simeon bridges the gulf 

between heaven and earth (reflecting early Christianity’s three story 

universe) in his own body, Hill’s body manifests and instantiates the 

ineluctable unity of the inspirited world as reflected in the cosmology of 

contemporary New Age spiritualities.  Second, their orientations toward 

self (and social location) stand in marked contrast.  While Simeon 

strives for social objectivity, Hill is a fervent partisan for Luna and the 

entire natural world.  While justice in Simeon’s context demands 

neutrality, in Hill’s it requires a form of compassionate partiality.  Finally, 

there is the difference in the longevity of their “performances,” which 

likely represents a contrast in religious, cultural, and political forms and 

philosophies.  Simeon has become the permanently available “God-

bearing person,” paradoxically distant and near at the same time.  His 
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vocation is to remain on his column for 36 years until his death.  Hill, in 

comparison, descends from her loft after just over two years.  Hers was 

a circumscribed exercise pegged to the achievement of a just and life-

saving resolution, in keeping with a modern construction of nonviolent 

campaigns and actions.

We contrast these actions not to reduce one to the other but to 

see how they might illuminate each other.  Reflecting on Julia Butterfly 

Hill’s “tree-sit” in light of Simeon the Stylite’s mortification-inspired 

“summit diplomacy” deepens our grasp of Hill’s practice as an ascetical 

exercise with political resonances.  Reflecting on Simeon’s vertical 

attenuation in light of Hill’s joyful and compassionate learning curve may 

yield a contemporary (if admittedly distorted) window on the delight that 

the stylite might have experienced at the physical and existential 

pinnacle where spirituality and social order were estranged and yet 

discovered, on a regular basis, to be in intimate embrace.

Both actions stubbornly resist the domestication of their 

strangeness for, as Peter Brown might suggest, it is in their weirdness -- 

their implicit challenge to social arrangements and the socially-

constructed self meant to fit amid those arrangements – that their power 

resides.   For both practitioners and their larger audiences, ascetical 

practices can defamiliarize the familiar and, at least momentarily, 

familiarize the strange, the foreign, and the utterly mysterious. 

Ken Butigan is a Senior Lecturer in the Peace, Justice, and Conflict 
Studies Program at DePaul University at Chicago.  He also works 
with Pace e Bene Nonviolence Service and Campaign 
Nonviolence.  Dr. Butigan received his Ph.D. in Cultural and 
Historical Studies of Religions from the GTU in 2000.
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In October 2015 the Catholic Church celebrated the 500th 

anniversary of the birth of St. Teresa of Avila, mystic and Doctor of the 

Church.  As the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, CA celebrates 

the scholarly careers of two major figures in the academic discipline of 

spirituality – Judith Berling, an eminent scholar of Asian religion and 

spirituality and Arthur Holder, a renowned scholar in Christian spirituality 

– it seems appropriate to honor them with a study of this remarkable 

16th century woman mystic.  I dedicate this article to them with 

admiration and deep appreciation for their contribution to our field and 

their friendship over these past decades.

Introduction
This study arises from a convergence of several biblical, 

theological, and spirituality issues that I have been concerned about for 

several years.  In no particular order, these concerns are the following: 

the nature of spiritual, and especially mystical, experience and its 

expression; revelation and its relation to Scripture, hermeneutics, and 

theopoetics; the bodily Resurrection of Jesus and the role of the Risen 

Jesus in the life of the believer; and, most recently, what strikes me as a 
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highly questionable “drift” in the area of Christian spirituality, both 

academically and practically,  toward substituting some, often quite 

vague, notion of the “cosmic Christ” for the real personal risen human 

being, Jesus.  Jesus is deemed by some of our contemporaries to be 

too limited – in historical time and place, by ethnicity and gender, by 

personal life experience, in evolutionary location, and so on – to carry 

the soteriological “weight” traditionally assigned to him.    Can a single 

Jewish male human being, they ask, who lived a short life in a particular 

time and place and who died a real human death, be realistically 

regarded by modern people as the unique and universal Savior of the 

world; as the subject and object of a personal relationship with the 

Christian believer in all times and places including our own; as central 

focus and norm of Christian theology;  in short, as the unique center of 

Christian faith and life with universal significance for humankind?  

All of these issues converge, explicitly or implicitly, in the 

theological writings of Teresa of Avila, a Carmelite nun born in 1515 in 

Avila, Spain, who died in 1582, was canonized by the Catholic Church 

in 1622, and declared a Doctor of the Universal Church – the first 

woman to be so honored – in 1970.  So, I want to interrogate her writing 

on these subjects, in particular her most highly developed theological 

work, The Interior Castle, completed in 1577, when Teresa was 62 

years old – 40 years into her life as a Religious, 17 years after her most 

important mystical experience upon which this book pivots,  and 5 years 

from her death.   I will be concerned especially with the Sixth of the 

Seven Mansions of the interior life which Teresa describes in this 

classic work of mystical theology, and particularly with chapters 7-10 of 

the Sixth Mansions.

As a woman in 16th century Spain Teresa of Avila had little formal 

education and no academic training in theology.  There is evidence in 

her writings, however, of her assiduous reading of the Bible and of her 

hearing and reciting it in the Divine Office she prayed daily. She 
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also read and heard passages from classical spiritual and theological 

texts which were readings in the Office.  She studied the works of 

certain contemporary spiritual writers and some of the classics of 

spirituality, to which she refers.  She listened avidly to the sermons 

preached in her convent or places where she traveled.  And she 

consulted frequently with confessors, spiritual directors, and those she 

called “learned men”, i.e. theologians, as well as “persons of spiritual 

experience” living in or visiting the area around her convent in Avila in 

that period of intense spiritual ferment and mystical controversy which 

was 16th century Spain. And she clearly knew, whether from reading, 

preaching, or personal instruction by her advisors, something of the 

theology of such giants as Augustine and Thomas Aquinas.  But none 

of these, or all of them together, can adequately account for the 

extraordinary theological content of Teresa’s writing, especially her 

masterpiece, The Interior Castle.  So the question is, “Where did she 

get the doctrine we find in her works, especially her teaching on the 

nature and experience of prayer from its beginnings through the highest 

stages of the mystical life?”  And “How did she develop the remarkable 

literary forms through which she makes her doctrine available to her 

readers?”  These two questions bring us to the primary concerns of this 

essay, the revelatory character of Teresa’s mystical experience and the 

theopoetic character of her writing.  

Before getting into these questions I want to address an important 

preliminary question:  why, given the volume of learned writing on these 

topics by twenty centuries of professional theologians, should we listen 

to Teresa of Avila, a 16th century cloistered nun without formal 

theological credentials?  There are at least two important reasons: first, 

she is a Doctor of the Universal Church; second, she was, and is, by 

biblical standards, a prophet in the Church.

A Doctor of the Church – and there are only 37 as compared with 

the countless canonized martyrs, confessors, and other categories of 
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saints – is someone declared such on the basis of two criteria: 

outstanding holiness of life and eminent doctrine expressed in a 

significant body of writings.  The person is declared a Doctor by the 

authoritative (though not de fide) declaration by an ecumenical council 

or the Pope.  (In fact, all 37 have been declared doctors by the Pope, 

not by a Council.)  Though the conferring of the title “doctor” is not an 

assertion that there are no errors of any kind anywhere in the person’s 

writings, there obviously are no significant or systemic doctrinal errors.1

Thus, the teaching of a Doctor of the Church is proposed to the 

whole Church not simply to his or her compatriots or contemporaries, 

and not merely as interesting or edifying for those attracted to it, but as 

a powerful, original, singularly articulate presentation of the faith itself or 

some aspect of it.  The conferral of the title of Doctor of the Church on 

Teresa of Avila was a formal declaration that her writings on Christian 

spirituality are regarded as a doctrinal gift meant for the whole Church, 

and thus eminently worthy of our study. While there are many 

canonized saints and respected theologians in the Church’s history 

Doctors of the Church are recognized for the singular conjunction of 

extraordinary holiness with extraordinary theological brilliance.  So, in a 

certain sense, the Doctors of the Church could be considered the 

models for scholars of religion in every age, such as the two who are 

honored by this special issue of the Berkeley Journal of Religion and 

Theology, who aspire not only to faithfully transmit the tradition but to 

enhance it, and not only to teach but to live what they teach.

The second reason for studying Teresa of Avila, namely, the 

prophetic character of her ministry, is propounded by the Carmelite, 

Kieran Kavanaugh, certainly one of the best Teresian scholars of the 

20th century, in his commentary on chapter 8 of the Sixth Mansions of 

1 The declaration, made by Pope Paul VI on September 27, 1970: “Therefore, in 
complete certainty and after mature deliberation, with the fullness of the Apostolic 
authority, we proclaim Saint Teresa of Jesus, virgin from Ávila, Doctor of the Universal 
Church.”
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the Interior Castle.2  In this chapter [IC 6, 8, 1; also described in Life  27] 

Teresa describes what she calls an “intellectual vision” of Christ which 

took place in 1560 when Teresa was 45 years old.   Kavanaugh claims, 

and I think he is, from a biblical point of view, quite correct, that this 

experience of the glorified Christ was, in Teresa’s life, analogous to the 

theophany of Moses at the Burning Bush or the christophany of Paul on 

the Road to Damascus, that is, it was a divine vocation to prophetic 

ministry among the People of God.  The great prophets of both 

testaments were called, commissioned, and sent to their people 

precisely as prophets by means of a revelatory inaugural experience, 

usually involving either or both “seeing” and “hearing” of some sort.  

Jesus, as is recounted in the gospel narratives of his baptism in 

the Jordan (see Mt. 3:13-17; Mk. 1:9-11; Lk:21-22), is the primary 

example of this vocational phenomenon, and Jesus interprets his own 

prophetic call in the synagogue scene recounted in Luke 4:16-30 in 

which he assimilates himself to the prophet Isaiah (see Is. 61:11-2) who 

proclaimed, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me; he has anointed me...to 

proclaim good news to the poor....”  Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 

Amos, Hosea and others in the Old Testament and then Mary 

Magdalene, Paul and others in the New Testament testify to their 

inaugural prophetic experience which is simultaneously vocation to and 

commissioning for public ministry of the Word and personal 

enlightenment about the content of the message entrusted to them. 

 The inaugural vision/experience that creates the prophet’s identity and 

launches his or her ministry is some kind of mystical experience 

described as seeing, hearing, or feeling.  And we will spend some time 

reflecting on what such an experience involves.  But the important thing 

2 Unless otherwise noted the English language texts of Teresa’s writings referred to 
in this article are those by Kieran Kavanaugh.  His translations, commentaries, and notes 
are available in multiple publications but the ones to which I will refer will be St. Teresa of 
Avila, The Interior Castle, trans. by Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez (Washington, 
DC: Institute of Carmelite Studies, 2010) and The Collected Works of St. Teresa of Avila, 
vol. I: The Book of Her Life; Spiritual Testimonies; Soliloquies, 2nd ed., trans. by Kieran 
Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez (Washington, DC: Institute of Carmelite Studies, 1987).
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here is to recognize the pattern of prophetic vocation in the life of 

Teresa as a warrant of the authority she claims, her later readers 

recognize, and the Church acknowledges for her teaching on the 

spiritual life which, as Kavanaugh says, is, in essence, Christological.

Kavanaugh bases his claim that Teresa’s mystical experience in 

1560 was a genuine prophetic inaugural vision on his interpretation of 

the historical facts of her life.  Prior to this event, he says, there “was 

still nothing of the prophet, or the doctor, or the foundress” [IC, p. 345]3 i

n Teresa’s life.  She was certainly deeply immersed in her own spiritual 

life, in practicing and trying to understand her prayer, in increasing 

fidelity, both outer and inner, to her vocation to solitude and silence. But 

after the experiences of 1560 she became a ministerial dynamo.  She 

produced her large body of spiritual writing,4 and made all of her  17 

foundations of the Carmelite Reform.5  In other words, from 1560 on she 

begins to function prophetically in the public sphere as apostle and 

teacher.  (A fascinating theme in Teresa’s writing, which cannot be 

followed up in this article, is her ongoing reflection on the classical trope 

of the relation between Mary and Martha as a biblical treatment of the 

relationship between contemplative prayer and prophetic ministry, which 

are progressively integrated in the mature Teresa as they so clearly are 

in the life of Jesus).  

3 References to Teresa’s text itself are by Mansion, Chapter, and Paragraph and 
those to Kavanaugh’s commentary by page number in the volume.

4 Teresa’s writings include her spiritual autobiography (The Book of Her Life); 2 
treatises on the spiritual life (The Way of Perfection and The Interior Castle); the historical 
record of the foundations (The Book of the Foundations); 4 personal spiritual treatises 
(Meditations on the Song of Songs, Spiritual Testimonies, Soliloquies, Poems); Letters; 
and Guidelines for the Visitations of the Convents of the Reform.

5 A new book specifically on Teresa’s 17 foundations of monasteries of the Reform 
was published in English during the year of her 500th anniversary (2015): The Divine 
Adventure: St. Teresa of Avila’s Journeys and Foundations by Tomás Álvarez and 
Fernando Domingo, with Introduction by Kieran Kavanaugh and Translation by 
Christopher O’Mahoney, with additional translation and adaptation by Patricia Lynn 
Morrison (Washington, DC: Institute of Carmelite Studies, 2015).  The original was 
published in Spanish in 2012.
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This critical turning point in Teresa’s life, beginning with her 

mystical experience in 1560, was expressed in her vow to “do always 

the more perfect thing” which, in someone not moved and sustained by 

such a call, would have been a classic recipe for spiritual shipwreck in 

the churning waters of scrupulosity and pusillanimity, a vice Teresa 

particularly abhorred.  Perhaps most beautifully symbolic of Teresa’s 

complete possession by Christ as a prophet among the People of God 

was her changing of her name at this point from Teresa de Ahumada, 

drawing her dignity and worth from her human origins, to Teresa of 

Jesus, who was now the center and driving force of her identity, 

mission, and ministry.

So, to sum up, why we should listen to Teresa of Avila on such 

important questions as the reality and nature of spiritual experience; 

revelation; the bodily Resurrection of Jesus; his real presence in the life 

of the believer and his universal salvific significance:  first, because the 

Church, by declaring Teresa a Doctor of the Church,  authoritatively 

proposes her teaching to all believers as pre-eminently worth studying; 

second, because the evident characteristics of the genuine prophetic 

vocation as it is presented in Scripture mark Teresa’s life and teaching 

as “from God” and “intended for God’s people.” 

In light of this, we turn to our major concern: Teresa’s teaching as 

a resource for reflection on major theological and religious questions of 

our own day.  I will discuss Teresa’s mature synthesis on mystical 

experience under three rubrics: first, the nature and mode of Teresa’s 

experience of Jesus which I will suggest is objective revelation 

mediated primarily by visions and locutions; second, the content of her 

revelatory experience which is Jesus, bodily risen, within the mystery of 

the Trinity;  third, the unique expression of these experiences in her 

writings which I will suggest is best understood not as systematic or 

speculative theology but as theopoiesis.  This synthetic treatment will, I 
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hope, shed some light on the contemporary issues I have raised and 

others related to them.  

The Nature and Mode of Teresa’s Mystical Experience of Jesus: 
Revelation mediated by Visions and Locutions

Revelation, or God’s self-manifestation to and engagement with 

rational creatures, is the source and the content of our faith.  Thus 

revelation is the foundational category of all theology.   Unless God 

makes Godself known to humans we simply have no access to God. 

 Unlike the created phenomena in our world, material or spiritual, God 

as ultimate mystery from and in which all created being exists, is not a 

being in the series of beings of which we are a part and thus God is not 

subject to our investigations, no matter how sophisticated or subtle our 

methods.   This is why we call faith, the ability to perceive and respond 

to God in some way, a “gift”.  Strictly speaking, it is God who is the not 

only the giver but the Gift as Jesus said to the Samaritan Woman: “If 

you knew the gift of God and who it is who speaks to you....” (see Jn. 

4:10).  But we humans cannot make revelation “happen.”  

Teresa experienced God directly and desired to communicate that 

experience.  However she was very aware that humans are easily 

mistaken even in very ordinary and terrestrial matters and so much 

more likely to be deceived in regard to things completely beyond our 

ordinary sensible and intellectual capacities.  And her culture, both 

secular and especially ecclesiastical, insisted vehemently that women, 

because of their intrinsically inferior nature, were especially prone to 

hysteria and self- deception, above all in the area of religion. 

 Consequently, Teresa had an almost inordinate fear that, even though 

her spiritual experiences were powerfully self-authenticating, she could 

be mistaken.  Although she did not assume that everything that passed 

through her head was divine revelation, and gave lip service to the 

cultural caveats about the “weaker sex” and its propensity for delusion, 
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Teresa, was actually quite discerning about this matter.  In her writing 

she identifies three possible sources of what appear to be what she 

calls “spiritual experiences.” Only one of these sources, Teresa 

believed, was to be trusted.

First, there is psychological pathology, conditions we would call 

hysteria, depression, and so on, and which she often attributes to or 

even equates with over-activity of the “imagination” by which she meant 

fantasy.  Such psychological imbalances give rise to hallucinations, 

psychosomatic illnesses, melancholy, trances and so on to which she 

feared she, like most “weak women”, could be particularly susceptible. 

 Second, unusual religious experiences can be the work of the devil 

who was patently real to Teresa in a way we moderns can find a bit 

disconcerting.  Or, third, spiritual experiences can come from God who 

can manifest Godself to the soul in very direct and sometimes 

extraordinary ways. 

In her consultations with theologians and spiritually experienced 

persons, and by her own gradually developed gift of discernment under 

the influence of God’s inner teaching, Teresa developed a whole 

system of criteria for discerning the authenticity and proper 

interpretation of spiritual experiences. She was quite astute in her ability 

to recognize psychological pathology and had some remarkably modern 

practical suggestions for superiors in the treatment of such: they should 

moderate the person’s physical austerities especially in regard to food 

and sleep, provide deliberate distraction by assigning absorbing work or 

moderate relaxation, and generally not make the fuss hysterics, 

hypochondriacs, and narcissists crave over their supposed mystical 

experiences. Teresa, herself, was embarrassed and fearful when her 

spiritual experiences had physical reverberations which were publicly 

visible.  However, she was adamant in her conviction that her mystical 

experience, while it sometimes caused psychological and physical 

symptoms such as deep fear, guilt, or anxiety -- and we might guess a 
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certain amount of psychosomatic illness, especially headaches, nausea, 

and such -- as well as genuine ecstasies and raptures, was not caused 

by psychological imbalance.  Her oft-repeated insistence that she had 

such a weak imagination that she could not even engage in ordinary 

discursive meditation, much less dream up visions, was perhaps, at 

least in part, self-defense against the notion that her religious 

experience was due to an over-active fantasy life.

Handling diabolical influence called for much greater subtlety. 

 Teresa was a 16th c. woman living with one foot in the medieval three-

tiered universe whose deepest tier, Hell, was populated by legions of 

evil spirits under the command of God’s arch-enemy, Satan. Her other 

foot was in the emerging modern world of experimental science and 

philosophical enlightenment, which gave Teresa an extraordinary avidity 

for and confidence in theologically sound teaching.  But in any case, 

she had to learn to recognize the Devil’s fingerprints if she were not to 

live in constant crippling spiritual fear and incessant self-doubt.  

As in relation to psychological illusions, Teresa developed a quite 

sophisticated system of criteria for discernment of diabolical influence. 

 For example, anything that seemed to contradict Scripture or explicit 

Church teaching was highly (though not apodictically), suspect. 

  Anything that had negative moral effects, e.g., that did not conduce to 

humility and charity or, worse, led to spiritual complacency or over-

confidence, that produced distraction or led to dissipation, that 

decreased fear of and reverence toward God, that produced tepidity, 

lack of generosity, over-attachment to persons or objects, and so on 

was definitely not to be trusted no matter how pious the causes might 

appear.  

On the other hand, Teresa was convinced that the devil’s ability to 

mimic God’s action in her life was extremely limited.  If what she 

experienced had good spiritual effects manifested in a deeper desire for 

prayer, greater generosity, deeper humility, a more steady practice of 
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virtue she felt fairly certain that the Devil could not be the cause.   Not 

only could an evil cause not produce genuinely good effects but Teresa 

had enough respect for the Devil to doubt that he was into self-defeating 

behavior.  Even if he could, Satan would not lead her deeper into the 

love of God.

The third possible cause of spiritual experience is God’s direct 

self-revelatory action in the life of the person.  Difficult as this is for 

many moderns to process, Teresa maintained that she received her 

doctrine basically from her experience, that is, her immediate, personal 

encounter with Jesus within the mystery of the triune God. She usually 

speaks of the context of this revelatory encounter as “prayer” but it was 

actually not restricted to times of formal prayer.  Rather it suffused her 

active and community life as well, especially as her Jesus-

consciousness became more and more continuous and all-embracing.

Teresa was often upset by these divine communications, 

concerned about how she could know whether they were real, were 

from God, meant what she thought they meant, and so on.  She was 

almost driven by the need to confide, consult about, and appropriate her 

experience, both by conversation with people she felt knew (or at least 

should know) more than she about such matters, and in her extensive 

writings in which she struggles to articulate her experience.   Teresa’s 

extraordinary literary output, in a variety of forms, is as much self-

exploration and self-appropriation as instruction for others.

All of the above works to the advantage of Teresa’s readers.  No 

one of any spiritual maturity, reading Teresa of Avila, can conclude that 

she was a religious neurotic, or even a gullible or unstable “weak 

woman” with too much time on her hands.  Reading her seriously leads 

to a very sober judgment that, whatever we are to make of it, what 

Teresa said she experienced she actually experienced. And what she 

was experiencing, when we examine it, as it were, “from the outside” 

through her texts, must, in my judgment, be called revelation in the strict 
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theological sense of the term. In naming her a Doctor, the Church 

proposes that this revelation is meant not just for her but for the whole 

Church.  But before examining the content of these experiences, we 

must ask what leads to the judgment that these experiences are, in fact, 

revelation, divine self-communication.

Teresa claims that by means of these experiences, which she 

describes often (but not always) in the sense language of sound, sight, 

and feeling, i.e. visions, locutions, and touches, God himself revealed to 

her deep and completely certain knowledge of Godself as a Trinity of 

Persons in ineffable oneness of being, and of Jesus Christ in his 

humanity and divinity, as well as profound knowledge of herself, human 

nature, sin,  the Church,  the meaning of Scripture,  and more. Several 

features of Teresa’s witness allow us to judge that they express 

not personal reflection or piety, not constructive imagination much less 

pure fantasy, not speculative theological knowledge derived from 

reading, hearing sermons, discussion with her confidants or any other 

publicly available source, but actual direct revelation of God to her spirit. 

 There are several such features, but I will signal two complementary 

ones which may be the most important and that I think are adequate to 

establish the character of the experiences: from the “divine side,” 

objectivity; from the subjective, i.e., Teresa’s side, passivity.

First, Teresa’s mystical experience was characterized by its 

objectivity.  Teresa knows she could not have anticipated nor could she 

have “thought up” what she is hearing or seeing or feeling because of 

the startling originality of the content.  (If Teresa were alive today she 

might find singularly apt the colloquial claim, “I couldn’t make this stuff 

up!”)  Revelatory experience, she insists, is not something she works 

herself up to or laboriously constructs.  Indeed, she claims that such 

imaginative construction can be recognized by the fact that it leads to 

emotional fatigue and intellectual flatness which does not improve one’s 

life or one’s theology whereas genuine revelatory experience 
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invigorates, inflames, enlivens, and emboldens the recipient.  Very often 

Teresa’s mystical experience came upon her when she was not even 

thinking about the subject in question or not in circumstances that 

allowed her to deal with it as she would have desired.   In fact, she says 

she is so lacking in what she calls “imagination” that she can not 

discursively create even the material for her meditations much less 

come up with the extraordinarily original content of the visions and 

locutions that she receives.  

Revelation, as Scripture abundantly testifies, does not arise within 

a person’s ordinary experience.  It “happens to” the person, e.g, to 

Moses at the burning bush, to the prophets in their inaugural visions, to 

Mary at the Annunciation, to Jesus at the Transfiguration, to Paul on the 

Damascus road, to Peter in his vision at Joppa.  Teresa says she 

“heard” or “saw” or “felt” something that she was not previously thinking 

about, expecting or hoping for, meditating on, or even capable of 

understanding immediately.  She does not describe her experiences in 

philosophical, theological, or devotional categories or language but in 

experiential ones, indeed, often in bodily ones.  

It is helpful for moderns, in reading Teresa, to realize that she was 

relying, for her understanding and expression of her experience, on the 

faculty psychology and epistemology of her time.  Basically, that theory 

proposed that if we can exercise a certain activity, e.g., seeing or 

hearing, we must have a faculty or power for such activity, e.g.,  sight or 

audition, and these faculties are seated in physical organs, e.g., seeing 

in the eyes and hearing in the ears, which are attuned to particular 

objects, e.g., color and sounds.  Teresa was also familiar with the 

theory of “spiritual senses” which goes back to the Fathers of the 

Church.6  According to this theory, we have interior senses, spiritual 

6 An excellent contemporary resource on the history and theology of the theory of the 
“spiritual senses” is The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, edited 
by Paul L. Gavrilyuk and Sarah Coakley (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 
2012). For a fine treatment of the functioning and significance of the spiritual senses in the 
life of the faithful, see Ormond Rush, The Eyes of Faith: The Sense of the Faithful and the 
Church’s Reception of Revelation (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America 
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sight and spiritual hearing and so on, that are analogous to our physical 

senses but by which we perceive spiritual realities, i.e., revelation, not 

accessible to ordinary sensation.

Teresa describes her “auditory” mystical experiences, that is, 

locutions as something akin to infused knowledge.  God puts something 

into her mind that she did not know, that she could not have thought up, 

such as God’s identity as absolute Truth, and she understands with a 

clarity and unshakable conviction that could not be derived from 

discursive reasoning.  At other times she “hears” a word that effects 

what it says, e.g., Jesus saying to her “Peace be with you” which 

instantly replaces her deep anxiety with profound, lasting calm and 

certitude which is immune to disturbance by external events of any kind 

(see, e.g., IC 6,3). 

But most interesting for our purposes are Teresa’s visions.  She 

says there are three kinds of visions: bodily or corporeal, imaginative, 

and intellectual.  Teresa says she never experienced bodily visions. 

Even when her visions made her aware of Jesus’ presence in his 

glorified bodily humanity and she was able to perceive him right next to 

her, at her side, she says she did not see anything with either her bodily 

or spiritual eyes.

Intellectual visions, such as her vision of the Trinity, are much like 

locutions in that they communicate interior knowledge, cause deep 

insight, unshakable certitude, profound peace rooted in irrefutable truth, 

and are often accompanied by a sense of light, beauty, clarity and so 

on.

Imaginative visions, which in my opinion are the most interesting 

in Teresa’s accounts, are more closely related to the faculty of sight. 

 They bear specifically on the corporeality, the bodiliness of what she is 

“seeing,” sometimes the saints or other persons living or dead, but most 

remarkably Jesus himself in his divine humanity. Teresa believed these 

2009).
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imaginative visions of Jesus were even superior in a way to intellectual 

visions because they enabled her to experience Jesus in his humanity 

by means of her humanity. As she says, they are more suited to our 

human condition.  These visions led to her definitive repudiation of the 

arguments of some of the neo-Platonic theologians of her day that as 

one progresses in the life of prayer one should leave behind all material 

things including the humanity of Jesus and ascend to the purely 

spiritual.  Teresa maintained, largely on the basis of her imaginative 

visions, that Jesus never “drops” or abandons or supersedes his 

humanity.  The divinity does not swallow up the humanity even when 

the glorified humanity shines, as it were, with the divinity of the Word, as 

it did in his Transfiguration or his post-Easter appearances (see esp. IC 

6, 7).

Teresa compares her mystical experiences of Jesus to that of 

Saul on the Road to Damascus when he had a revelatory experience of 

the Risen Jesus that those with him did not share fully share (see Acts 

9:3-7 where Paul hears and sees but his companions heard but did not 

see; Acts 22:6-9 where Paul sees the light and hears the voice but his 

companions see the light but do not understand the voice) or to the 

Easter Christophanies in the Resurrection narratives like Mary 

Magdalene’s encounter with the Risen Lord in the Garden of the Tomb 

or the recognition of Jesus in the “burning of their hearts” and the 

“breaking of the bread” by the Disciples on the Road to Emmaus.  The 

recipients of these visions of the glorified Lord could only testify, “We 

have seen the Lord and this is what he said.”  We have seen and heard. 

 Teresa’s experiences, like these Resurrection Christophanies, are not 

bizarre or fantastic, but they are totally original and unusual. Something 

had entered Teresa’s experience, somewhat like Jesus’ entrance into 

the locked upper room on Easter evening, and even as she assents to it 

she knows it did not come from her and she is not in control of it.  Like 

Mary Magdalene in the garden, Teresa “recognizes” Jesus in his self-
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revelation to her but could not have anticipated his appearance, much 

less caused it. Nor is she able to say what he looks like.  The vision is in 

no sense constructed but simply given.  In other words, the experiences 

are self-authenticating as when one sees a flash of lightning, or hears a 

crashing noise, or feels something touch one’s skin and knows that 

whatever it is is real and there but one cannot account for it, alter it, or 

refuse it.  

The objectivity of the experiences corresponds, on the subjective 

side, to the passivity of the experiencer.  Teresa says she could not 

resist the experiences even when, in obedience to her timorous 

confessors, she tried to (see IC 6, 6, esp. 2). They come upon her and 

take over her perceptive capacity.  She experiences what is given.  Just 

as she cannot cause the experiences, so she cannot halt them or refuse 

them or manipulate them.  

Such language of objectivity-passivity, of something occurring like 

a thunder storm out of a cloudless summer sky, over which one has no 

control but cannot not be affected by if one is in the midst of it, is the 

language of revelation. It is, as we have seen, the language of Moses, 

of Mary at the Annunciation, of Mary Magdalene and the Emmaus 

disciples, of Peter at Joppa.  And Teresa testifies to the revelatory 

character of her experience repeatedly in her autobiographical writings 

such as her Life and in the Soliloquies and the Spiritual Testimonies as 

she does in her more discursive and analytical descriptions and 

analyses in The Interior Castle.   

Although she calls the seeing experiences “visions” and the 

hearing experiences “locutions,” she cannot describe what she saw or 

heard or felt in the ordinary vocabulary of physical sensation.  In fact, 

she denied that she actually saw or heard anything when she felt that 

her interlocutor was using sense language in a physical sense.  When 

her confessor at one point asked her what Jesus, whom she said she 

“saw,” looked like she replied she did not know, that she did not see any 
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face.  She simply knew that it was the One who had previously spoken 

to her and that she was not imagining him (IC 6.8.3).  She speaks of 

brightness, brilliance, extraordinary “whiteness,” and especially of his 

overwhelming, unbelievable beauty.  She recognizes Jesus as his own 

bodily self, as did the disciples in the upper room on Easter night who 

“rejoiced at seeing the Lord” (see Jn. 20:20) and she knows that he is 

present at her right side (see, e.g., IC 6, 8, 3), but she says that she 

saw him neither with her bodily nor with her spiritual eyes. 

Furthermore, Teresa speaks of “seeing” the three persons of the 

Trinity in their distinctiveness and oneness and knowing which Person 

was speaking but immediately denies that these sights and sounds 

were perceived with either her physical or spiritual senses. And when 

she talks about locutions or auditory revelations she gives signs of their 

authenticity that are not physically audible such as that they could not 

have been thought up, are powerful and effect what they express, 

remain in the memory for a long time, cannot be doubted. These 

locutions generate deep and invulnerable peace, certitude, and stability. 

 But again she cannot describe the experience in terms of physicality. 

 Jesus’ voice is beautiful, powerful, effective, indubitable, unforgettable. 

 But it is not describable in physical terms and, as in the case of Paul’s 

companions on the road to Damascus, could not be heard by anyone 

present except the one to whom Jesus spoke.

These reciprocal features of Teresa’s mystical experience, 

objectivity and passivity, combined of course with the subject matter or 

content of what she came to know through these experiences, which is 

our next topic, characterize her experience as truly revelatory.

The Content of Teresa’s Mystical Experience: The Risen Jesus in 
the Mystery of the Trinity

Teresa’s mystical experience encompassed a wide range of 

subjects.  But at the heart of her mystical life was her experience of the 

Risen Jesus as the mediator of the trinitarian God in and to creation 
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whose personal focus is the human race and it is this content on which I 

now want to concentrate.  If Teresa’s experience can be accurately 

categorized as revelation, what is revealed?

In chapters 7 and 8 of the Sixth Mansions of the Interior Castle 

Teresa provides what Kieran Kavanaugh calls a kind of Christological 

diptych which communicates to her reader the very heart and soul of 

her mystical experience.  Teresa describes and analyzes what she calls 

her intellectual vision of the Risen Jesus as the Word of God, the 

second person of the Trinity incarnate. (Later, in the Seventh Mansions, 

she describes actually “seeing” the Trinity, the mystery of the Godhead, 

ineffably one in being and yet three-personed, and that the second 

person only is the divine human whom she recognizes as the Risen 

Jesus.)  

After the Christological diptych of chapters 7 and 8, she describes 

in chapter 9 her experience of Jesus himself in an imaginative vision, 

better suited she claims for communicating his humanity, in which she is 

able to “see” him and “hear” him in a way very comparable to the 

Damascus Road Christophany to Paul. 

Together these two experiences, the intellectual vision of the 

Trinity (see IC 7, 1, 2) in which the second person is the Word Incarnate 

who is Jesus, and the intellectual and  imaginative visions in which 

Jesus in his divine humanity mediates the mystery of  the triune God to 

the human person, reveal to Teresa the mystery of mysteries which is at 

the heart of, indeed constitutes, the salvific reality of the Christian life, 

namely, the participation in the divine life that is communicated to the 

believer in and by Jesus.

I want, first, to concentrate on the content of Teresa’s Trinitarian 

and Christological experience.  But we will turn, shortly to the 

expression in theopoetic construction of this experience. At that point, 

and to relate the two aspects (mystical experience and theopoetic 
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expression) I will evoke a comparison that I want to propose here by 

way of preparation:

Let us imagine a party, an evening soirée, going on in a mansion 

situated a short distance from the brow of a cliff overlooking the ocean. 

 During the festivities one member of the group slips out to the cliff’s 

edge and is caught up in a profound experience in which she “sees” the 

inner structure of the universe she is contemplating in the finite reality of 

the scene before her. In sky, ocean, stars, moon, darkness, roaring surf, 

— all physically sensible – she actually “sees” the moving relationship 

among the seemingly stationary stars, “sees” gravity at work holding 

and ordering the whole, “sees” not just the waves crashing on the 

shore but the mysterious tide itself which is moving the whole ocean 

and the powerful attraction of the moon creating that tide.  She “hears”, 

not just imagines, but actually hears the singing of the spheres, the 

music of the endless silence of space itself.  She “sees” and “hears” the 

inner structure and functioning of the entire universe not as something 

separate from and other than the physical world before her, the sky and 

stars, the water and waves, the silence and sound and the very 

vastness itself, but precisely as the inner being of all the phenomena we 

usually see when we look at the oceanscape.  

She comes back into the party and tries to communicate what she 

experienced and the other guests go out to the brow of the cliff hoping 

to share her experience.  What they see is a very beautiful scene. 

 Some have some imaginative inkling, even a kind of intuition, of what 

she has described even though they do not really see or hear it.  Most 

try to imagine it and actually seem to see something unusual about 

what is before them, something they have not seen before.  But virtually 

no one sees what the seer saw and described even though they 

vaguely realize that she is bearing witness to something that is more 

“there” than ordinary experience reveals and that could well be true.  If 

the seer at some point finds a somewhat adequate way to express what 
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she experienced it will probably be a poem which could only be written 

by the one who experienced it and can give rise in some readers to 

something akin to the original revelation.  She is most unlikely to write a 

scientific paper on the subject, try to photograph what she saw, or try to 

convince someone by argument that it really happened.  But she will 

adamantly deny that she dreamed it up, fantasized it, or invented it.

The people to whom the seer bore witness will have to make 

judgments about two things.  One is about the seer: is she delusional, a 

harmless romantic, a hysteric, an artist, or a genuine visionary of some 

kind bearing witness to reality beyond normal perception?  The other 

judgment they have to make is about what she claims to have seen: 

was it a delusion, or a psychologized version of what she has read 

about the cosmos as expanding universe and that she has projected 

onto an admittedly awe-inspiring natural vista?  Was what she claimed 

to have seen not there at all?  Was she hallucinating?  Or, has she, 

indeed, seen what is really there but not visible to most people?  

These are the very questions that have echoed down through 

2000 years about the Easter Christophanies upon which millions of 

people have based their Christian faith commitment, millions of pages of 

scholarly ink has been spilled, and billions of words spoken at biblical 

and theological conventions, while many people have decided that the 

whole idea of the bodily Resurrection of Jesus is simply too good to be 

true.  Teresa’s Jesus mysticism, in other words, is very akin to the 

revelatory experiences of the Risen Jesus that are the foundation of 

Christian faith.

Teresa, in her pivotal Christological visions saw and heard (she 

speaks of visions and locutions) the inner being and life of God.  That is 

why the Inquisition decided to examine her writings and why some of 

her staunchest theological supporters tried to tone down her text before 

the Inquisition saw it. (See Kavanaugh, pp. 398-399, commenting on IC 

7, 1).  No one of her time with any theological training, or even minimal 
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Christian catechesis, doubted that God exists, is triune, became 

incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth who rose from the dead, and so on, any 

more than the party guests in our example doubt that gravity controls 

the movement and relation of physical bodies, that the stars and planets 

are in motion, that the moon controls the tides and so on.  What the 

non-mystics in any age often doubt is that anyone can have seen the 

inner structure and functioning of these divine realities – Trinity, 

Incarnation, Creation, and so on – and be in a position to testify to what 

she or he has seen, especially if it does not match up, point for point, 

with what is thought to be known from more controllable sources such 

as science, philosophy, or theology.  

Non-mystics have questions, in other words, about the seer and 

about the seen.  When someone claims to have experienced what other 

people might believe exists but to which they have no direct access, 

those other people often become fearful.  Some will simply brand the 

testimony unverifiable, thereby rendering the discussion moot.   But 

some, especially religious authorities who are not themselves mystics, 

know that knowledge is power and if they do not know where the 

knowledge of another is coming from they do not know the extent or 

character of that person’s power and they have no control over it. it. 

 What cannot be verified, tested, or controlled is always vaguely 

dangerous, unsettling, even frightening to those, especially those in 

authority, who have no personal access to such experience. Seers in 

any sphere, whether they are transported by artistic beauty, 

overwhelmed by the mysteries of the physical cosmos, engaging the 

depths of the unconscious through dreams, or participating in the inner 

life of God in prayer, are people apart.  In every age they have been a 

threat to some of the authorities, especially religious ones.  The Catholic 

Inquisition, which was especially active in Teresa’s time and always 

fearful of what exceeded the reach of its control, was a source of 
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continual threat during Teresa’s lifetime and remained so right through 

to the time of her canonization in 1622.

But Teresa was bearing witness to what she had experienced 

which, upon examination, was in no way contradictory to what theology 

had more or less explicated using the philosophical categories of Plato, 

Aristotle, and the Neo-Platonists.  But Teresa’s testimony went beyond 

even the best theological explications precisely in its experiential 

character.  Teresa the writer, as we will see in a moment, was an artist 

in relation to the theologian as scientist.  She was the one who “knows” 

by personal experience in relation to the one who knows by 

observation, experiment, or reasoning. Her writing does not contradict 

the “learned men” of the schools, but complements, that is, augments or 

completes them.  And if Teresa completes them, it is clear that the 

theologians do not have the whole picture.  Mundane society always 

wants to believe that artists are dispensable while scientists and 

technicians are necessary, that the beautiful is decorative while the 

logical is substantial.  It may well be – and the mystics are prime 

examples of the possibility – the other way around.  

This brings us to the all-important question:  what did Teresa 

actually experience?  She tells us that she saw God in God’s triune 

being, each of the three Persons distinct in a oneness of being utterly 

beyond expression.  And, most importantly for us, in my opinion, she 

saw that Jesus was not simply a messenger, a human being sent by 

God who lived in a particular time and place, who died, and left behind a 

moral message about how to live in such a way as to merit a share in 

God’s  life after death. She understood that in the Word, the second 

Person of the Trinity, God had created all things from all eternity (see 

John 1:1-5).  As the Prologue of John’s Gospel says, in him, the Word, 

all things were made.  And, at a moment in time, that divine Word 

became human, took up his abode in his own creation. So, the Word-

made-human is in all things, forever, as they are all in him.  That human 
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being, Jesus, because he was human, could and did die; but because 

he was the Word incarnate he did not cease to be.  The Incarnation was 

never interrupted much less cancelled as Jesus passed through the 

ultimate human experience, through the portal of mortality, into eternal 

life.  The Word Incarnate rose from the dead and the Risen Jesus, after 

assuring his disciples by visionary experience, by Christophany, that he 

was indeed alive, disappeared from their fleshly sight to take up his 

abode in God and in them.  Teresa’s language about her visions is 

redolent of the Last Discourses in John’s Gospel where the mystery of 

the mutual indwelling of Jesus and his disciples is rooted in the mutual 

indwelling of the Father and the Son in and through the Spirit.

Most human beings do not experience directly, that is, by way of a 

Christophany, the bodily Risen Jesus.  They experience him in the signs 

of the community, in Scripture, sacraments, prayer, ministry and so on. 

 As most people experience the universe through the manifestations of 

the laws of nature in the physical world and so do not doubt that there is 

a universe but do not see the inner structure and working of that 

universe, so most believers experience the real presence and action of 

God in Jesus in their life in the Christian community.   And just as the 

scientists mediate, by means of their explanations and models and 

diagrams, the inner structure and functioning of the universe so that it is 

rationally comprehensible to the non-scientists, so the theologians 

mediate the realities of God present and active in the Risen Jesus in 

rationally comprehensible formulations to the non-theologians.  

But just as there are some people -- we call them artists -- who 

have some kind of immediate experience of the inner reality of the 

universe not accessible either to ordinary people or to the scientists, so 

there are people – we call them mystics – who have some kind of 

immediate experience of the inner reality of God not accessible either to 

ordinary people or to the theologians.  Teresa of Avila, Julian of 

Norwich, Catherine of Siena, Francis of Assisi, back to the evangelist 
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John and the apostle Paul who were the earliest mystics of the Christian 

tradition, and down to the contemporary mystics like Thomas Merton, 

are these experiencers of Christian revelation embodied in the Risen 

Christ.7 They bear witness to their experience and through that 

experience to the reality of what most believers hold by faith and 

understand by theology.

The conclusion I want to draw from this exploration is that the 

mystics are not interesting oddities who are decorative and even 

fascinating but non-essential to the Christian story, any more than are 

artists in a culture.  Religious mystics are essential to the Church’s faith 

life and to its theological enterprise, just as artists are essential to 

humanity’s historical life, both personal and political, because there is a 

dimension of our faith life, as there is a dimension of our cultural life, 

that cannot be accessed nor made available by those powers and 

processes which we control, such as syllogistic reasoning, experiment, 

argument, and so on.  The mystics do not prove anything. They do 

not prove the existence of God, the reality and salvific power of Jesus, 

the ultimate triumph of good over evil.  They do not explain anything, 

the meaning or value of suffering, or how a good God can allow such. 

They bear witness to the existential truth which underlies all experience 

and gives ultimate meaning to everything else.

The particular importance of Teresa of Avila’s mystical experience 

for our time is that the Incarnation is the dimension of Christian faith and 

life that is most problematic, most “incredible” for many contemporary 

believers.  What Teresa saw and heard, what she bears witness to in 

her writing, is that the Incarnation is not a stage of human religious 

history or cosmic evolution which ended with Jesus’ death.  Jesus is not 

one savior figure in a pantheon of such figures.  Nor is Christ a myth 

spun out of a first century historical person named Jesus by the human 

7 A remarkable contemporary exploration of the Christ mysticism of Thomas Merton 
is Christopher Pramuk, Sophia: The Hidden Christ of Thomas Merton (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 2009). 
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architects of the Christian edifice.  Teresa testifies, on the basis of her 

experience of him, that Jesus, in the full integrity of his transcendent 

and glorified humanity, including his pre-Easter historical career, his 

Risen actuality, and his Eucharistic presence, is real, alive, present, and 

active in the personal life of the believer in every age and in the cosmos 

in every time and place of human and extra-human existence.   The 

Incarnation is an ever expanding reality but it is never separated from 

nor can it transcend or dispense with that personal human being in 

which it ever and always “happens.”    As the remarkable Brazilian 

philosopher Rubem Alves put it, we do not ask if a Beethoven sonata 

“really happened.”  It happens every time it is played.8  And so it is with 

Jesus. 

Theology cannot reason to this even if it can help explain how it is 

possible and credible and what it means. The direct experience of the 

mystics is not a dispensable decoration in relation to the reasoning of 

the theologians.  It is necessary to assure us that there is indeed 

something for theology to explain. If there is no Jesus, alive and present 

and active in the “now”, there is no basis for Christianity as a living 

religion and no root of a cosmic Christ, however understood.  Teresa 

says, “I saw Him; I heard Him; He is alive.”  And then she adds, if I may 

put words in her mouth, “I leave it to the theologians to explain this and 

will agree to whatever formulations they come up with or the Church 

teaches.  That is their job, to explain the “how”.  But Jesus himself has 

assured me of the “that” and the “what.”  I cannot doubt what I have 

experienced and will not make ‘the fig’ (a dismissive gesture she was 

ordered by a confessor to make), literally or figuratively, no matter who 

commands it, toward any representation of the One who has revealed 

himself to me and whom my heart loves.”

I want now, finally, to make the connection between what Teresa 

experienced and what she produced in her writing which mediates that 

8 See Rubem A. Alves’ Edward Cadbury Lectures published as The Poet, The 
Warrior, The Prophet (London: SCM Press, 1990).
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experience to the Church, that is, the connection between the mystic 

and the prophet.

The Expression of Teresa’s Mystical Experience of Jesus: 
Theopoesis

Let me recall the example I evoked earlier, of the person who 

leaves the “party” of ordinary reality to contemplate the phenomenal 

world in its immensity and mystery and is suddenly transported by an 

ecstatic revelatory experience of the inner reality of the cosmos by a 

vision of what cannot be “seen” with the bodily eyes, and the hearing of 

the music of the singing spheres that  cannot be “heard” with the bodily 

ears.   When the seer tries to communicate what she has experienced, 

what she now deeply and irrefutably knows not just with her rational 

mind but with her whole being, she can only point toward the reality 

that, to the others at the party, remains largely if not completely opaque.

This is the experience of artists, of those people among us who 

are in some way sensitive to a dimension of reality that remains largely 

imperceptible to most people.  The artists see and hear, in the mundane 

reality we all encounter, a glory, a beauty, a symmetry, a mystery, 

indeed a truth which remains experientially inaccessible to most people. 

 But the experience itself is insufficient to make them artists.  It is the 

fact that they have also the talent, the capacity to express what they 

have experienced in an embodiment worthy, at least to some extent, of 

the magnificence they have perceived.  That expression, whether in 

poetry, painting, dance, architecture, which we call a “work of art” is 

what makes the seer an artist, the mystic a prophet. In other words, it is 

not just the heightened capacity for experiencing the transcendent in the 

ordinary but the extraordinary capacity to shape the experience in 

aesthetic form so that the transcendent can be “seen” – as it were 

second hand – by those who participate in the work of art.  And the 

work of art is not simply a transcription or a mirroring of the seer’s 
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experience.  Rather, the personality and sensibility of the artist shapes 

the experience just as the experience shapes the artist.  It is the 

experience that possesses the artist and drives her or him to paint, sing, 

compose, build, or dance.  The symbiosis between the transcendent 

“given” in the experience and the aesthetic “expression” in creativity that 

produces the work of art can give rise, in the receptive perceivers, to the 

ever new, ever personal, appreciation that creates the community 

between the artist and those who respond to her or his work, and 

among those who are formed by the work.  

Often what the artist experiences cannot be brought forth in the 

grammar and syntax of the ordinary or the daily.  The representational 

painter or the classical composer or choreographer or the realistic 

photographer are certainly valuable shapers of cultural experience.  But 

sometimes the artist must invent a whole new idiom to shape and 

express the experience. And then we have an abstract painter like 

Rothko, or the modern composer like Ravel, or the choreographer like 

Paul Taylor, or a poet like Gerard Manley Hopkins in his sprung rhythm, 

artists who break out of the expressive boundaries of their times.  In 

some cases, artistic creation achieves sublimity precisely by its 

embodiment in the classical forms and in other cases it is by going 

beyond the boundaries of such forms that the truth embodied in the 

artistic production beckons and lures the spirit beyond its familiar 

bounds.

The writings of many of the saints could be seen as 

transcendence within the established forms.  Their writing illuminates, 

often in highly original ways, the truth and beauty in the tradition.  One 

might say this of much of the writing of some of the best theologians in 

the history of the Church But the writing of some of the mystics 

transcends the boundaries of the known and leaves the reader 

struggling not with the superb presentation and explication of the 

familiar but with an unfamiliarity that shocks, confounds, or astounds. 
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 Someone like Julian of Norwich or the author of the Cloud of 

Unknowing or Meister Eckhart (and, I think, Teresa) might fall into this 

category. It is not surprising that so many of the greatest mystics in the 

Christian tradition ran afoul of the Church’s doctrinal authority.  Just as 

the French “Impressionists” had a hard time explaining their work to 

the realists and romantics of their day, and Hopkins’s sprung rhythm 

was incomprehensible to many, so Meister Eckhart was not able to 

successfully defend his mystical writings to the Inquisition. and some of 

Teresa’s greatest admirers tried to “tone down” her writing before it was 

examined by the same body.

What I am suggesting in this article is that some of the writing of 

Teresa of Avila, especially about her post-1560 experiences, falls into 

the category of the theo-poetic rather than the theo-logic.  In other 

words, she was not constructing philosophically based interpretations of 

the faith or using the devotional or even theological categories of her 

day, but using essentially aesthetic or theopoetic language to articulate 

what she had actually experienced of God.  Like the dancer or the 

painter or the poet or the playwright she constructs, by her theopoetic 

creation, a space for the encounter with God rather than an argument 

for or explanation of God or God’s communications.  As theology is the 

product of vigorous intellectual activity, theopoesis is the product 

primarily of imaginative activity.  The poet is constructing a dwelling 

place for the beautiful., or even better, a mediation of the beautiful. 

Wisdom is building her house, setting her table, mixing her wine and 

calling out to those who pass by to come in, to sit down, and to delight 

in the beauty which mediates truth as lovable (cf. Proverbs 9:1-11). 

Theopoetics, which is what I believe is the proper category for 

Teresa’s writing, is not anti-intellectual but it is first and foremost a work 

of the imagination in the strong sense of that word.  The philosopher 

Ray Hart says that imagination is the cognitive mode of the will.9  Or we 

9 See the remarkable study of the religious imagination in Ray L. Hart, Unfinished 
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might say imagination is the power by which we construct the world as 

aesthetically, rather than logically, coherent.  The theopoet of God is 

Jesus and it is not surprising, therefore, that he did virtually all his 

teaching about God and the things of God, not through the literal 

language his disciples so desired, but through figurative language, 

through similes, allegories, metaphors and other forms of imaginative 

discourse that are gathered together under the rubric of “parables.”10 

His disciples asked him why he always taught in parables rather than 

speaking plainly and Jesus said so that those who think they see will be 

confounded and those who know they cannot see will be enlightened 

(see Mt. 13:1-17 in light of Ps. 78:1-2).  

Teresa said often that she had a poor imagination.   Even though 

she knew from her reading and the instruction of the theologians of the 

day that the first stage of the life of prayer should be discursive 

meditation by means of which the materials for more advanced prayer 

are laid in, she says she was never able to meditate because her 

imagination was unable to produce the appropriate images.  Actually, 

Teresa seems not to have understood the ambiguity of the word 

“imagination” which we use for both the imaginary (which Teresa really 

had no taste or ability for) and the imaginative at which she excelled. 

 Teresa could not do the kind of imagining that was characteristic of 

many of the schools of methodical prayer that developed in the time of 

the Scientific Revolution in which she lived.  She could not create or call 

up imaginary scenes, or develop imaginary narratives, or insert herself 

as an imaginary participant in such scenes or narratives, even those 

based on scripture (see, esp. IC 6, 7). 

Man and the Imagination: Toward an Ontology and a Rhetoric of Revelation (New York: 
Seabury, 1979).

10 Probably no one in our era has explained this better than Amos Niven Wilder.  See 
his two books on the subject: Early Christian Rhetoric: The Language of the Gospel 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964, re-issued in 1976) and Jesus’ Parables 
and the War of Myths: Essays on Imagination in the Scripture, edited with a preface, by 
James Breech (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982).  
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But Teresa spontaneously developed extraordinary imaginative 

hermeneutical devices to evoke spiritual experience such as her 

elaborate and exquisite allegory of the soul’s development from the fat, 

ugly silkworm who spins and enters the cocoon of the prayer of union 

only to emerge much later to risen life as the beautiful white butterfly. 

Her prolonged simile of the four waters of prayer by which she 

explained the inverse ratio between human effort and divine grace as a 

person advances in the spiritual life is a brilliant work of imagination. 

 One of her most supple and sophisticated exercises of theopoetic 

imagination is her great work which we have been examining, The 

Interior Castle.  And, as Kieran Kavanaugh remarks, she was well 

ahead of her time in her effortless imaginative “flip” of the castle image 

toward the end of the work.  The interior castle was, originally, the soul 

of the individual with its many rooms, hallways, antechambers, 

stairways, passages, and dungeons and its plethora of creatures, 

helpful and noxious, with God hidden and waiting for His beloved in the 

innermost chamber of  the soul.  But quite suddenly in the tenth chapter 

of the Sixth Mansion (IC 6, 10, 6) she literally turns the image inside out 

and says the castle is God in whom all things, good and evil alike, live 

and move and have their being. The soul is among the inhabitants of 

the cosmic God-castle rather than the castle in which God dwells.  As 

Kavanaugh points out, Teresa here effortlessly anticipates, through 

imagination, the development beyond the impasse between theism 

(God and the world outside each other) and pantheism (world and God 

identified with each other) to panentheisim, the mysterious mutual 

indwelling of God and the soul which Jesus speaks of in the Last 

Discourses, especially John 14-17, and of the Creator in all creation 

evoked by the Johannine Prologue.  Teresa thereby imaginatively 

handles the theological conundrum of the compatibility of an all-

powerful God with the existence of real evil.
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My personal favorite among Teresa’s theopoetic constructions is 

her imaginative explanation of the difference between spiritual betrothal 

and the final stage of consummated love, the spiritual marriage.  She 

says the betrothal is like two candles whose flames are brought 

together to become one flame.  But the two can be re-separated and 

each candle will burn with its own flame from its own wick.  But spiritual 

marriage is like a drop of water falling into the sea.  No future separation 

is even imaginable.  The oneness is total. The drop has become the 

sea. (See IC 7, 2, 4).

In short, far from having a theological or spiritual impediment in 

the form of a weak imagination Teresa’s theopoetic imagination is so 

dynamic and fertile that she simply has no use for the imaginary, 

however spiritually useful it is for most people. 

Conclusion
Let me briefly summarize this exploration of the contribution of 

Teresa of Avila’s Jesus mysticism to contemporary theology, both as 

content and as process.  As I mentioned at the outset, there is a 

complex of contemporary theological issues that are mutually 

exacerbating and that are of supreme practical importance for Christian 

faith and life today: the nature and reality of spiritual experience; the 

possibility and reality of revelation; the bodily Resurrection of Jesus; 

and the problem of the presence and role of Jesus in his humanity for 

the contemporary Christian in the context of planetary  evolution toward 

the fullness of the cosmic Christ. 

I have tried to address these questions, not individually and 

serially but globally,  through an examination of Teresa of Avila’s 

contribution under three headings: the nature of her mystical experience 

as revelation proposed to the whole Church by her recognition as a 

Doctor of the Church; the content and mode of her mystical experience 

which is the Risen Jesus in the mystery of the Trinity revealed in her 

visions and locutions, as essentially aesthetic-personal  and objective 
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rather than either purely rational or merely devotional; and the resulting 

theopoesis or imaginative-aesthetic construction of her experience 

which she offers to her readers, especially in The Interior Castle, as an 

experiential hermeneutical  dwelling place for the unfolding of their own 

spiritual lives. 

When all is said and done, Teresa of Avila appears in the Church 

with the words of Paul of the Damascus road on her lips, inviting us to 

share her experience: “I live now not I but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). 
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At a book launch hosted by the Franciscan International Study 

Centre in Canterbury, the general editors of Francis of Assisi: Early 

Documents presented the third and, they presumed, last volume in that 

series.11  The series gives modern English versions of early writings 

concerning the 13th-century Italian saint, Francis of Assisi, in 

chronological order. The texts included in the third volume date from 

1280 to 1365. The most famous of these by far is the Fioretti, the “Little 

Flowers of Saint Francis,” a classic of early Italian literature from the 

mid-1300s.12  The volume ends with a little-known text from 1365 by the 

French friar Arnald of Sarrant, “On the Kinship of Saint Francis,” (De 

cognatione s. Francisci).13  Like several authors in that same volume, 

Arnald was interested in the parallels he could discern between the life 

of Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) and the life of Jesus, and presented 

these as nine “conformities” or similarities.

During a question-and-answer session following the 

presentation of the volume, a member of the audience asked if there 

would be a fourth volume in the series.  The reply was “No,” and the 

11 Regis J. Armstrong, J. A. Wayne Hellmann, William J. Short, eds., Francis of 
Assisi: Early Documents, 3 vols. (New York: New City Press, 1999-2001) (FA).

12 FA 3: 566-658.
13 FA 3: 673-733.
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reason given was that there was an immense roadblock in the way, 

located at the end of the 14th century.  It was an immense text on the life 

of Francis, running to more than 1,500 pages in its modern printed 

edition in Latin.  No one had ever published a full translation of this 

large work, and for any Franciscan texts that followed it, from the 15th 

century onward, it was an essential point of reference.  Further progress 

on a full, chronological presentation of hagiographical texts about 

Francis in English would be halted unless and until that vast work would 

be translated.

A little later, as the public was enjoying tea during the book-

signing, the same person who had asked the question introduced 

himself to the editors.  Dr. Christopher Stace expressed an interest in 

translating the work, a project that will, Deo volente, soon emerge in 

published form.  This considerable scholarly undertaking, it is hoped, 

will open the way toward continuing publication of an English-language 

collection of Franciscan documents from the 15th century and beyond.  

In expectation of that important contribution to English-language 

Franciscana the publication of the current celebratory volume presented 

an appropriate occasion to introduce a 21st–century audience to this 

once popular and now neglected classic of 14th century Franciscan 

spirituality.  

The Text and its Controversial History
What is this large text, and why it is important?  The book in 

question is The Book of the Conformities of the Life of Saint Francis to 

the Life of Our Lord Jesus Christ, written between 1385 and 1390 by a 

professor of theology, the Friar Minor Bartholomew of Pisa (d. 1400 

ca.).14  It proposed many similarities to be found in accounts of the life 

14 The standard critical edition is De Conformitate vitae beati Francisci ad vitam 
domini Iesu, Analecta Franciscana IV, V (Ad Claras Aquas/Quaracchi: Collegio S. 
Bonaventura, 1906, 1912) (AF).  The major English work on the text to date is that of 
Carolly Erickson, Francis Conformed to Christ: Bartholomew of Pisa’s De Conformitate in 
Franciscan History (Ph.D. diss.) (New York: Columbia, 1969).  See also her overview of 
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of Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) to events in the life of Christ reported in 

the Gospels.  

Little read today, it was, in its day, a very popular devotional 

book.  But a century after its creation it became a source of controversy, 

and up to the present scholars have argued its merits.  It was among 

the earliest printed books brought to the Americas, arriving in today’s 

Venezuela in 1516.  Luther felt obliged to comment on it in the 1540s, 

and its supporters and detractors assured it remained the center of an 

extended religious polemic that lasted into the middle of the 18th 

century.  Yet today neither the author nor his work would likely be 

included in most surveys of the history of Christian spirituality in the 

later Middle Ages.15  What happened?

To answer these questions, we must step back and examine 

the basic notion on which the work was based, the notion of 

“conformity” of a believer to Christ.  We then need to consider the ways 

in which such conformity was understood, rightly or wrongly, by 

opposing sides during the era of the Reformation.  And, in order to 

grasp the reasons for which debates over its content endured so long, 

we should examine the important role of religious printers in the 

distribution of the text and the written attacks of its opponents.

Bartholomew of Pisa
The author of the Conformities, Bartholomew of Pisa, was a 

member of the Order of Friars Minor, educated at Bologna, and 

destined for a teaching appointment as lector at Cambridge University 

in 1373.  The hostilities of the Hundred Years’ War prevented him from 

the text in “Bartholomew of Pisa, Francis Exalted: De Conformitate,” Medieval Studies 34 
(1972) 253-74.  Most recently, in Italian, an excellent overview of the text and its influence 
is given by Alessandro Mastromatteo, Similem illum fecit in gloria sanctorum. Il profilo 
cristiforme di Francesco d’Assisi nel De conformitate di Bartolomeo da Pisa (Rome: 
Antonianum, 2012).

15 It has been my privilege to work in this part of the Doctoral Program in Christian 
Spirituality at the Graduate Theological Union with the two deans honored in this 
publication, Dr. Judith Berling and Dr. Arthur Holder, for whose scholarly research and 
commitment to student learning this contribution is a small token of gratitude.
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reaching England,16 but he received his title as master of theology by 

papal dispensation in 1375.  He was lector of theology in the study 

centers of the Franciscan Order in his native Pisa, and in Siena, Padua 

and Florence.  A prolific writer, Bartholomew has left us, besides his 

great work on St. Francis, several collections of sermons, and a book 

on the Life of the Virgin Mary. 17   But his longest work proved to be his 

most popular, as attested by its more than one hundred and fifty extant 

manuscripts and three printed editions.   

Despite its popularity in the original Latin, it has never been 

published in a full translation.  Partial English, German and French 

translations, of the mid-16th century (frequently tendentious) included 

only a selection of passages considered useful for religious polemic.  

The single translation of the entire text, in Italian, produced in 1543-44 

by the Tuscan Observant friar Dionigi Pulinari (d. 1582), still remains in 

its original manuscript form in the National Library in Florence.18 

The Content of the Book of Conformities and its Organization
To understand how the very large text of the Conformities is 

organized, it is useful to understand it by means of an image used by 

Bartholomew himself to guide his reader.  An image of a tree was 

included along with the original text of the Conformities, and both were 

approved by the General Chapter of the Friars Minor in 1399, explicitly 

mentioned in the decree allowing for its copying and use.19  The editions 

of 1510 and 1513 feature slightly different representations of such a 

16 Raoul Manselli, “Bartolomeo da Pisa (da Rinonico, de Rinonichi),” in Dizionario 
Biografico degli Italiani VI (Rome: Treccani, 1964) 756-758.

17 Quadragesimale Magistri Bartholomei de Pisis ... de contemptu mundi... (Milan: 
Ulrich Scinzenzeller, 1498); Sermones ... dubiorum et casuum conscientialium contemptivi 
et elucidativi super Evangeliis quadragesimalibus (Lyon: Romain Morin, 1519); De vita et 
laudibus b. Mariae Virginis libri sex (Venice: Pietro Dusinelli, 1596).

18 Biblioteca Nazionale di Firenze cod. II, III, 162; cod. II, III, 163; cod. II, III, 168.  
See Mastromatteo, 61.

19 The decree of approval is given in AF V 503-4.
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tree, consisting of a central trunk with twenty branches arranged 

symmetrically on its two sides, each branch bearing two fruits, the 

whole annotated with captions explaining the branches and fruits.  Each 

of the fruits represents one “conformity,” that is, a similarity between the 

lives of Jesus and Francis. The first part of each fruit or conformity, 

generally the shorter part, describes an element of the life of Jesus, 

while the second, longer part describes a corresponding event or quality 

in the life of Francis.  

The forty fruits or conformities are divided into three books, 

each concerned with a part of the life of Christ and corresponding 

events in the life of Francis.  Book One contains Fruits One through 

Eight, based on the early life of Christ up to the beginning of his public 

ministry; Book Two, Fruits Nine through Twenty, roughly covering the 

years of Christ’s public ministry; and Book Three, Fruits Twenty-One 

through Forty, mostly concerned with the suffering, death, resurrection 

and glorification of Christ.  By far the longest sections of the text are 

Fruits Eight and Nine, each exceeding two-hundred pages in the Latin 

Quaracchi edition.  Fruit Eight gives an exhaustive listing of all the 

places inhabited by the friars at the time of the book’s composition; and 

Book Nine reproduces an extensive commentary on the Rule of the 

Friars Minor by the leading author of the dissident Franciscan Spirituals, 

Angelo Clareno (d. 1337).  This part of the Conformities has its own 

history as a separate work, frequently copied in manuscript form as a 

study-guide to accompany the reading of the Franciscan Rule.20

Bartholomew’s Method
The erudite, often verbose prose of Bartholomew of Pisa 

depends on his encyclopedic knowledge of the Biblical texts of the Latin 

Vulgate.  In addition to the Biblical text itself, his explanations frequently 

cite “the Gloss,” that is, the Glosa ordinaria, with its complex apparatus 

20 See David Burr, ed., Early Commentaries on the Rule of the Friars Minor Volume 
III: Angelo Clareno (St. Bonaventure NY: Franciscan Institute, 2014).
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of commentary on different levels of almost every line of the Latin Bible, 

its vocabulary, grammar, historical background, moral meaning, and 

symbolic significance.  Having chosen a fruit or conformity to explore, 

for example Jesus’s choice of twelve apostles, Bartholomew proceeds 

to a brief biographical précis for each of the Twelve, drawing on Biblical 

texts; and offers an exhaustive listing of New Testament texts in which 

each is mentioned.21  Having concluded the first part of this fruit or 

conformity, he then turns to the second part, tracing similarities in the 

life of Francis.  Mining the rich trove of earlier Franciscan sources at his 

disposal (a surprisingly complete collection, from what we know of texts 

about Francis available in his day), he identifies each of the earliest 

twelve companions of Francis, with a biographical sketch from the 

sources available, demonstrating the ways in which Francis’s choice of 

brothers mirrors that of Christ and the Apostles.22  

Had Bartholomew limited himself to such general statements of 

similarity the text would probably never have become controversial.   

But, as will appear below, he moved beyond such general similarities to 

make statements that seem to make Francis more than merely “similar” 

to Christ, leading some later readers to the mistaken belief that he 

wanted to substitute the disciple for the Master.

The Spirituality of “Conformity”
When faced with the very lengthy text of the Book of 

Conformities today’s reader runs the risk of missing the theological 

forest for the textual trees.  Rising above the immense quantity of detail 

spilling over each page of Bartholomew’s work, a cohesive theme can 

be identified.  Every Christian believer is called to be conformed to 

Christ, the head of the body of which each of them is a member.  In the 

writings of St. Paul, such conformity is the goal of a process of 

21 AF IV 165-75.
22 AF IV 175-78.
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maturation expected in the life of any sincere believer: “Those God 

foreknew, he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, 

in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers” (Rom 

8:29).  In other words, becoming more like the image of Christ, the Son 

of God, the believers, like younger siblings, come to resemble their 

elder brother, the first-born.  All of this is quite orthodox Christian 

teaching.

From the time of his earliest biography, Francis had been 

compared with Jesus, as his faithful follower, his herald, even his 

standard-bearer.  Over the course of the 13th century he had come to be 

interpreted also in light of the prophecies of Abbot Joachim of Fiore, as 

he became associated with “the angel of the sixth seal” of the Book of 

Revelation, harbinger of a new Age of the Spirit about to break into the 

history of Church and society.23

But a special interest also began to grow in showing the 

“conformity” of Francis to his master, Christ, that is, the ways in which 

he was shaped or molded to represent (and re-present) the life of Jesus 

of Nazareth to his contemporaries of the 1200s and beyond.  A quick 

glance at some well-known early Lives of Francis show him, like Jesus, 

with twelve early disciples; they are clothed in a single tunic without a 

belt or shoes, following the words, and presumably the example, of 

Jesus as He sent His disciples on their first preaching missions.  There 

would likely be little objection to this approach to “conformity” of the life 

of Francis to that of Jesus.  But Bartholomew was capable of 

exaggerated statements, sometimes given the impression of being 

carried away by his own rhetoric.   Remarks such as these would later 

lead an indignant Luther to consider the work idolatrous, substituting the 

worship of St Francis for that due to Christ himself.  Though 

Bartholomew goes to some trouble to explain on more than one 

occasion that he has no intention of doing such a thing, in fact even a 

23 See Mastromatteo, 44-45.
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kindly disposed reader must find some of his comparisons between the 

Saint and his Master too boldly stated.  An example of the problem can 

be found in the following:

It was a miracle that Christ imparted such power to his 
cross; but it was more miraculous that he gave himself 
wholly to blessed Francis through his stigmatization. … It 
was a miracle that Christ preserved his body intact for 
three days; but it was more miraculous that he preserved 
his stigmata on blessed Francis for two years without 
their corruption. – It was a miracle that Christ was 
fastened to the cross by others with nails of iron; but it is 
more wonderful that when blessed Francis was 
stigmatized he was crucified by Christ himself with nails 
of flesh.24

While never drifting into heterodox statements, the repetition of “it was 

more miraculous” can easily give the impression that Bartholomew 

somehow considers Francis the Saint as somehow superior to Christ 

his Lord, something the text in fact never says, but which later critics 

were ready to infer.

Early Diffusion of the Conformities:  Manuscripts
The book was destined to play a lively role in the world of 

printed books a century after its final approval by the Order’s 1399 

General Chapter.  Yet its rich manuscript tradition indicates that it was 

already well known long before the printing press made it more widely 

available. The first volume of the modern critical edition by the 

Quaracchi editors in 1906 in Analecta Franciscana IV gives a careful 

listing of a dozen manuscripts used for preparation of that edition.25  Six 

years later, as the editors prepared the second volume of the work for 

the press, additional manuscripts that came to the notice of the editors 

in the years preceding the 1912 publication were noted in Analecta 

24 Conformity 31, part 2, in AF V 395-7.  I am grateful to Dr. Stace for sharing with me 
the draft of his translation used here.

25 AF IV xxv-xxxii.
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Franciscana V, requiring another ten pages to cover them all.26  After 

1912 further discoveries have added even more manuscripts to the 

collection, noted by Walter Seton, Benvenuto Bughetti, and Diego 

Ciccarelli.27  The research of Carolly Erickson28 has also called attention 

to the manuscripts of Monteprandone,29 and of the National Library in 

Rome.30  Most recently, Alessandro Mastromatteo has presented the 

manuscripts known up to the time of his writing in 2012.31 

The Work:  Printed Editions
Three editions of the Conformities were printed in the 16th 

century.  The first, in an edition prepared by Francesco Zeno, Vicar 

General of the Observant friars, was printed in 1510 in Milan by the 

Flemish typographer Gothard van der Bruggen (Gotardo da Ponte).32  

Just three years later, in 1513,  also in Milan, an edition with some 

corrections was prepared by the Conventual friar and theologian 

Giovanni Mapello33 and printed by Giovanni (Zanotto) Castiglione, a 

typographer active both in Milan and Turin.34  A third edition, of 1590, 

26 AF V xlix-lx.
27 W. Seton, “Two manuscripts of Bartholomew of Pisa,” Archivum Franciscanum 

Historicum (AFH) XVI (1923) 191-199; Diego Ciccarelli, “Un codice messinese delle 
Conformità di Bartolomeo da Pisa,” Archivio storico messinese 28 (1977) 85-107; B. 
Bughetti, “Una nuova compilazione di testi intorno alla vita di s. Francesco,” AFH 20 
(1927), 525-527, 534, 562.  

28 “Bartholomew of Pisa, Francis Exalted: De Conformitate,” Medieval Studies 34 
(1972) 254 n. 6.

29 Amedeo Crivellucci, “I codici della libreria raccolta da S. Giacomo della Marca nel 
Convento S. Maria delle Grazie presso Monteprandone” (Livorno: Raffaele Giusti, 1889) 
66-67.  

30 Cod. 1015 (S. Bonav. 3) of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale Vittorio Emmanuele 
II, Fondi minori S. Bonaventura,  described by Odulf Schäfer, OFM, “Descriptio codicum 
franciscalium in bibliotheca centrali nationali Romae asservatorum,” Antonianum, 23 
(1948) 347-80.  

31 Mastromatteo, 58-9.
32 Liber Conformitatum vitae beati Francisci ad vitam Domini Jesu Christi.
33 Opus auree et inexplicabilis bonitatis et continentie, Conformitatum scilicet vite 

beati Francisci ad vitam Domini nostri Jesu Christi.
34 Arnaldo Ganda, I primordi della tipografia milanese.  Antonio Zarotto da Parma 

(1471-1507)  (Florence: Olschki, 1984) describes Castiglione (c. 1524) as working for the 
pioneering printer in Milan Antonio Zarotto, and eventually taking over the operation of his 
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corrected by the Italian Conventual friar Geremia Bucchio, formerly 

Minister Provincial of Tuscany, was printed in Bologna by Alessandro 

Benazzi.35  An early 17th-century publication (1620, Bologna) is merely a 

reprint of the 1590 edition with a few corrections.

The Conformities Travel to the Americas
Spain was glad to propagate use of the Conformities, not only 

at home but also in its overseas dominions, part of a broader 

phenomenon that Georges Goyau of the Académie Française once 

called “les étranges destinées” of the book.36  When twelve Observant 

Friars departed from Rouen, sent by the General Chapter there in 1516 

to Cumaná (Venezuela) under Spanish royal patronage,37  their 

baggage included the Book of Conformities of Fr. Bartholomew of Pisa.38  

Undoubtely the Conformities was intended as one of the guides for their 

work,  according to the Franciscan plan of evangelization promoted by 

the reforming Franciscan Cardinal Cisneros.39  

In 1524, the "Twelve Apostles" of Mexico set out from Spain to 

Mexico, and they too brought with them  the Book of the Conformities.  

The Conformities had a  special influence on the mission to Mexico, 

according to the Franciscan historian of the Americas Francisco 

Morales:40

printing business. 
35 Liber aureus inscriptus liber conformitatum vitae beati ac seraphici patris Francisci 

ad vitam Jesu Christi Domini nostri. (Nunc denuo in lucem editus atque... correctus a... 
Jeremia Bucchio,... Cui... addita est perbrevis... historia omnium virorum qui sanctitate... 
in Franciscana religione... excelluerunt).

36 Georges Goyau, “Les étranges destinées du livre des Conformités,” in Henri 
Lemaître, ed., Saint François d'Assise: son oeuvre, son influence, 1226-1926 (Paris: E. 
Droz, 1927).

37 Real Cedula of November 8, 1516, signed by Cardinal Ximénez de Cisneros and 
the future Pope Hadrian VI.  See José María Alonso del Val O.F.M., "El Milenarismo en la 
primera evangelización de los franciscanos en América," in José Ignacio de la Iglesia 
Duarte, ed., Milenarismos y milenaristas en la Europa medieval : IX Semana de Estudios 
Medievales, Nájera, 1998 (Logroño. Instituto de Estudios Riojanos, 1999) 367.

38 Alonso del Val, 374.
39 Alonso del Val, 375.
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We have documentation on the circulation of two other 
important books which played a significant part in the 
spiritual formation of the 16th-century Franciscans of 
Mexico: the De conformitate vitae b. Francisci ad vitam 
Domini Ihesu by Bartholomaeus of Pisa and the Arbor 
vitae crucifixus Iesu by Ubertino de Casale.  On the first 
one, Francisco Jimenez writes in the biography of Martin 
de Valencia [d. 1534]: "It seems to me that I heard from 
him [Martin of Valencia] or from somebody else, that he 
received the habit in the town of Mayorga, which belongs 
to the [Franciscan] province of Santiago; and when he 
was a novice he read the book of "Conformidades" of 
our father, Saint Francis, and that such reading much 
enlightened him and [thus] he began to know the virtue 
of poverty. (Jimenez, "Vida de fray Martin de Valencia, p. 
225)

In the inventories of the Franciscan houses of Mexico there is an early 

copy of the Book of Conformities noted in the friars’ library in Texcoco, 

belonging to the Province of the Holy Gospel of Mexico.41 Discussions 

of the distribution of the Conformities and its importance in the New 

World can also be found in other scholarly works on the Franciscan 

evangelization of the Americas.42

The Conformities, its Critics and Printers
The Book of Conformities, with its supporters and its critics, was 

destined to influence the fortunes of some prominent printers over the 

course of the centuries.  In Germany, France, Flanders, and England, 

printers satisfied the demand for religious books, including polemical 

40 Francisco Morales, "New World Colonial Franciscan Mystical Practice," in Hilaire 
Kallendorf, ed., A New Companion to Hispanic Mysticism (Leyden: Brill, 2010) 71- 102 
(here 95).

41 Lino Gomez Canedo, "Milenarismo, escatologia y utopia en la evangelizacion de 
America," en Evangelizacion y Teologia en America: siglo XVI  (X Simposium 
Internacional de Teología de la Universidad de Navarra) (Pamplona: EUNSA, 1990) II, 
1405.

42 See, for example, Carlos Herrejón Peredo, "Marcel Bataillon y el Humanismo 
mexicano en el siglo XVI," in Relaciones: Estudios de Historia y Sociedad 21 (2000) 187-
99, who points out how Bataillon correctly identified the Book of the Conformities as an 
influential text in the Franciscan evangelization of the Americas.
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ones, from the earliest years of the Reformation.  One of these was the 

German printer Hans Lufft (d. 1584) of Wittenberg, rendered famous for 

his printing of Luther’s Bible of 1534.  He became involved in the 

complex story of the Conformities in 1542 with his printing of a work by 

a disciple of Luther, Erasmus Alber of Bruchenbrücken (d. 1553).  Alber 

had composed a vitriolic attach on the work of Bartholomew of Pisa, 

adducing it as a prime example of the exaggerations of Catholic 

devotion to the saints, giving it the title, “The Barefoot Monks’ Jester” 

(referring to Francis) with a Foreword by Martin Luther.43  Alber’s work 

portrayed the work of Bartholomew as effectively substituting the figure 

of Francis for that of Christ, alleging that the friars, and the luckless 

faithful duped by their false teaching, engaged in the worship of idols 

(Francis, as well as other saints).  This polemical treatise was destined 

to make the Conformities famous, or infamous, by selecting individual 

selections from the text as examples of idolatry and blasphemy. 

Another printer known for his publication of a Bible, this one in 

England, also became involved in this controversy over the 

Conformities.  Richard Grafton (d. 1573), finished printing the Great 

Bible of 1539 after its original printing in Paris was halted by authorities 

there.  He had set up shop in the empty buildings of the London 

Greyfriars near Newgate in 1539, just a year after its suppression.  

Ironically the history of this Franciscan house could be traced back to 

the arrival in 1224 of the Friars Minor (Greyfriars) sent to England by St. 

Francis himself just two years before his death.   It was there in 1550 

that Grafton printed Alber’s attack on devotion to Francis in an English 

translation.  The English title of the translation of Alber refers to the 

“heape or numbre of the blasphemous and trifling doctrines of the 

wounded idole Saint Frances” taken from the Conformities.44 

43 Der Barfuser Münche Eulenspiegel und Alcoran mit einer Vorrede D. Martini 
Luth[eri].

44 The alcaron of the barefote friers, that is to say, an heape or numbre of the 
blasphemous and trifling doctrines of the wounded idole Saint Frances: taken out of the 
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In Geneva, Alber’s work would occupy the French printer in 

exile, Conrad Bade (d. 1562).  He was destined to become well known 

in England for his own foray into Bible printing, as he produced the 

English New Testament of William Whittington in 1577.  He had earlier 

involved himself in the Conformities controversy in 1560 by publishing 

his French translation of Alber’s Eulenspiegel (adding his own Preface), 

calling the Conformities “a sea of blasphemies and lies about a 

stigmatized idol.”45

Back in Germany, in the last decade of the sixteenth century a 

new series of polemical publications about the Conformities began to 

appear.46  In 1591, the Lutheran pastor and court preacher of 

Württemberg Lucas Osiander published his work with a lengthy and 

ironic title:  

A fine fragrant rosary, bundled together from the 
exquisite, excellent book of the Franciscan monks, which 
they call the Book of the Conformities, to honor the 
Barefoot monks, in the monastery of Freiburg in 
Breisgau, and produced on the press, in and by which 
the special devotion and holiness of the Seraphic 
brothers is to be known.47  

Osiander had deliberately mistranslated several sections of the 

Conformities in his determination to discredit the work.  The Franciscan 

Georg Ecker, working with Abraham Gemperlin, a pioneering printer in 

boke of his rules, called in latin, Liber conformitatum
45 L'Alcoran des cordeliers. Tant en latin qu'en francois. C'est a dire, la mer des 

blasphemes et mensonges de cest idole stigmatizé, qu'on appelle S.Francois: le quel livre 
a este recueilli mot a mot par le Docteur Erasme Albere, du Livre des conformitez de ce 
beau S. François a Jesus Christ ..., composé par un cordelier, et imprimé a Milan, l'an 
1510. 

46 See fuller treatment in Johannes Janssen, History of the German People at the 
Close of the Middle Ages, trans. by A. M. Christie (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner 
and Co., 1906) X 135-7.

47 Ein schöner wolriechender Rosenkrantz : zusamen gebunden, auß dem 
köstlichen, vbertrefflichen Buch der Franciscaner Mönch, welches sie Librum 
conformitatum nennen; Zu Ehren der Barfusser Mönch, im Kloster zu Freiburg im 
Preißgew, in den Truck verfertiget. Darauß die besondere andacht vnd heiligkeit der 
Seraphischen Brüder zu uernemen (Tübingen: Georg Gruppenbach, 1591).
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Fribourg (Switzerland), composed an equally stinging correction of 

Osiander in 1591, called the “garland of nettles, taken from the delicious 

and excellent works, not the Table Talk, but the noble Works and books 

of the dear man and ex-monk Martin Luther, etc. “48

Michael Anisius, a friar of Bamberg, wrote his own attack on the 

work of Osiander (whom he calls “Hoserle”) with this title:  

The Friendly tearing apart of a beautiful and sweet-
smelling Rosary, which a city maid called Hoserle 
gathered out of the delicious, excellent Book of the 
Franciscan Monks, which is called the Book of 
Conformities. 49

He hotly contested the evident errors of Osiander’s translation of the 

Conformities with the kind of personal insults that characterized the 

religious polemic of the age.  While the creativity of the titles of these 

works may not be paralleled by those of theological works today, they 

certainly attest to the interest of readers who kept printers busy in both 

Catholic and Protestant territories throughout the 1500s.

Into the 17th Century
The fate of the Conformities in the 17th century evokes a 

personal reminiscence closely tied to a long-time interest in presses and 

printing.  I remember making my way on a chilly March morning through 

the miscellaneous household furnishings auction, a weekly event for the 

last five hundred years or so in the Vrijdagmarkt of Antwerp (it is the 

48 Ein Schöner Alcoranischer Nessel Kranz. Auß den Köstlichen unnd 
Ubertrefflichen, nicht Tischreden, sondern Fürnemen Operibus, unnd Büchern des uil 
Seeluerlürstigen, auch deßhalben Teuren Manns und außgesprungnen Mönchs Martini 
Lutheri.  Für ein Meßkram Zusamen in unterschiedenen Azoaras gebunden, unnd auff 
des Gottlosen Lucas Osianders [.], Unsinnig Alcoranische Haupt [.] auffgesetzt, etc. 
Meniglichem zu einem Spiegel der Lutherischen Gottslesterung und Abscheulichen 
Unflats in Tag gegeben [.]. (Freyburg in Uchtlandt: Abraham Gemperlin, 1591). 

49 Freundtliche Zerreissung, Deß schönen, wolriechenden Rosenkrantzs, welchen 
ein Stuettische Graßmagd, Hoserle genandt, auß dem köstichen, ubertrefflichen Buch der 
Franziscaner-Mönch, welches sie Librum Conformitatum nennen, abgebrochen (Eder, 
Ingolstadt, 1592).
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world’s oldest auction of its kind, I was told).  Beyond and slightly above 

the piles of used carpets, dusty tables, and solid-looking dining-room 

chairs, I could see something of equally significant historical interest 

and of approximately the same vintage, the façade of the Plantin-

Moretus Press, housing what are claimed to be the two oldest operating 

printing presses in the world.  The double name of this impressive press 

derives from the marriage, in 1570, of Jan Moretus to Martina, daughter 

of the founder of the press, Christophe Plantin, a Parisian immigrant 

and Bible printer of the first order.  

In 1572 Plantin’s press produced the great Antwerp Polyglot 

Bible for Philip II of Spain, one of the notable achievements of 

multilingual typesetting.  After Plantin’s death in 1589, Moretus headed 

the establishment and ventured into the world of Franciscan texts.  In 

1597, with the expert help of a Flemish Franciscan editor, the scholarly 

Henricus de Vroom (Henricus Sedulius), he published an edition of The 

Life of St. Francis (De vita s. patris Francisci) by Bonaventure of 

Bagnoregio.50  A decade later, in 1607 he published de Vroom’s 

Apologeticus aduersus Alcoranum Franciscanorum, pro Libro 

Conformitatum.51  This was a defense of the Conformities, and more 

generally of the Franciscan Order, which carefully explained 

Bartholomew’s citations from Scripture, from Church Fathers and works 

of ancient philosophers, demonstrating the errors of Alber in his 

criticism of the Conformities.  But such a refutation did little to stop the 

publishing fortunes of attacks on Bartholomew’s work.  In 1664 a Dutch 

version of Alber’s work appeared, “after the copy printed at Geneva,” 

(presumably an earlier edition) probably printed at Amsterdam.52

50 Dirk Imhof, Jan Moretus and the Continuation of the Plantin Press (2 Vols.): A 
Bibliography of the Works published and printed by Jan Moretus I in Antwerp (1589-1610) 
(Leyden: Brill, 2014) 116 (B-47).

51 Imhof, 649 (S-34).
52 Den Alcoran der Franciscaner monnicken. Waer in de grouwelijcke en afgodische 

leere der barvoeter-monnicken, ende de superstitie der papisten bloot wertaengewesen. 
Getrocken uyt een boeck ghenoemt Liber conformitatum
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In England Alber’s work continued to attract readers, as 

attested by further editions of his work.  In 1603, William White in 

London printed another English edition of Alber’s work previously 

printed by Grafton.   At “Goat-court on Ludgate Hill,” London printer 

Langley Curtis printed the English version of Alber in 1679 with an 

extended title identifying the Conformities as “A sink of lyes and 

blasphemies” of the Franciscans, “a considerable order of regulars 

among the papists.”53  Unfortunately, Curtis was also accused of 

printing some other works without the proper license, and the authorities 

intervened by sending investigators to the press to make inquiries.  His 

wife, Jane, on March 6, 1689, seems to have intimidated these officials 

of the Stationers' Company Court in London, according to the testimony 

of one of its messengers:  “she soe reviled & threatened the said 

Messenger (even in Court) for executing his said Warrant That the 

Court were apprehensive he might be in danger of his life by doieng his 

duty.”54  As far as current bibliographies indicate, the Curtis book was 

the last major publication in the English language dedicated to the 

Conformities until the 1960s.

Though the Book of Conformities was reprinted in 1620 (from 

the 1590 Bologna edition), no further full edition of the work appeared 

until the Quaracchi edition of the early 20th century.  But Catholic 

authors, undeterred by Protestant critiques of the work, and inspired by 

its listing of “conformities” of the life of Francis and the life of Jesus, 

produced even more elaborate works in this genre.  The most 

extraordinary of these must surely be the Prodigy of Nature, Portent of 

53 The full title is:  The Alcoran of the Franciscans, or, A sink of lyes and 
blasphemies: collected out of a blasphemous book belonging to that order, called the 
book of the conformities: with the epistles of Dr. Martin Luther, and Erasmus Alberus, 
detecting the same formerly printed in Latine, and now made English, for the discovery of 
the blasphemies of the Franciscans, a considerable order of regulars amongst the papists.

54 Donald Francis McKenzie, Maureen Bell, A Chronology and Calendar of 
Documents Relating to the London Book Trade 1641-1700: Volume III: 1686-1700 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) 53.
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Grace, published in 1651 by the Peruvian-educated Spanish friar Pedro 

de Alva y Astorga (d. 1667), with 3,726 “conformities” of the life of 

Francis to that of Christ.55  A more florid Baroque tribute to the figure of 

St. Francis can hardly be imagined.  

The Conformities in the 18th and 19th Centuries 
Carolly Erickson has pointed out that severe judgments on the 

Conformities were still being formulated into the middle of the 18th 

century.56  Johann Lorenz Mosheim, for example, in his Institutes of 

Ecclesiastical History Ancient and Modern, wrote of the Franciscans, 

that they

suffered to go abroad without censure and even 
approved and commended, an impious piece stuffed 
with monstrous and absurd tales, entitled, The book of 
the conformities of St. Francis with Jesus Christ; which 
was published in 1385 (sic) , by Bartholomew Albizi (sic) 
a Franciscan of Pisa, with the applause of his order.  
This infamous book, in which the Son of God himself is 
put upon a level with a vile and miserable man, is an 
eternal monument of the impious arrogance and 
religious stupidity of the Franciscan order, and of the 
consummate indiscretion of the pontiffs for extolling and 
recommending those friars.57

And by the early 19th century, small details of the book (notably 

a story about a spider consumed during the Mass)58 were routinely 

55 Naturae prodigium gratiae portentum hoc est Seraphici P. N. Francisci vitae acta, 
ad Christi D. N. vitam et mortem regulata et coaptata (Madrid, 1651).  See Miguel Ángel 
Lavilla Martín, “El Naturae Prodigium, Gratiae Portentum de Pedro de Alva y Astorga : 
una colección franciscana barroca,” in Marco Nobile, Lluís Oviedo, eds., Sanctum 
Evangelium observare: Saggi in onore di Martino Conti (Rome: Pontificium Athenaeum 
Antonianum, 2003) 211-46.

56 “Francis Exalted, De conformitate,” 256.
57 Institutiones Historiae Ecclesiasticae Antiquae et Recentioris Libri Quattuor, 

(Helmstadt: Weygand, 1755); Institutes of Ecclesiastical History Ancient and Modern, ed. 
William Stubbs, trans. by James Murdock and Henry Soames (London: Longman, Green, 
Longman, Roberts, & Green, 1863) 2: 275.

58 AF IV 290: “In Abruzzi lies Brother Francis.  While he was saying Mass he found a 
spider in the blood of Christ in the chalice, and not wishing to tip out a spider that was 
dipped in Christ’s blood, drank the cup spider and all.  But afterwards he felt an itch in his 
leg and began rubbing and scratching it, and the spider emerged from his leg without 
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expected to be identified in descriptions of its content.  Thus, in 1824, 

Friedrich Adolf Ebert, in A General Bibliographical Dictionary, was 

careful to describe that most significant detail of the 1510 edition in 

these terms:   

The first and very scarce edition of a book finished in 
1385, and filled with absurd tales, to which a paltry 
religious hatred has affixed a value, which indeed it 
never deserved.  The history of the spider, which was 
the principal cause of its celebrity, is in leaf 72a (not 78) 
col. I.59

For a mild and even-handed assessment of Bartholomew’s 

tome, readers of English had to await the article by the Rev. Alfred 

Tolver Paget, wrote a mild review in the Biographical Dictionary of the 

Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. 60  Oddly enough, though, 

this Mathematical Master of Shrewsbury School, formerly of Caius 

College, Cambridge, refers to a mysterious early edition of the 

Conformities published in Venice, otherwise unknown, which he claims 

was in the library of Georg Wilhelm, Baron von Hohendorff.61

If any author can be credited with reversing the common view of 

Bartholomew’s work, it was the French Reformed pastor and pioneering 

scholar of early Franciscan sources, Paul Sabatier.  He gave a basically 

positive view of the Conformities, while admitting its shortcomings, in his 

ground-breaking late 19th-century Vie de Saint François.62  There he 

remarks that few of those who write about the book seem to have read 

hurting him at all.”
59 Allgemeines bibliographisches lexikon (Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 1821-30), trans. 

by Arthur Browne, A General Bibliographical Dictionary, 4 vols., (Oxford: University Press, 
1837) 2: 937.

60 (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans) I,2: 717-8: “Albizzi, 
Bartholomew.”

61 The information is not confirmed by Bibliotheca Hohendorfiana ou Catalogue de la 
Bibliotheque de feu Monsieur George Guillaume Baron de Hohendorf (La Haye, Abraham 
de Hondt, 1720) no. 64, 9.

62 (Paris: Fischbacher, 1894).
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it thoroughly.  And he excuses them, in part, by admitting that the text 

makes for tiresome reading, with the repetition of the same events ten 

or fifteen times over in the course of its reading.  And that, he thought, 

may help to explain its neglect over the course of time, though for 

Sabatier it remained “the most important work” on the life of  Saint 

Francis.63  He also defended it against some of its harshest critics, 

arguing that the charges against it for making Francis equal to Christ 

are unfounded, even contradicted by the text itself. 64

From 1900 to the Present
In the wake of Sabatier’s studies, the Friar Editors of Quaracchi 

published their critical edition of the entire Latin text between 1906 and 

1912.  This allowed the slow, painstaking work of scholars working on 

“The Franciscan Question” to mine the encylopedic work of 

Bartholomew for its rendering of earlier sources on the life of Francis of 

Assisi.  The work as a whole, however, seemingly remained only a kind 

of depository where scholars interested in Franciscan history or 

biography could rummage for useful information.

It would only be in 1969 at Columbia University in New York, 

that Bartholomew’s work as a whole would once again be given the kind 

of attentive reading it had received in its earliest years.  Carolly Erickson 

made it the subject of her doctoral dissertation, marking the first time in 

nearly three hundred years that a major work on the text had appeared 

in English:  Francis Conformed to Christ: Bartholomew of Pisa’s De 

Conformitate in Franciscan History.65  A few years later she published a 

63 “Le livre des Conformités … semble n’avoir été lu que d’une manière distraite par 
la plupart des auteurs qui en ont parlé.63 Il est juste d’ajouter à leur décharge qu’il serait 
difficile de trouver un ouvrage d’une lecture plus pénible: les mêmes faits y reviennent 
jusqu’à dix et quinze fois et finissent par fatiguer les nerfs les moins délicats.  C’est á cela 
sans doute qu’il faut attribuer l’oubli dans laquel on le laisse.  Je n’hésite cependant pas à 
y voir l’ouvrage le plus important qui ait été fait sur la vie de saint François.”  Vie de Saint 
François, cxv.

64 Ibid., n. 1: “Je n’ai pas à m’occuper ici des sottes attaques de quelques auteurs 
protestants contre ce livre.  Ceci est une querelle de théologiens qui n’intèresse en rien 
l’histoire.  Nulle part Barthélemy de Pise ne fait de saint François l’égal de Jésus, et il lui 
arrive même de prévenir la critique á cet égard.  V. 142a 2 [ed. 1510].”

93



magisterial article in Medieval Studies66 to explain the content and 

significance of the Conformities as a useful and reliable resource for a 

better understanding of the changing perceptions of Francis of Assisi in 

the later Middle Ages.  Her work has now been complemented by a 

thorough study in Italian of the vast work of the Conformities:  

Alessandro Mastromatteo, Similem illum fecit in gloria sanctorum. Il 

profilo cristiforme di Francesco d’Assisi nel De conformitate di 

Bartolomeo da Pisa.67 Originally presented as a doctoral dissertation at 

the Pontifical University Antonianum, this work deliberately reintroduces 

Bartholomew of Pisa’s work into the continuum of early sources that 

strove increasingly over the course of the first two Franciscan centuries 

to represent Francis as an outstanding follower of Christ.  

Conclusion
Scholars, especially those who work on ancient religious texts, 

must have the kind of patience that only an attentive study of history 

can teach.  An enthusiastic and voluble Tuscan friar dedicated five 

years of his life to composing his great tribute to his spiritual hero, St. 

Francis, and waited another ten years before the authorities of his Order 

allowed the promulgation of the work (and they then endorsed it 

enthusiastically).  He could hardly have imagined then the 600-year 

voyage to be taken by the literary vessel he launched, as it travelled up 

the Elbe, down the Thames, across the Pacific to Mexico, and up the 

Hudson to New York.  For those scholars whom we now honor – Judith 

Berling as she celebrates her retirement from the faculty, and Arthur 

Holder as he celebrates his retirement from the deanship of the 

Graduate Theological Union – may the example of this “barefote frier” 

be a source of encouragement and reassurance.

65 See above, n. 4.
66 Ibid.
67 (Rome: Pontificia Università Antoninanum, 2012).
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Introduction

It is a great honor and pleasure to contribute to the celebration 

of the academic achievements and leadership of Professors Judith 

Berling and Arthur Holder in the area of religion, spirituality, and 

theology across cultures. Judith was my academic adviser when I 

started my doctoral program at Graduate Theological Union (GTU) and 

directed my dissertation on Catholic and Confucian social ethics in 

dialogue. Dean Arthur was the academic dean during my five-year 

study at GTU. I studied Chinese Social Thought and Seminar on 

Interdisciplinary Studies with Judith in which I deepened my 

understanding of Chinese philosophy and ethics, particularly 

Confucianism, and widen my perspective and methodology in doing 

cross-cultural theology and interreligious ethics.  She often reminds us 

that we need to find out the relevance of ancient philosophy and 

religious traditions to the contemporary world and how they affect 

people’s lives in contemporary society.  

In her scholarly works, on the one hand, Judith points out that 

there is a conservative side in religion and philosophy. On the other 
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hand, she stresses that we should not neglect the reformist and 

transformative aspect. In the case of Confucianism, she argues that 

there are both a conservative side, serving to bolster established 

institutions and long-standing social divisions, and an idealistic and 

spiritual side in its inner pole.1 These two aspects – its conforming and 

reforming sides – were in tension throughout Chinese history, serving 

as a conservative state orthodoxy and a stimulus for reform. She 

manifests that great Confucians, like religious leaders everywhere, seek 

from time to time to revive and renew the moral, intellectual, and 

spiritual vigor of the tradition. 

Moreover, Judith emphasizes conversational approaches to 

learning and understanding others across the lines of difference. She 

encourages students to speak from their own experiences and to reflect 

their religious identity in the context of religious pluralism.2  As a 

Chinese from Hong Kong and my religious affinity as Roman Catholic, I 

appreciate very much Judith’s teaching and learning philosophy or 

approaches – conversational, collaborative, and understanding 

differences.3 I also appreciate her cross-cultural and interdisciplinary 

approach in doing academic work.4 This affirms in me the importance of 

conducting intercultural or interreligious dialogue in my academic work. 

She is not only a great scholar, she is also well-known to be a good and 

1 Judith A. Berling, “Confucianism,” Focus on Asian Studies, Vol. 2 no. 1: Asian 
Religions (1982): 5-7. 

2 I experienced this in class and Judith also shared her own experiences in class. 
See also Judith A. Berling, “A Confucian Episcopalian,” Spiritus: A Journal of Christian 
Spirituality, vol.15 no.1 (2015): 89-96; Judith A. Berling, Understanding Other Religious 
Worlds: A Guide for Interreligious Education (Maryknoll NY: Orbis Books, 2004), x; Judith 
A. Berling, “Student-centered Collaborative Learning as a ‘Liberating’ Model of Learning 
and Teaching,” Journal of Women and Religion, Vol.17 (1999): 43(12);  Judith A. Berling, 
“Getting Out of the Way: A Strategy for Engaging Students in Collaborative Learning,” 
Teaching Theology & Religion, 1998, Vol.1(1), pp. 31-35

3 Judith A. Berling, “Multifaith/Multicultural Collaborating Groups,” Teaching Theology 
& Religion, vol.16 no. 4(2013): 393. 

4 Judith A. Berling, “Is Conversation about Religion Possible?” Journal of the 
American Academy of  Religion, Vol. 61 no. 1 (1993): 1. 
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caring mentor to international students who studied Chinese religion 

and comparative religious studies with her. As my academic adviser, 

she gave me valuable advice and comments whenever I had to present 

a paper at a conference or submit an article for publication. Her careful 

editing helped me a lot in improving my writing skills.

Concerning Dean Arthur, although I did not take any course 

from him, he greatly encouraged me whenever I had to apply for grants 

to attend a conference and teaching, submitting application on essay 

award on religion or my dissertation proposal.  I would not forget the 

pleasant surprises he bought to me when I received letters from him.  

As the dean of GTU, he has to read all the students’ proposal and 

research papers for review. His attitude of appreciating diversity and 

pluralistic approaches in doing academic work is worthy for all of us to 

learn.

As a GTU alumna, I would like to take this chance of 

contributing a humble essay on religious and cultural traditions as living 

traditions in order to express my heartfelt gratitude to both Judith and 

Arthur. Since I am a Chinese Catholic from Hong Kong, interested in 

Christian and Confucian social ethics and its relevance to the 

contemporary world, I will explore how these two traditions are 

compatible with modern liberating values, particularly feminist ethics. 

This article is based on what I learnt and worked on during my study at 

GTU, the insights I get from Judith and Arthur, as well as my ongoing 

reflection. 

Importance of Gender Equality to Religious and Cultural Traditions

Gender equality and feminism is significant for the future of 

many religious and cultural traditions because so many members of 

these traditions are concerned about the equal social opportunities 

available to both women and men, and the values and teachings of 
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these traditions affect the worldview and behavior of many people 

which, in turn, affect justice for women. Although there are various 

schools of thought within feminism, in general, feminism endorses a 

solid conviction of gender equality and is committed to reforming 

society, including religious institutions, so that the full equality of women 

is respected, which also requires  reforming the thought systems that 

legitimate or even reinforce the present unjust social order.5 It is based 

on women’s experience of exclusion from social opportunity and power; 

and it aims at social change. As more and more women gain access to 

public roles and men become aware of the importance of gender 

justice, people are concerned whether their affiliated traditions provide 

justice for women. Here, justice for women means regarding women as 

the moral and social equals of men and to support their equal 

participation in the social roles that contribute to the common good, as 

well as their equal shares in those benefits comprised by it.6 

I believe that most religious and cultural traditions in the world 

have their own vision of good life and understanding of good society. All 

religious and cultural traditions are living traditions and are subjected to 

renewal and change if they speak to contemporary women and men. 

Through dialogue, with other modern thoughts and other religious or 

cultural traditions, they can shed light on each other and bring renewal 

and reform to their own tradition. It is true that both Confucian and 

Catholic traditions have been criticized that certain teachings and 

practices are incompatible with some modern concepts and ethical 

discourses, such as feminism. However, I suggest that they can be 

liberating ethics under renewal and reinterpretation in different context. 

5 Anne E. Patrick, “Feminist Theology,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol.5, 2nd ed. 
(Detroit: Gale, 2003, p.675-681. Gale Virtual Reference Library. 
<http://find.galegroup.com/ips/start.do?prodld=IPS> 

6 Lisa Sowle Cahill, “Feminism and Christian Ethics: Moral Theology,” in Freeing 
Theology: The Essentials of Theology in Feminist Perspective, ed. Catherine Mowry 
LaCugna (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 212-213.
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In this article, I will mainly focus on discussing the compatibility of 

Confucianism with the notion of gender equality. I will bring in the 

development of feminist ethics in the Catholic tradition for dialogue. 

Revival of Confucianism 

Confucianism has a long history of over 2,500 years.7 During 

the long history of development, Confucianism has been used in many 

different ways. It has been considered as an idealistic ethic of 

transcendent humanism, but it has also been identified with the imperial 

political system, oppressive authoritarianism, and rigid social 

hierarchies. It has also been considered as outdated and not suitable 

for modern societies by the anti-traditionalists or iconoclastic reformers 

in the early twentieth century. 8  At other times, it has been manipulated 

by rulers or people of power to justify the status quo of a society, 

emphasis on authority and set of relationships, lacking due respect to 

an individual person, associating with conservative values, and 

reinforcing patriarchal and oppressively hierarchal measures. Can 

Confucian ethics be considered as a social ethics that show care to or 

even bring liberation to men and women?

Some people query the relevance of Confucianism to the 

contemporary world as they consider it outdated and not influential 

7  Confucianism is a translation of rujia, a movement of thought that aimed at ways of 
restoring order as well as offering ideal ways of life for human beings in the face of chaotic 
social and political situation from 6th century B.C.E. onwards. Confucius (551-479 BCE) is 
regarded as the first and most important thinker of the movement. There are various 
stages of development, usually divided into early Confucian (from 6th century), neo-
Confucian (9th to 16th century), and modern Confucian periods. For details, please refer to 
See Tu Wei-ming, “Confucianism,” in Our Religion, ed. Arvind Sharma (New York: Harper 
SanFrancisco, 2993), 141-227.

8 Chinese thinkers who were under influence of Western education in the early 
twentieth century believed that Confucianism was mainly responsible for inhibiting 
creativity and destroying individual initiative and freedom in China’s desperate attempt to 
modernize. They argue that there was no salvific or liberating potential in the Confucian 
project; ritual appeared as an artificial set of externally imposed rules, outmoded and 
hypocritical. See Tu, “Confucianism,” 215. Also see Liu Shu-hsien, “Confucian Ideals and 
the Real World: A Critical Review of Contemporary Neo-Confucian Thought,” in Confucian 
Traditions in East Asian Modernity, ed. Tu Wei-ming (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1996), 99.
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anymore.9 It is true that Confucianism experienced severe attacks 

during the May-Fourth New Cultural Movement in the twentieth century 

and the anti-Confucian movement by the Chinese Communist Party in 

the 1960s and 1970s. However, the Chinese government has tried to 

revitalize Confucianism and prioritize this tradition as an important 

cultural tradition in recent years. Top officials acknowledged the need to 

learn from the past cultural and moral traditions of China when “building 

a harmonious society” and “putting people first” were the main concepts 

of China’s socialist core value system put forth by the Chinese 

government since 2006.10 Many scholars also examine the relationship 

between Confucianism and the notion of a harmonious society.11 

Moreover, the Confucius Institute was established in 2004 for 

the promotion of Chinese language and the spread of Chinese culture 

abroad with standardized teaching materials.12 The institutes operate in 

co-operation with local affiliate colleges and universities around the 

world, and financing is shared between the Office of Chinese Language 

9 Some contemporary western thinkers argue that the way Confucianism conceives 
of a fully human life in terms of relationships to others may suppress the self and neglect 
individual rights and autonomy. See Kwong-Loi Shum and David B. Wong, “Introduction,” 
in Confucian Ethics, ed. Kwong-Loi Shun and David B. Wong (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 1-2.

10 The concept of "socialist core value system" was publicized for the first time at the 
Sixth Plenum of the 16th Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee in 2006, at 
which the CPC highlighted the importance of creating a "socialist harmonious society." 
The Party explained the value system should consist of Marxism, socialism with Chinese 
characteristics, patriotism, the spirit of reform and innovation and the socialist sense of 
honor and disgrace.

11 Academics at the provincial level are enthusiastic in promoting the study of the 
traditional Chinese philosophies and conferences have been organized on the revival of 
Chinese traditional ethical thought. One attempt is a world conference on “The Concept of 
Harmony in Confucianism and the Building of a Harmonious Society in China” in October 
2008. Papers of the conference can be found 
http://theory.people.com.cn/BIG5/40555/8208671.html.  Moreover, Confucian ethics have 
been incorporated into the curriculum for primary and secondary schools students since 
the 1990s.

12 The Confucius Institute is overseen by the Office of Chinese Language Council 
International (Hanban) whose top-level members are drawn from the Communist Party of 
China leadership and various state ministries. For further information about the Confucius 
Institute, please refer to the official website of the Office of Chinese Language Council 
International: http://english.hanban.org/
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Council International and the host institutions. Furthermore, 

Confucianism is still influential in some areas of East Asia and among 

Chinese people living in other parts of the world. In the academic world, 

more and more western scholars are interested in examining 

Confucianism as philosophy and religion and its impact in ancient and 

contemporary times. With the rising of China as a great power, more 

and more people in the Western world are also interested in learning 

Chinese culture, ancient and modern. Equally important, as a Chinese 

from Hong Kong myself, I have studied Chinese philosophy and 

literature since I was a youth and I still appreciate many of the key 

values in Chinese philosophy, including those in Confucianism. Thus, it 

is worthwhile to examine the compatibility of Confucianism with modern 

values, in this case, gender equality and feminist ethics. 

Confucianism in a Patriarchal Society 

Confucianism has a reputation for its degrading and repressive 

attitude towards women and for its history of women-oppressive 

practice among some people.13 In Confucius’ sayings, among the few 

texts mentioning women, the most controversial passage on women in 

the  Lunyu (the Analects) is probably stated in Book 17, “Only nuzi 

(women or young girls) and petty people are hard to rear. If you are 

close to them, they behave inappropriately; if you keep a distance from 

them, they become resentful.”14 By saying that women are hard to 

cultivate without saying the same thing about men, some scholars 

suggest that Confucius implies that women are harder to nourish than 

men and thus inferior to men. This saying has been used to degrade 

women in later days and has been regarded as evidence for Confucius’ 

opinion that virtuous men were superior to women and petty men. 

13 Chenyang Li, “Introduction: Can Confucianism Come to Terms with Feminism?” in 
The Sage and the Second Sex: Confucianism, Ethics, and Gender, ed. Chenyang Li 
(Chicago: Open Court, 2000), 1-3.

14 The Analects,  Book 17:25.  The Analects is a collection of Confucius’ sayings and 
is considered the most important classic of Confucianism. 
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However, given the few mentions of women in the Analects and the 

uncertainty as to whether these few mentions were really Confucius’ 

sayings, some scholars think that it is difficult to come to any decisive 

conclusion about Confucius’ view of women.15   

Besides, some scholars point out that Mencius also seems to give 

more importance to men than to women in Wulun, the Five 

Relationships which include love between father and son, duty between 

ruler and subjects, distinction between husband and wife, precedence 

of the old over the young, and trust between friends. It is suggested that 

in the Five Relationships, particularly the husband-wife distinction, with 

the idea that the husband’s function is external whereas the wife’s is 

internal, reinforce patriarchal and hierarchal relationships.16 In another 

passage, Mencius says: 

The father teaches sons the way of good men; the mother 
teaches daughters about marriage. [When the mother] 
sends her daughter to the wedding, she would say, “After 
getting married, you must be respectful and diligent, and 
do not go against your husband’s will. Women’s way is to 
obey.”17  

This passage is regarded to be the most sexist one in the entire book of 

Mencius. Mencius teaches that the attitude of compliance is the correct 

way for a wife or concubine. Both passages mentioned above seem to 

reinforce the traditional division of gender roles. 

Some scholars argue that the idea of distinction between the 

husband and wife is not particularly Confucian or Mencian. It is argued 

15  Xinyan Jiang, “Confucianism, Women and Social Contexts,” Journal of Chinese 
Philosophy (2009): 231-32. http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/enhanced/doi/10.1111/j.1540-
6253.2009.01516.x 

16 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 3A.4. English translation is adopted from: 
Mengzi, translated by Bryan W. Van Norden, Mengzi. With Selections from Traditional 
Commentaries (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co., 2008).

17 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 3B.2.
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that sexism became characteristic of Confucianism only after they died. 

With the teaching of yang and yin, the Han Confucian master Dong 

Zhongshu teaches that the husband who represents yang is superior 

whereas the wife who represents yin is inferior. The degrading attitude 

toward women became extreme during the period of Song-Ming neo-

Confucianism. Moreover, the Three Bonds which emerged first not in 

Confucian classics, but in Han Fei Zi, and was advocated later by neo-

Confucian Zhu Xi who states that the husband’s right position is outside 

the home and the wife’s position is inside the home.18 The Three Bonds 

asserts the ruler’s authority over the minister, the father’s over the son, 

and the husband’s over the wife. It reinforces the practice that the 

husband is superior and the wife is inferior. This degrading and 

oppressive attitude toward women turned into oppressive practice in 

reality. The doctrine of “chaste widowhood” became an official institution 

in the Ming Dynasty. The degradation of women seems to have 

correlated with a long-held Chinese belief that there should be 

distinction between men and women. However, is it accurate to say that 

the Confucian attitude toward women has been solely degrading and 

repressive? Is Confucian oppression of women a necessary implication 

of its general philosophy? Are there enough common grounds between 

Confucianism and feminism so that they may render support to each 

other in pursuing their causes? 

Confucianism and Feminist Ethics

Although there are some passages in the Confucian classics 

that are regarded as sexist, we should understand them in context. 

Moreover, apart from the above specific passages about women, we 

should look at the main values and themes in Confucian texts and 

examine its attitudes towards humanity and equality or reciprocity when 

18 Li, “Introduction: Can Confucianism Come to Terms with Feminism?” 4-6.
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assessing its compatibility with gender equality and feminist ethics in 

context. 

Roles Relationship and Gender Equality 

As seen above, the Five Roles relationship and the virtue of 

obedience for women are often regarded as designating an inferior role 

to women.  The nominal subjugation of women by Confucius and 

Mencius, as Chinese religions scholar Terry Woo points out, may need 

an alternative interpretation when seen through the assumption that 

society can be harmonized through stable relationships and the 

importance of a sensitive heart for compassionate government.  The 

way I read him, Confucius can be understood to reject gender 

hierarchies because man and woman both belong to one family, which 

in the Confucian tradition is the basic unit of society and politics.  

Guided by benevolence and humaneness in the web of interrelated 

obligations, harmony between family members can bring peace and 

stability to society.  Hence, my reading would claim that Confucius does 

not accept acts of cruelty and inhumaneness coming from any member 

of the family because each member of the family holds clear 

responsibilities for maintaining relational harmony between members, 

even between spouses.19 

Moreover, to play one’s role well and to handle relationships 

with others properly is required for all Confucian virtues and is 

imperative to being a Confucian moral person. Gender is primarily a 

functional distinction assigning to women to inner/domestic duties, and 

men to outer/public duties, in the context of the Confucian relationship 

role system. Confucius and Mencius do not hold an explicit conception 

of gender, nor they appeal to the conception to justify the subordination 

19 Terry Woo, “Confucianism and Feminism,” in Feminism and World Religions, ed. 
Arvind Sharma and Katherine K. Young (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1999), 115.
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of women.20 Xinyan Jiang argues that once a philosophy that 

emphasizes role-playing and hierarchal distinctions among people 

combines with a social context in which women’s inferiority is taken for 

granted, this philosophy will serve the oppression of women. However, 

she also suggests that as long as Confucians today abandon those 

sexist assumptions about women from patriarchal societies and accept 

the idea of sexual equality prevailing in modern societies, their 

philosophy will be beneficial to sexual equality.21 Thus, Confucius may 

be considered as uncritical to the traditional norms of sexual 

segregation and male authority but not a calculated advocate of sexism.22 

Confucius did teach equality, such as the opportunity to learn,23 

moral progress or the development of ren.24 However, as Terry Woo 

argues, these egalitarian notions are not applied in reality. In early 

Confucian teachings, Confucius and Mencius taught that everyone can 

be a sage through moral self-cultivation. As teachers, they believed that 

all human beings could benefit from self-cultivation. Confucius upheld 

the principle “in instruction there is no grading into categories.”25 He 

designed and started a humanities program for potential leaders in his 

thirties, opening the doors of education to all. He defined learning not 

merely as the acquisition of knowledge but also as character formation 

and an important way to acquire virtues.26  Mencius also advocated an 

educational system that instructs people in how to live up to the human 

20 Henry Rosemont, “Classical Confucian and Contemporary Feminist Perspectives 
on the Self: Some Parallels and Their Implications,” in The Sage and the Second Sex, 63-
82; Sin Yee Chan, “Gender and Relationship Roles in the Analects and the Mencius,” in 
Confucian Political Ethics, ed. Daniel Bell (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 
147-173

21  Jiang, “Confucianism, Women and Social Contexts,” 235, 237.
22 Woo, “Confucianism and Feminism,” 116-117.
23 Confucius, The Analects, 15:38.
24 Confucius, The Analects, 15:35, 3:3.
25 Confucius, The Analects, Book 15:39. 
26 Confucius, The Analects, Book 17:8.
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roles, such as being a good parent, child, ruler, minister, spouse and 

friend. The primary function of education or moral cultivation for the two 

Confucian masters was to provide the proper way of training a complete 

person or junzi, a process that involved constant self-improvement and 

continuous social interaction. Therefore, I believe that for the Confucian 

masters, women also have the ability to be virtuous. Mencius speaks of 

women as wise counselors27 and productive members of society as silk 

weavers and caretakers.28 With Mencius’s core teaching that all people 

with sensible heart would be affected by the suffering of others, he 

probably was not a misogynist.

Furthermore, although yin and yang are sometimes used to 

degrade women, contemporary Confucian scholar Sin Yee Chan points 

out that it can be seen as complementary force instead of subordinate 

force, as shown in Liji (the Book of Rites) that “music comes from yang, 

rituals come from yin, when yin and yang harmonize, myriad things are 

fulfilled” (2:5). Since rituals are of utmost importance in Confucianism, to 

conceive of yin as their source is indeed to accord yin a very 

respectable status. Chan proposes that of the yin-yang distinction 

implies a fluid distinction in the sense that there is no fixed rule in 

assigning weight to its features of complementarity and hierarchy. Thus, 

it does not imply granting male significant practical advantages. Rather, 

it implies a dynamic way of interaction between various roles.29

Besides, a new trend of Chinese women scholarship started to 

take shape in the 1980s and 90s. They argue that Chinese women 

should not be characterized as mere pitiful victims who contributed 

nothing in history.30 Some Confucian ideas have actually helped 
27 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 3B.2.
28 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 7A.22.
29 Sin Yee Chan, “ The Confucian Conception of Gender in the Twenty-first Century,” 

in Confucianism for the Modern World, ed. Daniel A. Bell and Hahm Chaibong (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 316-321.
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improve women’s position because Confucianism did not attach 

importance to birth or social background, and everyone could improve 

through education and self-cultivation. They contend that some of the 

privileged women actively embraced Confucian values and took it as 

their own duty to resuscitate the Confucian way and to transmit it to the 

next generation. They also believed that the rule of li (propriety) should 

be adjusted to changing times and circumstances, the respective roles 

of men and women were subject to change as conditions changed.31 

Human Relatedness and Other-directed Dimension

Some scholars rightly point out that the feminist demand for 

gender equality is compatible with the basic insights and precepts of 

Confucian ethics which emphasizes other-directed nurturing and inter-

connectedness between each other. 32 Chenyang Li proposes that there 

are parallels between Confucian ethics and care-oriented feminist 

ethics. The notion of ren in Confucian ethics has a strong care 

orientation with a tender aspect of human relatedness.33 In the 

Analects, in certain cases and in following the traditional understanding, 

Confucius takes ren as a particular virtue, translating it as benevolence, 

kindness, love or humanity. This contains the sense of affection. 

Confucius claims ren is love.34 Mencius also emphasizes “ren is to love 

others”35  or “ren is to love all.”36 Understanding ren as love and 

30 Priscilla Ching Chung, “Power and Prestige: Palace Women in the Northern Sung 
(960-1126),” in Women in China: Current Directions in Historical Scholarship, ed. Richard 
Guisso and Stanley Johannesen (Youngstown, NY: Philo Press, 1981)

31 Li Yu-ning, Chinese Women Through Chinese Eyes (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe 
Inc, 1992); Dorothy Ko, Teachers of the Inner Chambers: Women and Culture in 
Seventeenth-Century China (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994).

32 Rosemont, “Classical Confucian and Contemporary Feminist Perspectives on the 
Self,” 63-82; Chan, “Gender and Relationship Roles in the Analects and the Mencius,” 
147-173; Li-Hsiang Lisa Rosenlee, Confucianism and Women: A Philosophical 
Interpretation (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006).

33 Chenyang Li, “The Confucian Concept of Ren and the Feminist Ethics of Care: A 
Comparative Study,” in Confucian Political Ethics, 175-197.

34 Confucius, The Analects, 12:22.
35 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 4B.28.
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affection, Mencius says, “All human have hearts that are not unfeeling 

toward others…The heart of compassion is the sprout of benevolence.”37 

Employing the story of a child about to fall in the well, Mencius 

demonstrates that all have the heart of compassion.38  He also points 

out that ren is applicable not only to close personal relationships but to 

everyone. Confucius and Mencius’ conception of ren through the 

attitude of sincerity and loyalty and the principle of reciprocity show no 

clear case of misogyny or intent to oppress women.  

Moreover, both Confucian and feminist ethics emphasize the 

social dimension of human person with a sense of interconnection and 

mutuality. Among the many sayings about ren in the Analects, Wing-Tsit 

Chan suggests that the most important ones are: “to master oneself and 

to return to propriety” (12.1), the Golden Rule “do not do to others what 

you do not wish them to do to you” (12.2), and “wishing to establish his 

own character, also establishes the character of others, and wishing to 

be prominent himself, also helps others to be prominent” (6.30). To 

master oneself and to establish one’s character means self-perfection, 

and to restore propriety and to establish the character of others means 

to bring about a perfect society. Obviously the virtue of ren involves the 

perception of others as well as of oneself. The Golden Rule has the 

meaning of reciprocity. It is also a principle of fairness – it asks a person 

to imagine being in the place of the other on the basis of the actor’s 

generalized wants.39

36 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 7A.46.
37 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 2A.6. 
38  To show innate goodness, Mencius used the example of a child falling down a 

well. Witnesses of this event immediately feel alarm and distress, not to gain friendship 
with the child's parents, nor to seek the praise of their neighbors and friends, nor because 
they dislike the reputation [of lack of humanity if they did not rescue the child]. The feeling 
of commiseration is the beginning of humanity. Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 
2A.6.

39 Chan, “Chinese and Western Interpretations of Jen (Humanity),”  Journal of 
Chinese Philosophy 2 (1975): 107-129.108.
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Contemporary Confucian scholar Tu Wei-ming argues that 

Confucianism perceives human relationships in terms of a set of 

expanding concentric circles: wishing to cultivate personal life, one must 

not fail to serve his parents; wishing to serve his parents, one must not 

fail to know human beings; wishing to know human beings, one must 

not fail to know Heaven. Therefore, self-cultivation is not only an 

isolated quest for inner spirituality but also a continuous attempt at 

interpersonal communication.40 It is an integral part of a relational self 

because the degree of one’s achieved humanity is measured in terms of 

the success that the self has in building a balanced, harmonious 

network of human relations. Apart from forming oneself, a virtuous 

person is also helping others to establish themselves. The virtue of ren 

as the culmination of one’s personhood can only be actualized in each 

particular relation governed by a particular social excellence appropriate 

to that relation.41

Furthermore, both Confucianism and feminism agree that 

human persons with social selves have obligations toward other people.  

Understanding ren as love and affection, early Confucian scholars 

suggest that it must rest on the foundation of affection to relatives, and 

particularly one’s parents, but is not limited to it. They express love in 

gradation, starting from people around them, then expanding to people 

further away.42 Although one should have good will towards all, one 

loves first of all those nearest to him. It is the application that has 

degrees or grades, not love itself. The substance does not vary but its 

operations differ in different situations.43 To be specific, Mencius 

40 Zhongyong (Centrality and Commonality), 20:7. See Tu Wei-ming, “The Fiduciary 
Community,” in Centrality and Commonality: An Essay on Confucian Religiousness. A 
Revised and Enlarged Edition of Centrality and Commonality: An Essay on Chung-yung, 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 54.

41 Li-Hsiang Lisa Rosenlee, Confucianism and Women: A Philosophical Interpretation 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006), 42.

42 Li, “The Confucian Concept of Ren and the Feminist Ethics of Care: A 
Comparative Study,” 175-197.
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distinguishes between love, ren or humane, and affection. “A profound 

person loves things but is not humane to them. He is humane to people 

in general but is not affectionate (qin) to them. He is affectionate to his 

parents, humane to people, and loves all things.”44 Thus, one does not 

exclude humanity for other people.

With the features of other-directed nurturing, inter-

connectedness between each other, obligations towards other people, 

and the meanings of love and reciprocity in the prominent virtue of ren, I 

affirm that Confucianism is a cultural tradition that highly respects every 

person and shows love and affection towards other people, both women 

and men, rather than discriminating against or oppress women. These 

values should be highlighted in affirming gender equality.

Gender Equality in Roman Catholic Tradition

The above discussion reminds me that Christianity, like 

Confucianism, has been considered as legitimizing women’s 

suppression through its hegemonic codes and law in different periods of 

the church’s history. However, at the same time, women have claimed 

their religious agency through playing important roles in the church and 

many scholars have continued to retrieve the liberating texts and 

teachings in the Scripture as well as church documents. In this section, I 

would like to discuss briefly the development of gender equality in the 

Roman Catholic tradition in order to conduct dialogue with 

Confucianism. Due to limited space, I will mainly focus on how Catholic 

theologians retrieve resources from Catholic tradition and demonstrate 

the important role of women in the Scripture and contemporary society 

in spite of the long suppression of women’s role as leaders in the 

Church. This is to try to show that we should not just focus on a few 
43 Wing-tsit Chan, “Chinese and Western Interpretations of Jen (Humanity),” Journal 

of Chinese Philosophy 2 (1975): 111.
44 Mencius, The Book of Mencius, Book 7A.45.
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particular texts of a tradition that are regarded as sexist and argue that 

that tradition cannot support gender equality. Instead, we should find 

out the key principles and values of the Scriptures or classics of that 

tradition and reinterpret them in light of contemporary contexts.

Catholic feminist ethicist Lisa Sowle Cahill suggests that 

tradition should always be discerned with a threefold hermeneutics of 

appreciation, suspicion, and praxis. In examining the trend of feminist 

discourse and movement in the Catholic Church, she asks:  How does 

wisdom from the past give life today? (appreciation); how do traditions 

mediate dominant ideologies that continue to oppress some community 

members? (suspicion); and how can our traditions be embodied in just 

relationships now? (praxis) Feminist theology asks these questions in 

light of the experience of the risen Christ and the Spirit within the 

Church, and in light of the Church’s complicity in the oppression of 

women.45  

In the past, women's leadership had been unacceptable in 

Christianity and the Church was misogynistic during the patriarchal 

Greco-Roman world since the fourth century. Some scholars point out 

that the reason is based on the role of Eve in the Fall, as told in the 

Scriptures. Women were considered to be more easily led astray and, 

thus, were inferior to men. In some of Paul the Apostle’s writings, it is 

clear that women were being excluded from roles that involved teaching 

and authority over men.46 These passages in the Scriptures have been 

quoted frequently as support for the inferior status of women in the 

Church. This misogynist attitude persisted after New Testament times.47  

45 Lisa Sowle Cahill, “Catholic Feminists and Traditions: Renewal, Reinvention, 
Replacement,” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 34.2 (2014): 28.

46 Paul’s ethical and spiritual undervaluation of women (1 Corithians 11:3,13-16; 2 
Corithians 11:3) which were pieces of advice addressed to his community in a particular 
situation have been turned into abstract laws. See Raming, “From the Freedom of the 
Gospel to the Petrifield ‘Men’s Church’,” 7. 

47 In the second century Tertullian, said of woman: "You are the devil's gateway"; in 
the 3rd century Origen wrote: "What is seen with the eyes of the creator is masculine, and 
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As a consequence of these influences, over the centuries the Church 

continued to be shaped by cultural bias that women were inferior to men 

both by nature and by law.48 Women are not allowed to be ordained as 

priests and deacons, thus, traditionally they are excluded from many 

leadership positions of the hierarchal Church.

In spite of this development, since 1960s, with the renewal and 

reforming spirit of the Second Vatican Council and the influence of 

feminist movement in the West, women in the Catholic Church have 

reflected on their role and status and advocated for gender equality both 

in the Church and society. Feminist theology has also emerged and 

flourished. Employing different biblical methods and tools, feminist 

theologians and biblical scholars rediscover the role of women in the 

early Church and the attitudes of Jesus towards women. A number of 

scholars argue that Jesus vigorously promoted the dignity and equality 

of women amid a very male-dominated society.49  Women in Palestine 

at the time of Jesus were treated as inferiors, being subordinated first to 

their fathers, then to their husbands.50 However, according to the New 

Testament, Jesus welcomed women and broke the conventional 

boundary between women and men.51 Jesus chose women to bear 

not feminine, for God does not stoop to look upon what is feminine and of the flesh"; in the 
fourth century Epiphanius said: "The devil seeks to vomit out his disorder through women. 
Quotes taken from Leonard Swidler, Jesus was a Feminist. See also Henderson, 
“Tradition and the Status of Women in the Catholic Church,” Australia E-journal of 
Theology 2 (Feb 2004): 4. 

48 This attitude can be seen in the work of medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas. As 
regards the individual nature, woman is defective and misbegotten, for the active power of 
the male seed tends to the production of a perfect likeness in the masculine sex; while the 
production of a woman comes from defect in the active power. (Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologica, Q92, art. 1, Reply Obj. 1). See Robinson B. The Status of Women in the 
Bible, 1997-2002, http://www.religioustolerance.org/fem_bibl.htm

49 Swidler, Jesus was a Feminist;  
50 Ruth Henderson, “Tradition and the Status of Women in the Catholic Church,” 1-2.
51 Jesus allowed women to travel with him (Luke 8:1-30), ignored ritual impurity 

(Mark 5:25-34), talked to foreign women (John 4:7 to 5:30), taught women students (Luke 
10:38-42), expressed concern for widows. The Gospel of Luke alone contains 6 
references to widows: (Luke 2:36, 4:26, 7:11, 18:1, 20:47 and 21:1). See Henderson, 
“Tradition and the Status of Women in the Catholic Church,” 2. Also see Rudolf 
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witness to his resurrection based on the Resurrection accounts, 

reflecting women's equal call to discipleship, for it was upon the 

testimony of women that the proclamation of the Resurrection 

depended.52 This equal call to discipleship implies that the mission of 

prophecy and evangelization was given to both male and female 

disciples.53 Even if Jesus had called only men as his apostles, there 

was no evidence of an explicit and deliberate act of Jesus in the sense 

that he wished to restrict the official appointment to men only.54 After the 

death of Jesus, the early Christian Church continued to live out Jesus' 

example of equality by giving leadership roles to women. The 

responsibility for ministry was shared by the community as a whole.55  It 

is only later that the Church turned sexist.

Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, one of the most well-known 

feminist biblical scholars, introduced a hermeneutics of suspicion that 

applies to both contemporary androcentric interpretations of the Bible 

and the biblical texts themselves. She maintains that certain texts are 

patriarchal texts and therefore can serve to legitimate women's 

subordinate role and secondary status in patriarchal society and church.56 

In her book In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of 

Christian Origins, Fiorenza argues for the retrieval of the overlooked 

contributions of women in the early Christian church. She rejects the 

notion that Paul the apostle was misogynistic and reexamines the 

biblical stories in order to find the true Paul and his relationship with 

Schnackenburg, “The Attitude of Jesus toward Women and the Family,” The Moral 
Teaching of the New Testament (Herder and Herder, 1965), 132-136.

52 This can be seen in Jesus’ Resurrection accounts as shown in John 20:11-18; 
Luke 24:1-12; Matthew 28:1-10. In fact,it was women who remained at the cross before 
Jesus died (Luke 27:55-56) and were present at his burial (Luke 27:61). 

53 The Acts of Apostles 2:17.
54 Raming, “From the Freedom of the Gospel to the Petrifield ‘Men’s Church’,” 5.
55 See Linda L. Belleville, Women Leaders and the Church: Three Crucial Questions 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2000), 47.
56 Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Bread not Stone: The Challenge of Feminist Biblical 

Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984), xii.
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women. She discusses the many encounters Paul has with women and 

proposes that Paul saw the women as equals both as people and in 

ministry. The key verses for this reconstruction of gender equality can 

be found in the letter to the Galatians 3:28 in the Scriptures: “There is 

no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 

longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”57 

In discussing the renewal of Catholic tradition and feminism in 

recent decades, Lisa Cahill delineates the varieties of Catholic feminism 

since the Second Vatican Council, including the Augustinian, neo-

Thomistic, neo-Franciscan, and the Junian.58 The Augustinian Catholics 

are more counter-cultural and faith-community oriented. They embrace 

gender complementarity and the theology of the body. Neo-Thomists 

emphasize the basic human dignity of women whose spiritual equality 

has been recognized, and the goodness of human nature of both 

women and men. Neo-Franciscan are interested in grounding justice 

commitments, including gender equality, in local Christian community, 

liturgy, prayer, and personal moral virtues formed in closed 

relationships. Non-Western ethics of gender, including Latina, 

womanist, Asian and African present more radical approaches to 

tradition, suggest a Junian stream (the apostle Junia of Romans 16). 

These four streams have different focuses and employ different 

strategies in affirming gender equality and women’s dignity and status. 

In spite of the differences, Cahill suggests that they share common 

commitments, namely difference in unity, moral realism, social 

meliorism, human equality, preferential option for the poor, and 

interreligious dialogue.59 They retrieve resources from the Catholic 

57 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological 
Reconstruction of Christian Origins, 10th anniversary ed. (New York: Crossroad, 1995).

58 For details, see Cahill, “Catholic Feminists and Traditions: Renewal, Reinvention, 
Replacement,” 29-41.

59 Ibid., 41-45.
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tradition and reinterpret them in order to bring renewal to Catholic 

tradition, especially in the area of gender equality.

From the evolution of the understanding of gender equality and 

feminist ethics in the Catholic Church, we can see that living traditions 

can learn from others and develop or change.  They can have an 

important impact on upholding human dignity, human flourishing and 

the building of a better world.

Cross-Cultural Insights and Implications to Contemporary Women 

From the above, we can see that ancient cultural tradition and 

religion can be compatible with modern values such as gender equality. 

I would like to raise a few points for discussion and examine their 

implications to their adherents today.

Although it is true that there are some sexist passages in the 

classical texts of the Confucian tradition and the Scriptures in the 

Catholic tradition, they should be interpreted in context and not to be 

generalized in all situations. These texts may be misinterpreted and 

manipulated by people with power in the past, using them to oppress 

and discriminate against women, or taking away from women the 

chance of serving in a higher position. The dehumanized practices 

against women do not necessarily mean that these traditions cannot 

bring liberation to women in the contemporary world. Women and men 

who affirm gender equality and feminism should not ignore the fact that 

all traditions can be living tradition. They can be renewed and reformed 

and bring liberating values to people. In both Confucian and Catholic 

traditions, women experienced suppression because of the traditional 

interpretation of certain texts. These texts have their own historical and 

cultural contexts as background and can be reinterpreted in another 

different historical conditions. 
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Moreover, some overarching values and principles in these 

traditions indeed affirm women’s dignity and help improve women’s 

position. This can be seen in the concept of ren or benevolence, 

compassion, human relatedness, and reciprocity in Confucianism and 

human dignity and human rights in Catholic social thought. Both 

traditions also believe in equality of human person disregard of social 

background and everyone can lead a flourishing life through self-

cultivation or formation. With these fundamental values, women should 

not be treated as inferior and they should enjoy equal opportunities in 

roles and status as men. 

Furthermore, there are many different ways of supporting or 

expressing gender equality or feminism in different traditions or within 

one tradition. As shown in the Catholic tradition, different models of 

theology show their support to gender equality through employing 

different resources in the tradition and have different focus. Catholic 

women and men also practice feminism in many different forms. This is 

difference in unity and is also true in non-Western cultures. In Asian and 

Chinese societies in which Confucian culture plays an important role, 

adherents of Confucian tradition who also affirm feminism are trying to 

reinterpret certain values and retrieve useful resources so that this 

tradition can speak to women nowadays who are active in both public 

and private realms and play many different roles at the same time. The 

Confucian concept of ren, with the meanings of love, care, compassion 

and reciprocity, is an important value in upholding gender equality.

With the past record of sexism and suppression of women in 

cultural or religious practices, it is true that some people think that 

certain traditions cannot bring liberation and equality to women. 

However, we should not let certain people dominate the interpretation of 

a particular tradition and impose suffering on others. Rather, we should 
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take an active role in bringing renewal and reform to the cultural and 

religious traditions that affect many people, especially to Confucian and 

Catholic traditions that are influential in my own context. Appropriating 

cultural theorist and postcolonial critic Edward Said’s idea on human 

rights, I concur with Said that for the intellectual to be for human rights, 

or gender equality in this case, means “to be willing to venture 

interpretation of those ideas in the same place and with the same 

language employed by the dominant power, to dispute its hierarchy and 

methods, to elucidate what it has hidden, to pronounce what it has 

silenced or rendered unpronounceable.”60 It is always possible for any 

living tradition to bring life-giving values to people if more adherents or 

intellectuals involve in the work of reform and renewal of the tradition. 

Mary Mee-Yin Yuen is a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Centre for 
Catholic Studies at the Chinese University of Hong Kong.  She is 
also a member of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace.  In 
this capacity, she wrote an article for AsiaNews in 2014 regarding 
justice, peace, and its relevance for Occupy Central and the 
“Umbrella Movement.”  While at the GTU, she was the 2011 Chan 
Prize laureate and a recipient of the Jane Newhall Teaching 
Fellowship.
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I began my doctoral studies at the Graduate Theological Union 

in 1995 with some trepidation. I was not at all sure that I had what it 

would take to successfully navigate a Ph.D. program or that this path 

was compatible with other aspirations such as starting a family.  When I 

looked at the female faculty members who I admired as professionals, I 

realized none of them had children of their own.  I saw few models of 

how to balance motherhood with the expectations and rigor of a life in 

the Academy. But after ten years, having given birth to two children, I 

felt a sense of both relief and gratitude as I walked across the stage to 

receive my doctoral hood from Judith Berling. She chaired my 

committee and encouraged me through the process with a sense of 

calm tenacity.  

My boys are now in their mid-teens and I am now a tenured 

associate professor of interfaith studies at Andover Newton Theological 

School (ANTS) in Newton, Massachusetts where I also co-direct 

CIRCLE (the Center for Interreligious and Communal Leadership 

Education). The foundation for the work I have done at ANTS was laid 

during my years at the GTU.  Professors do not always get to hear 
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about the impact they have had on the many students who flow through 

their classrooms. Reflecting on the ripple effects in my own life and 

career, I want to share four insights that emerged during my doctoral 

studies and continue to be points of reference in the work I do now.

1.   Christian Spirituality and Interreligious Studies are flip sides of 
the same coin 

When people would ask me what it was like to do a Ph.D., I 

found myself saying that it was like trying to figure out my whole life. It 

was complicated, messy, surprising, infuriating and fascinating. For me 

it was also personal.  The story line that led me to study religion began 

in many ways with my birth in South Africa to missionary parents. 

Religious identity was an early, oriented template through which I 

navigate the world and made decisions. In college I majored in South 

Asian studies and discovered religious worldviews profoundly different 

than my own. I spent my junior year in at the School of Oriental and 

African Studies in London where I simultaneously began attending a 

rowdy evangelical Anglican church. It was during this year that I had a 

numinous encounter with the Divine that deepened my commitment to 

Christianity and set me on a path towards seminary.1 I was motivated by 

a desire to study my own faith tradition with the same depth and 

academic care that I had dedicated to studying the religious traditions of 

South Asia. So when I finally arrived in Berkeley, it made perfect sense 

to me that “Area 8,” in GTU’s lexicon of available doctoral degrees, was 

divided into two related programs: 8HR, “the historical and cultural study 

of religions,” and its sibling, 8S, the study of Christian Spirituality.

I am forever grateful that my academic formation was infused 

with both the sensibilities of comparative religious studies that Judith’s 

scholarship represents and a grounding in Christian Spirituality that 

1 I describe this experience in “God is Greater,” My Neighbor’s Faith: Stories of 
Interreligious Encounter, Transformation and Growth, Jennifer Peace, Or Rose & Gregory 
Mobley, eds. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2012), 25-29.
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Arthur’s teaching and writing reflect. Many of the perspectives I 

developed through this dual focus, continue to influence my approach to 

Interreligious or Interfaith Studies. For example, I am struck by Sandra 

Schneider’s description of Christian Spirituality as a “self-implicating” 

field of study. While accountable to the rigorous standards of academia, 

those who study Christian Spirituality tend to be motivated by personal 

as well as intellectual commitments. There is something at stake in their 

calling to this field. I would argue likewise, that Interfaith Studies is best 

understood as self-implicating. Whether there is a civic agenda at the 

heart of the work, an anti-bigotry focus, or a sense of obligation to 

understand the “religious other,” scholars in this emerging field tend to 

have deeply rooted personal commitments that bridge theory and 

practice. 

What I learned at the GTU about the relationship between 

attending to one’s own religious practice in concert with the history and 

practices of other traditions, was animated through my work as board 

member in the early days of the United Religions Initiative (URI). 

Started by Bishop William Swing at Grace Cathedral, the URI was a 

remarkable laboratory for global interreligious cooperation that 

complimented and extended my academic study. From this twin 

experience I learned that the richest interfaith tables are laid with the 

diverse offerings we each have to bring from our own traditions. Rather 

than a watered down, apologetic sense of identity, this work invites 

deep and authentic practitioners willing to work together across 

differences for the sake of issues of shared concern. A colleague of 

mine at ANTS, theologian Mark Heim, captures this in his description of 

interfaith engagement as a “way of being Christian.” This is a 

perspective that resonates with me given my own formation and 

experiences. As Heim points out, having a personal commitment and 

understanding of the value of one’s own faith is a useful foundation for 

recognizing and appreciating the commitments and values of others.
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2. Who says you can’t compare apples and oranges? 
One of the enduring insights for me from my doctoral work is 

the idea that we know by way of contrast. Judith Berling’s careful 

attention to the dynamics of comparative work oriented me to ways of 

approaching the similarities and differences that define us and the 

traditions with which we identify. As I was developing a bibliography for 

my dissertation – a comparative exploration of the role of chanting at a 

Benedictine Abbey and a Hindu temple - Judith introduced me to the 

scholarship of Marilyn Waldman. I knew I had found a kindred 

comparativist when I read Waldman’s assertion that it was perfectly 

reasonable to compare apples and oranges if the object of study was 

small round fruit. If Christian spirituality and interfaith studies seem like 

apples and oranges to some, Waldman’s words are a helpful 

encouragement to look for the larger frame of reference that connects 

them. Keeping these fields as twin reference points makes sense to me 

if the task is framed as understanding my religious self in relationship to 

religious others.2

Another legacy of Judith’s mentorship for which I am grateful is 

her capacity to invite creative scholarship while also maintaining respect 

for the boundaries of diverse disciplines. My gravitation to academia 

was driven by personal curiosity and questions that never seemed to fit 

neatly into the boundaries of conventional disciplines. I often had the 

feeling that the Academy was a structure designed with others in mind. 

Had I been the architect, I would have gone for a more open floor plan. 

The various spaces would be organized around essential questions 

rather than research agendas ordained by the conventions of historic 

disciplines. Judith helped me understand the diverse disciplines as 

conversations that had developed over time that we as younger 

2 See “Spiritual Other/Spiritual Self: Models of Transformative Interfaith Work,” Surjit 
Singh Lecture on Comparative Religious Thought, Graduate Theological Union, Berkeley, 
CA, February 2013.
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scholars were being invited to join and help shape going forward. I 

gained new appreciation for the sheer time and effort it takes to 

immerse oneself in a particular conversation and learn enough to both 

join in and contribute to the dialogue. In this way, I found a balance 

between intellectual freedom and academic discipline in my doctoral 

studies that have continued to serve me well as I work with others to 

imagine the core questions, contours and boundaries that make up 

Interreligious Studies. 

3. Teaching and Learning Matters
 Beyond my interest in the subject matter, one of my primary 

motivations for doing doctoral work was to get the credentials I needed 

to teach in a college or seminary setting. My own college experiences 

had opened me to the power of learning in ways that were 

transformative. I wanted to participate in creating the conditions for 

others to experience similarly transformative learning. 

When I first arrived at the GTU and asked my assigned advisor 

about provisions in the doctoral program for learning about the craft of 

teaching, he politely informed me that my question was one for the 

religious education department but that they no longer offered doctoral 

programs in this area.  Fortunately, I soon met Judith Berling who 

modeled a commitment to both excellent scholarship and excellent 

teaching. She taught a course focused on teaching practices and 

course design that I still refer to for orientation or inspiration when I 

need to put together a new syllabus. She showed me how to set up the 

conditions for creating a shared learning community in the classroom. 

We as peers taught each other even as Judith framed and held the 

larger conversation. My work as the Curriculum Coordinator at the 

Center for Women and Religions during my time at the GTU further 

instilled in me a sense of the power and potential of this model for 

transformative learning.  I take my role as a teacher very seriously. It is 
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my primary commitment as I work to balance the varied demands of 

being a faculty member and CIRCLE co-director. 

4. What Christian Spirituality taught me about Interfaith Studies 
field-building 

Finally, I’m grateful for how the interdisciplinary, innovative 

faculty at the GTU worked together in ways that sparked creativity and 

risk-taking in those of us who studied with them.  As the first associate 

professor of Interfaith Studies at Andover Newton, I’m very involved and 

invested in the development of this emerging field. The pioneering work 

the GTU has done in both Christian Spirituality and their more recent 

embrace of Interreligious Studies, have been sources of both inspiration 

and practical support for my own work. 

As a young doctoral student, I was inspired to be studying in a 

place where the founder of the Society for the Study of Christian 

Spirituality (SSCS), Sandra Schneider, served on the faculty. Years 

later I believe this was an important source of my own sense that I too 

could play a founding role in a new field. Having launched the 

“Interreligious and Interfaith Studies” group at the AAR in 2013 (along 

with my co-chair Homayra Ziad and an excellent steering committee) I 

have now turned my attention to creating an Association for 

Interreligious Studies drawing directly on the model of SSCS.  The 

current president of SSCS, Lisa Dahill, who delivered a stirring keynote 

address at the Society’s meeting held in conjunction with the 2015 AAR 

in Atlanta, was a fellow student with me at the GTU. Lisa is now 

advising me on the ins and outs of organizing an academic association. 

This connection and collaboration, more than 20 years after I started my 

doctoral studies, speaks to the kind of community that was cultivated 

through the efforts of folks like Arthur Holder and Judith Berling at the 

GTU. 
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As Andover Newton approaches a major transition in the life of 

the institution and many seminaries face tough decisions about how to 

carry out their educational mission in an age of declining enrollment, I 

am ever grateful for the lessons I learned from Judith Berling, Arthur 

Holder and many other mentors, professors and peers at the GTU: a 

willingness to cross disciplinary boundaries wisely, a capacity for 

uncovering new connections by comparing apples and oranges when 

necessary, a commitment to transformative learning accountable to 

community, and an appetite for intellectual risk-taking and trail-blazing. 

We don’t always get to see the impact we have on our students. It is a 

pleasure to be able to extend my appreciation for the formative impact 

these scholars had on me as they approach their retirement. 

Jennifer Howe Peace is associate professor of interfaith studies at 
Andover Newton Theological School in Massachusetts, where she 
also co-directs the Center for Interreligious and Communal 
Leadership Education program with Hebrew College.  She 
graduated in 2005 with her Ph.D. in Cultural and Historical Studies 
of Religion from the GTU.  In 2013, she returned to the GTU to 
deliver the Surjit Singh Lecture in Comparative Religious Thought 
and Culture.
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Becoming More of the Same, 
For Which We Cheer

Riess W. Potterveld
Graduate Theological Union
Berkeley, California, U.S.A.

Published in:  BJRT, vol. 2, no. 2 © Graduate Theological Union, 2016

I am grateful to the students, faculty, and graduates of the 

Graduate Theological Union (GTU) for their effort to launch this 

Berkeley Journal of Religion and Theology as an online resource and 

opportunity to share seminal ideas and theological and ethical 

reflections with wider constituencies. This volume is dedicated to Judith 

Berling and Arthur Holder both of whom served the Graduate 

Theological Union as Dean and Vice President for Academic Affairs for 

extended periods of time and both of whom were extraordinarily 

successful in guiding the educational development of the GTU. 

Judith brought courses in the religious traditions of China 

(Confucianism and Daoism) to the GTU and introduced courses in 

comparative religion, as well as offering special courses on course 

development and pedagogy to better prepare students for their vocation 

in teaching. She has mentored numerous PhD students through their 

labyrinth of academic obligations, examinations, research and writing 

and may easily hold the Guinness Book of World Records for mentoring 

others. There will be a special conference at the GTU on May 25-26 
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focusing on her pedagogy and approach to interreligious education and 

largely supported by papers and presentations offered by her former 

students and colleagues who have been shaped by her teaching and 

scholarship.

Dean Holder will serve as Professor of Christian Spirituality on a 

half-time basis after retiring from position of Dean. Arthur’s imprint is all 

over the GTU, particularly in the development of the Center for Islamic 

Studies, Center for Dharma Studies, the new Ph.D. curriculum, and the 

newly aligned Common MA program.  He has managed a very complex 

set of educational institutions within the GTU and developed academic 

infrastructure that supports assessment and contributes to the constant 

quest for improvement and innovation.  Arthur will continue during the 

next year as the Accreditation Liaison Officer. 

In the coming months, we at the GTU will be welcoming a new 

Dean and Vice President for Academic Affairs to the GTU.  Dr. Uriah Y. 

Kim, currently Academic Dean at Hartford Seminary, will arrive in 

January 2017 to serve as the new Dean and will also carry the title, 

John Dillenberger Professor of Biblical Studies.  Dr. Kim received his 

Ph.D. from GTU in 2004 and was named Distinguished Alumnus in 

2013. He also earned a M.A. from New York University, M.Div. from 

Princeton Theological Seminary and a Th.M. from Candler School of 

Theology. Since the GTU is expanding its interreligious representation, 

it is fortuitous that Uriah has been engaged with others at Hartford in the 

creation of a new Ph.D. program in Islamic Studies and Christian-

Muslim Relations as well as other degree and certificate programs that 

are interreligious in nature. We look forward to his arrival and leadership 

in guiding the GTU in its next chapter. 

The GTU has always and will continue to emphasize 

interreligious and interdisciplinary graduate education but we are 

increasingly paying attention to the engagement of theology (ethics, 

history, culture, sacred texts, and art) with persistent, perplexing social 
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problems. One of the writers in the regular issue of this volume (Vol. 2, 

No. 1), William O’Neill, SJ – who was awarded the Sarlo Excellence in 

Teaching Award two years ago – offers a deep assessment of issues of 

genocide and the function of personal loss, suffering, and testimony in 

reconciliation. He was an advisor to Rwanda as that country dealt with 

these harsh realities. We speak often these days about public 

theologians and activist scholars because more scholars are addressing 

public issues in blogs and other social media. I have heard this 

described as the movement from the cloister to the hub – or the idea 

that research and scholarship may have practical or transformative 

impact on society beyond the enhancement of knowledge in a particular 

discipline. 

Many GTU programs that offer Bay Area community public 

education focus on issues that are capable of generating disagreement 

or conflict. The GTU offers a safe space for engagement with issues 

about which a variety of viewpoints are held. Several schools that I have 

served instituted training sessions so that faculty members could learn 

to better handle the questions of representatives of the media who are 

looking for incendiary commentary on complex and nuanced problems 

delivered in a couple of sound-bytes. All of these developments force 

the academic scholar to adjust to a role or expectation that is clearly 

changing as academic institutions attempt to prove or demonstrate their 

relevance and value to the larger society.

Among the countless dissertations, theses, and articles I have 

perused in the last three years, a remarkable number integrated rich, 

substantive historical, textual, and theological research projects with 

consideration of contemporary problems that rivet public attention and 

demand solution. This is not to say that all or even most graduate level 

research and writing is focused on social problems or the issues that rile 

the public sphere. It is to say that having one foot in the academy and 
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one foot in one’s societal context is a pattern that is increasingly visible 

in the academic world.

We have said for decades that online resources advance 

education by creating a platform for instant ubiquitous sharing. This 

journal is one additional opportunity to share significant research and 

writing produced in our community and to create a forum for the 

exchange of provocative and challenging ideas. Students are already 

busy with classes, comprehensives, dissertation research and writing, 

part-time jobs, partners and families but it is their devotion and 

aspiration that has brought this Journal into being.  We thank you.

Riess W. Potterveld is the 7th and current President of the 
Graduate Theological Union.  Before his tenure at the GTU, he has 
served as president of the Pacific School of Religion and 
Lancaster Theological Seminary.  Under his leadership, the GTU 
has expanded to include new initiatives and centers, most 
notably the inclusion of the Center for Arts, Religion, and 
Education, the Center for Swedenborgian Studies, the Center for 
Theology and Natural Sciences, and the establishment of the Mira 
and Ajay Shingal Center for Dharma Studies.
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