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MISS-IOLOGY MEETS MS-THEOLOGY: 
Missiology and Feminist Theology 

In Creative Interaction" 

Feminist theology is becoming a significant voice in contemporary 
Christian theology. Feminist theologians can be found throughout the world, 
from privileged western academics, to women and men struggling to survive 
in situations of poverty and political and religious oppression, and in many 
places between these extremes. Missiology too, is becoming more 
recognized as a valid discipline within the wider Christian tradition. What 
then might these two different disciplines have to say to each other? Are 
there serious deficiencies in feminist theology from the perspective of 
missiology? Are there serious deficiencies in missiology in relation to 
women? In what ways can they learn from each other? This article will 
explore these questions. 

Definitions 

In order to be clear about what I am actually referring in "feminist 
theology", "mission" and "missiology," it will be helpful briefly to clarify 
how I am defining and using each of these terms in this paper. Each term has 
a wide range of meanings for different people. 

First, therefore, what is actually meant by feminist theology! 
According to Elizabeth Johnson, feminist theology is 

"a reflection on God and all things in the light of God that 
stands consciously in the company of all the world's 
women, explicitly prizing their genuine humanity while 
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uncovering and criticizing its persistent violation in sexism, 
itself an omnipresent paradigm of unjust relationships. In 
terms of Christian doctrine, this perspective claims the 
fullness of the religious heritage for women precisely as 
human, in their own right and independent from personal 
identification with men. Women are equally sanctified by 
the Holy Spirit; women are equally involved in the ongoing 
tragedy of sin and the mystery of grace, equally called to 
mission in this world, equally destined for life with God in 
glory" (Johnson 1992: 8). 

Feminist theology should perhaps more accurately be called feminist 
theologies. There is no "one" feminist theology that has emerged. "There are 
now vast differences among schools of feminist thought, both within and 
without theology. . . . The field is pluralistic and diversified, and there are 
disagreements about nearly everything, both at the theoretical and strategic 
levels" (LaCugna 1991: 268). 

This makes any general statements about feminist theology difficult. 
However, it is still possible to draw out contributions that some feminist 
theologians have made and apply them to our understanding of mission 
while remembering that they will not necessarily be agreed to by all feminist 
theologians. 

Mission, in the second place, is a difficult term to define because it 
means different things to different people. David Bosch describes mission 
as " . . . a multifaceted ministry, in respect of witness, service, justice, 
healing, reconciliation, liberation, peace, evangelism, fellowship, church 
planting, contextualization, and much more." This is a very broad 
definition of mission (Bosch 1991: 512). 

Charles Van Engen provides a more specific definition of mission: 

Mission is the people of God intentionally crossing barriers 
from church to nonchurch, faith to nonfaith, to proclaim by 
word and deed the coming of the Kingdom of God in Jesus 
Christ; this task is achieved by means of the church's 
participation in God's mission of reconciling people to 
God, to themselves, to each other, and to the world, and 
gathering them into the church through repentance and faith 
in Jesus Christ by the work of the Holy Spirit with a view 
to the transformation of the world as a sign of the coming 
of the kingdom in Jesus Christ (van Engen 1996: 26-27). 
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The Dictionary of Feminist Theologies defines mission with quite 
a different emphasis: 

Mission is to proclaim the good news that God affirms life 
over death and that God acts among the poor, the majority 
of whom are women who are victimized in the 
globalization of the market economy and left out in 
decision-making processes. Mission is forming 
partnerships, building bridges and coalitions, and 
strengthening grassroots movements to struggle for life and 
work for justice for all people (Pui-Lan 1996b: 185). 

There is some variety in these definitions. I have difficulty with any 
definition of mission that does not make any reference to the reconciliation 
of humanity with God and that regards salvation as restricted to the human 
realm. Therefore, for the purposes of this paper, my working definition of 
mission includes some key ingredients—the reconciliation of humanity with 
God through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus; participation with God 
in God's mission in the world;*!and an eschatological dimension that it is not 
simply about transformation of this world (although it includes that) but 
about the ushering in of the Kingdom of God. 

Missiology, finally, is a complex field of study that incorporates 
biblical studies, theology, history, anthropology, ecclesiology, praxis and 
more. "Although basically theological in nature, missiology as we 
understand it today, is unable to deal with its theological concerns without 
the aid of a variety of other disciplines, both theological and secular. 
Missiology is multidisciplinary in character and holistic in approach" 
(Luzbetak 1988: 14). It is difficult to provide a neat definition for missiology 
because it seems to involve so many different areas. Given the 
multidisciplinary nature of missiology, the contribution of feminist 
theologies should be recognized and included. 

Do Feminist Theology and Mission Have Anything to Learn 
from Each Other? 

The argument of this article is that both feminist theology and 
missiology can in fact learn from each other. This is based on the assumption 
that both feminist theology and missiology are not complete in themselves. 
I would argue that there is a sense in which all theology is incomplete, a 
partial glimpse of a God who is beyond human comprehension. Feminist 
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Feminist Theologies 

In my reading of feminist theologies I have been concerned to note 
that the area of mission is very rarely addressed except for a critique of 
patriarchal missionary methods and their impact on women, particularly in 
areas such as Africa and Asia. However, to be fair to feminist theology, one 
needs to examine what its purpose actually is. 

Feminist theology exists for the specific purpose of transforming 
patriarchal institutions and societies. It's purpose is not to provide a 
"complete" theology but rather ". . . to engage in a critique of traditional 
politics and theology in order to trigger a process of investigation, 
rethinking, change and ultimate transformation within patriarchal society and 
religious institutions." (Isherwood and McEwan 1993: 16) Missiology 
should not be immune to this critique. While very little feminist theology 
actually critiques missiology directly, there is much to be learned in the area 
of missiology from some of the insights feminist theologies have brought to 
theology as a whole. 

Ultimately, however, feminist theologies should not aim to continue 
to be simply reactionary. Regina Coll says, "Feminist liberation theology is 
not about the task of destroying or replacing traditional theology any more 
that the feminist movement is about the business of destroying society. The 
aim is to enrich the theological enterprise, to bring to it the talents, 
experiences, scholarship, and reflections of half the human community" 
(Coll 1994: 14) As such feminist theology has a great deal to contribute to 
missiology. However, the reverse is also true. 

What areas then, might missiologists critique in feminist theologies? 
There are aspects of some feminist theologies that are not particularly helpful 
regarding mission and missiology. In particular, the interpretations of some 
feminist theologians of the key beliefs of Christianity can lead to questions 
about how "Christian" some of the theologies are, and how can they relate 
to a concern to communicate with others the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

"In order to remain feminist and faithful to women's 
experiences it must insist that Christian theology, biblical 
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tradition, and the Christian churches are guilty of the 
structural sin of sexist-racist patriarchy which perpetuates 
and legitimates the societal exploitation and violence 
against women. . . . At the same time a critical feminist 
theology of liberation must be able to show that Christian 
faith, tradition and Church are not inherently sexist and 
racist, if it wants to remain a Christian theology" (Schüssler 
Fiorenza 1996:9). 

One of these key beliefs of Christianity is the Trinity. For some 
feminist theologians, the familiar trinitarian description of Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit is regarded as overly patriarchal and masculine. In their desire 
to explore alternative terms for God to these patriarchal terms, some seem 
to have confused the use of male metaphors such as "Father" with an 
ontological reality that is the Trinity. In some feminist theologies it appears 
that the triune nature of God loses any ontological reality. While the names 
Father, Son and Spirit are indeed metaphors for God, are these metaphors 
totally interchangeable with other metaphors? It is true that all metaphors 
only convey something of the reality of God; it is important, however, that 
the metaphors we use relate to the triune nature of God and God's self 
revelation in the scriptures. The difficulty arises when some feminist 
theologians identify Father, Son and Holy Spirit as metaphors (which indeed 
they are), and then go on to explore alternative metaphors without making 
any distinction between the sorts of metaphors. For example, Regina Coll 
strongly affirms the trinitarian nature of God (Coll 1994: 34), but then in 
exploring the metaphors of the Trinity she adds another metaphor-friend-
without in any way relating this back to the trinitarian nature of God that she 
had been affirming. It is this looseness in the application of metaphors that 
can create difficulties in maintaining the ontological reality of the Trinity. 
While alternative metaphors can help broaden our understanding and 
appreciation of God, they also run into the danger of fundamentally 
undermining a trinitarian understanding of God. 

This particularly applies to feminist theologians who speak of God 
in very deistic terms, and then apply non-patriarchal language as they seek 
to explore alternative metaphors to those traditionally used. They fail to 
speak of God in the personal and relational terms to which trinitarian 
theology lends itself. 

On the other hand, some key feminist theologians have focused on 
the Trinity as the means to rediscover the inclusive nature of the Christian 
faith. Catherine LaCugna says, "It is not surprising that in the initial stages 
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of theological feminism the subject of the Trinity was either rejected outright 
or simply ignored. Now some feminist theologians appeal explicitly to 
trinitarian theology in support of a relational view of human personhood and 
the values of mutuality, equality, and community" (LaCugna 1991: 269). 

One of the great contributions that feminist theology can make is to 
expand our understanding of the Trinity by exploring the feminine aspects 
of the Trinity and what they mean for men and women to be created in the 
image of God as Trinity. "Searching for new ways of expressing ancient 
truth that is still compelling, women propose a variety of options: using both 
male and female imagery, using personal imagery without gender (friend, 
redeemer), using nonpersonal terms, using biblical names such as Abba, 
Servant, Paraclete, or retrieving the nonpatriarchal meaning of the Father of 
Jesus Christ" (Johnson 1992: 193). 

Another key belief of Christianity if the incarnation of God in Jesus. 
Some feminist theologians struggle with Christology because of Jesus's 
maleness. "It is not straightforward for women who have to negotiate a 
theology around a male saviour" (Schaefer 1999: 56) This can lead to a 
reduction in the emphasis on the historical Jesus and for some a focus 
instead on Mary as a more relevant savior figure. This is related to a loss of 
trinitarian emphasis in favor of a deistic emphasis. 

Many feminist theologians appear to have a very weak view of 
salvation. Salvation did not even rate an entry in the Dictionary of Feminist 
Theologies (Russell and Clarkson 1996). In many feminist theologies 
salvation is equated with liberation from patriarchal oppression. ". . . 
feminism tends to view salvation mostly in terms of knowledge and 
enhanced power rather than as a liberation from the cosmic, societal and 
spiritual forces that have perverted history. Sin, in a feminist viewpoint, risks 
being defined as a compliant ignorance in one's state of oppression rather 
than a human act, at once spiritual and physical, which is unfaithful to the 
covenant established by God with us" (Martin 1994: 412). This view of 
salvation, hardly seems to include God, let alone Jesus. 

Not surprisingly if this is the dominant view of salvation, the goal 
of salvation becomes the achievement of human dignity. "The vision of 
feminist theology is a world where individual dignity and integrity are 
honoured in mutual relating, where life-giving power replaces life-denying 
power and people are enabled to accept their humanity joyfully" (Isherwood 
and McEwan 1993: 134). There appears to be little difference between some 
feminist theologies and secular feminism in terms of the goals they are 
seeking to achieve. 

Lastly, what is it that feminist theologians would regard as mission. 
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The definition of the Dictionary of Feminist Theology appears to lack a true 
Christian perspective on mission. There is no mention of the Trinity, of 
Jesus, of salvation, or of reconciliation with God. The definition seems to 
apply only to the improvement of living conditions and justice. While it does 
emphasize the need for contextualized theology, worship and community 
life, the main thrust of the article in the Dictionary does not reflect a concern 
to communicate the good news of Jesus Christ to the world, but rather to 
attack the male-dominated structures of the church and western society. 
There is no call for a distinctive "Christian" mission. For many feminist 
theologians it appears that Christianity is only one of a variety of equally 
valid religious choices. "In our multiracial and multireligious world, people 
of other faiths must not be treated as missiological objects but as partners in 
understanding the fullness of God and building solidarity across different 
faith traditions, for the welfare of the whole of humanity and the planet" 
(Pui-Lan 1996b: 186). This is a position many theologians and indeed 
missiologists may agree with, but one that appears somewhat at odds with 
a view of mission as sharing the Christian gospel with those who do not 
know of it. 

Missiology 

Missiology is in some ways as diverse as feminist theologies. Like 
feminist theologies it has a particular purpose-to bring mission back into the 
mainstream of Christian thought and life. However, the insights of feminist 
theologies highlight some serious deficiencies in missiology. 

One of the disciplines included in missiology is history. The 
importance of understanding the history of mission, and in particular from 
learning from its mistakes is understood. However, much of this missionary 
history, like history generally, tends to overlook the role and contribution of 
women. For example, "A reading of African and South African mission 
history leads to an inescapable conclusion that, although both missionary and 
missionised women undoubtedly played a major role in mission and in the 
resultant growth of indigenous churches and Christian communities, they 
became trivialised and marginalised figures in 6written-down' mission 
historiography and in missiology" (Van Schalkwyk 1997: 609). 

There needs therefore, to be the recognition of the role of women in 
mission history—both positive and negative. Women missionaries were 
certainly not necessarily more culturally sensitive than their male 
contemporaries. "The study of Christian mission reveals the complex 
juxtaposition of gender, cultural superiority and religious identity. Mission 
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ideology emphasized the essential difference between white women and 
women of colour: the former as liberated because of the their Christian 
religion; the latter as ignorant and degraded in their heathenism" (Pui-Lan 
1996a: 255). However, an exploration of the history of mission in different 
places including the West, must include the role of women, not just women 
missionaries, in that mission. The lessons learned will be valuable not only 
for missiology but perhaps also for feminist theologies. 

Related to this issue is one of the lessons learned from a study of the 
history of mission. There is a recognition that in the past much of western 
missionary involvement in non-western countries was imperialistic and 
paternal. The indigenous people were seen as "lesser," as passive recipients 
to be given a gospel usually transmitted along with western cultural baggage. 

This is in part a theological issue. The focus of the time on the 
authoritarian, rational, male nature of God was reflected in the colonial 
missions where western missionaries saw themselves as bringing God and 
civilization to the "heathen" who were regarded as like children, not able to 
make their own decisions, provide their own leadership, or engage in their 
own missiology or mission activities. The dominant picture of God as 
"Father" was reflected in the western churches, who regarded themselves as 
in some way representing this Father God and acting as the "fathers" of 
churches in Africa, Asia, and South America. 

Despite the developments in more recent times of contextual ization 
and indigenous churches, there can still be a tendency for this paternalism 
and dependence to continue to be a problem. "Patriarchal language for God 
promotes an entire way of thinking, social constructions of race, class and 
gender, for instance, that benefit males, especially white, affluent males" 
(McFague 1996: 324). Certainly in Australia, there is still a preponderance 
of white, affluent males in our mission agencies and church leadership. 

Feminist theologies argue strongly for the recognition of women 
(and men) as full members of the church. "Patriarchal theology stands in 
need of critical re-assessment so as to make visible the richness of scriptures, 
the all-inclusiveness of teaching and the all-embracing vision of participation 
by everybody" (Isherwood and McEwan 1993: 31). 

In the past mission had become the task of specialized western 
missionaries who often traveled overseas to convert people in different 
countries. While there is the recognition today that mission is just as 
necessary in the west as in the rest of the world, there is still a tendency to 
see mission as the role of the professional—whether professional evangelists 
or simply the local minister. However, mission is not only the task of the 
"professional" but the responsibility of the whole church. This is not to say 


