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1. In Roman Catholicism, celibate priests are considered "superior" to 
married men. Does this mean that because men are also "placed in a 
hierarchical relationship" that they "as a group" are ..... weakened by 
this imposed separation? 

2. Jesus serves as a role model for Christian men and women. Since 
he was sinless and celibate (according to the Bible), does this result 
in Christianity's being unable to have a liberating, fully human view 
for both sexes? 

3. Feminist theologians (like patriarchical theologians) seem to know 
exactly what God is or should be and what humans are or should be. 
Anything that does not conform to these images is false. Is there a 
way for a theologian to guard against such graven images of God or 
humans? 

4. All your authors assume that religion either emanicipated or 
subjugates people. Is what they (and you?) are asserting is that 
religion is more important than economics, politics, literature, etc. In 

defining the potentiality for women? 

5. You speak of the church's "Patriarchal doctrine" in your abstract. 
What do you mean by these terms taken independently and 
together? Do you see patriarchy as an innate part of the Catholic 
system? If the church were to eliminate patriarchy, what would it 
look like in terms of orthodoxy and orthopraxy? Would it still be 
recognizeable as "Catholicism"? 

6. Several of Boffs categories (e.g., virgin, mother) suggest a form of 
biological determinism and so correspond nicely with his use of 
archetypal postulates. Do you think women (and men) are at all 
biologically determined? How helpful for Latin American feminists, 
and for you, are such physically anchored categories? 

2a. In what way is "virginity an unfortunate shameful curse" 
(p. 8)? Surely this is a "curse" Tamar would have liked to have 
preserved for a few more years. Has Boff overread? 



7. Boff stresses Mary's poverty by appeal to the Gospel of Luke. 
What would he say about the infancy accounts in Matthew, in which 
rather than a stable and a feeding trough the holy family finds itself 
with the gifts from the Magi? Do you find Boffs readings of scripture 
helpful, overly selective, historically uninformed? 

8. Demaris Wehr has offered substantive criticisms of Jung's 
archetypes, yet she still remains within the Jungian camp as well as a 
self-identified feminist. How is she able to conjoin these two 
ideological stances, or is her thinking muddled? 

9. On several occasions in your section on North American feminist 
theologians, you raise the connection between Mary and the "mother 
goddess." Who exactly is this mother goddess, and what are her 
characteristics? Do you think Carol Christ is correct in her claim that 
"women need the goddess"? Do men? Or is the notion of a 
supernatural being and/or all-encompassing symbol itself 
patriarchal? . 

10. Is liberation theology/feminist hermeneutics as formulated by 
your exemplars inherently so Christocentric as to be unavailable for 
use by other religions (e.g., p. 36: "the Incarnation is 'the moment 
when the human being is recreated, when it is love rather than the 
law that prevails ... "')? Do you think that the flip side of this 
reclamation of Mary, of liberation theology, and of Christian feminist 
hermeneutics is anti-Judaism? 

11. Some people suggest that feminist theology began with the 
recognition that oldline (read: androcentric) Christian theology was 
wrong to stress pride as the primary sin. While this may be a 
problem for some men, so runs the argument, the problem for some 
women is not the presence but the absence of self-centeredness. Is 
the oldline tradition lopsided, and is Boff's valorization of Mary's 
passivity a destructive repristination of this tradition? Or should 
pride be viewed as the generic human problem, and should Mary 
then be retrieved as a helpful repudiation of this "sin"? 

12. Many 'theologians today call for the need to "feminize" the deity. 
You seem to be suspicious of this task (so p. 19) because it 
retypologizes women as passive, yet later in the same chapter you 
champion the cause of "devotion" for understanding God (p. 28). If 
women and men do not develop woman-identified views of God and 



.. . 
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themselves, then how can they practice a healing and authentic form 
of devotional life? Isn't the recovery of the "feminine face of God" 
necessary for the very devotion to which you allude? 

13. The question of criteriology is a problem in contemporary 
religious studies. What criteria should scholars use to adjudicate 
competing truth-claims in a given religious tradition? 
Methodologically, you appear to prioritize "pragmatic" criteria in 
judging the adequacy of liberation theologies of Mary--that is, 
"human liberation" is the criterion you use to judge the success of the 
different theological proposals you consider. 

What other norms or criteria have been used in the history of 
scriptural, historical, and theological traditions, and why do you 
isolate "pragmatic" criteria for your own study of Latin feminist 
liberation theology? 

14. The D,epartment of Religion sees a senior paper or thesis as an 
essential part of the religion major. How did this required project 
contribute to your understanding of the field of religious studies? 
What arguments would you make for a major in religion as part of a 
liberal arts degree program at Swarthmore College. 
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Abstract 

Throughout church history, Mary of Nazareth has held an extremely prominent position 

in the Catholic tradition. The official church doctrine regarding Mary exalts her as the mother of 

God and the mother of the Savior, but it is in the popular tradition that her figure has become 

the primary recipient of devotion. At the same time, however, the church's patriarchal doctrine 

has trapped Mary in ",image of submission and hindered her ability to represent liberation for 

the people. 

Recognizing and experiencing their people's continued fascination with Mary, several 

liberation theologians have recently attempted to recover her as a figure of liberation for the 

people devoted to her. In his book, The Maternal Face of God, liberation theologian Leonardo 

Boff attempts this by defining Mary as the essence of femininity and thus as the female 

dimension of God. With this argument he hopes to free Mary from [he oppressive tradition 

surrounding her. He further asserts that the accounts of Mary in the Gospels, particularly the 

Magnificat (Lk.1 :46-55), prove her to be a representative of the oppressed people. With this he 

utilizes her liberating image in the Latin American people's struggle against oppression. 

Much like Boff, Latin American feminist liberation theologians Ivone Gebara and Maria 

Clara Bingemer try to "demythologize" Mary's figure from the patriarchal tradition. They also 

propose her as a liberating figure for their people's struggle. In this attempt, however, unlike 

Boff, they voice a specific concern for the liberation of women, and they do not employ Boff 's 

androcentric definitions to deify her. 

Several North American feminist theologians have also joined in this discussion of 

Mary's liberating potential. Those that are included here have produced the most 

comprehensive interpretations of Mary by North American feminist theologians. For the most 

part, they too recognize the liberating elements of Mary's figure, but ultimately they argue that, 

for several reasons, her image remains disempowering for women. 

This paper presents and analyzes each of the three arguments with particular attention to 

the various cultural and philosophical perspectives from which they were written. Through a 

comparison of the three interpretations, this paper attempts to determine which argument 

appears to be the most effective, both in liberating Mary herself from the patriarchal tradition, 

and in supporting the people (men and women) in their fight for liberation. 



Introduction 

In the research that preceded this paper, my interest focused on the relationship between 

what I will risk calling the established Latin American "male" liberation theology and the more 

recent Latin American feminist liberation theology. I From a comparison of various writings of 

each group, this relationship began to take shape in a way that I had not anticipated. I had 

expected to find that the feminist liberation theology was fonned in reaction to the established 

liberation theology. Accordingly, I imagined an agenda of refuting the established "male" 

theology as androcentric and positing their own more liberating version. To my initial surprise, 

none of the feminist theologians denounced "male" liberation theology. In fact, many of them 

went out of their way to praise the work of those theologians. For example, in the collection 

Through Her Eyes, Ana Maria Bidegain dedicates her essay to liberation theologian Gustavo 

Gutierrez who wrote one of the original manifestos of the movement. The feminist theologians 

did infrequently criticize certain aspects of the established liberation theology, but on the whole 

their concern focused more on maintaining a unity with their predecessors. 

This study soon narrowed down to a comparison between the two movements' 

interpretations of the Virgin Mary, because within that focus, the same dynamics between the 

groups appeared. The feminist theologians did not heartily denounce the "male" liberation 

theologians' interpretations and reject the oppressive figure of Mary. Rather they embraced 

Mary's image and placed their focus on the liberation of all the Latin American people. 

Seeing this, I questioned whether these women were doing something other than a 

feminist interpretation. With that thought, I was immediately forced to examine the context and 

criteria of my own feminist perspective. My criticism of the Latin American feminist liberation 

theology for too closely following their male predecessors was founded, it seemed, in some 

variation of a North American feminist mindset as that had been my only background. 

Suddenly the feminist arguments regarding the role of one's standpoint in forming opinions 

1 The label "male" refers essentially to the factthalthe primary authors of Latin American liberation theology 
have been men. 
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became concrete. Therefore, in order to officially represent my own standpoint on this issue, I 

decided to include in the comparison several North American feminist theologians' 

interpretations of Mary. Having thus laid my own feminist perspective in front of me, the 

assumptions I had been making were revealed in their context, and I was able to separate 

myself from them enough to criticize them. 

In the course of this comparison, surely but hesitantly my perspective began to change. 

My original assumptions were thrown into question because they no longer applied to the 

situations I was examining. It became clear that there are many more cultural aspects at play in 

the different interpretations of Mary than simply feminist theory. Primarily, the Latin American 

readings of Mary appear to be strongly and intentionally influenced by the general liberation 

theology movement in Latin America. Further, all three interpretations seem to reflect their 

own culture's variety of religious devotion, partic"'~"'l:, the Marian ~e"otinn. Thus, the North 

American feminist theologians tend to be' more detached and to place less emphasis on the 

necessity of preserving Mary as a viable liberation figure. On the other hand, the Latin 

American feminist theologians seem to remain more closely connected with their religious 

tradition, both traditional Catholicism and established liberation theology. Consequently, they 

place the utmost importance on the recovery of a liberating Marian figure. The comparison 

then between the two feminist interpretations illuminates the effects of their cultural and 

contextual differences. The comparison between Boff's presentation of Mary and the Latin 

American women's presentation serves in many ways to demonstrate the relationship between 

the Latin American "male" liberation theology and the Latin American women's liberation 

theology. I consider the texts I have chosen to discuss as representative of the crucial aspects 

of their respective movements, but in no way do they fully irdicate the variety of visions 

within each movement. 

Finally, the conversation or trialogue between the three different Marian interpretations 

illustrates the elements involved in the kind of feminist hermeneutical analysis which both the 

North American and Latin American theologians attempt. Although Leonardo Boff's 

interpretation stumbles on dangerously stereotyping assumptions, it suggests, along with the 

other two interpretations, the dialectic relationship between history and change that takes place 
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within their analyses. Their interpretations show that as much as we may wish to break away, 

to affect a change, to change ourselves, we cannot help but occasionally fall back into our old 

habits, our familiar settings, and our traditional ways of thinking. And this is not entirely a 

weakness on our part. Certainly part of feminism is based on separation and the belief that our 

existing structures and traditions are incurably contaminated with patriarchy and oppression, 

but I think realistically that position is only part of feminist tactics. We cannot hope to shed 

successfully our entire background, history, culture and start anew, nor should we make that 

our goal. 

Another part of feminism sets up dialectic between history/tradition and change/new 

ways of thinking. One of the tasks that feminism asks us to undertake, in fact, is the 

reclamation of our forgotten history--the history of women. In order to do this, however, we 

do have to shed the traditional patriarchal method of studying history. We must embrace both 

history and change simultaneously, and in so doing, hopefully create something much more 

rewarding than what we might have with clean break. Each of the three Marian interpretations 

accomplishes this task to a different extent. Furthermore, their degrees of accomplishment 

partially determine the persuasiveness of their interpretations. 

In the new celebration of women's history and culture that ensues from this endeavor, we 

must continue to reflect on how we deal with that reclaimed heritage. Recognizing the history 

and culture is not enough, we must also change how we interpret it for our present time. The 

same is true for religious history or tradition. In the case of Christianity, we cannot just 

recognize and celebrate the female role or position in that tradition, we must transform it. 

Thus, the figure of Mary of Nazareth cannot simply be exalted in all of her purity and 

representation of the poor; her image and the tradition that surrounds it must be evaluated from 

a feminist perspective. This perspective should illuminate any aspects of that image which 

contradict feminist goals or blatantly reflect patriarchal influence, and at the same time remain 

respectful of the power that the tradition surrounding the image has for those within the 

tradition. Criticism is appropriate and necessary, but it cannot dismiss the entire tradition 

without alienating the members of that tradition. 
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-Chapter One-

Leonardo Boff's Interpretation of Mary 

In The Maternal Face of God, liberation theologian Leonardo Boff examines the figure of 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, from a modern, progressive perspective. Most notably and 

refreshingly, he attempts primarily to interpret her character alone, without defining her 

traditionally in terms of the surrounding male figures. In his examination, he focuses first on 

her as exemplifying the feminine archetype and thus as representing the feminine aspect of 

God. Second, he focuses on her position as the link between flesh and spirit and her 

consequent status as a liberation figure. As a result, he hopes to recover Mary fully for both 

feminist and liberation theologians, and to propose a new way of being, with Mary as the 

model. 

From his own Latin American liberation theological perspective, many aspects of Boff 's 

interpretation of Mary appear to be consistent and inspiring. His affirmative interpretation of 

Mary as liberator and exemplar of the new integrated person coincides with his general 

liberation theological agenda and illuminates a way of being which certainly wants advocacy 

today 

Boff, however, falls short of his attempt to recover Mary as a completely liberating 

figure. First of all, the problems inherent in his use of the feminine archetype serve to alienate 

both men and women from the figure of Mary. For instance, because he identifies Mary as the 

epitome of the feminine, and part of that includes her maternal capacity, men are in one sense 

excluded from emulating her. Furthermore, many feminist theologians and critics of Jungian 

psychology cite Jung's feminine archetype to be merely a skewed male projection rather than a 

true understanding of the feminine nature. Thus because of an inability relate to his 

interpretation of Mary, women may feel alienated from her. These problems certainly do not 

categorically invalidate Boff's interpretation. They suggest, however, that, with this 

interpretation as our starting point, we must continue to search for a truly liberating 
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understanding of Mary. 

Boff begins his examination of Mary by defining his understanding of the 

"anthropological category of the feminine"l as based primarily on Carl Jung's theories on the 

anima and the "feminine." He then demonstrates how, through Mary's spiritual and human 

history, the feminine is exemplified, divinized and identified as the feminine side of God. With 

this link to the divine, Mary then becomes the mediator between God and the people. Boff, 

liberation theologian, expands this mediating position and proposes Mary as a figure of 

liberating strength and maternal comfort for the oppressed people. 

Once he has expounded upon the virtues of the feminine qualities particularly as 

illustrated in the Marian figure, Boff suggests that it is this heretofore neglected feminine side 

of God, which Mary represents, that Christians now need to emphasize and emulate. As he 

interprets her, Mary is not only the ideal female, but also the ideal human because she perfectly 

combines masculine and feminine in her person. In order to realize our full potential as human 

beings, he says, we all must integrate masculine and feminine traits, and thus he exalts Mary as 

the supreme exemplar for us to follow. 

Boff's Jungian Anthropology 

Boff names Mary's femininity her most theologically significant aspect because, 

according to his definition, it includes her virginity and her motherhood, as well as her fonn of 

religiosity. He explains his conception of masculinity and femininity as based essentially on 

Jung's psychological theory regarding the anima and animus, Jung's terms for the separate 

masculine and feminine entities. Boff assigns masculinity and femininity specific and distinct 

characteristics, which, he says, are what we have been shown them to be "by the cultural 

history of humanity."2 Thus, he defines femininity for us as though its definition were 

predictable, common knowledge. He identifies the feminine with "life, depth, interiority, 

mystery, religiosity, tenderness, and so on, "3 enumerating more in his description of Mary. 

1 Leonardo Boff, The Maternal Face of God, trans. Robert R. Barr and John W. Diercksmeier (San Francisco: 
Harper and Row, 1987), p. 253. 

2Ibid., p. 58. 
3 Ibid., p. 60. 
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Within his explanation, Boff is careful to distinguish between his concepts of the 

masculine and the feminine (or the male and the female) and his concepts of men and women. 

He explains that men and women have both masculinity and femininity in their compositions, 

but in different proportions; i.e. women exhibit relatively more feminine qualities than men, 

and men exhibit more masculine qualities than women. However, like Jung, Boff believes that 

men and women today do not manifest their masculine and feminine traits as they ought. Men 

have wrongly become identified with the masculine and its accompanying traits like aggression 

and rationality. Women have likewise become identified with the feminine and its traits such as 

passivity and emotionality. Thus polarized or differentiated, masculine and feminine have 

subsequently been valuated unequally in our society. 

In order to remove this antagonistic relationship, he maintains that we all must recognize 

the masculine and feminine in our charar;ters, and "integrate [them] into our life purpose.'''! 

Boff notes that our society (Western, we assume) has devalued the feminine (and thus women) 

and has relegated it to the culturally-determined less significant realm of privacy and 

subjectivity. He recognizes the unequal social relationship between men and women that has 

accompanied this, and he attempts to change that relationship by examining and celebrating 

feminine qualities. As a result of this celebration, he hopes, these qualities will gain more 

recognition and incorporation into our male-dominated society. 

In this attempt, however, Boff has undermined his directive because his use of Jungian 

assumptions and definitions continue to separate masculinity and femininity. Although the goal 

is a fully integrated person, Jungian ideas of anima and animus are founded on the polarities of 

masculine and feminine. This polarity continues the patriarchal pattern of duality, and ultimately 

precludes true integration. 

With regard to the problems with this polarity, Demaris Wehr notes in her survey of 

feminist criticism of Jungian psychology that the idea that men and women have "innate 

differences" is dangerous. There is the fear, she says, that that school of thought, "even if used 

by feminists to validate the 'feminine' --will simply reify differences between the sexes and will 

ultimately be used in the way it has always been, to discredit women."s Thus, the values and 

characteristics that Boff wishes to advocate need to be removed from a gender association and 

4 Ibid. , p. 54. 

5 Demaris Wehr, Jung & Feminism: Liberating Archetypes, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1987), p. 10. 
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celebrated in their own capacity. As soon as he defines certain characteristics as feminine, and 

correspondingly more female, he has essentially defined them as non-male, and he thus denies 

men of the full enjoyment of the traits. Similarly, identifying feminine with particular traits 

locks the feminine (and women) into those traits, alienating them from so-called masculine 

traits.6 

These characterizations of masculine and feminine may be interpreted as Boff's definition 

of his own guidelines or boundaries. By reifying these guidelines "masculine" and "feminine," 

however, he makes their definitions extremely vulnerable to the serious and persistent 

problems of gender stereotypes. As I mentioned above, Boff bases his definitions of masculine 

and feminine on the way that they have been portrayed historically. However, if men and 

women are not purely masculine or feminine, by what means are we to observe those pure 

entities in history? Moreover, it is true that we may each have some concept of feminine and 

masculine, but those concepts are extremely SUbjective, and therefore inappropriate and 

dangerous to use as objective definitions. Therefore, one cannot simply define masculine and 

feminine without also addressing the problems inherent in both the process of defining and the 

definitions themselves. 

Mary as "the feminine" 

Within his study, Boff's definition of the feminine is a starting point upon which he 

draws his characterization and interpretation of Mary. He presents Mary as a figure who is both 

divine and thus separate from us, and human and very much one of us. It seeHlS, however, 

that unlike the rest of us humans who combine masculine and feminine qualities in our 

characters, Boff considers Mary to be the embodiment of the feminine itself. "In Mary," he 

says, "the history of the feminine has reached its culmination .... "7 

Boff "justifies" his definition of Mary as the culmination of the feminine by showing that 

6 Despite Boff's efforts to discriminate between his definitions of "feminine/female" and "woman," and his 
insistence that Mary embodies the "feminine," he occasionally identifies her as "woman par excellence" (p. 119). 
This derives from his understanding of Mary as purely feminine and the perfect combination of male and female. 
This creates confusion in the attempt to understand the differentiation between his definition of the feminine and 
his definition of woman, and thus it suggests a weakness in that differentiation. 

7 Ibid., p. 120. 

7 



she divinely combines all the traits he considers purely feminine. "In her," he states, "all of the 

positive dimensions of the feminine are present supereminently: Mary is virgin, mother, 

spouse, and so on, to the ultimate degree. "8 He then proceeds to define these "feminine" roles 

and illustrate their presence in Mary. In the following discussion I will summarize Boff's 

arguments and then review the implications and the significance of each of these three aspects 

of her femininity. 

Mary as Virgin 

First, virginity itself has been a trait culturally identified with women, and thus with 

femininity. Although virginity is not biologically 1'!"lecific to women, it has historically gained 

significance and attention when associated with women. Furthennore, as Boff notes, in the 

Hebrew Scriptures virginity is considered an unfortunate shameful curse. Without reason to 

believe that thought had changed in the Christian Scriptures, Boff extends that moral 

framework into Mary's story. Thus, Boff claims that Mary's virginity, in addition to being a 

"feminine" trait, is meant to express her humility, lowliness, and lack of ambition. 

On a more positive note, however, such conditions also express Mary's complete 

receptivity to God, or more specifically, "her openness to her motherhood.'''} Later, Boffrefers 

again to her humility as her link to the oppressed masses for whom she becomes a liberation 

figure. Therefore, subtly and indirectly, Mary's virginity is also an exaltation of her femininity. 

Mary as Mother 

Like virginity, motherhood is also a uniquely female characteristic, and Boff goes so far 

as to describe it as the essence of femininity. Specifically he writes: 

But we know from our analytical and philosophical considerations that a woman's motherhood is 

not only her function, but her very person. She has a maternal spirit. Whether or not she becomes 

a mother, she will never lose her capacity for conception and engendering.1O 

8 Ibid., p. 120. 

9 Ibid., p. 150. 

10 Ibid., p. 101. 
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Thus Boff defines motherhood as the ability to conceive and as the essence of the feminine. By 

doing so, he denies men the ability to emulate Mary and integrate her representation of the 

feminine into their personalities, as he had suggested they do. II This identification of the 

feminine with the biological aspect of the female sex also raises a possible inconsistency in 

Boff's interpretation of Mary. He later claims that Mary represents the ideal human, as well as 

the embodiment of the feminine. The coupling of these two definitions begs the question of 

whether one can be both ideal human, for which one must combine masculine and feminine, 

and the ideal woman, for which one must presumably epitomize only feminine characteristics. 

For Boff, however, motherhood plays an even more crucial role than virginity in the 

realization and expression of her femininity. Virginity is subordinate to motherhood, he says, 

because it is simply the potential or anticipation for motherhood. The importance he places on 

motherhood also shows up in his title, The Maternal Face of God, as opposed to the "virginal" 

or even "feminine" face of God. Furthermore, Mary's virginity only gains its ultimate 

significance when cojoined with her simultaneous motherhood in the virginal conception of 

Jesus. Her motherhood of Jesus allows Mary to become the ultimate feminine figure, Boff 

says, because she is able to fulfill the entirety of the feminine as both virgin and mother. 

Mary as Divine Spouse 

In addition to combining virginity and motherhood in her person, Mary's motherhood of 

Jesus appoints her the quintessential spouse, Boff's third feminine category. That she has been 

chosen by God to be his spouse, in the sense that she is the mother of his Son, allows her to 

fulfill her essential female role as mother, and truly exalts that capacity. Her selection by God 

reaffirms the perfection she attained in the Immaculate Conception, as Boff writes, "At last 

God has raised up someone who can be the pure spouse of God's pure love."12 The Church 

reiterates this perfection in the 1854 papal bull of Pope Pius XI which accepted Mary's 

11 Earlier, in contrast to this, Boff does not define motherhood in biological terms, though it does seem that 
he still identifies it with women. He says that motherhood can exist for a woman outside of actual 
childbearing, "in other dimensions of life, offering her care and protection in all her undertakings," (p.31). 

12 Ibid., p. 128. 
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Immaculate Conception in official church doctrine. Boff describes the papal proclamation as 

affmning that "nothing greater than she can be imagined except God."13 

Boff further argues that Mary's motherhood of the Son of God not only exalts her 

femininity, it divinizes her person by linking her with the Holy Spirit. In the Immaculate 

Conception, Boff explains, "the Spirit assumes her as the locus of the Spirit's presence and 

activity in the world,"14 and includes her in the Trinity. In what constitutes his main hypothesis, 

Buff maintains that as the feminine member of the Trinity, Mary represents God's femininity, 

or in other words, she is the realization of God as Mother. Identified with the 'Spirit, she is the 

"full and direct divinization of the feminine" just as Jesus is the divinization of the masculine. 15 

He further equates Mary's status with Jesus' by insisting that she "is not beneath Jesus, but 

beside him."16 He admits that this appears to be a new idea, but says that the idea that God has 

a maternal/feminine (he equates the two) face has been hidden until now by a patriarchal 

society. Thus he has made it his goal to reveal that hidden face. The Holy Spirit, which Boff 

names "the eternal feminine"17 is united with Mary, the created feminine, that she may be the 

prototypical female and the "eschatological anticipation" of the divine female. IS 

Mary's Humanity 

Although Mary has been divinized by the Holy Spirit, Boff continues, she simultaneously 

remains completely human. Based on her history in the Gospels, Boff notes that, like Jesus, 

Mary lived a life of poverty, marginality and humility. That she bore Jesus in a stable and laid 

him in a manger symbolises her unity with the poor and oppressed people. "Instead of 

diminishing her life," writes Boff, "the human condition charged it with potential."19 Not only 

is Mary fully human, Boff continues, she exemplifies humanity. Just as her manifestation of 

feminine qualities made her the perfect female, Boff identifies her as the exemplary human 

13 Ibid., pp. 128-29. 

14 Ibid., p. 100. 
15 Ibid., pp. 91-92. 

16 Ibid., p. 95. 

17 Ibid., p. 101. 
18 Ibid., p. 92. 

19 Ibid., p. 132. 
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because of her proper attitude of receptivity toward God in her conception and birth of Jesus. 

While Mary's selection by the Holy Spirit is one indication of her perfection, her 

acceptance of the position indicates others: her faith and her willingness to serve God. Above 

all, Mary is faithful, and through this faith she is able to accept openly and enthusiastically 

God's will. The Holy Spirit has offered Mary this opportunity, but it is Mary's own act, her 

fajth, and her willingness to take on the responsibility--which she expresses in her jiat--that 

glorifies her. Furthermore, her faith renders her the perfect servant of God, " ... never centered 

on herself but always at the service of her Son and her neighbor."20 According to Boff, Mary 

exemplifies the proper servile and receptive attitude toward God in her willingness to bear the 

Messiah, and these qualities render her the ideal human being. 

In Mary we have the two principle structures of the human in all of their crystalline purity: 

acceptance, and gift; welcome and surrender .... Mary is both. She is pure welcome, and complete 

surrender. ... She is weak: and simple, but she is full of messianic courage as welI .... These attitudes, 

which we know to be Mary's, are enough to show us that in her, the human is present completely 

and perfectly.21 

Although the traits of "welcome" and "surrender" constitute her human perfection (as 

opposed to her feminine perfection), it seems, based on Boff's own definitions, that they can 

be split up into masculine and feminine aspects of humanity. Elsewhere in his studl2 Boff 

claims that the perfect and complete human being is one who integrates the masculine and 

feminine into her/his person. In the passage above, Boff says that Mary's integration of "the 

two principle structures of the human" render her the perfect and complete human. Though he 

does not explicitly equate "the two principle structures of the human" with masculine and 

feminine, he implies that equation because of the particular qualities he has ascribed to 

masculine and feminine. Mary, he says above, combines "welcome" and "surrender", as well 

as and weakness and courage. These polarized attributes correspond to his definition of 

masculine as aggressive, offensive, and outward moving, (i.e., courageoust'welcome"), and 

feminine as receptive, passive, and inward moving ;i.e., weakt' surrender"). This 

characterization thus reiterates Boff's stereotypic conceptions of the masculine and the feminine 

20 Ibid., pp. 118-19. 
21 Ibid., p. 121. 
22 cf. Boff, p. 54. 
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mentioned earlier. 

Feminist Criticism of Boff's Definitions 

In her examination of women's attitudes towards Jungian psychology, Wehr notes that 

women's reactions to the identification of receptivity or "surrender" with the feminine have 

been both positive and negative. Those she calls "Jungian women" consider receptivity to be a 

valuable quality in this world and a "form of empowerment."2J These women find "an 

appreciation of the 'feminine' in Jung's work," but as Wehr suggests, this may be because "our 

entire society shares his androcentric perspective.":bI 

For feminists, on the other hand, Jung's (Lolnitions continue lq st~rel)type women with a 

characteristic that is very disempowering. In some senses, Boff's praise for receptivity, even in 

a religious context, is very similar the Jungian call for the "annihilation of the ego,''2S or the 

subordination of one's own needs for those of another. As Wehr suggests, this may be a valid 

endeavor for men who "traditionally in patriarchy ... seem to have a stronger sense of self."26 

For women, however, that "annihilation" could act as a reinforcement of the self-abnegation 

for which they have long been conditioned by the patriarchal society. A quality like receptivity, 

even though it has been historically detrimental to women, should not be devalued and 

abandoned by them. Neither should it be defined as essential or natural to women. Such a 

characteristic should not be proclaimed inevitable to women, as it may tend to discourage them 

from the more necessary task of strengthening their egos and their personal identities. 

Furthermore, the identification of receptivity with women or femininity may render it less 

accessible to men as foreign to their masculine identities. 

~ary as Liberator 

Mary's conception of Jesus, in addition to giving her the qualities of the ideal human, 

23 Wehr, p. 6. 

2· I bid. , p. 122. 
25 Ibid., p. 10l. 
26 Ibid., 

;j..-

p. 100. 
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positions her as the link between the human and the divine. As the mother of the Son of God, 

she is united with the Holy Spirit, but she simultaneously remains "authentically human."27 In 

her combination of human and divine, Mary becomes a mediator between the two. As 

mentioned above, when the Holy Spirit appeared to Mary and Mary expressed her willingness 

to do God's will, she was "hypostatically assumed by the Third Person of the Trinity."28 In this 

assumption, however, Mary does not lose any of her humanity; in fact, as we saw earlier, her 

role in the Virgin Birth makes her the ideal human. As the mother of the Son of God, "Mary 

stands at the intersection of the plans of God and the human being."29 Because she lived a life 

of poverty and marginality, Boff claims that she is in a position to represent the "lowly and 

hungry", and speak as their liberator as she does in the Magnificat (Lk.l :46-55). He writes: 

The Magnificat reveals Mary's profound solidarity with the oppressed of the earth. She is the 

mighty woman of liberation, calling down God's justice on the unjust of this world and begging 

the divine intervention in favor of the lowly and hungry. 30 

Hope in Mary's Immaculate Conception 

Boff considers Mary's role as advocate of her people to be one of her most significant, 

which coincides with his liberation theological background. "The wonder of wonders wrought 

by God in Mary," he states, "lies in their exaltation of the lowly and humble."3! Boff 

emphasizes that Mary retained her humanity because he believes her exaltation and divimty of 

the human being promises a new beginning for humanity. She symbolizes a break from our 

sinful past and a positive sign "that God has not abandoned us to our disgrace.,,32 Boff 

discusses the significance of Mary's Immaculate Conception as the answer to humanity's 

search for perfection. The Immaculate Conception designates Mary free from original sin, 

which, as he says, plagues and contaminates our existence, and from which humanity has 

27 Ibid., p. 130. 

28Ibid., p. 100. 

29 Ibid., p. 154. 

30Ibid., p. 184. 
3tIbid., p. 125. 

32Ibid., p. 132. 

13 



always striven to be free. Her purity, then, anticipates the future purity of all of humanity; and 

her example provides a liberating hope for the future of the human species. 

Another liberation theological view of Mary's Immaculate Conception contradicts Boff's 

understanding of the phenomenon. Boff and the traditional Church interpret Mary's Immaculate 

Conception to mean that, by God's blessing, she was conceived by her mother completely free 

of original sin. According to some liberation theologians, this understanding does not provide 

hope for the rest of the human race because it implies that we could achieve the same perfection 

only by the rare blessing of God. Their alternative interpretation claims that in the Immaculate 

Conception Mary was conceived in the same social sin as the rest of humanity, but with the 

abj[jty to transcend that sin. Unlike Boff's interpretation, this view does imply an opportunity 

for humanity to transcend sin and achieve perfection, and therefore it seems more liberating 

than the traditional understanding. Boff may have chosen not to present this interpretation 

because it would change the nature of Mary's divinity if she were no longer that sinless. In 

order to support his central argument proposing Mary as the feminine dimension of the divine, 

Boff probably saw the necessity to maintain that notion of her divinity. 

Liberation as Feminine 

In keeping with his premise that Mary's primary characteristic is her femininity, Boff 

asserts that her liberating role is another aspect of her feminine nature. He claims that "it is 

precisely as a virgin mother that she is incorporated into the salvific process of all humanity. 

Salvation and God's liberating intervention in the world have feminine, maternal traits."33 This 

description of femininity coincides with his determination that feminine/maternal traits include 

tenderness and nurturance. For example, he states that "it is in the feminine that we find ... self

sacrifice, and the protection of the weak and oppressed."34 The origin of Boff's understanding 

is unclear and we need to ask if liberation was first identified as feminine, and therefore Mary 

as liberation, or Mary as liberation and therefore liberation as feminine? Either way, that Boff 

identifies the feminine with the strength of liberation would no doubt be well received by 

33 Ibid., p. 14. 

34Ibid., p. 182. 
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feminist theologians. However, that this identification continues to define the feminine and 

women as essentially maternal and protective, may not be as well received. 

Boff then discusses the importance that Mary's liberating aspect has for struggling people 

today. In Christian base communities he says that she has become a strong source of 

inspiration and hope. In her capacity as a prophet of liberation she has understandably emerged 

as a key figure of devotion in liberation theology. He calls on Christians to follow Mary in her 

demand for justice and liberation, and to use her example to find meaning and importance in 

their own lives. We need to recover Mary, he says, as a "strong, determined 

woman, ... committed to the messianic liberation of the poor from the historical social injustices 

under wh~~h they suffer. "35 In an oppressive situation like that in Latin America, Boff 

maintains, the only legitimate interpretation of Mary that theology can come to is that of 

liheration. This rereading of Mary as liberator in addition to God and Jesus, therefore, is a 

crucial part of liberation theology. 

Further Feminist Criticism 

This interpretation of Mary, however, loses some of its liberating strength because it does 

not acknowledge the specific issues and needs of women's liberation. Like male liberation 

theology, Boff's presentation of Mary presumes to liberate all of the oppressed, men and 

women. As Wehr suggests, however, it may merely trick women into thinking that their 

oppression has been addressed. Wehr cites Mary Daly's criticism that the Jungian 

understanding of the anima and animus gives an "illusion of equality"36 because it appears to 

balance masculinity and femininity. Thus, "in the belief that they are furthering the feminist 

cause,"37 women are lured into celebrating their inclusion in this theory which is actually based 

on Jung's androcentric dualistic perspective. In this false understanding, women lose their 

motivation to continue fighting for their own liberation. 

By following Jung's analysis, Boff has fallen victim to the same illusion in his 

interpretation of Mary. By exalting Mary's femininity, and by calling on men to integrate that 

35/bid., p. 189. 

36 Mary Daly, GynlEcology, p. 280, as quoted in Wehr, p. 3 . 

37 Wehr, p. 3. 
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feminine into their identities, Boff believes his attention ratifies our society's subordination and 

mistreatment of women. With Mary, he believes he has come up with a liberating exemplar for 

humanity. Daly and Ruether would disagree, however, claiming that Boff's understanding of 

the feminine, like lung's, "is really a male projection and not female humanity. "38 

Consequently, to the extent that Boff attempts to prescribe liberation through his concept 

of the fully integrated human being, his interpretation falls short of that goal. He attempts to 

pr~sent a perfect image of femininity and humanity as an example for the rest of us. In doing 

so, however, he has neglected to see the continued stereotyping of his archetypes and the 

oppressive nature of his male-oriented definition of the feminine. His androcentric vision of the 

integrated masculine and feminine characteristics proves more imprisoning than liberating. In 

his afflnnative interpretation of Mary's femininity and her liberating role, Boff has left no room 

for the difficulty women must face in attempting to emulate a woman who is both virgin and 

mother. This criticism of the figure of Mary appears in the writings of North American feminist 

theologians and who thus cast doubts on Boff's aspirations to liberation. Bearing these 

problems in mind, nonetheless, we should recognize the important and encouraging elements 

in his analysis. That he looks to Mary, a crucial figure in Latin American Catholicism, without 

identifying all of her significance in relation to God or her Son, is both innovative and 

promising. In these and other ways, Boff's interpretation directs future liberating 

interpretations of Mary. 

38 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, p.190, as quoted in Wehr, p. 3. 
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·Chapter Tw 0-

North American Feminist Theologians Evaluate the 
Virgin Mary 

In contrast to Leonardo Boff's positive interpretation of the Virgin Mary, three 

representative North American feminist theologians articulate more hesitant evaluations of 

Mary's liberating potential for women. Like Boff, Rosemary Radford Ruether, Marina Warner 

and Elisabeth SchUssler Fiorenza attempt to formulate a more liberating, egalitarian view of 

God. They also, like Boff, try to reinterpret the Christian religious tradition with attention to 

women as a previously excluded dimension. Boff attempts this by reinserting "the feminine 

dimension" into the idea of God and into the valuation of human behavior. 

As I suggested in the previous chapter, however, Boff's proposal for this new 

understanding of God and human behavior is based upon a definition of "the feminine" which 

has proved false and detrimental for feminists, female and male. Ruether, Warner and Fiorenza 

espouse basically the same goals and hopes for their religious tradition as Boff. Yet in pursuing 

those goals, they have a different, and, I suggest, more persuasive understanding of the 

liberation of women. Additionally, unlike Boff, they focus more on the liberation of women in 

particular. Boff concentrates primarily on the liberation of all oppressed humanity, while these 

feminist theologians focus on the liberation of women as a way to the liberation of humanity. In 

all of their presentations of the history of Marian doctrine, Ruether, Warner and Fiorenza pay 

special attention to the effects or implications that doctrine has had for women throughout 

history. As a result of this examination from their feminist perspectives and different cultural 

priorities, Ruether, Warner and Fiorenza present comparatively more pessimistic interpretations 

of the liberating and empowering potential of the figure of Mary. 

Both Ruether and Warner, writing within a year of each other, present primarily historical 

accounts of the Church's interpretation of Mary. Their discussions extend from Mary's 

predecessor in the ancient mother goddesses to their own evaluation of the meaning of her 
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image today. In an article entitled "Feminist Theology as a Critical Theology of Liberation," 

Fiorenza writes a short history of the feminist theological movement. In it she includes her 

recommendations regarding the movement's use of the figure of Mary. 

Ruether's Evaluation of Mary 

In Mary--The Feminine Face of the Church, Ruether, speaking as a Roman Catholic to a 

Protestant audience, proposes that her readers take a new look at Mary whose significance the 

Protestant Church has deemphasized. She writes, "Protestants who once reacted negatively to 

this development [of Marian doctrine in the Catholic Church] are now called upon to 

understand Mariology and to find positive aspects in the teaching for the contemporary 

church."l However, she emphasizes different aspects of Mary's character than Boff does. 

Where he emphasizes Mary's motherhood and virginity in making her the feminine ideal, 

Ruether promotes Mary's role as a disciple of Jesus, as a recipient of his teaching. In this way, 

Mary represents the community, the church, "the whole of redeemed humankind."2 By 

emphasizing this aspect, it can be argued that Ruether makes Mary's power dependent upon her 

relationship to Jesus. She insists, however, that it is in the community of equals, and in 

relations between people that we will find our liberation from societal oppression. 

Like Boff, Ruether mentions receptivity as another positive aspect of Mary's character 

that deserves promotion in our offense-oriented society. She also notes that as a religious 

attitude towards God, receptivity is appropriate and expected. She further suggests that with 

Mary's receptivity as a model, Mariology can promote that quality in women and men. 

Accordingly she writes: 

Even the most patriarchal theologian is able to experience himself as the passive, receptive vassal 

of divine activity and grace, since all people in the church are thought of as "feminine" in relation 

to the dominant "masculine" ego of "God.'" 

, Rosemary Radford Ruether, MaryuThe Feminine Face of the Church, (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1977), p. 52. 

2 Ibid., p. 86. 
3 Ibid., p. 78. 
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This attitude, Ruether realizes, is not attributed the same value in daily life. Thus, like Boff, she 

contends that for men in particular, receptivity should be valued equally in both religious and 

secular life. Contrary to Boff, however, Ruether states, as do the feminist critics of lung, that 

receptivity should no longer be identified with the feminine. She recognizes and cites Mary as a 

reasonable example of this trail, but insists that that in no way necessitates the definition of 

receptivity as a feminine characteristic. 

Ruether's View of God 

Another issue that the above quote suggests is Ruether's ideas regarding the traditional 

view of a dominating God. Boff dealt with this issue by revealing and promoting the feminine 

(i.e., sympathetic, tender, maternal) dimension of God. Ruether proposes a new view of God 

as well, though she does not define the newness as the addition of a feminine face. Seemingly 

in direct response to Boff's technique, she states that it is ineffective simply to insert the 

"female side" into a previously established entity hoping to balance an unequal relationship. To 

do so still places the female dimension in the precarious position of the "other." Thus, she 

argues that to reassert the importance of "the body" in the relationship between "the mind" and 

"the body," or the importance of "nature" in the relationship between "humanity" and "nature" 

merely reinforces the duality in those relationships.4 Instead, she says, the duality needs to be 

removed and an entirely new concept of the nature of God instated. 

The present conceptual problem as she understands it is that "the symbolic relationship of 

God to the world has been seen in terms of domination and subjugation and so provides a 

model for similar social relationship."s As a solution to this problem, Ruether suggests that 

God be seen not as a "power over," but as a source, as "the ground of being."6 This view 

4 Feminist historian Bernadette Brooten articulates a similar argument in the context of recreating or 
rediscovering early Christian women's history in her article "Early Christian Women and Their Cultural 
Context." She asserts that women's history is not to be an addition to men's history, the addition of which will 
leave "the structures of male history and theology intact." "It is not a simple complement that makes the picture 
complete," she writes, but a process that will hopefully change the "fragmentary and perspectival nature" of 
men's history. In Feminist Perspectives Qn Biblical SCholarship, (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), pp. 65-
9l. 

5 Ibid., p. 77. 

6 Ibid., p. 78. 
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preserves God's transcendence, but removes the dominate/subordinate and oppositional 

relationship between God and human. Additionally, she proposes, as many other feminists 

have, that the concept of God include Genesis 1 :27 which states that male and female were 

made in God's image. These suggestions, in many ways different from Boff's, attempt to 

establish an egalitarian, non-dualistic, non-dominant, yet still transcendent view of God. 

The Deemphasis of Motherhood 

Unlike Boff, Ruether does not focus on Mary's motherhood or virginity because she she 

does not consider those aspects of her character entirely liberating. In line with her emphasis on 

Jesus, she notes that in Luke 11 :27 -28, even Jesus deemphasizes Mary's motherhood. In reply 

to a woman in the crowd who blesses Mary for giving birth to him, he refers instead to the 

importance of discipleship: "Blessed rather are they who hear the word of God and keep it." 

Ruether also maintains that Mary's motherhood, spiritualized by the Virgin Birth, 

represents a "rejection of physical sexuality and motherhood"? and devalues the bodily 

experience of the human woman. Thus she concludes that "the church as the divine mother of 

eternal life is a rejection of the human mother."8 For these reasons, Ruether criticizes this 

spiritualization of Mary, which she considers a part of the effort to identify her as the feminine 

dimension of God. Accordingly, by criticizing the spiritualization, she criticizes an effort, as we 

have seen, in which Boff participates. 

Similarly, Mary's virginity has traditionally had a corresponding effect of repressing 

feminine sexuality. Ruether believes that the glorification of Mary's virginity has historically 

"reinforced aversion to real women who were thought defiled by sex and procreation.''9 Thus, 

by comparison, sex and motherhood have been denigrated by the Church's institutional 

celebration of virginity. Mary's virginity paired with her motherhood, moreover, renders 

Mary's image too confusing and contradictory, according to Ruether, for women to be able to 

identify with or reclaim her. 

Because she finds so many aspects of Mary's character to be working against a 

7 Ibid., p. 45. 

8 Ibid., p. 45. 

9 Ibid., p. 72. 
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liberating interpretation, Ruether finally proposes an alternative figure for emulation. She 

suggests, interestingly, a resurrection of the image of Mary Magdalene, whom the Church has 

cautiously avoided, but whom she sees as independent, faithful, and a viable role model for 

women. Although the common image of Mary Magdalene is as a prostitute, Ruether states that 

"there is nothing in the New Testament [sic] to confinn this idea."10 She observes that Mary 

Magdalene was one of the women who were the faithful followers of Jesus, who followed him 

to the cross and who experienced the resurrection. According to Ruether, characteristics like 

these deserve celebration, rather than virginity and motherhood. Her appeal to Mary Magdalene 

coincides with her belief that Christians ought to pay more attention to the disciples and the 

faithful followers who were present at the resurrection. It is with these people that she places 

the locus offaith and the true manifestation of Jesus' teaching. 

She further notes that Mary Magdalene was equal or surpassing in faith compared to the 

disciples. In her effort to promote Mary Magdalene, Ruether mentions the fact that her character 

was used in the Gnostic sects to justify the equality of women in their communities. She 

suggests that Mary Magdalene was deemphasized in the Church tradition because she was "a 

dangerously unconventional role model"ll whose questionable relationship with Jesus church 

leaders found threatening. Therefore, she continues, Jesus' mother Mary was substituted as the 

significant female devotee in Jesus' life because, as she notes, "Mother's love is a safe love, 

both for women and for the church's image of Jesus."12 Despite much evidence found in the 

Gospels against this faithful image of Mother Mary, it is this non-sexual, "safe" image that has 

survived in the Church tradition. 

Ruether acknowledges and celebrates certain aspects of Mother Mary such as her 

representation of the community and her responsiveness to the word of God, but ultimately she 

opts for the role model of Mary Magdalene as more beneficial and viable than Mother Mary. 

"By exalting Mary, the mother," Ruether argues, "we have perhaps deprived that Mary, who 

was not his mother but his disciple and friend, of her great accomplishment: being first to 

understand the resurrection faith that is the foundation of the church."13 

Thus, although Ruether sets out to recover Mother Mary as an enlightening character 

10 Ibid., p. 40. 

" Ibid., p. 41. 
12 Ibid., p. 41. 

13 Ibid., p. 87. 
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who represents Jesus' community, and who promotes communion with her example of 

receptivity, it appears that she finds more faith and equality in Mary Magdalene. She succeeds 

in advocating certain positive, primarily community-oriented aspects of Mother Mary's image, 

and does not, with her final judgment, negate or discard those aspects. She recognizes that 

these traits are also helpful for women, but she points out that other aspects are at the same time 

detrimental for women and society's image of women. For instance, Ruether claims that Mary's 

virginal yet maternal image affects negatively or denies the reality of women's sexuality, and 

projects a confusing and impossible model for women to follow. In answer to her introductory 

question, "Is Mary a liberator for women, or is she more a tool of male power over women?"14 

she seems, in the end, to choose the latter. Moreover, she does not seem to suggest that that 

interpretation of Mary can change, but rather that Mary's past interpretations determine her 

future interpretations. This, too, implies that R, .. - iht-:r dots not beli-;ve Mary to be a fully 

redeemable figure. 

Like Boff, at times, Ruether does fall victim to the concept of Mary as the feminine 

dimension of the divine, such as when she explains the Protestant dismissal of Mary. That 

dismissal, she says, partially resulted from the Protestant understanding that there exists no link 

between human and divine. This belief essentially eliminates the need for Mary whose primary 

position was as mediator between the two. With this removal of Mary, Ruether argues, the 

feminine aspect of the divine is removed as well. Her conception of a feminine dimension of 

the divine apparent in this argument reveals a split or dualistic image of God. Thus, as Ruether 

unwittingly proves, this dualistic understanding of the nature of God, is difficult to avoid, even 

working, as she does, from a feminist perspective. 

Nonetheless, compared with Boff's interpretation, Ruether introduces some doubt and 

hesitation in her interpretation of Mary. Though her goal is to present a positive view of Mary, 

she does not shy away from the problematic, negative aspects of her character. This 

completeness, I think, gives Ruether's interpretation more credibility, and makes hers a more 

honest and ultimately more beneficial interpretation. 

14 Ibid., p. 12. 
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Warner and Fiorenza's Evaluation of Mary 

Marina Warner and Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza approach the figure of Mary with 

agendac similar to Ructher's. Thcy, too, examine her historical interpretation within the Church 

tradition and evaluate her liberating potential for women. In Alone Qf All Her Sex, Warner 

presents a detailed acwunt of the biblical and apocryphal writings on Mary. She also considers 

the Marian dogma that has developed throughout the history of the Church. Like Ruether, she 

examines each traditional aspect of Mary's figure, such as the Virgin Birth, the Immaculate 

Conception, the Assumption, and the many cult interpretations of her figure. Again similar to 

Ruether, Warner includes within each of these examinations of Mary her own analysis of how 

those images affected the Church's and the society's attitudes toward women. 

For instance, Warner reports that according to the doctrine of the Virgin Birth, "the 

Blessed Virgin in conceiving a son neither lost her virginity nor experienced any venereal 

pleasure .... "15 The early church fathers, she explains, identified sexuality with the root of all 

evil based on the Genesis story of Adam and Eve. Purity and sinlessness for a woman were 

therefore achieved through virginity, and according to Augustine and others, the Virgin Birth 

rendered Jesus sinless as well. She notes that such an understanding was used to promote the 

ascetic ideal of virginity as a moral good. In so doing, it "transfonned a mother goddess like 

the Virgin Mary into an effective instrument of asceticism and female subjection."16 

Warner's opinion that asceticism automatically entails female SUbjugation is based on an 

understanding that asceticism was a lifestyle of denial and sexual repression that the church 

fathers imposed upon women. In some ways, asceticism of the Church's early years can be 

seen as a liberating institution for women which allowed them their own arena for self

expression and self-detennination. 17 However, the fact that it was sanctioned by the church 

patriarchy and that it was one more instance of women's sexuality being dominated by men 

supports a negative evaluation such as Warner's. Furthennore, Warner reiterates Ruether's 

point that even without the ascetic tradition, the exaltation of Mary's virginity reflects a negative 

15 Francisco Suarez, S.1., "The Dignity and Virginity of the Mother of God," p. 41, as quoted in Marina 
Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the CUll of the Virgin Mary, (Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1976), p. 39. 

16· Warner, p. 49. 

17 See Maenads. Martyrs. Matrons. Monastics, Ross S. Kraemer, ed., (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988) 
and Elizabeth Clark, Women in the Early Church: Message of the Fathers of the Church, (Wilmington, DE: 
Michael Glazier, Inc., 1987). 
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and repressive view of women's sexuality. "Mary's virginity," she claims, "underlines the 

pollution of intercourse; her freedom from the pangs of binh focuses exaggerated attention on 

them."18 Thus, like the curse upon Eve, the virgin binh exacerbates the negative attitude toward 

normal human childbinh. 

As in Ruether's examination, Mary's combination of virginity and motherhood in the 

virginal conception poses problems for both Warner and Fiorenza. Warner maintains that Mary 

symbolizes dualism in the Virgin Birth because she is separated from her body or normal bodily 

functions. She continues, 

.. . if on one plane the perfection of Mary is defined as the conquest of the natural laws of 

childbearing and death, then the prevailing idea of perfection denies the goodness of the created 

world, and of the human body, and postulates another perfect destiny where such conditions do not 

obtain.'~ 

Duality in the Marian Figure 

In the same vein, Fiorenza perceives two related forms of this duality and suggests its 

effect on the female followers of Mary. "The myth of Mary," she observes, "sanctions a double 

dichotomy in the self-understanding of Catholic women.":W First she says that as a virginal 

mother, Mary "justifies the body-soul dualism."21 She argues that Mary's condition supports 

the thought that women are defined by their nature, their capacity to bear children; whereas men 

are defined by their reason. Moreover, this split promotes the subordination of women to men 

because in a culture like that of early Christianity, reason was valued more highly than nature. 

Fiorenza's observation thus reiterates the dangers inherent in Boff's Jungian definition of "the 

feminine" as defined by motherhood. 

Both Warner and Fiorenza also recognize that Mary's impossible pairing of virginity and 

motherhood imposes a separation between women in the Catholic community. Fiorenza states: 

18 Warner, p. 338. 

19 Ibid., p. 254. 

20 Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, "Feminist Theology as a Critical Theology of Liberation," Theological 
Studies 36, no.4 (December 1975): 605-626. 

21 Ibid., p. 622. 
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since historically women cannot be both virgin and mother, she has either to fulfill her nature in 

motherhood or to transcend her nature in virginity. Consequently, Roman Catholic traditional 

theology has a place for women only as mother or nun.Z2 

Furthermore, these women are not only separated, they are placed in a hierarchical relationship 

in which virginity is considered by the Church to be superior to motherhood. Already in the 

weak or oppressed position in our society, women as a group are funher weakened by this 

imposed separation. 

Warner continues the idea of separation by noting that in the position of Queen of Heaven 

or Maria Regina, Mary is honored with a male-oriented position of power. In this position, she 

has herself been set apan from women on eanh. Thus, as Maria Regina, or as the sinless and 

perfect Virgin, Mary becomes funher distanced from humans which lessens her followers 

ability to emulate her. This Warner perceives as a problem or weakness in traditional 

interpretation of Mary. 

In addition to her concern for the historical Church Marian tradition, Warner is also 

troubled by the way in which women worship the Virgin Mary today. She claims that for the 

most pan, women do not worship Mary as a figure of liberation. Rather, they worship her as a 

symbol of their own oppression. This interpretation of Mary, she believes, reinforces the 

subjugation of women because it sanctions their oppression. She writes: 

In countries like Ireland, Spain, Portugal, Italy and Belgium, women are not rallying for comfort 

to a symbol that holds out hope of something different from their lives. Mary is worshiped in 

places where the symbol of the subject housewife applies more readily, and therefore both 

reinforces and justifies the ruling state of affairs .... 23 

Thus Warner cites the effects that the traditional image of Mary has on the women who worship 

her. I am somewhat suspicious of her broad characterization of the way half of the practicing 

Catholic women in Europe worship Mary. It does seem, however, that where Mary is not seen 

primarily as a liberation figure, where she is glorified as the perfect mother, the perfect woman, 

and the perfection of humility, such an interpretation of her significance could easily develop. 

22 Ibid., p. 623. 

23 Warner, p. 191. 
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Warner, writing in 1976, does not include in her observations the fOnTIS of Mariology in 

Latin America, nor in any Third World region. This at first appears to be a blatant oversight, or 

an advanced state of Eurocentrism especially for a feminist writer. However, she later briefly 

mentions Our Lady of Guadalupe and explains that ..... Latin America is beyond the scope of 

this book . .. . "JA Furthennore, Leonardo Boff's book recovering Mary as a liberation figure for 

Latin America was not published in English until 1987. Even then, his was one of the first 

books to discuss this idea. Therefore, at ' least Warner cannot be faulted for disregarding a 

significant new interpretation of Mary. My guess is that were she to write her history of Marian 

interpretation today, she would expand her scope to include Latin American Liberation 

Theology and its reinterpretation of Mary. 

Compared with Ruether who recognizes and promotes what she considers the "positive 

aspects" of Mariology, Warner ultimately :akes a more pessimistic view of our ability to recover 

Mary as helpful and empowering for women. By focusing on the history of Mariology and its 

effects on women, she implies the difficulty in changing the impact of the Church's tradi tional 

representation of Mary. As an illustration, she notes that even though in 1974 Pope Paul VI 

tried to liberate Mary for women,2S the Church still subordinates women by excluding them 

from the priesthood and by denying them the freedom to make their own reproductive 

decisions. She concludes, therefore, that at this point, "Mary cannot be a model for the New 

Woman." Mary's image, Warner says, still needs to be modernized before she will be a 

liberating force for women. 

Having come to a similar conclusion, Fiorenza, like Ruether, suggests Mary Magdalene 

as a potential liberation figure for women. She proposes that, because some aspects of the 

image of Virgin Mary present problems for women, not one, but many female images should 

be deified for women. Thus, she suggests that Mary Magdalene be deified in addition to Mary 

of Nazareth. With the image of Mary Magdalene available to women, they could be freed from 

the maternity/virginity trap that the Virgin Mary sets. Fiorenza appeals to Mary Magdalene in 

much the same way that Ruether does, stating that "we must free the image of Mary Magdalene 

from all distortions [e.g., her image as a whore] and recover her role as apostle."26 She notes 

that although this apostolic role is played down in the Gospels and in 1 Corinthians, the 

24 Ibid., p. 302. 
25 See Paul VI, Marialis Cuitus, 1974. 

26 Fiorenza, p. 625. 
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Apocryphal writings contain much evidence and place more emphasis on her as an apostle. lust 

as the Virgin Mary cannot sufficiently represent womanhood, however, Mary Magdalene 

cannot be expected to either. Thus, rather than being substituted for Mary of Nazareth, Mary 

Magdalene ought simply to be celebrated as an additional image for women to emulate. 

In her conclusion. Fiorenza echoes Warner's belief that in its present fonn the image of 

the Virgin Mary cannot be used to liberate women because it is still part of the oppressive 

institution . Before such an image can be reclaimed for women, she says, feminist theology 

must "'demythologize' those myths of the sexist society and patriarchal religion in order to 

liberate them. "21 Fiorenza insists, however, that this does not include an edification or 

glorification of the the feminine. Like Ruether and the feminist critics of lung, she claims that 

deifying femininity, especially as it is portrayed in Mary, traps women in their biology. Instead, 

she reitierates Reuther's suggestion that we deify the qualities, like caring and cooperation, 

without attaching them to one gender. In this way, we make these qualities truly available to 

everyone, male and female. 

Conclusion 

In light of the observations of these three feminist theologians, Boff appears to have 

neglected a number of snags in his attempt to liberate Mary. Like Boff, each woman recognizes 

that Mary's image holds great significance for millions of people. Therefore, they all express 

the desire and need to recover her as a more liberating image. Unlike Boff, however, they find 

that such an endeavor entails more than simply emphatically celebrating Mary's qualities. They 

realize that Mary's image has been burdened by two thousand years of patriarchal 

interpretation, and that a modern feminist method of interpretation and "demythologizing" is 

needed to enable her recovery. All three women agree with Boff's goals of encouraging 

different qualities and forms of religiosity in our offense-oriented society. At the same time, 

they reiterate the dangers of the Jungian analysis he employs to achieve this goal. 

The North American feminist theologians' positions appear to be thoughtful and well

reasoned. As I noted with regard to Ruether's conclusion, they are not inhibited by a need to 

27 Ibid., p. 620. 
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preserve a widespread form of religious devotion. They clearly state their misgivings about 

Marian devotion and do not avoid criticisms that might threaten it. In one sense, this feminist 

approach which links religiosity with oppression indicates an advancement or at least a change 

in religious interpretation. In another sense, however, I am suspicious of an approach to 

religion that is more detached and that seems to deemphasize the importance of devotion. Just 

as Boff neglects the specific needs and oppressions of women in his interpretation, these 

feminist theologians fail to sufficiently appreciate the irrational dimension of religion. I heartily 

agree with them that the political implications of such devotion demand examination. At the 

same time, I think it is necessary to question the dispassion involved in this examination and 

recognize that it will unavoidably produce a different conclusion. Thus, this aspect of their 

methodology does not invalidate their interpretations, but it may explain why these women are 

able to evaluate Mary more negatively than eithf!r Boff or the Latin American women discussed 

in the next chapter. 
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-Chapter Three-

Latin American Feminist Liberation Theologians 
Interpret the Virgin Mary 

In their separate yet similar evaluations of the Church's Marian tradition, Rosemary 

Radford Ruether, Marina Warner, and Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza decide essentially that that 

tradition has burdened the figure of Mary and hindered her ability to act as a liberator for 

women. The three also believe that Mary's image in the Scriptures presents too confusing and 

impossible a model for women to find it truly liberating. Therefore, Ruether emphasizes other 

"positive teachings" of Mary's figure, such as her discipleship. Then, along with Fiorenza she 

proposes Mary Magdalene as a possible liberating model for women. Fiorenza and Warner 

both focus on the liberation prospects of Mary of Nazareth, and in their conclusions they 

suggest what needs to be done before women can reclaim Mary. They argue that in her present 

state, Mary cannot be reclaimed beneficially as a liberator for women, but they do not proceed 

to engage in the reclamation that they prescribe. This is not a shortcoming on their part, 

because it seems they still doubt to some extent that Mary will ever be a viable liberation figure 

for women, and also because this reclamation was simply not part of their agendae. 

Latin American liberation theologians Boff, Ivone Gebara and Maria Clara Bingemer do 

attempt to recover the liberating dimension of the Virgin Mary. At the same time, however, 

none of them engage in the kind of feminist criticism that the North American feminist 

theologians utilize. This suggests that perhaps the two tasks are incompatible and dependent 

upon the standpoint and agenda of the interpreter. In other words, it seems that because the 

Latin American liberation theologians prioritize the "option for the poor and oppressed," the 

North American feminist criticisms have less relevance to their project. Likewise, the North 

American feminist theologians prioritize the oppression of women in particular. Therefore, they 

place much more significance on the problems they perceive in the figure of Mary as a model 

for women, and in the traditional church understanding of Mary. 
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One illustration of the difference between their perspectives pertains to the issues of 

women's reproductive rights and women's ordination into the priesthood. Marina Warner cites 

the Church's denial of these as evidence that the Church's official doctrine continues to 

subordinate women even after attempting to liberate the image of Mary. Latin American 

women, however, have not been as concerned about these issues in their attempts to conform 

the Church. This may be the result of their general disdain for the Church hierarchy. First, in 

matters regarding reproductive rights, the women pay little attention to the official doctrine. 

Second, because women involved in liberation theology oppose the hierarchical structure and 

the professional priesthood, they are less likely to fight to gain entrance. I 

Another difference in their interpretations is the understanding each group has of 

liberation. By and large, it appears that the North American feminist theologians focus on Mary 

as the model of liberation for women. Thus, they focus on her image as represented by the 

Church throughout its history, as well as her image in the Gospels themselves, in order to 

determine whether it is an image which should be promoted as an example for women. 

Because they tend to consider Mary as herself oppressed and a victim of patriarchal attitudes 

towards women, they do not think she exemplifies a liberated woman. 

On the other hand, the Latin American liberation theologians are concerned primarily 

with Mary as prophetic liberator. For them she attains this role because she declares that God 

"has put down the mighty from their thrones ... ," and because she represents the poor and 

oppressed people. For this reason, they are not willing, nor do they see the need, to condemn 

rather than reclaim Mary's figure. This conclusion may also reflect the preeminence of Mary's 

figure in Latin America. For the Latin American liberation theologians, Mary has incredible 

potential as a liberating figure, and thus they latch onto her as a spiritual aid in their struggle for 

freedom. 

Their different priorities in some ways allow the two interpretations to exist 

simultaneously, each interpretation addressing a separate set of problems. It is difficult to say, 

however, whether the Latin American theologians' emphasis on unity will ultimately be the 

most effective way to liberate the people. However, I question whether the Latin American 

theologians' attempts to liberate Mary can truly hope to liberate the people if they do not deal 

with the various forms of oppression that that people suffers. In other words, I wonder 

, Personal conversation with Professor Hugh Lacey, April 23, 1990. 
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whether Mary can liberate the people if her interpreters deemphasize the liberation of women. 

Gebara and Bingemer 

With their recent book Mary: Mother of God, MOlher of the Poor, Ivone Gebara and 

Maria Clara Bingemer have presented the first systematic interpretation of Mary by Latin 

American women. As a result of their combined interests in feminism and liberation theology, 

their interpretation mediates somewhat between Boff's Jungian interpretation and the North 

American feminists' interpretation. Thus Gebara and Bingemer manage, much more 

successfully than Boff, to address the problems that feminists have with the figure of Mary. 

Whereas Boff appears to be essentially unaware of the problems feminists have with 

Mariology, Gebara and Bingemer return to the Scripture and the Marian dogma to present an 

interpretation very much aware of these specific objections. While, at the same time, they allow 

their concern for the liberation of their people as a whole finally to determine their conclusions. 

Although they are conscious of these problems, however, Gebara and Bingemer do not 

consider Mary's image hopelessly burdened by her nature or by the tradition surrounding her. 

They believe that the church tradition has "improperly"2interpreted her and that her character 

has the potential to be interpreted pessimistically by feminists. In turn they think that a new 

interpretation, a "demythologization," will present Mary's true meaning. In this endeavor they 

appear to be heeding the suggestions of Warner and especially Fiorenza. However, the 

perspectives and goals of the two groups seem different enough that their conclusions would 

probably differ as well. 

Gebara and Bingemer begin their new approach with an explication of the basis for this 

approach, their "feminist anthropology." This anthropology appears to be a direct reaction to 

Boff's Jungian anthropology. They describe the aspects of this approach as "realist" as 

opposed to idealist, "human-centered" as opposed to male-centered, and "unifying" as opposed 

to dualistic. With the realist aspect, they react to the traditional "idealist" perfection of Mary, 

which Boff promoted throughout his book. They also declare the attempt "to define the 

2 Ivone Gebara and Maria Clara Bingemer, Mary: Mother of God. Moth~r of the Poor, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1989), p. 69. 
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'eternal' feminine or aspects of it"3 useless, thus dismissing the practice upon which Boff 

founds his interpretation. 

The primary aspect of their feminist anthropology is unity. For this reason, they do not 

separate masculine and feminine in an attempt to rejoin them in some son of complete, 

integrated human. Neither do they separate out the female and focus solely on a celebration and 

glorification of the female. These are dualistic and non-unifying techniques which they claim 

perpetuate oppression rather than destroying it. That these authors place their emphasis on 

unity rather than on the specific needs of women differentiates them somewhat from the North 

American feminist theologians who do choose to opt for the concerns of women. 

Like Ruether, Gebara and Bingemer also question the traditional transcendence of God 

in the explanation of their feminist perspective. Furthermore, they advise that we reexamine our 

relationship with a divine figure like Mary, in order to give that figure more meaning in our 

lives. In their own questioning, they have seen the need to reinterpret Mary's significance. As 

did the other interpreters, they return to her appearance in the Scriptures and to the Marian 

dogma that developed later. 

Unlike the North American feminist theologians, however, Bingemer and Gebara 

approach this task secure in their conviction that Mary can be redeemed. Furthermore, 

Bingemer and Gebara have the express intent to redeem or interpret her for this historical 

period and for their own specific context. The North American feminist theologians, on the 

other hand, seem to want Mary redeemed universally and eternally. In this respect, the Latin 

American interpreters, Boff included, have chosen a more realistic and credible approach. 

Although their interpretation is in this sense more realistic, Boff, Gebara and Bingemer 

tend to ignore or bypass potential problems. With their positive reinterpretations, they imply 

that any "improper" interpretations of Mary are wrong or misinformed. Gebara and Bingemer 

at least acknowledge the existence of these objections, whereas Boff does not. Despite this 

awareness, however, these women do not acknowledge that it may be Mary's potential to be 

interpreted "improperly," as the Church has done, that makes her character dangerous. It seems 

to be this sort of understanding that persuades Marina Warner to give up on Mary as a 

redeemable figure. Whether this means we ought to give up on her as well, or try even harder 

despite these interpretations, as Gebara and Bingemer do, is difficult to say. Again, it depends 

3 Ibid .• p. 15. 
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in part upon one's need for her redemption, which in tum depends one's own situation. These 

Latin American women reflect what they consider to be their people's need for a liberating 

religious figure whose example will give them strength in their struggle. Therefore, they reread 

the Scripture and reexamine the Marian dogma in an attempt to present Mary as such a figure. 

Mary's Strength in Faith 

From the Scriptures, Gebara and Bingemer first emphasize Mary's strength in her faith 

and her willingness to do God's will. As evidence they cite her acceptance of the responsibility 

involved with being the Mother of the Son of God. The traditional church representation of this 

important aspect of Mary's story, they note, is an example of the "improper" interpretation of 

Mary for patriarchal goals. They disregard the traditional interpretation, however, and present 

their own opposite understanding. They write: 

Over the centuries, Mary's fial or "Let it be done" has been interpreted in a highly subjectivist 

manner, almost like a conformist acceptance, which is then held up as a virtue--it is put forth as 

showing an exemplary religious and spiritual attitude, that of obedience to God. This has 

especially been the experience of women, for whom Mary's "yes" has been interpreted as an 

unconditional acceptance of the order laid down by men. From the biblical and theological 

perspective we are presenting here, that acceptance stands in continuity with the creation of a 

new earth, of new relations between men and women.4 

Thus they point out the problems that the North American feminist theologians recognize, but 

they go further. Instead of rejecting Mary because of this interpretation, they start again and 

give their own understanding of Mary 's fiat. Rather than submitting to the order of men, they 

believe that Mary expresses the strength of her faith and her willingness to become the crucial 

link between the old and the new, the Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian Scriptures. In this 

position, Mary ushers in a new era of liberation, the Kingdom of God. Her acceptance, then, 

reveals her faith, and additionally gains significance from the meaning that her new liberating 

position contains . 

. 4 Ibid., p. 69. 
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Mary's Connection With the People 

As liberator, Mary is linked with the people that she liberates, which is the aspect that 

Gebara and Bingemer most emphasize. As described in the first chapter, Boff also accentuates 

Mary's role as liberator, but in his interpretation that aspect is overshadowed by his Jungian 

characterizations. In both their readings, several elements of the infancy narratives are cited to 

demonstrate Mary's representation of the poor and oppressed. Boff referred to the birth of 

Jesus in a manger to show Mary's identity with the poor. Gebara and Bingemer similarly note 

that Mary received the Annunciation from the Holy Spirit in her own house "closer to ordinary 

people."s They assert that Mary represents the people both as being one of them at the 

Annunciation and the birth of Jesus, and also later as their mother, their liberator. 

In reference to another point in the text, they claim that Mary's role at the marriage at 

Cana was as a symbolic representative of the people. They interpret Mary informing Jesus that 

they have run out of wine to be the voice of the people who are thirsting for liberation and 

"yearning ... for the messianic times so often promised."6 These are just a few of the examples 

they utilize to demonstrate Mary's representation of and identity with the people. 

Mary's Connection With Women 

Throughout their rereading of the Scriptures, Gebara and Bingemer reinterpret the 

significance of many different aspects of Mary's figure. Among these they describe aspects 

specific to the liberation of women. For example, they maintain that by literally giving birth to 

the new church and by later supporting its growth, Mary symbolizes the essential role of 

women in the church today. "It is that Mary," they propose, "who is seen as a colleague, 

reference point, and symbol by women from around the world who are rediscovering that they 

have their own identity and a mission in society and church."7 

These references to Mary's liberation of women, however, are clearly not the primary 

concern of the authors. They constantly return to the ways in which she represents and 

5 Ibid., p. 70. 

6 Ibid., p. 79. 
7 Ibid., p. 54. 
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liberates her people as a whole, and they implicate women as an undifferentiated segment of 

that whole. The primacy of Mary's representation of all the oppressed people suggests that 

these women's feminist perspective is not wholly in sync with the perspectives of Warner, 

Fiorenza or Ruether. 

Although the latter three theologians ultimately want a religious tradition that is 

completely inclusive and fills the needs of all people, they work to achieve that goal by 

prioritizing the previously neglected needs of women. This method, they hope, will establish 
~ 

the nature and significance of women's religiosity. In the process, that method will then 

engender the formation of a new egalitarian tradition. Gebara and Bingemer, on the other 

hand, acknowledge the needs of women as well as their absence from the church tradition, but 

they place more value on a unified liberation. 

There are, of course, advantages and disadvantages to each method. To focus on 

women's issues and liberation alone recognizes and respects the distinct kinds of oppression 

that women suffer. It recognizes, in particular, that much of women's oppression is a result of 

their gender and not their class. However, in a sense, this isolation of women's concerns can 

also be seen to perpetuate dualism and delay the formation of a truly unified society. Gebara 

and Bingemer appear to have this understanding, and so they immediately stress the importance 

of unity and the liberation of all. This is also problematic because it subordinates the issues of 

gender to the issues of class, when both need to be dealt with eqUally. 

Gebara and Bingemer admit, however, that they are interpreting Mary, as Boff is, from 

a different perspective. Unlike the North American feminist theologians, they work from "the 

Latin American viewpoint" which is informed by "the social, economic, and cultural context of 

injustice and inequality in which the Christian people of our continent are sunk."8 Therefore, in 

this context and with the strong influence of Liberation Theology, Gebara and Bingemer 

prioritize the general liberation of the oppressed while paying close attention to women's 

issues. Their interpretation of Mary in this way reflects the present dialogue between 

established "male" Liberation Theology and Latin American women's liberation theology. This 

dialogue discusses the proper relationship between the two movements and their relative 

legitimacy. Furthermore, this attempt to find a balance between separation and compromise 

seems to be a recurring theme in feminist thought. 

8 Ibid .• p. 46. 
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Mary's Virginity 

Within the pattern of the other interpretations, Gebara and Bingemer reexamine the 

central elements of Mary's character according to their specific agenda. With regard to her 

virginity in the context of the Incarnation, they deemphasize the significance that it has 

traditionally attained. Instead, these authors maintain that the important issue is what God was 

intending to do through the Incarnation itself. They state that the Incarnation is "the moment 

when the human being is recreated, when it is love rather than the law that prevails, the 

moment when we touch the depths of human mystery .... "9 The true significance of the 

Incarnation, they affirm, is that God intended to create a new humanity through Jesus and 

Mary. 

This shift of attention suggests that Gebara and Bingemer may be skirting the difficult 

issue of Mary's virginity. The authors claim, however, to be returning to the original meaning 

of Mary's role in the Incarnation. As church history progressed, they say, Mary was 

increasingly referred to in terms of her "mysterious biological phenomena."lo This had two 

effects: one for Mary specifically and one for women in general. First, these authors join 

Fiorenza and Warner in asserting that the traditional emphasis on the mystery of Mary's 

virginity tended to separate her from the people and diminish her humanity. Mary's humanity 

and its implication of "the saving and creative power of God in the midst of God's people" 

these authors put forth as the true significance of the Incarnation. Gebara and Bingemer want to 

resurrect Mary's link to her people. Therefore, they attempt to dismantle this traditional 

understanding and reassert the original meaning, which does not stress her virginity. 

Second, Gebara and Bingemer reiterate Ruether's argument that the traditional emphasis 

on Mary's virginity promoted a negative view of women's sexuality. They write: 

Accenting the biological problem aggravated the tendency to bypass and even suppress sexuality, 

to regard it as something sinful, thereby further removing God's humanity. Hence, reading 

virginity in biological terms does not seem to do justice to God, who creates human beings in 

the wholeness of all their aspects, including sexuality. 11 

9 Ibid., p. 45. 
10 Ibid., p. 44. 
11 Ibid., p. 44. 
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In this way all women have been affected by the patriarchal church's manipulation of Mary's 

virginity.12 In light of this, Gebara and Bingemer's deemphasis of Mary's virginity is their 

technique for rejecting the traditional interpretation and for redirecting our attention to Mary's 

real significance, her connection to the people. The reactions of the North American feminist 

theologians to the negative impacts of Mary's virginity were to doubt any use of her as a 

model. The Latin American feminist theologians, on the other hand, recognize the same 

impacts, but react negatively to the tradition rather than to Mary as a result of that tradition. 

Later, Bingemer and Gebara discuss the understanding of Mary's virginity as it appears 

in the Marian dogma of the early church. Oddly, however, this time they do not reinterpret it to 

reduce the emphasis on its mysterious aspects. Rather, they accept the dogma regarding 

virginity and attempt to show the positive aspects of it. Their argument is much like Boff's in 

that they promote the significance of the mystery involved and what it implies about God and 

Jesus. First, they say this mystery, embodied in the virginal conception of Jesus, exalts God 

and demands respect and reverence from the church community. Second, it divinizes her son 

who was conceived in this mystery. In this later rereading of Mary's virginity, then, the authors 

emphasize only the way this dogma affects the people of God in general, without their earlier 

attention to its effects on women. 

Mary's Motherhood in Church Doctrine 

Gebara and Bingemer next turn to the issue of Mary's motherhood as it is presented in 

the dogma. They attempt to recover motherhood as a positive trait while avoiding the negative 

stereotype evident in Boff's interpretation. One positive aspect, as they mention earlier, is that 

Mary's motherhood of Jesus connects her to the people of God. This time they base that view 

on the Vatican II statement that Mary in a sense becomes a servant of God by offering her 

mothering services for the salvation of her people. 

The issue of interpreting Mary as a servant is fairly problematic for North American 

feminists. They fear that it may perpetuate a submissive stereotype of women, an argument 

12 For an additional view of the effects of Mary's virginity on the attitude toward sexuality, see Ana Maria 
Bidegain, "Women and the Theology of Liberation" in Through Her Eyes, ed. Elsa Tamez (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1989), pp.\S-3.to. 
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similar to those of the feminist critics of Jung. Gebara and Bingemer, however, argue along 

with the Vatican II statement that the mystery of Mary's divine motherhood is "not so 

much ... what it means .. .in relation to Mary as an individual person ... , but rather for the 

meaning that this motherhood gives to human salvation as a whole."'3 Thus by expanding the 

theological meaning of the divine motherhood away from Mary, they dismiss the potentially 

negative implications that her motherhood image may have, such as the servant stereotype. 

Whereas with the virginity issue they acknowledged such negative implications, in this 

incidence in particular, they seem less aware and thus less careful of the negative implications 

that the mother image may have. 

In many other ways Bingemer and Gebara continue to glorify Mary's divine 

motherhood with disturbingly little attention given to its negative effects. For instance, they 

affirm that Mary is an exaltation of "the greatness of the mystery of woman: mystery of 

openness, source of life and protection for life." 14 They fail to mention that a view such as this 

might be and has been construed to mean that women's sole divine purpose is to reproduce. 

For example, interpretations like those of Boff and the traditional church exalt Mary's 

motherhood to the extent that they define that motherhood as the essence of woman's existence. 

As Ruether notes, such a definition unfairly traps women in their biology and presents women 

with a very limited view of their own potential. Furthermore, it confines women to the private 

sector or home and family and strengthens patriarchal control of society. 

The three North American feminists react to this traditional interpretation of Mary's 

motherhood essentially by rejecting her figure as dangerous. Consequently, they reject the 

motherhood image as well. Their rejection of Mary, they hope, discredits the biblical evidence 

for identifying women solely as mothers. However, the rejection of Mary's motherhood may 

be equally detrimental for women in the long run. The rejection of this crucial (though not 

essential) part of women's experience denies them an important source of power and meaning. 

Therefore, a celebration of motherhood, as long as it is seen as only part of women's character, 

may, as Gebara and Bingemer claim, "rehabilitate woman's bodiliness"'s both for society and 

for herself. Bingemer and Gebara's affirmation of Mary's motherhood remains problematic 

because it does not seem to recognize the negative implications that the motherhood image can 

13 Gebara, p. 97. 

14 Ibid., p. 99. 
IS Ibid., p. 113. 
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have for women. But at the same time they do recognize the need to reclaim that image, even if, 

as the North American feminist theologians believe, Mary's example may be inappropriate for 

this task. 

Mary's Assumption 

Continuing their recovery of Mary, Bingemer and Gebara move on to other elements of 

Marian dogma such as the fairly recent concept of her assumption into heaven. Like their 

interpretations of motherhood and virginity, Gebara and Bingemer note that the Assumption 

also has a positive interpretation for women. The Assumption, they claim, "brings in a new 

and promising future for women. "16 Through Mary, they say, women are cleansed of the 

negative images forced on them by the society and are brought back into the functioning of the 

church. Hence, they write: "The fact that a woman participates--wholly and fully--in the glory 

of the living God means that the female body is rescued from all the humiliation that Judeo

Christian civilization has laid on it."17 

With the Assumption, the authors also reassert their preeminent concern for Mary's 

connection to the church community. Much like Boff's interpretation of Mary's assumption, 

these authors suggest that it acts as an anticipation of "the church of the future," and an 

"eschatological sign of hope ... for the people of God .... "18 Consequently, once again Mary's 

significance is her relation to her people or the church. "Marian theology," the authors believe, 

"really must see in Mary not simply an individual, but a symbol-figure, a collective personality 

who points to a whole people."19 

Mary's Significance in Popular Religion 

Gebara and Bingemer explain that their emphasis on Mary's representation of the 

16 Ibid., p. 119. 

17 Ibid., p. 119. 
18 Ibid., p. 118. 
19 Ibid., p. 118. 
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people is not an isolated conception, rather it reflects the religiosity of the Latin American 

people. They state that although the official Christian tradition has been built around Jesus 

Christ, the popular tradition in Latin America places much more importance on the figure of 

Mary. This devotion, they claim, is the result of Mary's closer connection with the people. 

Compared with Mary, Jesus is more removed from the people and tends to be associated with 

a dominant (and often distant) father figure. As mother, however, Mary is seen as a source and 

protector of life which, the authors claim, holds much more meaning for the people in their 

daily lives. Furthermore, Gebara and Bingemer note that this popular dogma is in itself 

empowering for the people of Latin America because it is their own creation and not a part of 

the official Roman Catholic dogma. 

Gebara and Bingemer state, much as Boff did, that Mary also plays an important role in 

the Christian base communities. Since the advent of liberation theology, such communities 

have become a source and center for that theology in Latin America. One liberating position that 

they suggest she might serve is as an endorsement for the tradition of women transferring th~ 

faith to the next generation. This concept comes from the popular image which appears often in 

art of Mary as a child being taught the scripture by her mother St. Anne. "It is important to 

realize," they assert, "that in popular circles there is a tradition of a feminist handing on of the 

faith, a tradition that needs to be reactivated and retrieved today, especially in the practice of 

Christian base communities where women unquestionably playa leadership role."20 With this 

they call for the incorporation of a popular tradition that promotes the primacy of women into 

the liberation theology movement. As they say, women are already very prominent in the 

functioning of the base communities, but they believe that a religious model like Mary and St. 

Anne will somehow strengthen that position. This image is especially powerful for women 

because, unlike most Marian traditions, it is not centered around Jesus Christ, but rather 

around a relationship between women. Furthermore, the use of this model has also come out of 

the popular Latin American religious culture, and combined with its feminist focus, the authors 

see it as a doubly empowering addition to the liberation theology movement. 

Gebara and Bingemer actually see Mary and the Christian base communities performing 

a similar liberating function. Referring to the Magnificat and the spiritually unifying practices of 

the base communities, they show that "both lift their prophetic cry to denounce injustice and 

20 Ibid., p. 143. 
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announce the liberation that has already taken place, and is now taking place for those who 

hope in Yahweh.''21 In this capacity, the authors observe that both Mary and the base 

communities act as prophetic links between the people and the divine. Just as the image of 

Mary and St. Anne reinforces the feminist transference of faith, Mary's liberating call 

strengthens and sanctifies the actions of the base communities. 

Liberation in Mary's Magnificat 

Based on its liberating statement "He has put down the mighty from their thrones and 

has raised the lowly to high places," Mary's Magnificat (Luke 1 :46-56) has been a primary 

example of her liberating role for the liberation theologians. Boff, Gebara and Bingemer cite 

the Magnificat as an illustration of Mary's power. With it they describe her "as someone who 

stands up and clearly and valiantly takes on as her own this God's 'no"'22 to the established 

order. For them she is a figure of strength, simultaneously representing and encouraging the 

people's resistance. Their interpretation once again contradicts the traditional view of Mary as 

"the passive and silent mother of the Child Jesus"23 and instead emphasizes her revolutionary 

power. Additionally, Gebara and Bingemer hold that, as a biblical revolutionary woman, Mary 

signifies the other women who have fought for freedom in the Bible, such as Miriam, 

Deborah, Hannah, and Judith. Thus, by her own actions, Mary recovers women's history and 

presence in the scripture and accomplishes a task very empowering for women. 

Ultimately, however, Mary is not the liberator of any specific segment of the 

community. She is, above all, the authors assert, a liberating figure for all oppressed people. 

Her unifying and liberating role is stressed even more emphatically in their conclusion. They 

argue that the traditional interpretation of Mary tends to deemphasize her humanity and thus 

separate her from the people, for whom her vicinity is crucial. As a result of her separation 

from the people, the authors maintain, unity within the communities diminished and was 

replaced by individualism. In their rereading of Mary, then, the authors attempt to counteract 

that individualism by returning Mary to the people, whom she truly represents. 

21 Ibid., p. 161. 

22 Ibid., p. 168. 

23 Ibid., p. 168. 
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Bingemer and Gebara consider a reinterpretation of Mary as a unifying and liberating 

figure crucial to the progress and success of the liberation movement. Accordingly they write 

that "It is therefore incumbent on the church of the poor, which is embodied today in the course 

taken by the base communities, to reflect ever more on the person and mystery of Mary within 

its context of oppression, struggle, resistance, and victory."24 Mary occupies such a prominent 

position in the Catholicism of Latin America that her role in the liberation of that people cannot 

be overlooked. Instead it must be incorporated into the religious foundation for their struggle. 

Mary, they propose, is a "collective figure, [and] symbol of the faithful people from whose 

womb emerges the New Creation."2S As a collective figure, Mary pulls back into the 

community the women who had been marginalized and helps them reestablish their place in the 

community. Gebara and Bingemer affirm finally that Mary's liberating role should be seen as 

indicative of the new understanding of God as liberator, as advocate of the poor and 

op~ressed. 

Conclusion 

There is certainly no way to definitively condemn or praise the interpretation of Mary 

that Gebara and Bingemer have presented. Their affirmative reading contains both inspiring 

and problematic elements which makes such a determination difficult, if not impossible. When 

I began this comparison, I expected and hoped, having not been completely satisfied with the 

other two interpretations, that these authors would have discovered the perfectly balanced 

reading of Mary. I had hoped that their combination of feminism and liberation theology might 

produce a fully liberating interpretation. In many ways, they have successfully mediated 

between the other readings. In their analysis, they often combined a concern for the liberation 

of the oppressed with a sensitivity for women's issues. 

On the whole, however, I have found that one's acceptance or rejection of a Marian 

interpretation depends more on one's cultural and religious background, than on an "objective," 

rational application of criteria. That both Latin American interpretations present Mary as a very 

24 Ibid., p. 170. 

25 Ibid., p. 174. 
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inspiring, liberating figure results in part from the context of their liberation struggle. Their 

interpretations must also be affected by their culture's intense form of Marian devotion that 

Gebara and Bingemer describe. Bingemer and Gebara frequently stress the dependence of 

their reading on their situation. First, they do so when they recount their own histories in the 

introduction, and then again when they repeat that they are interpreting Mary specifically for 

that context. Because they recognize and acknowledge tbe contingency of their interpretation 

upon their historical and religious backgrounds, their presentation is more credible and 

valuable. Both Boff and the North American feminist theologians, although they clearly state 

their motives, fail to acknowledge this element of their interpretations as carefully. 

Because Bingemer and Gebara have tied their reading to their particular context and 

culture, it becomes even more difficult, as a North American removed from that context, to 

pass judgment on the validity or liberating capacity of that reading. Yet it appears that, to some 

ext~nt, the issues of feminism cross cultural boundaries. Although quantitatively different, the 

oppression that all women experience is qualitatively very similar. There are some specific 

issues within the church doctrine, such as the ordination of women and the attitude toward 

birth control and abortion, that do not translate between cultures. Generally'; however, I think: 

that the methodology and the general . issues of feminism are based more on · gender than 

culture. If this is true, we can usefully compare the feminist writings of the two different 

cultures. Bingemer and Gebara support this thought because, even though they do not derive 

the same conclusions as the North American feminist theologians, they borrow a lot of their 

feminist theory and methodology from them. For instance, when discussing methodology they 

frequently cite the writings of Elisabeth Fiorenza. 

Without refuting the idea that feminism basically deals with the same oppression in 

different cultures, it is necessary to point out some of the variations. Some of the differences in 

the Marian interpretations may result from the fact that feminism in Latin America has 

developed much more recently than feminism in Europe and the United States. There is also the 

possibility that feminism in its present form in Latin America is somewhat less "radical" and 

intellectualized than it is in Europe and the United States. As I inferred in the conclusion to the 

second chapter, it seems that part of the feminist epistemology in the United States, more than 

in Latin America, may be an ability to intellectualize issues, such as devotion to Mary. This 

ability in turn may allow the North American feminists to criticize more easily such a practice or 
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belief for political reasons. 

I think, however, that the differences between the two interpretations have a more 

concrete, contextual source. The variations in their final interpretations of Mary result, at least 

in part, from the fact that the Brazilian women are writing about the liberation of women within 

a much larger struggle for liberation. As an integral part of this more general struggle for the 

liberation of their whole people, these women no doubt highly value the maintenance of unity 

among the people. For this reason, the Latin American feminist liberation theologians place less 

emphasis on the importance of the liberation of women as a unique part of that people, than do 

the North American feminist theologians. This is not the attitude of all Latin American feminist 

liberation theologians, however. Some believe that the liberation of women, the reformation of 

oppressive relationships between the genders, will lead the way to the reformation of all 

oppressive relationships between people. On the other end there are women liberation 

the910gians who agree with the majority of the male liberation theologians that the liberation of 

women will be achieved within the liberation of the whole people. Gebara and Bingemer seem 

to stand somewhere in between these two attitudes, just as they seem to mediate between the 

interpretations of Leonardo Boff and the North American feminist theologians. Their mediating 

positions in both cases offer valuable insights, but from my North American perspective, I 

continue to have doubts about Mary's role as a liberator for women. Although they have shown 

that Mary has acted as a liberator, she still does not offer a positive or even imitable model of a 

liberated woman. Some aspects of her maternal and virginal characteristics have liberating 

potential for women, but as Ruether suggests, those charactF'ristics combined offer a confusing 

and fairly limiting model for women. 

On the other hand, the arguments that Bingemer and Gebara have offered proposing 

Mary as a liberator for the Latin American people as a whole seem to be the most viable and 

needed. I am not completely convinced that an interpretation that does not liberate women 

specifically can liberate a whole people. It may be necessary, however, to make such 

allowances in the context of the Latin American liberation struggle. First, the use of Mary as a 

figure of liberation for the community as a whole appears more practicable because it need not 

be burdened by suspect attempts to use and define her femininity. Second, as the authors have 

pointed out, the Latin American people are in need of a liberating figure who is closer to them 

and their position than Jesus Christ. Ruether suggests, in her book, that Christians return to 
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Jesus' words and the community that he created for a model of liberation or the creation of a 

new society. In a Latin American context, however, where Mary has attained such an integral 

place in the lives of the people, it ought to prove more meaningful and effective to utilize 

Mary's figure for a liberating model. 

As far as the liberation of women in particular, I think for the time being we can find 

hope and empowemlent in the very existence of a Latin American women's liberation theology 

movement. The fact that women are now "doing" and publishing their own theology, 

regardless of the content, is extremely promising and encouraging. Many liberation theologians 

and feminists alike express the absolute importance of using one's voice. As Ana Maria 

Bidegain notes, "Word was the property of the dominator.''26 For too long women have not 

been allowed to speak, to do theology, especially in Latin America. With the appearance of 

books like these, they are now able to add their own experiences of faith to the liberation 

struggle of their people, which is itself a liberation. 

26 Ana Maria Bidegain, "Women and the Theology of Liberation," in Through Her Eyes , ed. Elsa 
Tamez (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1989), p. 18. 
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