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1. INTRODUCTION

“Christian Discipleship in Asia Today: Service to Life” as theme of
the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly could not be more timely. Crucial life/
death issues confront the millions of human beings on this continent. Pro-
found political and technological processes intersect with traditional mores
and attitudes, throwing many countries and cultural groups into radically
new, but sometimes confusing, directions for the future. There is a need to
reflect on the transition in both the material and mental environment, in
order to respond with greater effectiveness and understanding to the needs of
our Asian peoples to “have life, and have it more abundantly” (Jn 10:10).
Life is what the Gospel is about.

We need to probe into our continent to see where the Gospel mes-
sage of more abundant life is being obstructed and strive to enhance new
life where it is appearing.

The image of woman is directly and spontaneously associated with
human life and its biological and psychological processes, for it is woman
who is more directly and intimately connected with the gestation, birthing
and nurturing of life. As Pope John Paul IT wrote: “Parenthood is realized
more fully in the woman,” for it “literally absorbs the energies of her body
and soul.” And: “Motherhood involves a special communion with the
mystery of life.” Beyond the actual experience of motherhood, because of
what they are and because of their bodies, “women are more capable than
men of paying attention to another person.”’ The Bible indicates the inti-
mate connectedness between woman and life when Man, threatened by
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death, calls Woman “Hevah,” from “Hay,” “life.” Woman, then, is “life
bringer” (Gen 3:20).

Analogies are found, on many levels, of the act of woman bringing
forth biological life. Jesus himself referred to the moment of his giving of
his life in death as the hour of a woman’s giving birth (Jn 16:21).

Woman’s gift of life does not end with the more elementary function
of transmitting and nurturing life. Woman’s being creates hospitable space
for others and bonds them into a unity. This is why nation and Church are
both feminine. She also has a transformative function, leading one to a
higher plane of thought and behavior. As inspiration and wisdom, she is
Sophia.

But as one surveys the Asian landscape, one sees that this “bringer of
life” carries a terrible burden, not only of bringing and sustaining life, but
of daily suffering little deaths because of her sex. One small example comes
from a miner’s wife in a village in Korea:

Miners have a superstition that a woman crossing the road in front of
them brings bad luck, so women must be careful, particularly at the
change of shift. Miners have three shifts in rotation, so the wife’s pat-
tern changes accordingly. However, it’s easy to forget, after our hus-
band has gone off for his shift, to be careful about crossing the road.
If a woman does happen to cross in front of a man, he will shout abu-
ses at her. Usually, the woman will kneel in front of him and beg for-
giveness. If she answers back instead, he is apt to beat her. If a wom-
an has crossed the road in front of a man and there is an accident at
the mine, the workers will be sure that is the reason.?

Over the past years, stories of women have gradually been heard and
a worldwide women’s movement has awakened people everywhere to the
dignity and rights of women. Various responses have come from the
Christian community. In 1963 John XXIII, in his encyclical Pacem in Ter-
ris, wrote: “Women will not tolerate being treated as mere material instru-
ments, but demand rights befitting a human person.™ The world’s bishops,
in the document of their synod on Justice in the World, addressed the issue
as one of justice, and called on the Church to act justly in relation to
women:

Anyone who ventures to speak to people about justice must first be
just in their eyes... We also urge that women should have their own
share of responsibility and participation in the community life of soci-
ety and likewise of the Church.*



The bishops of Asia themselves, in their plenary assemblies of 1982
and 1986, have urged the “Gospel imperative that the feminine half of the
world’s population be recognized and their dignity restored.” It acknowl-
edged that “the Church cannot be a sign of the Kingdom and of the escha-
tological community if the gifts of the Spirit to women are not given due
recognistion, and if women do not share in the ‘freedom of the children of
God'.”

2. THE SituaTiON OF WOMEN IN ASIA

In order for the Church in Asia to discern the call of the Spirit in this
“sign of the times” and be able to support women in their vocation as “life
bringers,” it needs to know the actual situation of women in Asia, see
what institutions have done and what more needs to be done.®

Fifty-five percent of the world’s women now live in Asia, and about
half of these women in Asia are inadequately nourished — a reality that
threatens their health and physical well-being, as well as that of their chil-
dren, producing the vicious cycle of malnutrition and poor health through
generations, This cycle begins with the girl child who is discriminated
against in the family, leaving her with less food, less education and train-
ing than boy children. Some cultures impose early marriage and childbear-
ing on girls, and pregnancy becomes a terrible burden on an adolescent
girl's still maturing body.

Maternal deaths in South Asia are over 30 times those in developed
regions. Aside from the frail health of the mothers, these deaths are often
due to lack of health service facilities and personnel, and too frequent preg-
nancies that wear out women’s bodies and psyches. Improvement in
health care for women and children has been undertaken in most countries
by their respective governments but due to cultural valuing of men and
boys over women and girl children, even in matters of food, girls and
women in many countries suffer from poor health and physical develop-
ment. Governments, on the other hand, have drawn up health informa-
tion programs to combat rising alcoholism, drug abuse and the spread of
AIDS.

Violence or the threat of it is a common factor in the life of many wom-
en, beginning in their families. Women are victimized at work and in pub-
lic places, but due to secrecy and legal and social barriers, domestic vio-
lence is believed to be the most underreported crime. This violence is
manifested in physical or psychological abuse, sexual assault or the dep-
rivation of basic needs, with long-term consequences for women and chil-
dren. In South Asia there is an alarming increase of bride-burning and
female infanticide, in spite of government action and education.



Many NGOs and women religious have responded to the situation
with clinics and other projects, providing education, temporary shelter for
battered women, financial assistance and rehabilitation.,

Women’s work often include unpaid housework as well as economic
activities, thus requiring them to carry a double burden of longer hours of
work than men. There are wide gaps between the working hours of wom-
en and of men. Studies show that in Asia women average 12 to 13 hours of
work a week more than men. They usually retain total responsibility for
child care and for household chores, even when they have economic re-
sponsibilities within and without the home. Breakdown of traditional fami-
ly life and structures, migration and industrialization cause great stress for
women. In times of economic crises, women have had to work harder and
longer in order that their families may survive, often resorting to migra-
tion which often leads to greater discrimination and physical and psycholo-
gical distress. In some countries, prostitution not directly connected with
poverty seems to be on the rise.

Discrimination in the workplace is a general phenomenon in Asia.
This is shown in disparities in wages, benefits, promotion and appoint-
ment to high-paying and more prestigious positions. Occupational seg-
regation and cultural norms also often shut women out of jobs without suf-
ficient reason. Training and capital are often denied to them, thus main-
taining the cycle of poverty for many women. Financial undervaluing is
translated into social undervaluing of work done by women. A recurring
theme in the lives of many women is that of sexual harassment by their
employers, bosses or co-workers, which often goes unreported for fear of
losing employment.

In most parts of Asia democratic educational systems have given more
access to formal education to women, although there are still gaps be-
tween men’s and women’s educational achievement, due to unequal access
to resources. In most of Asia, girls achieve primary and secondary educa-
tion but not in South Asia, where illiteracy rates are highest; three-quart-
ers of women aged 25 or over are illiterate. The huge historical deficit of
literacy for women needs to be overcome if women are to be made more
productive members of society. There are increasing numbers of universi-
ty-trained women. However, women are often still denied access to ad-
vanced training that would allow them to make contribution to economic
development.

Discrimination is found in schools where textbooks and curricula pre-
sent stereotypical images of women and men, thus reinforcing oppression
of women. Women-teachers themselves often subtly give greater recogni-



tion and privilege to boys than to girls.

Obvious disparities are found in public life and leadership between
men and women in spite of there being some women heads of state and
ministries in Asia. They are often shut out of elective office or top posi-
tions in political parties, government or business, because access to lead-
ership depends on the recognition of women’s abilities and sexual equality
in society. However, women have found venue for creative leadership in
many grassroots movements, particularly those for housing and services,
for peace and for protection of the environment.

Since religions mirror cultures, the same gender inequalities are found in
the religions in Asia, both in Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, and others, and
in Christianity. In addition, religions are by nature conservative institu-
tions, generally tending to maintain and reinforce the inequalities more
strongly than civil institutions through the use of sanctions and religious
legitimization. Decision making in these religions is reserved to males, and
dogma and ritual often do not adequately recognize the dignity and equal-
ity of women. Often the discrimination is found in a segregation of the
sexes, particularly in the religions where there is a practice of celibacy.
Nevertheless, a prophetic thrust embedded in the higher intuition of reli-
gions can sometimes be powerful enough to counteract resistance to
change.

3. Tue NEw ENLIGHTENMENT

Though the situation of women in Asia is still in great need of allevia-
tion, there is a heightened awareness among groups and individuals, gov-
ernments, NGOs and Churches, which have created structures and pro-
grams to improve the situation. Some national Churches, like those in In-
dia and Sri Lanka, have set up commissions in order to facilitate the pro-
motion of women within the Christian community. Religious congregations
of women and associations of major superiors have been in the forefront
of raising consciousness and advancing the cause of women. In certain
countries, however, where religious fundamentalism has intensified, forces
are emerging that attempt to set back the progress that women have made.

3.1 The Church’ Response

The Christian response to all forms of oppression must involve pro-
found commitment that goes to the roots of problems, not only t0 the al-
laying of symptoms. We must not be too quick in looking for facile solu-
tions in terms of projects and other activities. Deep human problems re-
quire a wrestling with ourselves to find out if we are part of the problem,
and to try to effect a change in our mind set before attempting solutions.



Only when we see ourselves within the context of the problem can we em-
erge with long-term responses that are in accord with human and Gospel
values.

As Christians bound to follow in the footsteps of Jesus of Nazareth, we
find a key to the life and mission of Jesus in the programmatic text in Lk 4:
16-30. There he appropriates to himself the words of the Servant in Isaiah
61: 1-2:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has appointed me to
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to
the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those
who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.

Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom of his Abba by bringing liberation and
salvation to the poor and oppressed in his society. In Jesus we see the face
of a God who loved and cared for human beings, particularly those cast
aside by society, those who needed compassion most. As prophet of this
compassionate God, Jesus expressed indignation, saying “no” to oppres-
sion and exclusion.

As disciples of Jesus, we continue this mission which is simultaneous-
ly mystical and societal. Proclamation of the Kingdom implies an unbreak-
able bond between worship of God and liberation, restoring dignity and
worth to those who have been pushed aside.

This very commitment to live the “dangerous memory” of Jesus in our
world renews the Church, made up of innumerable “contrast-societies”
that attempt to eliminate social barriers and bring about a loving fellow-
ship of equals.

3.2 Awareness and Acceptance of the Problem

If the Church is to act on behalf of women, it must first recognize a di-
vision in culture and religion that is often ignored. We need to bring this
into consciousness and try to come to grips with this issue within each one
of us, and to work to resolve the conflict in the Church groups we belong
to. This division is not one between men and women, but between those
who either deny or maintain the existence of oppression of women, and
those who acknowledge it and want to change the situation.

Some women will say that they have never felt oppression in their lives.
Not all women experience oppression as oppression because recognition is
a painful process. It requires perceptivity and reflectiveness. Some men
will ask, “Where’s the problem?” Both these reactions reveal a lack of



awareness of the situation of women around them and a lack of knowledge
of the systemic oppression of women in social and religious systems.

All over the world, and now particularly in Asia, women are identify-
ing a restlessness in their lives. One woman writer described this problem
as “a problem that has no name,” a “problem that lay buried, unspoken in
women’s minds, a sense of dissatisfaction.” Are women afraid to ask these
silent questions?’

The “woman question” runs the gamut from this “problem that has
no name” among middle-class women in affluent Asian suburbia to the
horrible shock of rape-murders of women and girls in developing countries
like the Philippines.

The experience of oppression of women is no longer a private experi-
ence. It has been continuously given public witness in Asian countries, and
men are joining their voices to those of women. One does not need to be a
woman to listen to, hear, and even understand, that about which women
speak. Even men who do not existentially share the experience of women
are appropriating their objective situation.

However, there is a lot of resistance, both conscious and unconscious,
for the issue of Woman reaches into the subliminal recesses of the human
psyche. The issue is a very intimate one for both men and women, because
it is intrinsically connected with sexuality and power.

Some social scientists have delved into intra-psychic and social struc-
tures, analyzing the patriarchal system built around sexual differences. A
few scholars have dared to go beyond the visible and point to the roots of
oppression of women in the human psyche, where, in both men and wo-
men, there resides a profound gynecophobia, a fear of Woman, which is
unconscious but which is manifested in myths and symbols and channeled
into societies through rehglous ideology. Religions have given rise to
sayings such as: “A woman’s heaven is under her husband’s feet”; “The
body of a woman is filthy, and not a vessel for the law”; “Man is "above
women as Christ is above man.”

This gynecophobia is so powerful that it has effectively blocked the
movement towards the humanum® — the end point of the evolution of the
human species towards a higher form of consciousness.

3.3 Consequences of Sexism for Individual and Society

Humanity is essentially dyadic as male/famale, and each human being
contains in himself/herself male and female polarities. However, cultures



have skewed the balance, making one polarity dominant and superior, and
the other subordinate and inferior. A German thologian, reflecting on his
own experience, wrote:

Patriarchy cut the male in half. It split him into a subject, consisting of
reason and will, and an object, consisting of heart, feelings and phy-
sical needs. He had to identify himself with the former and keep his
distance from the latter. This isolated the male and brought about a
certain self-hatred. This division in the male is reflected and takes an
aggressive form in the male subjugation and domination of the sup-
posedly “frail,” “emotional” and “physical” woman.

Liberation from oppression is needed. How is this possible for men whose
ideas and feelings are deeply influenced by patriarchy and who seem
to enjoy their privileges?

The starting point for us men, just as it is for women, is to become
aware of the real situation and to realize the extent to which patriar-
chy cheats us out of the blessings of true life. Each man can achieve
this anamnesis for himself by asking how he was trained as a child to
“become a man,” what feelings he was expected to suppress, what in-
stincts he had to control, what roles he was taught to adopt. He was
trained to be a worker, a soldier, a father, a breadwinner, a conquer-
or and a ruler. He was terrified of becoming a “nothing,” a “nobody,”
and he was ruled by the desire to “make something of himself.”

The “macho” male personality has an important bearing on justice and
peace between individuals and in social systems and structures. It affects
not only relationships between the sexes but also spills over in same-sex
relationships, because it is determinative of images of self and of others.
When the characteristics of this individual personality become those of a
collective, one has the ingredients for a violent society.

In Asia, correlation between male violence and sexism is apparent in
the escalation of militarization and violence to women. Aside from the vivid
scenes portraying Nietzsche'’s cynical words, “Men should be trained for
war and women for the recreation of the warrior,” there is an increase in
the cases of prostitution, wife-battering, rape and incest.

Much of this is hidden from public view and what transpires in the
home is labeled as private matter. But all “private” relationships have pub-
lic dimensions, and the pains and stresses suffered by one individual have
repercussions for others. The personal is also political. Childrearing, as
well as physical-sexual relationships, has a direct bearing on society, even
if this activity is not in public view.



Gender relationship is a matter for analysis and reflection on the level
of structural violence and social injustice. For so long, women in Asia have
been denied economic and legal rights. Seen as inferior being, they have
been excluded from important decision making and from the directional
mechanisms of society. Their values and perspectives, their orientation to-
wards life are missing or discounted, causing an imbalance between social
forces and exaggerations in many areas of social and political life. The
pouring of the region’s resources into the war machinery, perhaps, could
have been minimized, if more women, with their sensitivity to life and
their capacity for a more holistic, comprehensive process of decision mak-
ing were involved in top-level political affairs.

In societies where one group dominates another, where participation
in power and decision making are cornered by one group, one class, or one
sex, peace is far off. A society can only be peaceful in the measure that there
is social equilibrium, when all its elements are untrammelled and all citi-
zens are allowed the means towards fullness of growth and abundance of
life.

3.4 Gynecophobia in Christianity

The Catholic Church itself has a history of ambivalence (to put it mildly)
towards women. This ambivalence has shown itself in two streams, or two
theologies, on male-female relationship: a theology of subordination and a
theology of equivalence, with the theology of subordination overwhelmingly
predominant, practically negating that of equivalence (a term which sug-
gests equality but which gives room for differences.)

The theology of subordination, constructed by some of the Fathers of
the Church during the developmental stages of Christianity, was grounded
in their Mediterranean, Greco-Roman culture which placed the male as
dominant, normative, superior to women. It was through this cultural lens
that they read Scriptures, interpreting the Genesis creation stories as a
theological rationale for women’s subordination in society and religion.
They found reinforcement in the misogynistic passages of Paul and deu-
tero-Pauline letters which exclude and put women down. This theology of
subordination imputed to women’s nature what was actually a social con-
struction of gender characteristics of weakness, feeble-mindedness and
sensuality, thus imprisoning women in a vicious cycle of cultural, intellec-
tual and spiritual deprivation and disadvantage. This theology, developing
in consonance with the growing mystique of virginity, legitimated oppres-
sion and marginalization of women as not being the image of God, and
worse, as the gateway of evil into the world.



The other theology, that of equivalence or equality, found its inspira-
tion in the praxis of Jesus of Nazareth and its classic formulation in Gala-
tians. 3:28: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or
free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ
Jesus.” This theology, though exhibiting the best intuition of Christianity,
has been usually submerged and overridden by the theology of subordina-
tion, which is actually a religious mirroring of structures in a society discri-
minatory of women.

3.5 Women’s Movement — a “Sign of the Time”

The women’s movement has now become a ground swell, and the
Church must face it squarely. It is not a Western phenomenon, although
the initial stirrings came from the West. Wherever women or men have rec-
ognized its truth in their hearts, new linkages in the movement have been
forged. The women’s movement will not go away; it is not a passing fad. It
is a permanent challenge to the injustice of societies and cultures domin-
ated by men. The famous French historian Georges Duby has recognized
it as the biggest shift in human history since the beginning of the human
race. It is a litmus test for the Christian Churches, whether they will allow
themselves to be submerged in a pre-Christian attitude or to be awakened
to a higher form of consciousness. Acts 2:17 puts into the mouth of Peter
on the day of Pentecost the words of the prophet Joel: “In the last days, it
will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh and your
sons and your daughters shall prophesy.”

In the past, the Church has resisted many historical and cultural move-
ments that eventually entered into the mainstream of social and political
life, like democracy, separation of Church and state, religious toleration,
etc. — movements that manifested strivings towards a higher form of hu-
man consciousness. It has not always recognized that these experiences
and movements are sometimes the harbingers of the action of the Spirit.
Possibly, the women’s movement may be one of these, and the suppression
of women'’s potentials and their charism could be sin against the Spirit.

3.6 Beyond Sexism

Movement away from sexism requires a conversion, a shift of hori-
zons. “Metanoia” is a radical call, a first step towards becoming God’s child-
ren, a “putting on the mind of Christ.” Conversion is costly, requiring in-
vestment in pain and vulnerability, and letting go. It is a movement from
ignorance to a new perspective, from what is now seen as wrong to what is
right, from what was inadequate to what is more whole.

John Paul II himself called sexism a sin. All forms of sexism are con-
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nected with sin because they treat persons less than persons and they ne-
gate the equality of all human beings, They spring from the human phe-
nomenon of prejudice which turns differences into inequalities often for
the sake of self-enhancment.

What is sexism, in fact? The New Catholic Encyclopedia defines it as
“the belief that persons are superior or inferior to one another on the basis
of their sex. It includes attitudcsh value systems and social patterns which
express or support this belief.”'? Moral theologians today are grappling
with the evils of sexism in its obvious and its more subtle forms in society
and religion.

First-level sexism is the unabashed subordination of women, the “ro-
bust and candid imputation of inferiority and subjection as natural to
womanhood.”!! Second-level sexism is a refusal to deal with the reality of
women; it “consigns the feminine either to the pedestal or to the unobtru-
sive and benign backdrop of real life,” wanting women to know their place
and stay there.'? Third-level sexism accepts the logic of the women’s move-
ment but “believes that feminine liberation is a cause to be struggled and
suffered for — by women,” because it is their problem and not an essen-
tially human issue. "

Thus, the various negative reactions that have met the women's move-
ment: outright rejection and condemnation, with the knowledge that the
new order will demand the giving up of privilege; subtle denial in the form
of invoking a romantic “feminine mystique,” which actually refuses to
look at the reality of flesh-and-blood women; cooptation that concedes a
minor point in order to enhance traditional hold on power.'*

3.7 Regaining Balance in the Church

No one denies that there will necessarily be a giving up of masculine
hierarchical privilege. But it is important to see beyond this letting go to
the paradox that emancipation of women carries with it the seed of men’s
own emancipation. The Church suffers from a deprivation it does not seem
aware of. One woman put it:

What really causes pain is not so much women’s position in the Church;
it is rather to see the Church itself reduced to its masculine part, like a
body which has decided to live with only half of itself, with half of its
possibilities of loving, feeling, deciding, acting. A half that remains
always identical, without the novelty and fruitfulness that the other
half could bring.

The good accruing from the women’s movement is now evident in the
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lives and persons of many men, leading them to ask questions about the
real meaning of masculinity, and to work through a more profound, more
integrated understanding of themselves, allowing them to be more gentle
and compassionate in their relationships, and feeling no longer constricted
by cultural expectations regarding masculine behavior. In allowing them-
selves a more active receptivity towards women, men’s humanity has been
enhanced rather than diminished.

Incorporation of the feminine experience in society and religion can
only be for the benefit of the whole. The moral theologian Daniel Maguire
sees “feminine advantages” as necessary correctives to the “perils of macho-
masculinity.”"” These perils he lists as: 1) a proneness to combative or
aggressive modes of power; 2) a divisive, dominating hierarchical instinct;
3) abstractionalism that makes one lose contact with the present and the
concrete; 4) consequentialism that is intoxicated with results; 5) and hat-
red of women marked by aversion, degradation, exclusion.

Without idealizing women and saying that advantageous femininity is
only in women or in all women, Maguire posits that the notably feminine
experience gives them advantanges in four ways: 1) women’s-at-homeness
with bodily existence anchors them in a concrete valuation of life; 2) wom-
en’s integration of affect makes their moral judgment more reliable; 3)
women’s association with children who are repositories of trust, celebra-
tion, love makes their lives richer; 4) women’s status of alienation gives
them acute perceptivity. Women reveal a world that is relational where in-
terdependence and mutuality, rather than separation and independence,
are valued. All this is not to say that women are superior to men. It simply
points to a need for humanity and all human institutions to reclaim their
excluded “other selves.” In this light, a full and wholehearted acceptance
of women, with all the gifts they bring, can only be a transforming grace
for society and religion.

3.8 A New Relationship in the Church

A new pattern of relationships will then come about, a “new order”
based upon:

a view of women as autonomous human persons, as claimants of the
rights which belong to all persons, as capable of filling roles of lead-
ership in both the public and private spheres, as called to equality and
full mutuality in relation to both men and women. '

This new relationship requires that the fullness of Christian agape be

applied to relationships with women, as completely as with men. It means
doing away with the ambiguities of agape practised differently with wom-
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en because they are held inferior to men.

If agape means equal regard for all persons, then it requires that women
be affirmed no less than men. If agape means a love that is self-sacri-
ficing, then men as well as women are to yield one to the other, to
know the meaning of sacrifice and surrender at the heart of their love
for God and for human persons. If agape includes mutuality... then,
some form of equality is assumed in every Christian love."”

This love will then be a just love by which we “affirm for persons, both
women and men, what they reasonably need in order to live out their lives
as full human persons and, within the Christian community, what they
need in order to grow in their life of faith.”"® It will be a just love that re-
jects gender differentiations imposed by cultures and institutions, and af-
firms all persons, regardless of their sex.

Culturally-defined identities and roles have been so ingrained in both
men and women that they need to double their efforts to counteract these
ingrained attitudes and habits of mind in themselves. Asian women through
the centuries have learned that, in order to survive and have a niche in so-
ciety, they have to be people-pleasers, and in trying to please others, they
are de-selfed. But when women do so, nature seeks revenge, in many sub-
tle and covert ways, and men are also victimized by the balance in gender
relationships.

In order to divest ourselves of our deeply-held conviction of men’s
dominance and superiority and of women’s subordination and inferiority,
we need to go to both the cultural and theological sources of these convic-
tions, and to engage in a critique of the mechanisms, institutions, symbols
and rituals that keep women down. Beginning with our reading of Scrip-
ture, we must engage in an ideological suspicion, unmasking the texts in
such a way that they will yield for us good news for all. This will enable us
to create new symbols and rituals and lifestyles that open up different
horizons, providing us with an eschatological vision of freedom and salva-
tion expressed in Galatians, 3:28.

Christianity, like any religion reflective of its surrounding culture, has
a fundamentally masculine image of God, which it has reified as corres-
ponding to reality, even as it says that God has no sex. It has, thus, impris-
oned “God” for us, reducing for us our possibilities of getting in touch with a
far bigger and wholer transcendent reality. It had taken away from us the
very rich, numinous sense of the Great Mother of pre-Christian cultures,
whose deep psychological basis has been discovered by depth psycholo-
gists as being intrinsic to the human psyche.
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Present Church structures and rituals do not support the new insights
of theological sciences. From the level of the parish all the way to the glo-
bal Church, women are marginal beings, with perhaps some marks of
tokenism. For so long, women in the Church have borne the wounds of
distrust. We need to heal relationships and to humanize the structures,
rendering them truly “catholic.”

We should move towards the elimination of sexism in the Church
through affirmative action in favor of women. What this means is that women
must be treated favorably and promoted in order to produce equality in a
group of unequals. But in doing so, we must not link pastoral gifts to the
sex of a person, for example, by limiting women do those tasks that have
traditionally been associated with women.

(Women) are the secretaries, receptionists, hostesses, nurses and home-
makers, who perform the services that make life more comfortable
and create the atmosphere in which the competitors can succeed...
All these services involve a “ying,” or integrative activities, and since
they rank lower in our value system than “yang” or self-assertive acti-
vities, those who perform them get paid less. Indeed, many of them...
are not paid at all.’

This situation is paralleled in the Churches where there is a correspond-
ing economic discrimination. Often women, religious and lay, are sources
of cheap labor for bishops and clergy and so often, too, they are denied
proper theological education because education would lead to awakening
and awakening to change. But this is a myopic attitude which runs counter
to the very message of the Christ they preach. '

4. CoONCLUSION

Enhancing the lives of women and their ability to shape their own
lives is enhancing the lives of families, social groups, nations. The outcome
of better resources for women leading to their bodily integrity and health,
education, self-determination and religious worship can only be positive
and beneficial for all.

“Gloria Dei vivens homo: the glory of God is homo, the human be-
ing, the whole human race, every individual person, fully alive... We can
say, Gloria Dei vivens mulier: the glory of God is woman, all women, ev-
ery woman everywhere, fully alive.”*

5. RECOMMENDATIONS

“Christian love of neighbor and justice cannot be separated. For love
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implies an absolute demand for justice, namely, a recognition of the digni-
ty and rights of one’s neighbor. Justice attains its inner fullness only in
love” (Justice in the World, 34). This is the guiding principle for any action
on behalf of women. The possibilities for action are legion, for the prob-
lems concerning women are deeply rooted and all-pervasive.

International institutions, particularly the United Nations and Non-Go-
vernmental Agencies in many parts of Asia, have been in the forefront of
action on behalf of women. To date, the United Nations has sponsored six
international conferences with corresponding NGO forums attended by
thousdnds of participants, thus spawning activities for the advancement of
women in different aspects of life: gender equality, economic status, heal-
th, education, human rights and promotion of peace. The FABC and local
Churches can support and foster their initiatives, for example, by using
1995, the International Year of Women, as a take-off point for participa-
ting in such initiatives, and by working for the implementation of the do-
cuments in the private and public arena. (See Appendix I.)

To heighten consciousness about the need to develop partnership of
men and women in the life of the Church, the FABC-sponsored consulta-
tion on women in November, 1993, drew up recommendations for the
FABC and its Offices. These, too, can be a good starting point for action
for the Churches in Asia. (See Appendix I1.)
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APPENDIX I

Recommendations of a FABC-Sponsored Consultation of Women
(November, 1993)

A. That the FABC:

1.

Sponsor an Asian-level conference on “Role of Women in the

Church and in Society towards the 3rd Millenium,” in 1995 to:

1.1. Deal with gender issues;

1.2. Invite women for consciousness raising;

1.3. Discover women’s spirituality and feminist theology;

1.4. Reflect and discover the feminine perspective of the Bible;

1.5. Network among women’s groups, among religious women
and between religious women and lay women.

Promote partner-relationship between women and men in the fami-
ly, in the Church and in society.

For the 6th FABC Plenary Assembly, that women be invited and
a sub-topic on women, as co-creators with God in bringing about
and in nurturing life be included, with a message for women.

Bring awareness about:

— gender sensitivity in our everyday language, songs, prayers and
in the division of roles, tasks and responsibilities in the Church;

— priestly formation in terms of gender ideology and;

— seminary teaching staff — to be more open to women profes-
SOrs.

B. Forthe FABC Offices:

1.

That the Office of Laity and Office of Human Development set up

a women’s commission and encourage the National Bishops’ Con-

ferences to do the same with the following objectives:

— promote encounters and dialogue between women and men in
the Church, especially in decision making;

- evoke men — women collective awareness;

—study and train on “gender and development”;

—affirm and facilitate the networking among women groups;

— promote awareness through information sharing.

That the Office of Social Communications:

— develop communication/dialogue/talking and listening at all levels
about women’s issues;



— evaluate/analyze the abuse of women in the mass media and con-
tribute to awareness raising.

That the Office of Education and Student Chaplaincy:

— promote a re-education of Christian families, to discover the
new concept of Christian family;

— analyze existing teaching materials and textbooks and encour-
age the development of new ones from the gender perspective;

That the Office of Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs:

— promote networking with ecumenical and interreligious groups
on women issues;

— initiate and encourage the study on how religions affect women
in society.

That the Theological Advisory Commission:

~ Develop a Theology of Compassion for the Asian Churches;
— Invite women feminist theologians into their commission.

— R



Arpenpix 11

GENDER
EQUALITY

1975 Mexico City
World Plan of Action

d

and

+ Increasc women’s participation in policy
public organizations

* Provide women cqual opportunitics to represent their countrics in all international
and regional meetings

= Instill values of gender equality in children

* Encourage women and girls to participate in political activities and community de-
velopment programs

king in go

ECONOMIC
STATUS

* Ensure equal pay for work of equal value for all women

* Recognize women's unpaid domestic work in national econimic statistics
* Provide job training for all women

* Guarantee and increase women's access to credit and capital

* Ensure women workers maternity leave and benifits

* Increase employment oppotunities for women

* Eliminate discrimination in the workplace.

* Prohibit diserimination based on sex or marital status

= Eliminate exploitation of female labor

HEALTH

* Develop rural technology to reduce women's heavy workload

= Ensure women's right to equal access to health information and care

* Provide maternal and infant health services to all women

* Train and educate women to provide health care

* Promote research on the speical health problems of women

* Educate comprehensively in family health, sanitation and nutrition

+ Ensure investments in public health services, especially in rural areas

+ Encourage brease [eeding

* Provide family planning education and services so all women can decide when and
how many children to have

EDUCATION

» Ensure women equal access to education at all levels and ages

* Ensure all women's access to adult vocational and literacy training

+ Eliminate gender stereotypes in texthooks and replace negative images of women
with positive ones

+ Emphasize changing gender roles throughtout the world

* Promote cultural exchanges between women of different countries

* Increase literncy and civic education, especially among rural women

WOMEN’S
HUMAN
RIGHTS

* Guarantee women's full exercise of equal human rights through law
* Ensure all women's equal rights in marriage, divorce and parenting
* Guarantee women's rights towon, buy, sell and administer property
* Ensure women equal voting and legal rights

PROMOTION
OF
PEACE

* Encourage women to participate activley in strengthening international peace and
disamament

sl =




GENDER
EQUALITY

1980 Copenhagen
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women

« Increase women’s participation in policy-and decision-making in government and
public organizations, including political office

» Use affirmative action to enablewomen to achieve equality in all areas of life

» Ensure women's rights to vote and stand for election

* Provide women equal opportunities to represent their countries in all international
and regional meetings

» Establish women's equal rights in all legal codes

ECONOMIC
STATUS

* Ensure equal pay for work of equal value for all women

* Provide job training for all women

» Guarantee and increase women's access to credit, capital and land

+ Ensure women workers maternity leave and benifils

* Ensure equal employment opportunities, social security, pensions and benefits for
all women, including those married, pregnant and with children

* Promote structures for women and men to share parenting and domestic work

* Provide women workers access to child care

HEALTH

» Ensure women'’s right to equal access to health information and care

+ Ensure health and safety standards in all work places

* Provide family planning education and services so all women can decide when and
how many children to have

EDUCATION

» Ensurc women equal access to education at all levels and ages
« Ensure all women's access to adult vocational and literacy training -

WOMEN’S
HUMAN
RIGHTS

* Guarantee women's full exercise of equal human rights through law

* Ensure all women's equal rights in marriage, divorce and parenting

* Guarantee women’s rights towon, buy, sell and administer property

+ Eliminate prostitution, trafficking in, and slavery of women

» Guarantee women's right to change or retain their nationality and that of their
children

* Recognize women's right to decide when and how many children to have

PROMOTION
OF
PEACE
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GENDER
EQUALITY

1985 Nairobi
Nairobi Forward Looking Strategies

* Increase women’s participation in policy-and decision-making in government and
public organizations, including political office

* Involve women’s groups and issues in all policy-making — community, national
and international

* Recognize and affirm women's contribtuin and responsibility in all aspects of the
human community — economic, political, social, cultural

+ End all discrimination against women

+ Establish women's equal rights in all legal codes

+ Form a governental body to promote and monitor gender equality

ECONOMIC
STATUS

» Ensure equal pay for work of equal value for all women

= Include women’s unpaid domestic work in national economic statistics

* Provide job training for all women

* Guarantee and increase women's access to credit, capital and land

* Ensure equal job opportunities and social benefits for all women

* Promote structures for women and men to share parenting and domestic work,
such as flexible working hours

« Provide services to reduce child care and doemstic work of women

* Prevent secual and physical harrassment in the workplace

* Pursue affirmative action prograns in the hiring of women

+ Reduce mass poverty among women

HEALTH

+ Ensure women's right 10 equal access to health information and care

= Discoutage childbearing at a young age

« Provide family planning education and services so all women can decide when and
how many children to have

EDUCATION

* Ensurc women equal access to education at all levels and ages

+ Ensure all women’s access to adult vocational and literacy training

= Eliminate gender stereotypes in textbooks and replace negative images of women
with positive ones

= Encourage firls to study all subjects

= Initiate efforts to ensure girls do not drop out of school

WOMEN’S
HUMAN
RIGHTS

» Guarantee women's full exercise of equal human rights through law

= Eliminate violence against women, including rape and domestic violence

* Ensure all women’s equal rights in marriage, divorce and parenting

« Guarantee women’s rights to own, buy and sell property regardless of marital
status

» Protect friugee and immigrant women's human rights

» Ratify Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW)

PROMOTION
OF
PEACE

* Fromote women's peace-making and aims reduction work
= Protect refugee women and children




GENDER
EQUALITY

1992 Rio de Janeiro
Agenda 21

* Increase women's participation in policy-and decision-making in government and
public organizations

* Involve women's groups and issues in all policy-making — community, national
and international

* Develop a strategy to eliminate constitutional, legal, administrative, cultural, be-
havioral, social and econimic obstacles to women's full participation in public life

* Use affirmative action to heop women gain equality in all areas of life

* Reflect equally the views of women and men in all programs

* Support the activities and agendas of community women's groups

ECONOMIC
STATUS

* Include women's unpaid domestic work in national economic statistics

* Tmprove the status and income of women

* Generate employment for the urban poor, especially women, through the im-
provement and maintenance of citics

* Strengthen and develop the collection of data related to women

HEALTH

* Provide women-centered and managed maternal and infant health services to all
women

* Train and educate women to provide health care

= Develop a national health action plan to educate women to reduce the risk of
HIV and other infectious diseases in women and their infants

= Conduct research on health effects of toxic waste on women and children

* Provide family planning education and services so all women can decide when and
how many children to have

EDUCATION

* Ensurc women equal access to education at all levels and ages

* Ensure all women’s access to adult voeational and literacy training

» Eliminate gender stereotypes in textbooks and replace negative images of women
with positive ones

* Promote education for women in management, development and environmental
concerns

* Increase the number of women scientists ad researchers

* Create awarencss of women's contributuins to the transmission of social values
and knowledge

WOMEN’S
HUMAN
RIGHTS

+ Eliminate violence against women, including rape and domestic violence
* Combat abuses of women's human rights

PROMOTION
OF
PEACE

e




GENDER
EQUALITY

1993 Vienna
Declaration and Programme of Action

* Increase women's participation in policy-and decision-making in government and
public organizations

* Encourage full and equal participation of women in political, civil, economic, so-
cial and cultural life

* Encourage inclusion of the status of women in all deliberations by treaty monitor-
ing groups

« Eliminate gender bias in the administration of justice

= Make information on legal procedure available to all women

* Pursue universal ratification, implementation of CEDAW (Convertion on the Eli-
mination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women)

ECONOMIC
STATUS

* Recognize the importance and participation of women in the development process

HEALTH

* Ensure women's right to equal access to health information and care
* Provide family planning education and services so all women can decide when and
how many children to have

EDUCATION

« Ensure women equal access to education at all levels and ages

WOMEN’S
HUMAN
RIGHTS

+ Eliminate rape, domestic violence, and other violence against women

* Eliminate prostitution, trafficking in and slavery of women

= Integrate wornen's rights into the mainstream of the UN system

* Urge governments to counter intolerance and vioence against women based on re-
ligion, including traditional practices harmful io women

* Encourage cffective measures against [emale infanticide, harmlul child labor, sale
of children adn organs, and aid sexual abuse of children, including prostitution
annd pomograpy

* Protect and promote the human rights of the girl child

PROMOTION
OF
PEACE

* Condemn such avtivities as systematic rape in war

Published January 1995
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