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Sister Elizabeth Johnson

A Sister of Saint Joseph

Elizabeth Ann Johnson, more fondly 
known by her family and friends as 
Beth, was born on December 6, 1941 
to Walter Johnson and Margaret Reed 
Johnson. The oldest of seven children, 
she was known to take charge of the 
kids in her Brooklyn neighborhood to 
coordinate softball games, to put on 
plays, and even, some days, to do a 
few chores. Beth is remembered to 
have been a serious child, disciplined 
from a young age, and a natural 
leader. Her self-confidence would 
serve her well through the trials and 
challenges that were to come as she 
pursued a life of faith and study.

Educated by the Sisters of St. Joseph 
at Our Lady of Perpetual Help Parish, 
Johnson was familiar with the life 
of women religious. Following the 
example of the energetic, youthful, 
and dedicated teachers she knew 
throughout her education, Johnson 
chose to enter the Sisters of St. 
Joseph of Brentwood after graduating 
high school. Putting her remarkable 
intellect to work, she received a 
degree in education and went on to 
teach amongst the same sisters who 
had first empowered her voice.

Final Vows and Higher Education

After a short time spent teaching, 
Johnson was sent on retreat to 

prepare for her final vows. She found 
herself agonizing over the tension 
between the protests she had 
participated in against the Vietnam 
War and the invitation presented to 
her in vow preparation. “In contrast 
to what our vow preparation was 
teaching, I kept thinking that if 
God created and loved this world, 
then shouldn’t those of us radically 
seeking God in religious life be in 
the forefront of engagement with 
this world?” In the final days of the 
retreat, Johnson was directed to read 
the text of Gaudium et Spes, at that 
time only a draft of the soon-to-be 
conciliar document. This draft would 
prove to be the impetus for hope 
amongst those seeking reform in the 
days and decades following Vatican 
II, and, for Beth Johnson, was all the 
confirmation she needed to pursue 
the study of theology.

Johnson received her master’s degree 
in theology at Manhattan College, 
where she studied thinkers such as 
Yves Congar, Karl Rahner, and, for 
the first time, Karl Barth, Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, and Jurgen Moltmann 
(Vatican II lifted the previously held 
prohibition on reading Protestant 
theologians). Just as she finished 
her written comprehensive exams, 
the Sisters of St. Joseph voted to 
accept a modified habit, to replace 
the traditional habit worn by their 
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“No language about 
God will ever be 
fully adequate to 
the burning mystery 
which it signifies. But 
a more inclusive way 
of speaking can come 
about that bears the 
ancient wisdom with a 
new justice.”

Sister 
Elizabeth Johnson



congregation. Johnson made the 
switch as soon as she could, desiring 
the possibility of anonymity as she 
accompanied her fellow New Yorkers 
on the subway.

Once again, Johnson began to 
teach, this time in a high school 
setting, and then, eventually, at St. 
Joseph’s College. Her students found 
themselves engaged, excited even, 
to study alongside Johnson, as she 
was often the first person to show 
them how to apply the historical-
critical method to Scripture, and 
to think deeply about theological 
issues. Teaching college courses led 
to her consideration for doctoral 
studies among her sisters. After 
much discernment, Johnson chose 
to attend the Catholic University of 
America (CUA), a pontifical institution 
in Washington, DC, because of its 
impressive faculty, strong program in 
systematic theology, and compared 
to the Pontifical Universities in Rome, 
an environment that would afford 
women some say.

She began her studies at CUA in the 
fall of 1977, alongside Mary Catherine 
Hilkert, OP, and a small number of 
similarly intrepid women thinkers. She 
was one of three religious women to 
pursue doctoral studies in theology at 
CUA, and throughout her coursework 
had no women professors and 
read no books written by women. 
The absence of female voices from 
theological conversation did not go 
unnoticed by Johnson, so she and 
a number of female students from 
both the theology and the religious 
education departments created a 
women’s discussion group called WIT, 
or Women in Theology (Today WIT 
lives on as a blog – womenintheology.
org – written by younger, primarily 
Catholic feminist theologians). 

Johnson’s incredible gift for study 
continued to shine through at the 
doctoral level. “Although she was 
one of the smartest girls in the 

school, Johnson wasn’t competitive 
or proud,” according to childhood 
friend Jean Hostetter Ramierez. “She 
did her best because that’s what 
you do. She used her gifts, but she 
didn’t lord it over other people,” 
recalls Ramierez, who believes her 
friend accepted her intelligence as 
a fact of life and gift from God.”  
Her work ethic and natural gift for 
learning allowed her to graduate 
with a 4.0 grade point average, 
passing all three written and oral 
comprehensive examinations with 
distinction. Her dissertation proposal 
had even gone through on the first 
draft, a rare accomplishment. She 
was so well regarded amongst the 
theology faculty that they recruited 
her to join them upon completion of 
her doctorate. After another, more 
anxiety-ridden bout of discernment, 
Johnson decided to try out the 
position at CUA, noting that, if it did 
not work out, she could always return 
to Brentwood to be amongst her 
sisters.

“The day I became a feminist in the 
Church”

If there is one day that stands out to 
Johnson from her doctoral studies, 
it would undoubtedly be October 
7th, 1979. Pope John Paul II was in 
the midst of his US tour, and was 
stopping by the Basilica of the 
National Shrine of the Immaculate 
Conception to speak with women 
religious from around the country. 
It was here that Sr. Theresa Kane, 
RSM, then president of the LCWR, 
proclaimed to the pope and her 
three thousand sisters gathered the 
need for the Church’s leadership 
to respond to the voices of women 
desiring to serve the Church as fully 
participating members. Johnson 
still has her ticket from the event, as 
well as a blue armband many of the 
women wore to represent Mary and 
the cause of women in the church. 
Johnson calls it, “the day I became a 
feminist in the church.”

Elizabeth Johnson corrects the 
record on Mary of Magdala.
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“Inspired by a 
pioneering generation 
of American women 
theologians, I grew 

committed to bringing 
women’s voices to the 

table. ”     

Sister Elizabeth 
Johnson
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Little did she know of the boldness that would be 
required of her as she continued to maneuver the 
academy at CUA. In the process of applying for tenure, 
she met with remarkable resistance from CUA’s board 
members, particularly the six cardinals who sat on it, 
despite outstanding support and recommendations 
from the president, faculty, and deans. She proceeded 
to endure a grueling interview and vetting process, 
as the prelates misrepresented her writing and 
interrogated her knowledge of doctrine and canon 
law. Cardinal Bernardin of Chicago was one of a small 
number of clerical advocates, coaching Johnson as 
she prepared for the rigorous interview process, which 
included interrogation from then Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI. Finally, after 
weeks of unfounded examination, Johnson was 
granted full tenure as a professor of theology at the 
Catholic University of America.

A Continued Quest

This was not to be her last run-in with her clerical 
cousins, as the United States Conference for 
Catholic Bishops issued a condemnation for her 
2011 publication, Quest for the Living God. While 
the Bishops’ Committee on Doctrine did not follow 
protocol or release any tangible evidence for their 
skepticism over her scholarship, the institutional church 
took up the tone of negativity and brought all of 
Johnson’s academic efforts, once again, under scrutiny.

Despite the challenges Johnson has faced in 
relationship with the institutional church, she has 
thrived within her religious community, which 
unwaveringly stands by her in her vocation as a 
theologian and woman religious. She is well regarded 
by the Catholic Theological Society of America and 
the American Theological Society, having served as 
head of both. She holds honorary doctorates from 
13 institutions. She is well loved by students and 
colleagues alike, as she continues to teach at the Jesuit 
Fordham University, in New York City. She continues 
to write, having published a book as recently as June 
2016 (The Strength of Her Witness: Jesus Christ in the 
Global Voices of Women). Elizabeth Johnson doesn’t 
claim to be a radical activist. She doesn’t claim to be 
a reformer or a crusader. She is first and foremost a 
scholar, an academician, a theologian, whose study 

turned to feminist needs in direct correlation to her 
awakened consciousness of the poverty of patriarchy. 
In gratitude for her commitment to her vocation, her 
scholarship, and her generosity of spirit, we celebrate 
this woman witness of mercy.

Publications
Consider Jesus: Waves of Renewal in Christology (1990)

She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological 
Discourse (1992)

Women, Earth, and Creator Spirit (1993)

Who Do You Say that I Am? : Introducing Contemporary 
Christology (1997)

Friends of God and Prophets: A Feminist Theological 
Reading of the Communion of Saints (1998)

Jesus-Sophia: Ramifications for Contemporary Theology 
(1999)

The Church Women Want: Catholic Women in Dialogue 
(2002)

Truly Our Sister: A Theology of Mary in the Communion of 
Saints (2003)

Dangerous Memories: A Mosaic of Mary in Scripture (2004) 

Quest for the Living God: Mapping Frontiers in the 
Theology of God (2007)

Ask the Beasts: Darwin and the God of Love (2014)

Abounding in Kindness: Writing for the People of God 
(2015)

The Strength of Her Witness: Jesus Christ in the Global 
Voices of Women (2016)

Sources:

1. Quotes and data taken from Heidi Schlumpf’s, Elizabeth Johnson:
Questing for God
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Sister Elizabeth Johnson
In Her Own Words

I. Thank you so much. To quote Shakespeare in 
Twelfth Night: I can no other answer make but 
thanks, and thanks, and ever thanks. (Act 3, scene 
3) 

It is a beautiful honor to receive this award 
from you, faithful women with whom I share 
the vocation of being a woman religious in the 
church today. You are truly my Sisters! You could 
have chosen from among so many other women 
religious exercising leadership today in so many 
different venues. I am awed by your tribute and 
humbled to join the ranks of previous recipients. 

A shout-out to my sister Susan and brother-in-
law Stephen who are joining us tonight from 
Oregon, as well as my dear friend Cathy Hilkert 
OP from the University of Notre Dame, and other 
good friends and members of my Brentwood 
leadership team. 

This award is recognizing leadership I have 
exercised in the ministry of theology. In truth, 
I would never have become a theologian 

were it not for the leaders of my own religious 
community. This vocation within a vocation was 
simply not on my radar. But Mother Immaculata 
Maria sent me to study for a Masters, and 
subsequent General Superiors sent me for the 
doctorate and helped me discern whether to 
take a faculty position at Catholic University. They 
thought the church needed women to teach 
theology and sensed my interest. From them 
to our current President Helen Kearney and her 
recent public supportive statements, the care 
from my leaders has been unceasing. 

One example may stand for the rest. When 
I applied for tenure at Catholic University, I 
received the full positive vote of the faculty. 
But the outcome was in doubt because some 
bishops were not happy with an article I had 
written. I considered resigning my faculty position 
rather than go on with the arduous process of 
interrogation. In a letter I keep in my Bible, our 
General Superior Sister John Raymond McGann 
advised me to stay the course: “Don’t do this 

Art by Marcy Hall

Sr. Elizabeth Johnson’s Outstanding Leadership 
Award Acceptance Speech at the Leadership 
Conference of Women Religious’ 2014 Assembly



if it kills you. But try to find joy in the cross of 
criticism. Don’t strive to be so orthodox and safe 
that you sell short the ministry of the theologian 
and lose your way. The real victory is your 
integrity.” And in a PS - “Put more money in your 
budget for recreation.” [I did get tenure]. 

Without these women, I would not be standing 
here. As leaders they imagined and encouraged 
me into the ministry of theology. Through thick 
and thin, they channeled the support of the 
community to me in spiritual and practical ways. 
Never underestimate your influence as elected 
leaders.

II. A word about my own work. I find doing 
theology an interesting, tough, and wondrous 
ministry in the church. One thousand years 
ago, Anselm defined theology as “faith seeking 
understanding.” Rooted in the Christian tradition 
and equipped with scholarly tools, those of us in 
the theological guild think about the meaning 
of faith and the way it is practiced. The purpose 
is to shed more light on the gospel, so it can 
be lived out with deeper understanding and 
vibrant love of God and neighbor. My scholarship 
has engaged a variety of subjects, such as 
language about God, the meaning of Jesus, 
the communion of saints, and evolution and 
creation, among others. Whatever the subject, 
for me teaching, writing, and public lecturing 
have always been an invitation to students, 
readers, and listeners to “Come and see,” as 
John’s gospel put it (Jn 1:39). Vatican II taught 
that “The truth cannot impose itself except by 
virtue of its own truth, as it makes its entrance 
into the mind at once quietly and with power” 
(DH 1). So come and see, think, raise questions, 
make connections, learn the tradition, see for 
yourselves how beautiful the faith is, as a step 
toward encountering and living out the love of 
the holy mystery of God.

Every cultural era brings new questions which 
theologians try to address. Early on one key 
question arose for me when I realized that all the 
great thinkers whom I had been exposed to in my 
studies were men. I loved many of their insights. 
But where were the women? I was struck by the 
absence of their critical insights and spiritual 

wisdom. Inspired by a pioneering generation of 
American women theologians, I grew committed 
to bringing women’s voices to the table. This 
does not mean thinking about women all the 
time. It does mean using the human dignity of 
women as one lens through which think about 
other religious and ethical subjects. It means 
attending to poverty, lack of education, sexual 
violence, and other injustices that ruin women’s 
lives. It means employing theologically what 
promotes the flourishing of women in all their 
diversity. 

The year I received my doctorate and began 
university teaching, this direction grew stronger 
when four North American church women were 
murdered in El Salvador: Ita Ford, Maura Clarke, 
Dorothy Kazel, and Jean Donovan. Their courage 
and commitment had a profound impact on 
me. The spark of their lives has moved me to do 
theology in like spirit, attentive to the struggles 
and hopes of those most in need and under 
threat of violence. 

Clearly, my work engages theology done by men 
and does so with critical appreciation. But I am 
convinced that this is not enough for the church 
of today and tomorrow. The submerged female 
half of the church, indeed of the human race, 
is rising, and the faith we pass on to the next 
generations will be poorer if women’s insights are 
ignored. 

In taking this path, I and today’s cohort of 
women theologians are charting a new path. For 
centuries the study of theology was reserved 
for ordained priests as part of the hierarchy’s 
office to teach. One cannot overestimate the 
impact of Vatican II which opened the doors of 
theological study to lay persons. While excellent 
theology continues to be done by ordained 
priests, all kinds of new questions, methods, 
and understandings are now blossoming, fed 
by the experience of the laity, women and men 
alike. I take this leadership award to be in part 
a recognition of this seismic development. With 
gratitude I accept it as also paying tribute to 
women who do theology in this vein and to 
men whose work has an eye for inclusive justice. 
III. Normally I would stop here. But it would 



be disingenuous to ignore the criticism from 
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
directed at the LCWR for giving me this award. 
Note that I would not be speaking about this 
if Cardinal Gerhard Mueller had not made his 
remarks public. The CDF sees this award as an 
insult to the U.S. Bishops whose Committee 
on Doctrine criticized my book Quest for the 
Living God. From Cardinal Mueller’s statement 
it appears that neither he nor the staff advising 
him read the book or my written response to the 
concerns raised, but rather channeled the U.S. 
committee’s judgment. 

Yes, Quest was criticized, but to this day no one 
- not myself, nor the theological community, nor 
the media, nor the general public - knows what 
doctrinal issue is at stake. Despite my efforts to 
give and get clarification, none was forthcoming; 
the face-to-face conversation I sought never 
came about. It seems the committee reduced the 
rich Catholic tradition to a set of neo-scholastic 
theses as narrow as baby ribbon, and then 
criticized the book for not being in accord with 
them. But as Richard Gaillardetz said in this year’s 
presidential address to the Catholic Theological 
Society of America, the committee’s assessment 
of Quest is itself theologically flawed. Indeed, 
the committee’s statement raises a multitude of 
issues in a confused way. It criticizes positions I 
take that are in accord with the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church. In several instances it reports 
the opposite of what the book actually says, in 
order to find fault. I am responsible for what I 
have written, but not for what I have not said and 
do not think. In my judgment such carelessness 
with the truth is unworthy of the teaching office of 
bishop. 

Cardinal Dolan of New York told me that the 
reason my book was singled out was because 
of its influence. And in truth, despite the 
committee’s criticism, thousands of messages 
poured in from people who had found Quest 
a help in their own journey of faith. Sales went 
through the roof (my community is grateful 
for the royalties!). Translations into European 
and Asian languages continue to be made; 
currently German is underway. I simply hoped 
that the book would serve this wider readership 

with insights into the living God, abounding in 
kindness in the midst of our suffering world. 

But now again my little God book and its author 
come under fire for supposedly serious yet still 
unclarified errors. What is going on here? To 
borrow Phyllis Trible’s words from her study of 
Eve and Adam, let a female speculate. It appears 
to me that a negative reaction to works of 
theology that think in new terms about burning 
issues has become almost automatic in some 
quarters. A judgment made somewhere that “this 
is harmful” gets picked up, amplified, taken for 
granted, and repeated. The adverse reaction 
becomes institutionalized. Reasons are murky, 
but a negative miasma colors the atmosphere 
whenever the subject comes up. 

This kind of institutionalized negativity sheds 
some light on how critique of my book and 
criticism of LCWR are intertwined. For the 
doctrinal investigation of LCWR gives evidence 
of a similar generalized negative pattern that 
has been a-building over recent decades. 
While reluctant to examine the context in 
scholarship and in life of statements made at 
LCWR Assemblies, the investigation’s statements 
express more of a vague overall dissatisfaction 
or mistrust on certain topics. Judgments are 
rendered in a way that cannot be satisfactorily 
addressed. In the absence of careful analysis, 
negativity spreads. Both of us are caught in an 
adverse situation not of our own making. 

Through careful discernment the LCWR has 
forged a response which is publicly modeling 
a different form of leadership. To a polarized 
church and a world racked by violence, 
your willingness to stay at the table seeking 
reconciliation through truthful, courageous 
conversation has given powerful witness. This 
is costly. The LCWR is experiencing the truth 
of Clerissac’s adage, “It is easy to suffer for the 
church; the difficult thing is to suffer at the hands 
of the church.” Nevertheless, under duress, you 
persist, giving honest, firm voice to your wisdom 
gained by years of mystical and prophetic living, 
as Pat Farrell said last year. What a grace for our 
time.



IV. What is going on here? Let this female 
speculate further by placing three frameworks 
around this situation, which will show that major 
forces are at work. 

1. An historical framework: I could point to 
the centuries-long tension between religious 
orders and the hierarchy. This is not to say that 
some religious and some bishops do not work 
fabulously well together. But a strain perdures 
between a prophetic charism that seeks radical 
living of the gospel and an administrative charism 
focused on order. Stories of conflict between 
mother superiors and some bishops worldwide 
provide multiple examples; Australian Mother 
Mary MacKillop, first excommunicated and now 
canonized, is perhaps the clearest. Historians are 
already writing about the critique of the LCWR as 
yet another chapter of this historic tension. 

2. A sociological framework: I could engage in 
a gendered analysis of power. The church did 
not start out this way, but as an institution it has 
evolved a patriarchal structure where authority 
is exercised in top-down fashion, and where 
obedience and loyalty to the system are the 
greatest virtues. Never before in the history 
of the church has there been such a cadre of 
educated women carrying forward the mission of 
the gospel as is now represented by the LCWR. 
In this framework the current CDF investigation 
appears to be an effort by certain ruling men to 
control committed, competent women whose 
corporate religious discernment makes them 
adult believers of conscience, silent and invisible 
no longer. 

3. An ecclesiological framework: I could focus 
on the differing embrace of renewal in the 
post-Vatican II church. Implementing council’s 
mandate, women religious vigorously renewed 
their lives in accord with the gospel and the spirit 
of their founders. Consequently they moved 
toward the periphery, away from a cramped 
ecclesiastical center which Pope Francis calls 
“unhealthy from being confined and from 
clinging to its own security” (Evangelii Gaudium 
49). Certainly the LCWR and the Sisters they 
lead are far from perfect. But they’ve got the 

“smell of the sheep” on them, embodying a 
church “that knows how to open her arms and 
welcome everyone.” Like a “field hospital for 
the wounded,” they have stood in solidarity 
with the poor, immigrants, battered women, 
LGBTQ persons, and even the wounded earth 
itself. To my knowledge, a similarly vigorous 
process of post-conciliar renewal has not taken 
place at the Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith, a particular curial office at the center. 
It has become common knowledge that Pope 
Francis was elected with a mandate to reform the 
Curia. This mandate, of course, includes the CDF. 
Until such reform happens, criticism is almost 
inevitable because the different pace of renewal 
has resulted in different ways of being church.

V. Finally, Let me dream of one more framework 
that might yet take shape, namely, reconciled 
diversity so we can collaborate mutually for 
the good of the world that God so loves. As 
Pope Francis wrote, conflict does arise but 
it can become “a link in the chain of a new 
process.” This can only happen if people have 
peacemaking hearts, and are willing to go below 
the surface to see others in their deepest dignity 
(EG 227-228). 

Gustavo Gutierrez has expressed his admiration 
for Gerhard Mueller, citing how this student of 
his worked many summers among the poorest 
of the poor in Peru. Can the LCWR’s evident 
commitment to the poor become a common 
ground for mutual understanding? To this 
day it extends a hand in friendship, seeking 
communion with the CDF in solidarity with the 
marginalized of this world. Perhaps Cardinal 
Mueller can extend a hand of friendship back 
to American women religious, who at first may 
seem as strange to him as were the Peruvian 
poor but who are also God’s beloved people. It 
would be a blessing for the church if he could 
find a creative way to bring this investigation to 
an end in a productive manner. When the needs 
of the suffering world are so vast; when the moral 
authority of the hierarchy is hemorrhaging due to 
financial scandals and to many bishops’ horrific 
dereliction of duty in covering up sexual abuse 
of children, a cover-up which continues in some 
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quarters to this day; when thousands are drifting 
away from the church; when the liberating gospel 
of God’s abounding kindness needs to be heard 
and enacted everywhere: the waste of time and 
energy on this investigation is unconscionable. 
Wouldn’t it be great if we could be partners, not 
adversaries, for the good of the church and the 
world. 

VI. To conclude: In reading the remarks of
previous award recipients, I noticed the custom
of ending on a note of inspiration. Instead of a
poem or a prayer, I offer you an image, found at
your table. I snapped this photograph on a street
in Cape Town, South Africa, on August 2, 1987.
The South African Catholic Bishops Conference
had invited me to be the presenter at their annual
Winter School, updating priests and bishops on
matters of Christology. The photo’s context is
political: the wretched system of apartheid was
in effect; Nelson Mandela was still in prison; the
government had declared a state of emergency;
troops patrolled the streets; danger was in the air.
Supporting the violent status quo, an unknown
hand, no doubt white, had used thick black paint
to scrawl this graffiti: HANG MANDELA! But wait
- someone else, probably with a darker hand, had
come along and penciled the word ‘on’ between
the two painted words. This completely subverts
the message! To see the resilience of the human
spirit under threat of harm (the pencil writer could
have been arrested), to watch how an imaginative
person turned a curse into a blessing - this
has humbled, delighted, and inspired me ever
since. I keep this photo on my desk at Fordham
university, and use it to encourage students who
hit a rough patch in their studies or their lives. A
number of alums now sign off their emails with
this little preposition.

To the LCWR, thank you! On this auspicious 
feast of the Assumption, in the spirit of the poor 
woman Mary singing for joy in God her Savior 
who puts down the mighty from their thrones and 
fills the hungry with good things - ON! 

Questions for Reflection & 
Discussion

Were you familiar with the investigation 
that took place over Johnson’s publication 
of Quest for the Living God? If not, what 
surprised you in learning about this criticism 
from the Church’s hierarchy? What feelings 
arose as you learned of the “institutionalized 
negativity” spoken of by Johnson?

Johnson proposes three frameworks for 
understanding the powers at work in the 
conflict between the LCWR and the Church 
hierarchy. Which of these three frameworks 
resonates most with your understanding of 
Church dynamics? Which of the frameworks 
is the most unfamiliar to you? Is there 
something you would like to learn more 
about?

What are ways that you can participate in the 
“reconciled diversity” necessary to the future 
of the Church? What tensions exist in your 
community that require mutual commitment 
and understanding, even through conflict?



The Symbol of God Functions
God Language, Catholic Social Teaching, and 
Community

Introduction
In the opening pages of her seminal 
work, She Who Is, Elizabeth Johnson 
states a rather remarkable, though 
often overlooked fact: “the symbol 
of God functions. [It] functions as the 
primary symbol of the whole religious 
system, the ultimate point of reference 
for understanding experience, life, 
and the world. Hence the way in which 
a faith community shapes language 
about God implicitly represents 
what it takes to be the highest good, 
the profoundest truth, the most 
appealing beauty. Such speaking, in 
turn, powerfully molds the corporate 
identity of the community and directs 
its praxis.”1  The symbol of God 
functions. 

Symbols of God & Catholic Social 
Teaching
In Catholic Social teaching we learn 
about the primacy of community, of 
humanity’s social orientation. How we 
structure our societies, how we order 
our organizations is intimately tied to 
the capacity of each human person 
to grow and flourish. Participation 
can be used as the metric of dignity – 
whether each person’s dignity is being 
rightly held in their relationship with 
society and community. If we weave 
these two realities together, we find 
that our understanding of God, our 
symbols for God, directly impact our 

ability to create social institutions that 
uphold and celebrate the dignity of 
all persons. The way we talk about 
God inevitably affects the way we talk 
about one another and ourselves. The 
symbol of God functions.

A Quest for Language
Johnson has spent much of her 
academic career exploring just how 
deeply the consequences of our God 
language have rooted themselves in 
our social structures and communities. 
In her work Quest for the Living God, 
Johnson reflects upon a plurality of 
contextual theologies – God language 
that has emerged from the particular, 
the experiential.2  She tills the soil for 
a celebration of the diverse seeds that 
have been planted throughout recent 
history, which provide the language 
and symbols needed to bring God 
into the human experience. She starts 
with political theologies coming out 
of the Holocaust experience of post-
WWII Germany. Theologians such as 
Jurgen Moltmann argue that God’s 
very essence is self-giving love. The 
cross demonstrates that God is deeply 
involved in human suffering.  Out 
of the fullness of love, God freely 
chooses to suffer with us.  The cross 
plunges God deeply into the suffering 
of the world, and opens a reverse 
pathway on which suffering travels 

“the way in which a 
faith community shapes 
language about God 
implicitly represents what 
it takes to be the highest 
good, the profoundest 
truth, the most appealing 
beauty. Such speaking, in 
turn, powerfully molds the 
corporate identity of the 
community and directs its 
praxis.”

– Elizabeth Johnson
 She Who Is
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back into God, where it can be redeemed by God’s love. 
Liberation theology, particularly that coming out of El 
Salvador, shared a similar vision, of God who journeys 
throughout history alongside humanity, and who shares 
immense concern for the poor and the least. Liberation 
theology roots itself primarily in right practice, and only 
secondarily in right thinking. Thus, we live in search of 
God as we practice the way of being that Jesus modeled 
in the New Testament. Particularly, we promote a 
preferential option for the poor and vulnerable members 
of society. Next, Johnson highlights feminist images of 
God, describing, “God acting womanish.” She describes 
the feminist theology being done by Anglo-European 
women, the womanist theology being done by African-
American women, and the mujerista theology being 
done by Central and South American women. Each, 
from its own assessment of the particular, illuminates the 
violence done to women by patriarchal andro-centrism. 
They propose alternatives and additions to the male 
images used to speak about, illustrate, and celebrate 
God, with the hope of reaching out more boldly towards 
God who transcends our efforts anyways, and with the 
goal of creating church communities that recognize 
women as equally dignified and capable as men. 

Johnson continues her cross section of theology from 
the margins, reflecting on the efforts of Black theology, 
rooted in a God who break chains; Latino theology, 
rooted in ‘lo cotidiano,’ the God who walks beside us; 
Inter-Religious Dialogue, rooted in God’s merciful love 
and multifaceted plan for human salvation; Ecological 
theology, rooted in Creator Spirit who creates, indwells, 
compassionately loves, and empowers all of creation; 
and still other entrances into relationship with God. Each 
of these theological loci support a particular ethic of 
responsible care for Earth, for neighbor, for community 
that proceeds from a particular knowing of God’s love.

In many of her other texts, Johnson continues the work 
of tilling the Church’s hardened soil of history and 
tradition. In Friends of God and Prophets, she diversifies 
the narrative of the communion of saints, sharing the 
memory of women saints throughout the history of the 
Church whose faith in God greatly shaped their local 
communities’ formation and flourishing. In Ask the 
Beasts, Johnson contributes to Ecological theology, 
reconnecting the natural world’s wonder to the love of 
its Creator. Continually, Elizabeth Johnson seems to be 
confirming her own suspicion, first written in She Who Is: 
the symbol of God functions.

Implications for Community
But what real impact can all of this theology have 
on society? Each theological approach, from its own 
situatedness, envisions a way of proceeding that is 
unique to its understanding of God. If a community 

envisions a Creator Spirit, alive in and throughout the 
natural world, then that community will likely support an 
ethic of responsible care for the Earth. If a community 
envisions God who walks among us throughout history 
breaking chains, then that community will likely hesitate 
from enslaving any human person to its efforts, instead 
promoting liberation and a more common good. If 
a community envisions God’s love as womb anguish, 
like that of a mother’s, then that community is likely to 
promote a structure which cares for the most vulnerable 
members, to forgo hierarchical structures to ensure that 
all voices and needs are heard and reverenced. The way 
we envision God directly impacts the way we envision 
our communities. The symbol of God functions.

We are blessed with the academic contributions 
Elizabeth Johnson has made to the field of theology. 
The applications of her findings, however, need not end 
with our spiritual selves. With our increased awareness of 
the effects our language has on our practice, we return 
to the invitation of Catholic Social Teaching: to organize 
our world in such a way that promotes participation and 
upholds the inherent dignity of each human person. As 
a result, we can choose to more intentionally enter into 
relationship with God who is beyond our understanding, 
and allow this relationship to embolden us in the work 
of justice. We can, all together, think more creatively 
about our societal orientation, remembering, always, 
the challenge of the Gospels. Then, perhaps someday, 
our communally created symbols of God will function to 
create a society resembling the heavenly banquet God 
has been itching to host our whole lives.

Notes:

1Johnson, She Who Is pg 4

 2Truly, all theology is contextual, but in recent study this term has been 
used to describe those theologies rooted in experiences that fall outside 
what would be considered normative, particularly within the academy. Most 
frequently, it is theology done from the margins, out of the experience of 
those whose access to the history, hierarchy, and academy of the Catholic 
tradition is prevented by systems of injustice.



Questions for Reflection
& Discussion
Think of the communities you participate in. Think of your local government. 
How do these communities and societal structures care for their most 
vulnerable members? How does this reaction to the poor and marginalized 
reflect the language used to describe them? How does the treatment of 
more affluent members of the community reflect the language used to 
describe them? What are the differences and similarities in this language?

Think of a justice issue of particular importance to you. Imagine the 
communities impacted by this injustice. What images of God might be 
empowering and relevant to their experience of suffering? What images of 
God might provide hope for an end to injustice? What images might get in 
the way of this hope?

What symbols and images of God resonate most with you? Where did 
you learn these symbols? What did the communities that taught you this 
language look like? How were they structured?
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In Good Company
Beth Johnson, CSJ and Mary Ann Fatula, OP were the first women to graduate from the Catholic University 
of America with doctoral degrees in theology (1981). During her studies, Johnson participated in a women’s 
discussion group, comprised of female students from the theology and religious education departments at 
CUA. They called themselves, appropriately, WIT – Women in Theology. Even as Johnson was one of the first 
women to receive a terminal degree in theology from CUA, she has not been the only woman to pursue the 
academic study of theology. Today, she finds herself in good company, amongst feminists, theologians, and 
feminist theologians alike. Here are just a few of her academic peers, engaging in the field of theology across 
the world.

Barbara E. Reid, OP is a Dominican Sister of Grand Rapids, MI. She holds a Masters from Aquinas College 
in Religious Studies and a Ph.D. in Biblical Studies from the Catholic University of America. She is the author 
of Taking Up the Cross: New Testament Interpretations Through Latina and Feminist Eyes (Fortress Press, 
2007), Choosing the Better Part? Women in the Gospel of Luke (Liturgical Press, 1996), and many other texts 
and journal articles. Currently she is writing Sophia’s Table: An Introduction to Feminist Interpretation of the 
Scriptures (forthcoming from Eerdman’s Press) and is General Editor for a new 60-volume feminist commentary 
on the Bible (forthcoming from Liturgical Press). She has written the weekly column on “The Word” and 
contributed many articles in America Magazine and for the Catholics on Call website. She currently serves as a 
professor New Testament Studies at the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago, IL.

Ivone Gebara is a Brazilian Catholic nun, philosopher, and feminist theologian. After receiving a degree in 
philosophy, she joined the Augustinian Congregation of the Sisters of Our Lady in 1967 at the age of 22. She 
earned a Ph.D. in philosophy from the Pontifícia Universidade Católica de São Paulo. Gebara then went on to 
teach at the Instituto Teológico do Recife (ITER) for almost 17 years alongside founder Hélder Câmara. Linked to 
liberation theology, the institution existed from 1968 until it was closed by order of the Vatican in 1989. Since then 
she has devoted her time to writing and delivering courses and lectures around the world, on the foundations of 
religious discourse. In the 1990s, Gebara was tried and convicted by the Vatican for criticizing the moral teaching 
of the Church, especially due to comments she made in an interview printed in Veja magazine in regard to 
abortion. She was ordered to two years of forced silence. During that time, she obtained her second doctorate, 
in Religious Studies from Katholieke Universiteit Leuven in Belgium. Her publications include Out of the Depths: 
Women’s Experience of Evil and Salvation, and Longing for Running Water: Ecofeminism and Liberation (Biblical 
Reflections on Ministry).
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Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza is a Romanian-born German theologian who is currently the Krister Stendahl
Professor of Divinity at Harvard Divinity School. She received her Theologicum (Licentiate of Theology) from 
the University of Wurzburg in 1963. Schussler Fiorenza went on to earn the degree of Doctor of Theology from 
the University of Munster. She is the co-founder and editor of the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion. In 
1984 Schüssler Fiorenza was one of 97 theologians and religious persons who signed A Catholic Statement on 
Pluralism and Abortion, calling for religious pluralism and discussion within the Catholic Church regarding the 
Church’s position on abortion. In addition to teaching at the University of Notre Dame and the Episcopal Divinity 
School in Cambridge, MA, Schussler Fiorenza has written numerous articles, reflections, and books, including 
Wisdom Ways: Introducing Feminist Biblical Interpretation, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical 
Issues in Feminist Christology, and In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction Christian Origins.

Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz was professor emerita of ethics and theology at Drew University in Madison, NJ. She was
founder and co-director of the Hispanic Institute of Theology at Drew University and spent much energy in the 
study of Mujerista Theology. Isasi-Diaz was born and raised in Havana, Cuba, and entered the Order of St. Ursula 
shortly after arriving to the United States as a political refugee. She earned a B.A. from the College of New 
Rochelle and an M.A. in medieval history from SUNY Brockport. She continued her graduate studies at Union 
Theological Sminary in New York City, where she earned both a Master of Divinity and Ph.D. with a concentration 
in Christian Ethics. Her writing includes En la Lucha/In the Struggle: Elaborating a Mujerista Theology, La Lucha 
Continues: Mujerista Theology, and Women of God, Women of the People: Four Biblical Meditations.

Mercy Amba Oduyoye is a Ghanaian, Methodist theologian known for her work in African women’s theology. She
is currently the director of the Institute of African Women in Religion and Culture at Trinity Theological Seminary 
in Ghana. Oduyoye earned a bachelor’s degree from the University of Ghana in 1963, a second bachelor’s degree 
from Cambridge University in 1965, and a master’s degree from Cambridge in 1969. From 1967 to 1979, she 
was youth education secretary for the World Council of Churches; from 1987 to 1994. She has taught at Harvard 
University, Union Theological Seminary, and the University of Ibadan. Oduyoye has written four books and more 
than eighty articles focusing on Christian theology from a feminist and African perspective. The focus of much 
of her work is how African religion and culture influences the experiences of African women. Specifically, she has 
addressed the effects of economic oppression on African women.

Rosemary Radford Ruether is a feminist scholar and Catholic theologian originally from St. Paul, Minnesota.
She holds a B/A in Philosophy from Scripps College, and an M.A. in Ancient History and a Ph.D. in Classics 
and Patristics from Claremont Graduate School in Claremont, California. She has taught in various positions 
at Claremont School of Theology and Claremont Graduate University, as well as the Pacific School of Religion, 
Graduate Theological Union, and the Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary. She has written over 600 articles 
and publications including Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology, Integrating Ecofeminism, 
Globalization, and World Religions, and Women Healing Earth: Third World Women on Ecology, Feminism, and 
Religion.



Prayer Service
Advent Ritual for New Life

 PRAYER Resource
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      OF WOMEN DURING THE YEAR OF MERCY

Elizabeth Johnson has graciously adapted and shared this prayer service she originally wrote to celebrate with her students. 
If you intend to pray this service at a time other than Advent, continue to celebrate new life, but make necessary adjustments 
to the text.  

Call to Quiet: 
From the fragmented world of our everyday lives, we stop for a moment of quiet. Abundant cares and 
pressures distract us. The suffering of others in the world, or in our own lives, breaks our heart. Yet like a 
sponge floating in the sea, we are encompassed by a love beyond imagination. Let us quiet our spirit, 
like a weaned child on its mother’s lap, and listen for the word of Life.

Opening Invitation:  
 “Be still, and know that I am God.”  (Psalm 46:10)

Be silent .... Be still ... Open before the living God ... Say nothing ... ask nothing ...

Be silent .... Be still ... Let the Wisdom of God hold you ...

That is all ... She knows ... She understands ... You are loved with an enormous love. ...

Be silent .... Be still ... Let your God ... love you.   

 “Be still, and know that I am God.”  

Lighting the Candle:   
We stand at the turning of the Earth into winter, when the air grows cold, life goes underground, 
and nights are long. Yet the darkness enables us to see the distant brilliance of stars. At this time we 
remember the one born in a stable, who remains with us forever as the Living One, pouring courage 
into our lives. As we light this candle, may its shining bring to light in us the peace and joy of Jesus. May 
it remind us to care for others as for ourselves, and for ourselves as for others.  AMEN.



Reading:
Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and 
knows God. ... This is the kind of love we mean: not that we loved God first, but that God loved us and 
sent Christ to be the Savior of the world. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we ought to love one 
another.  ... God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. In this is 
love is made perfect among us: that we have boldness. ...  (1 John 4:7-17)

Response: ritual of healing and empowerment: 
 [prepare a small bowl with fragrant oil] In light of this love of God, who is abounding in kindness, let 
us use this ancient symbol of healing, strength, and beauty to bless one another.

 [as the bowl is passed around, each person blesses the forehead of the person next to them with 
the oil, while saying:] “God our holy Mother loves you. Know that you are loved. Be healed. Be bold.” 

Litany:  
 Response after each petition: Spirit / Ruah of God, empower us.

You call us, like Eve, to co-create new worlds.

You call us, like Miriam on the shore of the Red Sea, to dance for freedom.

You call us, like Judith, to use our wits to protect oppressed people.

You call us, like Miriam of Nazareth, to be mothers of God, for God is always needing to be born.

You call us, like Miriam of Magdala, to stand faithfully by those on the cross and to announce new life.

You call us, like Phoebe and Prisca, to shape a new church.

You call us, like Hildegard and Julian, to dream of your greening power and mother love. 

Good and gracious God, empower us to claim our gifts. We turn from our old ways and commit 
ourselves anew to partner you in building a world where merciful justice reigns for all creatures. AMEN

Communion: Procession of apples
 [prepare a basket of apples] Gracious God, we offer to you our pain, our joy, our lives. We offer 
to you the sweetness of these apples, good gift from the body of the earth which you have created. Blot 
out the bitterness of war and injustice from the world. Restore sweet harmony among all people and the 
earth. May we find the hope of healing with every bite. [pass the basket; take at least one bite].

Closing prayer: 
Good and gracious God, Mother-Father-Creator of us all, may the loving spirit of Christ be born in us 
this Christmas and be cradled in our hearts. May this spirit drive away anxiety and quicken us to joy. 
Empowered by your healing presence, may we be spurred on to be generous to our own deepest 
selves, to all who are poor and oppressed, to every creature in need. For you desire nothing more than 
the flourishing of the whole world, which you created, and love, and joined in the flesh.  

AMEN. ALLELUIA.
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Be A Witness of Mercy
resources for learning & doing
Read one of Johnson’s books
She Who Is, begins with a review of the history of God-language in the Christian tradition and the need for
feminist language about God. Johnson then develops an inclusive and creative Christian way of naming God.

Quest for the Living God explores what Johnson describes as a “renaissance of new insights into God in the 
Christian tradition.”Each chapter is dedicated to exploring the insights of people of faith about God born from 
different historical events and social conditions from around the world. She includes transcendental, political, 
liberation, feminist, black, Hispanic, interreligious, and ecological theologies and ends with a discussion of 
God as Trinity.

Truly Our Sister offers an interpretation of Mary that is theologically and historically sound, spiritually 
empowering, ethically challenging, socially liberating, and ecumenically fruitful. Johnson reclaims Mary as a 
blessing for women’s religious and political lives. 

Share life with local women religious 
Sisters dedicate their lives to compassionate love and hospitality for their neighbors, alongside deep devotion 
to the God who sustains them. Find a social ministry of a religious community in your area and get involved. 
Get to know the dedicated women religious who have been offering God’s face of Mercy to the world.

Learn more about the global efforts of women religious
Visit globalsistersreport.org. Here you can find out about the sisters themselves, the works they participate in, 
or the charisms of the traditions that nourish their spirituality.

Celebrate the gifts of women in ministry
For instance, starting November 2016, be on the look out for Catholic Women Preach, an online platform 
which raises the voice of Catholic women engaged in the work of the Gospel. (catholicwomenpreach.org)
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