




ing to outlaw all alcohol because some people 
are abusing it is a greater injustice. There's 
no reason we can't have laws against public 
drunkenness, but we don't have to criminal
ize every glass of wine. 

In a pluralistic society such as ours, it is 
up to the churches to try to influence public 
behavior according to their own moral val
ues. We Catholics can encourage people to 
stay marr ied, but the possibility for divorce 
should still be there when the alternative is 
worse . 

Kullander: We hear a lot today about 
"spir itual activism." Can you define that for 
me? 

For the sake of the globe, we cannot allow 
this to go on much longer. In thi s country, we 
are not looking at the situation with clear eyes 
and an open heart. These people in the Middle 
East do not want to become Westernized and 
do not want to have the West involved in their 
affairs. 

Chittister: I don't call it "activism." I call 
it "spiritual action in response to the call of the 
prophets and the psalmists." It's that simple 
for me. I can't make it theoretical. I just know 

JOAN CHITTISTER 

In a sense, the U.S. is the largest island in 
the world. We're bounded by huge oceans to 
the east and the west and by a lightly popu
lated country to our north and a poor country 
to our south . We have never felt our borders 
pressured. We sit in a kind of arrogant secu
rity and see ourselves as a messianic people, as 
liberators. We consider it obscene that anyone 
would resist us. But we are no longer perceived 
as liberators in the rest of the world. Years ago 
I was part of a number of delegations that went 

that after I sit in a chapel and read the Scriptures and pray the 
Psalms, I want to go into the world and help. And the energy 
for helping comes from that tradition of God's justice and 
mercy. 

Kullander: What brings you to New York City right 
now? 

Chittister: This is an important moment. It's the first 
national meeting of women Muslim leaders in the United 
States, organized by ASMA, the Amer ican Society for Muslim 
Advancement. The purpose of the meeting is to give Muslim 
women in this country an arena, a voice, and an identity. I have 
the hope that this meeting might be the beginning of a sort of 
women's movement within the Muslim community. 

Women everywhere are attempting to promote equality 
in their own societies, as well as reach across national bound
ar ies to others. I'm co-chair of the Global Peace Initiative of 
Women Religious and Spiritual Leaders, along with a Buddhist 
nun, a Hindu nun , an Orthodox Jew, an Islamic scho lar, and 
an ordained Protestant woman. At last year's meeting, here 
in New York City, we brought forty women from Iraq to talk 
with Amer ican women about the situation in Iraq. After that 
meeting, the Syrian ambassador to the U.S. invited us to come 
to his country, so that people in Syria could see for themselves 
that not all Americans hate them. This man has been sitting 
in Washin gton, D.C., and our government refuses to speak to 
him. So we made up our minds to go in an act of peer-to-peer 
diplomacy and tell people there that the political agendas cre
ating tension between our countries are not our agendas. 

It was wonderf ul. We visited with all the major religious 
leaders, including Greek Orthodox and Armenian Orthodox 
patriarchs, and Sunni and Shiite imams. They all said that the 
anti-America nism and unrest in the Arab world will not end 
until the Palestinian problem is solved. And they consider the 
U.S. to be the reason why negotiations are not going on, be
cause Israel need not negotiate so long as the U.S. keeps pro
vid ing weapons and suppo rt ing the boundar ies and barriers 
Israel desires. 
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to the Soviet Union . At the time, the Soviet 
Union was this big black bear. Now we're the big black bear. 

Kullander: You must see a lot of ant i-Americanism in 
your travels. 

Chittister: Not only do I see a lot of it, I also see a shif t 
in it. I started traveling the world in the early 1970s. At that 
time, if you walked into a room in a foreign country and peo
ple knew you were an American, everyone wanted to talk to 
you about how wonderful the U.S. was and how grateful they 
were for what the U.S. had done. Now if they know you're an 
American, they are wary and somewhat distant. And if you get 
into any kind of real conversation with them, they're sure to let 
you know that something's wrong with the way our country is 
behaving. 

Kullander : Whe n did this shift occur? 
Chittis ter: Whe n the U.S. invaded Iraq in 2003 - no doubt 

about it. People in the Midd le East now see us as a rogue state. 
They see us as the problem. It's going to take a great change 
in attitude on the part of the U.S. government to rectify the 
situation. 

Kullander: What's your reaction to the Democratic vic
tory in Congress in the last election? 

Chittister: I'm convinced there is a basic honesty in this 
country that operates beyond partisan politics, and we saw it 
come out in the last election. But there is also a basic innocence 

- if not ignorance - in the U.S. Whe n foreigners come here 
and see our news broadcasts, they are not only surprised, but 
shocked and insulted at the dearth of international coverage. 
One woma n from Syria told me that she was in the U.S. for 
months and seldom heard her country mentioned in the news 

- and then only as a problem. We pay so little attention to the 
rest of the world. 

As a history teacher I used to teach high-school kids about 
the fall of the Roman Empire. I talked about the advances the 
empire had brought: the Roman road system, the creation of 
world trade, the integration of different cultures. The Roman 
Empire gave a kind of order to the nations it encompasse d. 
But it spread itself too thin. The more places Rome conque red , 





many woodpiles. But organized religion also keeps human ideals 
before us. It reminds us that there is a law above the law of the 
land; that we are each beholden to more than what's expected 
withi n any system - including the Church's. 1his is why many 
church es have split, died, and been lost. 

Any human institution will be less than human in some 
parts of its history; in the case of a churc h, this can take the 
form of confusing religion with God. When religion makes 
itself God - makes itself the end rather than the means of 
seeing what is beyond us, what transcends our smallness and 
enlarges our spirits - then that religion has failed. 

Ku Hander: The central tenet of the Christian faith is the 
Apostles' Creed. A lot of people struggle with that statement 
of belief, because it talks of things that in this day and age are 
hard to believe, such as Jesus being born of a virgin and Jesus 
being God's only begotten son . ls there a way to be a Christian 
and not sign on to the Apostles' Creed? 

Chittister: No, there isn't. But there is a way to question 
what you think "signing on" means. If you read Scripture care
fully, you'll find that almost every person is called a "son of 
God." In English the Bible says that Jesus is the "only" son of 
God. The original Greek text of the New Testament described 
Jesus as a "unique" son of God, one who is different from any 
other son of God. 

The meaning of the word virgin in Hebrew and in Greek 
is completely different. In Hebrew the word describes a young 
married woman who has never had a child. The Greek word for 
virgin means what we mean today - someone who's never had 
sexual intercourse. So right at the inception of the Creed you 
have language issues. If you go to the Hebrew tradition, which 
gave us the concept of the Messiah, you still have something 
that is holy - a young woman who's never had a child - but 
that doesn't require this huge suspension of disbelief. 

All of this is to say that we can come to different under
standings of what certa in words mean. And science is helping 
us come to even more profound understandings. 

Kullander: How so? 
Chittister: In this moment in human history we're see

ing the development of a new kind of consciousness in which 
science is not the enemy of the spirit. Science is giving us a 
whole new way of looking at the spirit. Science is not destroy
ing faith - at least, not mine. It deepens my awe of creation. 
To my mind, the more we know about the universe , the more 
awesome the whole notion of creation becomes. 

Kullander: It's no secret that you are displeased in some 
ways with the Catho lic Church. Why do you stay in it? 

Chittister: The Church is the keeper of the history of our 
journey together as a people, and of a sacramental system that 
renders all of life holy. It is a pillar of light in the middle of 
societies that move into and out of darkness. For me, it isn't a 
matter of being upset with the Church. It is a matter of want 
ing a better world and more light, even for the Church. 

When you're a member of a family, it can be as dysfunc
tional as can be, and yet, at the same time, you have love for it, 
hope for it. And if it weren't for that family, you wouldn't have 
any criteria by wh ich to judge your own behavior. But there's 
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always room for growth. If we're not wanting to be more than 
what we are, then, frank ly, I don't think we're religious at all. 
It makes us feel secure to take the checklist and say that we 
did three Our Fathers and three Hail Marys, so we're going 
to heaven. But what if we really believed that Jesus called on 
us to be conscious and moral members of society? And what 
if the Church said that was t rue, too? 

Kullander: One issue that you are fairly outspoken about 
is the ordination of women to the priesthood. It must be frus
trating for you to keep fighting for this change and not get any 
results. 

Chittister: Let me clarify something: I have argued res
olutely, for years, that the question of women's role in the 
Church is not simply the question of ordination. Ordination 
only exemplifies the philosophy and the theology that under
lie the gender inequality. I'm as upset about the refusal to use 
feminine pronouns in the Scriptures as I am about anything 
else. There's a new document from the Vatican tha t prohibits 
the use of feminine pronouns for God in hymns that are sung 
in church. In the O Antiphons, which we say as part of the 
Advent liturgies before Christmas, we refer to God as "key," 
"dove," "light, " "father," "rock," "wind," and "sto rm ," but the 
Church forbids us to refer to God as "mother." God, whom 
the Vatican taught was pure spirit, is being presented as only 
ma le. There's something wrong with that. 

I'm also not calling for the immediate ordination of women. 
I've never done that. What I'm calling for is serious discussion 

- at the highest levels and with the greatest depth - of the 
question of whether women ought to be ordained. At the end 
of such a long discussion, the Catholic Church might decide 
not to orda in women, because it prefers the male symbo l for 
Jesus. Or the Church might say, "Jesus didn't become male; 
Jesus became flesh . And anybody 's flesh can therefore func
tion in the place of Jesus." 

Personally I think the Chu rch is running out of rea l theo
logical reasons to deny women a part in the ministry of Jesus. 
But by avoiding discussion and considering this question closed, 
the Church is sitt ing on top of an active volcano . It might not 
blow, but it will crack. In the sixt ies and seventies, women 
left the Church screaming. They don't scream anymore , but 
they're going. I'm just belling the cat - trying to call attention 
to what's happening and get the Church to address it. 

Kullander: You consider yourse lf a feminist. Wha t does 
that mean to you? 

Chittister: A feminist is a person, male or female, who 
is deeply concerned about justice and equa lity for all persons 

- whatever the ir gender - and will do anyth ing she or he can 
to bring that about. Feminism is not the substitution of female 
chauvin ism for male chauvinism. 

Kullander: One pr im ary po int of contention between 
feminists and the Cathol ic Church is the issue of abortion. 
Where do you stand on this? 

Chittister: I am opposed to abortion as a birth-control 
method . At the same time, I ask myself how it is that the Catholic 
Church can hold that all abortions are equally, gravely sinful 
at all times, but that death may be inflicted in other circum-





Kullander: But if, say, a woman in her thirties came to you, 
and she was pregnant by her boyfriend, and she was hea lthy 
and the fetus was heal thy, but she didn't want to have this baby, 
what would you say to her? 

Chittister: I would do everything I cou ld to offer her other 
ways to deal with her situa t ion. I've never found a woman who 
really wants an abortion. I have found only women who felt 
they had no other choice . 

I am not impressed by people who say they are pro-life but 
who don't want to pay taxes to prov ide hous ing and food and 
education and healthcare for those who need them. That's not 
pro-life; it's pro-b irth. This society needs to make life livable for 
the least fortu nate before it condemns peop le who, for whatever 
reason, believe they cannot bring a life into the world. 
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I don't come forward with a collection of answers. I'm more 
concerned with honoring the questions . What really bothers 
me is when people put forth an answer without examining the 
question from every perspective, or who simply say that the 
way something 's always been done is good enough. I believe 
we're at a crossroads moment. Governments are changing. 
Education is changing. Marriage is chang ing. Relationships 
are changing. Religions are changing. When I was a kid my 
Irish Cat holic mother married a Presbyter ian, and it seemed 
the world nearly fell apart. Things are different now. I have 
friends who were once chosen as the Catholic Family of the 
Year. Now one of their kids is married to a Hindu, another to 
a Buddhist, and three or four of them have gone off into other 
religious traditions. Why? Because those traditions are a part 






