
When I booked this talk many months ago, 
I didn’t realize, first, that it would be the 
day after the most consequential election in 
US history. The theological reasons why 
women cannot be ordained actually have a 
huge impact on United States policy per-
taining to women and more than one recent 
supreme court case about the accessibility 
of contraception. I hope that I will be able to 
make those connections clear for you 
tonight. 

Also, when we set the date for this lecture 
many moons ago, I didn’t take note that we 
would be in the midst of Vocations aware-
ness week. Yes, that week that comes every 
November where those who go to parishes 
are told to pray that young people will hear 
the voice of the Lord calling them. That 
week when we hear certain clerics lament 
that young people do not want to join reli-
gious life because they have embraced a 
culture of death or fully given themselves 
into secularism. That they are too superfi-
cial to show any capacity for commitment 
or sacrifice.  

What they don’t really talk about is how 
exclusive the priesthood is and how, per-
haps, that might be impacting the rate of 
vocations. Imagine any other organization 
choosing it’s leadership from a pool that is 
only men. And not only men, but men who 
claim they can live a lifetime of celibacy. 
That’s a very small talent pool to draw 
from. No wonder things are a mess. 

But how can the church select the best can-
didates when they choose from such a 
severely limited talent pool? What other 

large organization in the world could possi-
bly survive if it chose its leadership strictly 
from a group of men who claim to be able 
to remain celibate for the duration of their 
lives? In any other organization, this would 
be a set up for failure. The Roman Catholic 
church must accept that it is not exempt 
from this reality. 

So, let’s begin by examining the heart of the 
reason that the church uses for why women 
and people of other marginalized genders 
cannot be ordained priests. 

Let me say at the start that most arguments 
have been roundly debunked. The claim 
that Jesus only “ordained” men at the last 
supper falls flat because the commissioning 
of the 12 only happens in Matthew’s gospel 
and it is hardly an ordination as the church 
understands it. 

The claim that there is no historical basis 
for it in antiquity has also been disproven, 
most recently by the archeological work in 
Christine Schenk’s Crispina and Her 
Sisters: Women and Authority in Early 
Crristianity.  Additional resources include 
Ally Katuesz’s Mary and Early Christian 
Women: Hidden Leadership and John 
Winjgaards, a stalwart voice in support of 
women priests, newest book What They 
Don’t Teach You in College: Women in the 
Priesthood and the Mind of Christ. Also, of 
course, is Gary Macy’s seminal book The 
Hidden History of Women’s Ordination: 
Female Clergy in the Medieval West and 
should be required reading for anyone who 
argues there is no historic precedent.  
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Is About More Than Making 
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In many cases, this history of women’s ministerial, liturgical 
and ecclesial leadership has been covered up (sometimes literal-
ly with the hiding of religious art), or subjected to all forms of 
revisionism.  

Regardless of historical precedent, the truth is women should be 
priests, and we should be unafraid to say so, because allowing 
women to be priests is simply the just and right thing to do. 

So what is the most drawn upon argument these days to fight off 
the persistent threat of the ordination of women? Well, it’s based 
on the theology of gender complementarity. It’s an ancient idea 
that was thoroughly developed and articulated by Pope John 
Paul II in his 1988 apostolic letter On the Dignity and Vocation 
of Women (Mulieris Dignitatem). 

John Paul II believed anatomy is destiny. He argued that while 
women were of equal worth and dignity as men, the differences 
in the physical makeup of male and female bodies were proof 
that God wants men and women to have different roles and pur-
poses, in the church and in society.  

Men and women were designed to complement each other. For 
John Paul II, men’s anatomies signify that God wants men to be 
leaders and take initiative. And women’s anatomies tell us that 
we are meant to be receivers who are meant to serve.  

But to make women feel special and not subservient, John Paul 
II insisted that women had a “feminine genius.”   It was his 
attempt to express what he believed was a woman’s unique call-
ing to create life. A woman’s most essential vocation, he 
believed, was motherhood. As theologian Susan Ross has point-
ed out, the “feminine genius” is ultimately a fancy way of say-
ing uterus. 

John Paul II started to formulate these ideas early in his papacy 
as he began to surmise the rising influence of feminism on reli-
gious institutions. About five years before he was elected pope, 
the Episcopal church had ordained its first cohort of women 
priests. And notions of women having equal roles in all of the 

ministries of the church in the Catholic church began to infil-
trate the U.S. church, which was still on a post-Vatican II high. 
One year into his papacy, Sr. Theresa Kane famously greeted 
him at the National Shrine in Washington, DC, by asking him to 
consider including women in all ministries of the church. That 
alone surely got him working on these arguments. 

Out of these concerns, John Paul II’s “theology of the body” 
was born. He was deeply influenced by mid-20th century the-
ologian Hans Urs von Baltasar, who used nuptial symbolism to 
explain the church. He believed that the church had two dimen-
sions: a Petrine, apostolic dimension led by the bishops, and a 
Marian dimension, which he called “the feminine dimension of 
the church.” 

By placing sexual difference as the most significant difference 
among human persons, Balthasar’s vision of complementarity 
informed his whole ecclesiology and it caste men and women 
into specific, rigid roles.  

Of course, what Baltsar did not anticipate was how much we 
would learn about the science of gender in the decades to come. 
Science has revealed that a person’s sexual biology is far more 
complex than the sex organs that are visible on a person’s body. 
The intricacies of genes and hormones make it so that there are 
dozens if not hundreds of ways that humans can be classified 
intersexual.  

Transgender persons are also teaching us that gender identity is 
equally complex. This is a cultural construct that varies by place 
and time.  

...allowing women to be priests  
is simply  

the just and right  
thing to do.
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What we know for sure is that we are a lot more than our biol-
ogy. All men and all women are not alike. Not all men are lead-
ers or aggressive. Some men are naturally nurturing and more 
attuned to service. Some women have enormous gifts for lead-
ership, and not all of us are called to motherhood.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sadly, these critiques of gender complementarity have not 
reached Pope Francis. And in his own homilies and writing and 
off the cuff remarks, he makes clear references to the thinking 
of John Paul II with many echoes of Baltasar’s thinking as well. 
This is especially true whenever Francis speaks about women in 
general and women’s ordination in particular.  

Francis made his first clear ban on women’s ordination in July 
2013, just months after he was elected pope. Francis said during 
a press conference aboard a plane, “With regards to the ordina-
tion of women, the church has spoken and says no. Pope John 
Paul said so with a formula that was definitive. That door is 
closed.” 

Francis was invoking John Paul II’s Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, the 
1,000 word document he wrote in 1994 to definitively dash the 
hopes of Catholics who dared to believe that women might have 
the chance to be ordained.  

Francis addressed the issue again two years later, after a feel-
good trip to the United States in September 2015, at a press con-
ference aboard his flight back to Rome.  

On wmen priests, that cannot be done. Pope St. John Paul II 
after long, long intense discussions, long reflection said so 
clearly. Not because women don’t have the capacity. Look, in 
the Church women are more important than men, because the 
church is a woman. It is “la” church, not “il” church. The 
Church is the bride of Jesus Christ. And the Madonna is more 
important than popes and bishops and priests. I must admit we 
are a bit late in an elaboration of the theology of women. We 
have to move ahead with that theology. Yes, that’s true. 

In another speech, Francis expanded on this metaphor, saying 
“The woman has another function in Christianity, reflected in 
the figure of Mary. It is the figure that embraces society, the fig-
ure that contains it, the mother of the community. The woman 
has the gift of maternity, of tenderness.  The fact that a woman 
cannot exercise the priesthood does not make her less than the 
male.” 

According to Francis and the hierarchy, women cannot have 
equal power in the church because it would go against nature. 
That’s because they believe that God created men to be leaders, 
authorities and decision-makers, while women were made to be 
servants, helpers and nurturers. 

This is why the pope has repeatedly said that women are entitled 
to equal dignity, but he has not said that they are entitled to 
equal power. He wants women’s voices to be heard in discus-
sions, but he doesn’t necessarily want to entrust them to make 
decisions. 

Francis also uses Baltasar’s Petrine and Marian dimensions of 
the church to make his argument. He makes these comparisons 
often, repeating that the church is a woman in a way that is sup-
posed to exonerate the hierarchy from looking like chauvinists. 
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Is About More Than Making 
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Now, Francis has an intense devotion to Mary, so much so that 
the first thing he does when he returns from a trip is to visit the 
statue of Mary at the Church of St. John Lateran and place flow-
ers at her feet. What he does not seem to realize is that placing 
women on a pedestal, still does not make them equal. 

Idealizing women does not allow them to offer their full gifts to 
the church or give them any decision-making power. Women do 
not need a special theology; they only need to be treated with 
justice and equality in their own church. 

For all his beautiful words about equality, dignity, and not being 
“afraid to do new things,” Francis still cannot seem to connect 
these ideals with the reality that church’s ban on women’s ordi-
nation perpetuates the harms of inequality, disempowerment, 
and sexism. 

More than Making Women Priests 

Now, many have characterized the question of women’s ordina-
tion as little more than another culture war issue. But the truth 
is that this struggle runs much deeper than a battle between tra-
ditional and progressive values. Women’s ordination is about so 
much more than simply making women Catholic priests. At its 
heart, it is a movement to convince one of the largest and most 
influential religious organizations in the world to lift up women 
globally as truly equal to men. 

In his book, A Call to Action: Women, Religion, Violence, and 
Power, former President Jimmy Carter explores the religious 
and cultural structures that have led to discrimination, war, 
poverty and disease to fall disproportionately on women. He 
writes:  

“The most serious and unaddressed worldwide challenge is 
the deprivation and abuse of women and girls, largely 
caused by a false interpretation of carefully selected reli-
gious texts and a growing tolerance of violence and war-
fare.” 

The statistics about the disproportionate suffering endured by 
women globally are grim. In a recent essay, Elizabeth Johnson, 
one of the architects of Catholic feminist theology, summed 
them up in this way. She wrote: 

 

Women, who form half of the world’s population, work 
three-fourths of the world’s working hours; receive one-
tenth of the world’s salary; own one percent of the 
world’s land; form two-thirds of illiterate adults; and 
together with their dependent children form three-
fourths of the world’s starving people. 

 

To make a bleak picture worse, women are subject to domestic 
violence at home and are raped, prostituted, trafficked into sex-
ual slavery and murdered by men to a degree that is not recipro-
cal. Regarding education, employment and other social goods, 
men have advantages simply by being born male.  

To point this out is not to make women into a class of victims 
but to underscore statistics that make clear the struggles women 
face in society because of their gender. In no country on earth 
are women and men yet treated in an equal manner befitting 
their human dignity. 

While in most cases the Roman Catholic church did not create 
these afflictions, its doctrine on women serves to reinforce 
women’s suffering. 

As I’ve said, the hierarchy teaches that though women and men 
are equal in worth and dignity, their physical and anatomical 
differences are evidence that God intends different roles and 
purposes for them. God designed men and women to comple-
ment each other, and their genders dictate their distinct roles in 
both church and society. 
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Now, not surprisingly, in this system, men are always awarded 
power, authority and dominance, while women are relegated to 
the roles of service, nurturing and adoration. Church leaders 
may insist that women and men are equal in dignity and worth, 
but ultimately, women are always put in the position of obedi-
ence to men. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But here are my questions: How can women ever achieve true 
empowerment when their religious leaders declare that it is 
God’s plan that women are not entitled to equal religious or spir-
itual authority? How will women ever see true equality when 
the hierarchy teaches that even God believes that a woman’s 
body is inadequate and invalid when it comes to possessing cer-
tain forms of power? 

If the Roman Catholic hierarchy declared that women were enti-
tled to equal authority and power in the church, imagine the 
influence it could have in societies where religious and cultural 
beliefs have sanctioned the secondary status of women. 

The Roman Catholic church, with its presence in just about 
every country in the world, its billion members, and its very 
charismatic pope could have an extraordinary impact on 
improving the dignity, worth and equality of women, especially 
in nations where women are dominated and devalued by the 
oppressive forces patriarchal culture. 

But first, the hierarchy would need the humility to admit that it 
cannot control whom God calls to the priesthood. They would 
have to stop blaming Jesus for their own refusal to lift up 
women to truly equal status in the church. They would have to 
acknowledge the radical injustice inherent in the idea that anato-
my dictates who can and cannot have power in the church. 

So here is a narrative we need to change: The struggle over 
women’s ordination isn’t a culture war issue. It is a movement 
that shines light on the truth that the Roman Catholic church’s 
denial of the full equality of women has global consequences. 
The push for women priests seeks to dismantle the poverty, 
abuse and violence that are intricately tied to the systematic 
belief that women and men are not equal. 

Women’s ordination isn’t simply about making women priests. 
It’s about helping church leaders recognize that if they were to 
include women in their leadership as their equals, they could 
truly be a powerful force for economic and social justice for 
women and children throughout our world. 

Now, I know what you’re thinking. What about deacons? 

The pervasive, global power that making women truly equal to 
men would have is the primary reason why I do not think 
women should settle for any notion of a diaconate, whether it’s 
a diaconate that is equal to the male version of holy orders, or 
some watered down version of deaconesses.  

But in addition to that, when the diaconate seemed to become a 
very real possibility a few years ago, I started to see signs of 
potential problems for women in the future. Namely, the possi-
bility that having a diaconate could effectively pit women 
against women in the church.  

As some of you may recall, Pope Francis, in response to a ques-
tion from the International Union of Superiors General—the 
worldwide collective body of nuns—decided to form a commis-
sion to study whether or not women were in fact ordained dea-
cons in the early church.  
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The commission met for three years, and when it completed its 
work offered a report to the pope. No one, other than those nuns, 
have ever seen this report.  

What the Pope did tells us—again in a press conference aboard 
a plane—was that the commission couldn’t come to any consen-
sus on what women’s roles were. So, earlier this year, he set up 
another commission. This time, he did place more conservative 
folks on the team, which have led many church watchers to be 
less than hopeful that we will have a diaconate for women in our 
lifetime. 

So, while it is true that a diaconate for women would be a solid 
incremental step towards women’s leadership, I think we have 
to be wary of a few things. 

First, at every academic event I have attended on women dea-
cons, the speaker or panelists always take great pains to distance 
themselves from the issue of the ordination of women as priests. 
And every time I hear a speaker do this, I cannot help but won-
der, is this what it is going to be like if women do become dea-
cons? Will every woman deacon have to promise that she will 
never suggest that women should be priests? Will every woman 
deacon be expected to disassociate herself from the issue like 
this? 

And if that is the case, doesn’t it mean that women deacons who 
actually do support women priests will have to self-censor and 
keep their convictions hidden, as every male bishop, priest and 
deacon who secretly supports women priests is expected to do 
today? And if these women deacons don’t keep silent, won’t 
they face the same discipline, or coercions to recant, or threats 
of expulsion that male advocates for women priests do? 

Pope Francis has repeatedly said that the issue of women priests 
has been decided and the door is closed. Why wouldn’t women 
deacons be compelled to parrot that response or face the same 
consequences? 

Will women deacons be put in the painful situation of having to 
silence other women who dare to press the issue of women 
priests? 

I can easily envision a situation in which women deacons, hav-
ing been given a little bit more authority in the church, are then 
instructed not to complain or push for other roles. Wouldn’t 
these women be told to be grateful for what they’ve been given 
and not upset their bishops? 

I cannot help but fear that, rather than allowing women to grow 
into greater roles in their church, this issue will end up dividing 
and conquering them. 

Advocates for women deacons will often say that “ordaining 
women deacons is ‘about ministry,’ not ‘power.’ “ Or, “women 
only want to serve.” These are a common refrain.  And every 
time I hear them, they seem aimed at soothing the worries of 
ordained men who cannot bear the idea of a woman having a 
role equal to theirs. But all it really does is reinforce gender 
complementarity—the corrosive notion that women have no 
desire or natural ability to lead or have authority in their church. 
And that simply isn’t true. 

Now, I can appreciate that those who see women deacons as an 
important step towards integrating women into the decision-
making positions in the church. But I think it is wise to bear in 
mind a sobering reality. We are dealing with a hierarchy that has 
an enshrined belief that God has ordered the cosmos and human 
relations in a way that de facto denies women power in the 
church that is equal to men. 

Some progressive Catholics have expressed resentment towards 
the women’s ordination movement for impeding or derailing 
any possibility of progress for women in the church, as if 
expecting to be recognized as equal is asking too much. 

 

126_Layout 1  12/11/2020  3:27 PM  Page 23



24 CORPUS REPORTS WINTER 2020

 

Why Ordaining Women... 

I’ve also heard more than one person suggest (taking a cue from 
Pope Francis’ own warning that women will be “clericalized” 
by ordination) that women who want the priesthood are power-
hungry careerists who seek honors, and titles and status. 

I find this argument particularly troubling, since we rarely hear 
anyone accuse a young man seeking the priesthood of such 
nefarious motivations. We tend to give male seminarians the 
benefit of the doubt, but it seems such good intentions aren’t 
assumed of Catholic women who feel qualified to seek the 
priesthood. 

There is a demonization, sometimes subtle, sometimes not so 
subtle, of women who want the same power afforded to men in 
the institutional church. That sort of shaming and blaming must 
stop. The only purpose it serves is to divide and conquer 
Catholics who want to see women treated with genuine justice 
and equality in the church. 

We must insist that there is no shame in a woman’s desire for 
equal power in her church. According to the Oxford Dictionary, 
“power” means “the ability or capacity to do something or act 
in a particular way.” Where is the sin in a woman who wants to 
function in this way within her church? 

Those who have had the blessing of encountering good priests 
and good bishops, and those who exalt Pope Francis for using 
his ecclesial power to do good, have seen that not all church 
power is corrupting. Why, then, can’t women be trusted to do 
the same good in any and all clerical roles? Why is it that when 
a woman wants sacramental or decision-making power, her 
image gets sullied as controlling, domineering, or ambitious? 

There is no more shame in a woman’s wanting to use sacramen-
tal or spiritual power than there is shame in Pope Francis’ own 
use of it. Like the pope, women are simply trying to claim the 
power that God has already given them. 

 

I have heard many good, progressive Catholics argue that the 
priesthood is totally corrupt and irredeemable. Women 
shouldn’t be exposed to that. What kind of woman would want 
that? They should wait until the priesthood has been reformed. 

What this argument says at its core is that women are too pure 
and too good to be subjected to the corruptions of the priest-
hood. But when we argue that, we fall back into this trap of put-
ting women on a pedestal. That they are too good to be sullied 
in this way. Women can handle a mess. And generations of us 
have learned how to clean up the mess men have made.  

For the priesthood to be reformed, it would mean all of these 
hierarchs and clerics would have to willingly let go of some of 
their power. If women have to wait for that, we will wait forev-
er. It’s not fair and it’s not just to ask women to wait. Maybe you 
don’t want to deal with the brokenness of the priesthood or I 
don’t, but there are women who do. Fierce women. They can’t 
transform an institution without getting access to it. To keep 
them away from the priesthood until it is reformed is a just 
another way to keep them from the power and authority that 
they deserve in their church.  

I still believe in priests 

Now, I know you’re probably uncomfortable with all of this talk 
about priesthood and power. So, let me clarify what I’m saying 
here. Unlike a lot of my feminist mentors and colleagues, I still 
believe in the priesthood. As I said, we have all met good priests 
and good ministers and have been touched and inspired by their 
work, so there must be some value there in this ministry and 
vocation. 

A moment that really proved to me the need for priests really 
struck me nearly 8 years ago in a small town not far from 
Connecticut. You all remember it. It was a day that held for me 
the same level of horror as 9/11. I’m talking about the Sandy 
Hook school shooting.  
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There are so many agonizing realizations I think many of us 
made that catastrophic day. One of them for me was this aspect 
of the story. Hours after the shooting, as the horror really started 
to settle in, many people didn’t run home or run to the police, 
they ran to their parish. The same was true on 9/11. In 
Manhattan, church doors were left open 24/7 for weeks. The 
fact that we still turn to our faith in these moments of deep trau-
ma, or even in moments of joy, like births or marriages, tells me 
that ministry still matters. And it matters so much that we need 
the very best of us doing it.  

Being a priest is a proper job as well as a vocation. It takes a lot 
of education, enormous skill, gifts of grace and communication 
and presence. Not many of us have those. And those who do are 
expected to be available all days and at all hours. It is more than 
a full-time job. In these moments of suffering and joy, people 
look for spiritual support and guidance. The people of God 
deserve the very best and the ones who are clearly the most gift-
ed to serve and to lead.  

The ways in which the institutional church has created obstacles 
between the people of God and the people who God has called 
to be priests is, to me, nothing less than a sin.  

It also, to me, is a complete contradiction of the heart of the 
Catholic tradition. That is, our sacramental imagination. 

On my toughest days, I fight for women’s ordination because I 
see that it is a key to women’s freedom and empowerment glob-
ally. And I see the ways in which this doctrine of the church 
keeps women from access to complete health care and other 
rights. 

On my better days, I fight for women’s ordination because I 
believe there is still something beautiful and true about the 
Catholic tradition. The reason I still call myself a Catholic to 
this day—even though many in the institutional church tell me 
that as a lesbian and an advocate for women’s ordination I have 
no right to call myself that—is because of something my mentor 
Margaret Farley named for me during my first year at Yale 

Divinity School. She told me that Catholics have a sacramental 
view of the world. What that means is that we have a difficult 
time separating the finite from the infinite, the sacred from the 
profane. For a Catholic, God speaks God’s word in all creation, 
and all things in nature are brimming with God’s presence and 
an invitation to grace. You can see God in brokenness and suf-
fering as much as you can see God in joy and glory. For 
Catholics, we are actually co-creators with God. 

 

Now, not every Catholic sees the world this way, you’ve proba-
bly noticed. And there are many non-Catholics and even non-
believers who have this sacramental view of the world. 

But the fact that this is so fundamental to Catholic theology 
makes the ban on the ordination of women so much more 
painful for me. Because what the church is saying essentially is 
that God cannot work sacramentally in the body of a woman. 
That God, who created the universe, is somehow rendered pow-
erless by female anatomy—even though God Godself created 
us. 

But perhaps what hurts the most is the harm that this ban is 
doing to the life of the church. How profoundly it is keeping the 
church from flourishing. 
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In his first apostolic exhortation, the Joy of the Gospel, Pope 
Francis says the  

“dearth of vocations to the priesthood and consecrated life” 
is “a lack of contagious apostolic fervor in communities 
which results in a cooling of enthusiasm and attractive-
ness.” 

Like so many Catholics—including progressive Catholics who 
lament the lack of interest in the church from young people—
Francis seems unaware that if he were to look into divinity 
schools and graduate programs in theology and ministerial for-
mation, he would find no lack of Catholic young adults with a 
fervent desire to devote themselves fully to serving the church. 

I can personally attest to knowing hundreds of Catholic young 
adults who have entered these programs of study and ministerial 
formation not for power or privilege, but out of a deep enthusi-
asm for the church and earnest longing to answer God’s call to 
be a leader in the church. 

They do not wish to dominate anyone, but rather to be present 
to God’s people in their times of great joy and suffering, to offer 
them and their children the church’s sacraments, and to conse-
crate their lives to the church’s many works of justice. 

There are thousands of young Catholics who want to discern a 
vocation to the priesthood but are immediately rejected because 
of their female anatomy, or sexual orientation, or gender identi-
ty, or desire to have a family. 

Nevertheless, they labor on in theology departments and minis-
terial formation programs, hoping to find work in a job market 
that continues to dwindle because of parish closures that are 
happening largely because of a priest shortage. 

Even if a parish job does arise, many of these young people will 
be quickly eliminated from consideration if, in their interview, 
they espouse feminist views or identify themselves as gay, les-

bian, bisexual, transgender or present themselves as LGBT 
allies. 

This is sad because an overwhelming majority of young adult 
Catholics believe that the full inclusion of women and LGBT 
people in the life and ministry of the church is no longer a 
prophetic idea. It’s just common sense. 

Many argue that the hierarchy should open the priesthood to 
married men. But this change alone would not create the struc-
tural justice so desperately needed in the church’s leadership. 
Most of the young married men I know would not be ordained 
into an organization that discriminates against women and their 
LGBT friends because to do so would be to cooperate in an 
oppressive system. 

 

An all-male, heterosexual, married clergy still eliminates many 
of the best and brightest young adult Catholics from church 
leadership. And as I have said, before, a married male clergy 
simply means that women get to be subservient to celibate AND 
married men.  

Francis has talked a lot about the sins of clericalism throughout 
his papacy. But much as he would like to erase the dynamic of 
domination from the priesthood, his teaching will remain unre-
alistic if he continues to reinforce an unjust power structure in 
which only celibate males are permitted to consecrate the 
Eucharist. 

Try as he may to reframe the issue, an imbalance of power will 
persist as long as the vast majority of Catholics are excluded 

If the church is to bring light,  
life and meaning to our world,  

we must have our  
most gifted people leading it. 
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Is About More Than Making 
Women Priests
from sacramental power strictly on the basis of their anatomy, 
marital status, sexual orientation or gender identity. 

If the church is to bring light, life and meaning to our world, we 
must have our most gifted people leading it.  

And that isn’t just for the US, it’s true for the global church. I 
saw this very clearly last year when I was in Rome for the 
Synod on the Amazon.  

There was a lot of talk among priests and even some bishops 
about the need for women deacons at this gathering, and yet in 
a glaring act of patriarchal rule, women did not get to vote at the 
synod. But they did speak loudly and clearly to reporters during 
the daily press conferences.  

Of course, it’s not that women at the synod — who, in a glaring 
act of patriarchy got a voice, but not a vote at the gathering — 
didn’t repeatedly offer hints and reminders. 

On the same day of the WOW protest, Judite da Rocha, Brazil’s 
national coordinator for the Victims of Hydroelectric Dams, 
offered comments at the Vatican’s daily press that clearly made 
the connection between sexism and the treatment of Amazonian 
women and lands. 

“There is the sense that men take care of the Earth and women 
take care of the details,” said da Rocha. She said that this dis-
parity in roles engenders domestic violence, sexual harassment 
and exploitation. “Women and their work are taken for granted,” 
she said, and often they do not even earn a wage for their labors. 

At a press briefing the following day, Sr. Roselei Bertoldo spoke 
about her work with women who are trafficked, another scourge 
that women and children endure as a result of the patriarchal 
belief that their bodies exist for men’s gratification. 

 

During the question and answer period, her prophetic voice 
emerged, as she told the media that “those who go to the 
remotest places in the Amazon, who allow the evangelization 
process to take place are women.” The voice that women were 
given in this synod “is not the result of our silence,” she said. 

“We are the church, and we make the church,” she continued, 
“We ask to participate more efficiently at the decision-making 
level. We are starting this journey. We won’t be quiet; we want 
space, and we are starting to build that space.” 

 

 

It struck me that in the same way women’s work on the land is 
taken for granted and exploited with lack of wages, women’s 
work of building up the church is exploited by men who refuse 
to recognize their work for the priestly ministry it is. 

Though there were some signs of hope in the inclusion of 
women’s voices and the acknowledgment by some men that 
women need greater participation in the church, the Amazon 
synod compelled me to ask: Can the Catholic Church truly help 
the people of the Amazon break free of discrimination, oppres-
sion and gender-based violence if it continues to replicate the 
same fundamental, patriarchal model of injustice in its own 
structures? 
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Why Ordaining Women... 

Francis’ boundless energy and dedication to peace and justice 
stands in stark contrast to the dithering way he is handling ques-
tion of women in his own church. His passionate cause for unity 
among churches and with people of other faiths, it seems, stops 
short of the women of his own church who are asking simply for 
more inclusive ways to serve. 

This latest episode is yet another example of the Catholic 
Church’s perpetuating and justifying notions of gender inequal-
ity that are the root of women’s suffering globally. And that is a 
tragedy because Francis’ power over the consciences of world 
leaders could have incalculable influence on raising up women 
to equal status, including in the countries he visits, many of 
which still have overtly restrictive, patriarchal cultures. 

But rather than treat the issue of women’s inclusion with the 
same urgency that he treats so many matters of justice, Francis 
has communicated — like so many popes before him — that 
women’s legacy of leadership requires further questioning, and 
their participation in ministry alongside men could be a danger-
ous step and, therefore, must be indefinitely stalled. 

In the six years of his papacy, Francis has been celebrated for 
his constant calls for courage, encounter, dialogue and risk-tak-
ing. How long must we wait until he offers the same to the 
women of his own church? 

 

The truth is women and people of marginalized genders do not 
have much more time to wait because the consequences of this 
massive injustice are far-reaching beyond the church. We see 
them in the most broken places around the world. We see them 
in our own country. And these theologies that oppress women 
are disproportionately affected the poorest and most marginal-
ized women.  

So, I close this lecture with three truths about the ordination of 
women.  

As a people of faith who have a preferential option for the 
poor, we must hear this truth: A church that claims to have 
such a radical commitment to human rights and human dig-
nity ought to understand that it has a profoundly influential 
role in telling the world that women are fully human and 
truly equal and completely entitled to the rights, roles and 
responsibilities given to men both in society and in the 
church. 

The truth is a church that claims that God is everywhere and 
that God works through all of creation should not stand in 
the way of God’s longing to work through the gifts, 
strengths and power of women as priests. 

Regardless of historical precedent, the truth is women 
should be priests, and we should be unafraid to say so, 
because allowing women to be priests is simply the just and 
right thing to do.

 
The time is right to say to the church.... 

in the words of Jesus said to his disciples:  
Have we been so long with you and you still have not known us?  

Sr. Margaret Farley, RSM
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