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It is indeed an honor for me to write this fore
word. About thirty-five years ago, when I gave
one of my first Latina feminist talks at a small
college in Iowa, I declared, "We are going to look
into the future of Latinas and imagine many
voices contributing to our understanding of God,
justice, and feminism. We Latinas cannot be di
vided and scattered into many pieces and still be
Latinas, Christian, and committed to justice."
Little did I understand that one day I was going
to be asked to write a foreword for what will be
come a powerful set of conversations in the theo
logical world, particularly for Latinas.
Latinas in the United States performing min
istry carry out their baptismal call with pro
found, quiet spirituality and endurance in en
vironments often plagued with challenges,
obstacles, and contradictions. Today, fresh new
voices of Latinas doing critical analysis and
scholarship in theological and intellectual are
nas are emerging. These Latina scholars bring
to the table of scholarship an understanding of
liberation that is integral and holistic. To some
it may appear as a sense of bendito coraje, or
"blessed anger." At the same time there is a sense
of deep, reflective feminist spirituality which is
a mixture of new and old perspectives. This in
cludes a fresh and vibrant analysis which both
challenges and inspires us to see things in new
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This collection of original articles represents
the critical reflections and voices of Latinas
engaged in theology in the United States of
America. Other well-known feminist antholo
gies have brought together and identified the
"experiences of women." However, the experi
ences presented in those anthologies continue
to be dominated almost exclusively by Euro
American or Afro-American women. This col
lection is an attempt to add the perspectives of
U.S. Latinas to that feminist religious intellec
tual construction. This reader includes contri
butions from Latinas who live all around the
United States of America, who are not only eth
nically diverse but ecclesiologically diverse as
well, and as such they are representative of the
Latina mosaic that is a reality in our communi
ties. We lift our voices to share the variety of
issues that interest us, trouble us, challenge us,
and motivate us. We are aware of how impor
tant it is for women to hear one another's voices
to enhance the work that needs to be done. The
addition of our Latina voices, as expressed in our
diverse methodologies and approaches, provides
to the national tapestry of "women's experi
ences" the missing textures, colors, shapes, and
shades that are created by our Latina context. By
adding the experiences of Latinas we seek to
transform and enlarge that tapestry and create
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a bridge that connects to the work of our feminist and womanist
sisters. In this anthology we not only acknowledge the great diversity
of approaches to the feminist religious language but also the unity of
themes found among U.S. Latina feminists.
This is a feminist Latina reader. This collection articulates the
theological reflection of Latinas in the United States of America on
the realities, struggles, and spirituality of women. We understand
theology as a dynamic and critical language with which we express
our religious vision of a new paradigm of civilization that is free of
systemic injustice and violence due to kyriarchal domination. 1 Em
powered by this language, we seek to affirm new models of social re
lationships that are capable of fully sustaining human dignity and
the integrity of creation. Beginning with the religious practices and
imagination of our Latina communities, the feminist religious lan
guage allows us to say who we are and how we seek to affect the pres
ent and future direction of society, culture, churches, and the acad
emy. As women engaged in theology, whether in the church or in the
academy, we acknowledge the importance of claiming a space for
our voices to be heard and for collaboration among women to be
achieved. With the emergence and growth of the feminist theologies
of liberation, we no longer wait for others to define or validate our
experience of life and faith. Women, and in fact all who are in a con
stant struggle against oppression, have decided to interpret and to
name themselves. We want to express in our own words our plural
ways of experiencing God and our plural ways of living our faith. And
these ways have a liberative tone. In the midst of a reality in which
"women of color" continue to be excluded, as noted by M. P. Aquino,
doing theology "is not a luxury, but a necessity and a right to be
claimed." 2
The task of theological reflection is never done in a vacuum, and
it builds on the reflections and learnings of other women who jour
ney with us. That is why we acknowledge the important work and
contributions of Ada Maria lsasi-Diaz in developing what she has
defined as mujerista theology.3 However, we have opted to name our
selves Latina feminists. Since the power of self-naming is so crucial
to the experience of women, particularly non-white women of grass
roots provenance, this decision represents our effort at self-identity in
the public sphere. 4 It also represents our effort at establishing con
versation with the rich tradition of Latina/Chicana feminism in the
United States of America. As Latina feminists, what we offer in this
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reader is what Cherrie Moraga has called "a theory in the flesh,"
which because of the "physical realities of our lives-our skin color,
the land or concrete we grew up on, our sexual longings-all fuse to
create a politic born out of necessity." 5 This theory in the flesh is
also plural and multivocal. Because the Latina community in the
United States of America is a culturally plural and a mestizo/a com
munity present in all colors of the human rainbow, 6 the articles in
this reader also represent the variety of voices and realities of Chi
canas (or Xicanismas), Puertorriquenas, Cubanas, Mexicanas, and
Sur Americanas. Our common bond is that we live in the United
States of America (our physical reality), where we have all experi
enced racism, sexism, devaluation, and exclusion by a culture and a
society that cannot seem to move beyond the white/black focus of its
national discourse on race and national identity.
As Latina feminists, we are presenting a critical framework from
which we analyze the realities of Latinas in the United States of
America. In doing this, we examine inequalities along lines of race,
class, poverty, citizenship, gender, and religion as they affect us and
our communities. W ith these articles we hope to challenge Euro
American feminists and womanists to rethink the issues that directly
relate to the ongoing and developing discourse of women in both the
secular world and the theological academy. We understand that the
dominant feminism, Euro-American and womanist, in the United
States of America represents only one type of what Chela Sandoval
calls "oppositional consciousness," 7 also found in other liberation
movements and ideologies. Therefore what we bring to the feminist
and womanist discourse is a pluralism that goes beyond the white/
black agenda. The articles in this reader focus on issues that are rele
vant and pertinent to Latinas yet are also of concern to our national
agenda. The articles in this collection reflect on the themes of the
Latina reality, whether it be the issue of identity or the importance of
popular religion in Latina communities or the situation of undocu
mented women who live within U.S. borders. We find in this collec
tion of writings evidence that what Ivone Gebara has said is true for
Latinas in the United States of America: "Feminist theological ex
pression always starts from what has been lived, from what is expe
rienced in the present." 8
The theology in this reader is one that takes seriously the relative
autonomy as well as the integration of theory and practice while
reflecting on life. As a result, it is a theology that is in the process of

11¥

xvi

A READER IN LATINA FEMINIST THEOLOGY

redefining reason itself. Our task as Latina scholars is not to give up
reason or neglect skill development in favor of social justice, but to
demonstrate that how we think counts as reason. How we think
arises from our plural practices and lived experiences. We want to be
able to tell our own history and speak about our condition and our ex
pectations. That is why the Latina feminist language we are present
ing cannot overlook or dismiss the issues of nationalism and the geo
political configurations of the nation-state as analytical categories.
The history of Latinas is interconnected with the history of conquest
and domination of the southwestern reaches of this country, as well
as of the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, by an ever-evolving United
States of America. This is a national story as well as an international
one in which the United States of America would seek to dominate
an entire hemisphere-militarily, economically, and racially.
Latinas share a common history of conquista and reconquista, of
colonization and domination. We know what it means to be seen as
intruder and alien on our own land; we know what life is like as a
daily cultural, social, and racial "border crosser." It is this national/
international reality that is unique and important to the Latina fem
inist, while it also serves to focus our writings on relations of power.
In these relations of power the Latina uses her social position as well
as her gender and cultural location !language and skin color) as the
place to begin her analysis. The result is a process that empowers
and decolonizes. That is why the issue of justice remains central to
our analysis. As a result of our shared history of conquest and colo
nization, Latina feminists use their theological reflection to move in
new and liberating directions in which justice is also interpreted as
a Christian vision of a new humanity in a new social order. The
quest for justice, for social transformation, gives Latinas the power
to challenge the dominant culture's devaluation of our own culture,
language, and indigenous intellectual legacy while affirming our
self-worth.
As Latina feminists we are also trying to formulate what can be
called "marginal" theories because they are partially outside and par
tially inside the Western frame of reference. We are articulating new
positions that examine the "in-betweenness" of Latinas who live in
this country. As Gloria Anzaldua says, the Latina lives in a "border
land world of ethnic communities and academies, feminist and job
worlds." 9 In this in-between existence we move across racial, cul
tural, economic, and idiomatic boundaries. We may be citizens, but
1i ii!!
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we continue to have outsider status. We may be a part of the academy,
but our research interests continue to be labeled "special topics. 11 We
may be members of a parish, but our styles of worship continue to be
considered nontraditional and ethnic. The ministries to our commu
nities continue to be underfunded and overlooked in denominational
planning. We are daily border-crossers who must learn early on to in
terpret life on both sides-life in the dominant culture and life in the
Latina community-in order to survive. The pages of this book give
the reader a glimpse into the experiences and patterns of life we have
uncovered, and we offer our own theories to help understand and in
terpret a reality that touches the lives of the more than thirty-five
million Latina/os living in this country. In our reflection/writing
there is also an obligation and a sense that our primary responsibility;
accountability, is to our people, our communities, our children.
Therefore, we challenge the prevailing view of scholarship as a fun
damentally individual activity undertaken in isolation from commu
nity. We further question the mind-set that too readily pits the indi
vidual against society, affect against intellect, subjectivity against
objectivity, science against theology, and faith against religion. Our
faith is at the root of our struggle and our reflection.
This collection is divided into two sections. The first contains six
articles that focus on the source or locus of Latina thought and in
sight: religious practice. Beginning with historical contextualization,
Michelle Gonzalez writes about Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz and her
legacy of writings, which provide a clear example of how the reli
gious practice of Latinas does have a feminist intellectual history.
The article by Teresa Delgado examines the writings of Puerto Rican
women as they struggle with their national reality as colonia and
how those writers offer a new source for feminist liberation theology.
Gail Perez examines the cuentos of Chicana writer Ana Castillo, ar
guing that she uses the popular religion/folklore of Chicanas as a
tool to interpret the reality of class, race, and oppression. Leticia
Guardiola-Saenz explores the concept of identity and the ways it is
used as a hermeneutical lens for a liberating reading strategy. Anna
Adams focuses on Latina Pentecostals, a rapidly growing group, by
examining the context of one geographic setting, Allentown, Penn
sylvania. In the final article of this section, Jeanette Rodriguez looks
at the context in which Latinas live out their faith and how that faith
fuels their commitment to justice.
The second section has as its focus the methods and insights of
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Latina feminists on two levels. The six articles in this section not
only establish a deliberate yet critical conversation with the existent
U.S. Latina feminism, but they also examine the reality of Latina life.
Maria Pilar Aquino's article explores the central features of our theo
logical activity, including its understandings and orientations, context
of reality, preconditions and characteristics, key principles, and its ma
jor tasks. Daisy L. Machado writes about the undocumented women
who live in this country, using the biblical image of the Levite's
concubine to examine relations of power and nationhood. Carmen
Nanko examines how the Latina/o theologian must rethink the con
cept of a "preferential option for the poor" that is central to Latin
American liberation theology, so that such an option can give voice
to the reality of the U.S. Latina community. Nora Lozano-Diaz writes
about the Virgin of Guadalupe from a Protestant perspective; she ex
amines whether la vi.rgencita has been ignored by Protestant Latinas.
Gloria Loya explores the many contributions of Latinas to what she
calls "an ever-evolving mestiza feminist theology." And finally,
Nancy Pineda-Madrid develops a "ChicanaFeminist epistemology,"
describing the major themes of this epistemology and their impor
tance for the intellectual work being produced by Latina theologians.
Before closing this introduction, we would like to say a little about
the journey of Latinas in theology. The reality is that Latina/o theology
is just beginning to take hold within the academy and the Church as
a result of the books and articles that the Latina/os in the theological
community have produced in the past decade. We are an emerging
community that has only recently begun to give voice to our theo
logical reflection and experience. This anthology has Roman Catho
lic and Protestant contributors, and while we may struggle together,
each denominational community also has had its own particular
journey and realities. The Roman Catholic U.S. Latinas trace their
first steps as a group to the creation of ACHTUS (Academy of Catho
lic Hispanics in the United States), which officially began in 1988.
Five years later, Maria Pilar Aquino became the first female president
of ACHTUS, giving evidence that Latinas have been integral to the
burgeoning Roman Catholic Latino/a theology right from the begin
ning. Protestant Latinas, while still fewer in number than their Catho
lic sisters, are also making great strides and creating a much-needed
space for their theological voices. As a minority within a minority,
Protestant Latinas have forged friendships and crossed boundaries
with their Roman Catholic Latina sisters, which has created an

awareness of the value of both perspectives as well as the importance
of all our contributions to theological activity.
And now some words of gratitude. The editors want to say a heart
felt "thank you" to our colleagues who also contributed to the reali
zation of this project. They offered their work with a sense of selfless
giving, knowing that we did not have any kind of funding to com
pensate them for their work. Their goal was to make their voices
heard by a larger and more diverse audience. These writers also rep
resent a newly emerging community of younger Latina scholars,
many of whom have only recently entered the academy. A cada una
de ustedes, iMuchas gracias, hermanas! This book is the realization
of a dream, of OUR dream. Maria Pilar Aquino's work in the editorial
process and her chapter in this book were possible thanks to the
Louisville Institute, which, through its Christian Faith and Life Sab
batical Grants Program, allowed her the time to participate in this
project. We thank the Louisville Institute for its support. We are es
pecially grateful to Theresa J. May, assistant director and editor-in
chief of the University of Texas Press, for making the publication of
this book possible, and to the readers involved in this project for their
helpful suggestions. We are also grateful to our colleagues at the Uni
versity of San Diego, Brite Divinity School, and Seattle University for
their support.
Our hope with this anthology is to offer a collection of articles
written by Latinas in our search for innovative intercultural explo
rations for feminist theological methods. We came together driven by
our desire to actualize our "anthological imagination." It has taken
more than three years for this project to come to fruition, but we cele
brate the journey, and we hope that this book will be a bridge to a
more open and diverse feminist/ womanist dialogue. As Cherrie Mo
raga has said, "We do this bridging by naming our selves and by telling
our stories in our own words." 10
NOTES
I. On the meaning of kyriarchy as analytical category, see Elisabeth
Schussler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and Ethic. The Politics of Biblical Studies, 5 -6,
and Jesus Miriam's Child, Sophia's Prophet. Critical Issues in Feminist

Christology, 14.
2. Maria Pilar Aquino, Our Cry for Life: Feminist Theology from Latin
America, 68.
3. Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, En la Lucha. In the Struggle: Elaborating a
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Mujerista Theology and Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the Twenty-First
Century.
4. As editors of this book we acknowledge that the term mujerista was
coined in Peru as the name for a sectarian gynocentric group that, inspired by
an essentialist ideology about women, turned away from the powerful Peru
vian feminist movement in the late 1970s and gradually disappeared in the
late 1980s. See Documento Final, "Del amor a la necesidad. A Julieta Kirk
wood. IV Encuentro Feminista Latinoamericano y del Caribe. Taller: La po
litica feminista en America Latina hoy," in Caminando: Luchas y Estrategias
de las Mujeres. Tercer Mundo, Maria Antonieta Saa, Isis Internacional, Edi
ciones de las Mujeres, vol. 11 (1989): 9-13.
5. Cherrie Moraga, "Entering the Lives of Others. Theory in the Flesh,"
in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, ed.
Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua, 23.
6. See Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza;
Daisy L. Machado, "Latino Church History: A Haunting Memory," Perspec
tivas, Hispanic Theological Initiative, no. 1 (fall 1998): 22-34; Jeanette
Rodriguez, "U.S. Hispanic/Latino Theology: Context and Challenge," Jour
nal of Hispanic/Latino Theology 5: 3 (1998): 6-15; Maria Pilar Aquino,
"Directions and Foundations of Hispanic/Latino Theology: Toward a Mes
tiza Theology of Liberation," Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology 1: 1
(1993): 5-21.
7. Chela Sandoval, "Mestizaje as Method: Feminists-of-Color Challenge
the Canon," in Living Chicana Theory, ed. Carla Trujillo, 355, 359; and " U. S.
Third World Feminism: The Theory and Method of Oppositional Conscious
ness in the Postmodern World," Genders, no. IO (spring 1991): 1-36.
8. See Ivone Gebara, "Women Doing Theology in Latin America," in
Feminist Theology from the Third World: A Reader, ed. Ursula King, 55.
9. Gloria Anzaldua's introduction ("Haciendo caras, una entrada") in
Making Face, Making Soul. Hacienda Caras. Creative and Critical Perspec
tives by Feminists of Color, ed. Gloria Anzaldua, xxvi.
IO. Moraga, "Entering the Lives of Others," 23.
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AQUINO

We have not one movement but many . . . Ours are
individual and small group movidas, unpublicized
movimientos-movements not of media stars or popu
lar authors but of small groups or single mujeres, many
of whom have not written books or spoken at national
conferences • . • Now here, now there, aqufy al/a, we
and our movimientos are firmly committed to transforming all our cultures.
GLORIA ANZALDUA
We are the feminists among the people of our culture.
CH ERRIE MORAGA

T he social movements acting today in the global space
are carriers of projects and specific agendas related to
millennial discriminations-of gender, of ethnicity, of
sexual orientation-and to problems that are increas
ingly global: environment, peace, human rights, etc. In
this ambivalent, contradictory space still in process of
being constructed . . . globalization is a new u field of
dispute" (terreno de disputa) for the world feminisms to
Impel new rights and new transnational, multicultural
connections recreating the diversity of feminist out
looks, and nourishing a new vision of what human
GINA VARGAS
living could be.

I am opening my contribution to this book with
the words of three feminists of Latin American
ancestry to clearly indicate its focus and direc
tion.1 T he growth and development of the pow-
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erful tradition of Latina/Chicana 2 feminist theories correspond to
the contemporary growth and development of a plural sociopolitical
movement and of a plural sociopolitical subject, both constituted as
a new sociopolitical force for the achievement of justice, equality, hu
man rights, true democracy, and a greater quality of life for all, which
together can be summarized in the term liberation. This social force
irrupted across the Americas in the second half of the twentieth cen
tury and continues to generate a plural and consistent process of crit
ical action and insight for the transformation of the current dominant
paradigm of social living.
The formal articulation of Latina/Chicana feminist thought is in
trinsically connected with these historical movements. It did not
emerge as a ·body of metaphysical convictions removed from real
sociopolitical subjects. As noted in a 1971 conference report, from
its early stages this thought asserted that liberation is not authentic
if the elimination of kyriarchaP domination is overlooked or dis
missed: "We are in a struggle for the liberation of our people. In this
struggle, we must recognize that there are many forms of oppression.
There is class, race, and women's oppression, which is tied into the
same thing-capitalism. We cannot just separate these types of op
pression and leave them separated." 4 The Latina feminist struggle of
women and men against all forms of the kyriarchal hegemony has
been, and continues to be, plural in its expressions and in its spaces
of social insertion. Because feminist thought is constitutive of our
movidas, or movements, it involves and evolves everywhere, in rural
and urban areas, in the kitchen and the streets, in our minds and our
communities, in schools, hospitals, and churches, entre sabanas y li
bros. C. Orozco simply says, "Feminism is necessary for liberation." 5
Latina feminist theology is also developing in the context of these
plural sociopolitical subjects and movements for transformation. It
did not come to light based on a metaphysical subject that exists only
in one's mind, but in connection with historical movements and
subjects. As the cognitive space of our religious experiences for jus
tice and liberation, this theology contributes to the aims of that socio
political force that is bringing about new visions of an alternative
paradigm for social living.
Consequently, the purpose of my chapter is threefold.6 First, ar
guing against the myth that feminism is a foreign concept and expe
rience for Latinas, I present some understandings and orientations
shared in common by Latina/Chicana feminism and Latina feminist
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theology as historical background of their evolving conversation. Sec
ond, by including indicative data to describe the current context of
reality, I want to bring to light the chilling panorama confronted by
Latina/Chicana feminism and Latina feminist theology, so that we
engage in changing that context from our various locations and ac
tivities. Third, I seek to describe the central features of Latina femi
nist theology, including its major methodological characteristics,
principles, and tasks. From my perspective, I suggest that this the
ology can and should be characterized as an intercultural activity.
CENTRAL UNDERSTANDINGS AND ORIENTATIONS

\

The Latina feminist tradition has exposed the monocultural charac
ter of dominant Euro-American feminism.7 The very active myth in
the minds of many scholars that feminism is nonexistent among
Latinas is just that: a myth.
This myth can only survive in the minds of those who claim to
"know" reality but ignore that such "knowledge" is only the expres
sion of monocultural experiences, traditions, symbols, and languages.
In a similar manner, what M. S. Copeland says about black theolo
gians can be equally applied to Latinos/as: "Black theology must
expunge the myth that feminist concerns are white women's con
cerns." 8 Those Latinos/as who operate with kyriarchal ideologies
simply ignore the plural dynamics of feminism among Latina grass
root movements. The reality, however, is that Latina/Chicana and
Latin American feminisms have been denied visibility and influence
in the dominant theoretical construction of both U.S. feminism and
Latino/a culture. V. Ruiz points out that
Survey texts and relevant specialized monographs in U.S. Women's history
overlook Chicana feminism. Although scholars recognize the 1960s and 1970s
as the era of the modern feminist movement, they have left Chicanas out of
their stories. Countering these chilling silences, a growing body of scholarly
studies and lite rary works offer eloquent testimonies of Chicana feminist
thought inside and outside the academy. 9

A brief look at the pioneers of Latina/Chicana feminism shows
how strongly they fought against the belief held by many that femi
nism does not have a Latina/Chicana cradle. They rejected the idea
that Latina feminists are merely a tainted copy, a bad replica of white
upper- and middle-class feminism. For example, A. Castillo notes
that "there indeed existed a solid initiative toward Chicana feminist
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thought . . . as early on as the late 1960s." 1 0 C. Sandoval asserts that
"by 1 9 7 1 , grassroots organizations of 'U.S. third world feminists' be
gan to form across the United States." 11 In 1 973, M. Cotera wrote
that "research and detailed analysis of our cultural patterns and tra
ditions of strong women prove that we have a long, beautiful his
tory of Mexicano/Chicano feminism which is not Anglo-inspired,
imposed, or oriented. In fact, the entire community should be proud
of the feminists in our history." 12 In 197 4, A. NietoG6mez stated
that "feministas uphold that feminism is a very dynamic aspect of
the Chicana's heritage and not at all foreign to her nature." 13 In 1976,
NietoG6mez wrote against those who believed that feminism is a
foreign notion for Latinas: "I resent the usual remark that if you're
a feminist you have somehow become an Anglo or been influenced
by Anglos . . . Why? Because of what it is saying-that you, as a Chi
cana, a Chicana woman, don't have the mentality to think for your
self!" 14 Along the same lines, four feminist scholars wrote a beauti
ful article in the early 1990s "not only to trace the growth of Latin
American feminisms . . . but also to dispel the myth that Latin
American women do not define themselves as feminists." These au
thors stated that "not only is the Latin American [feminist] model
unique in its organization of women, but it has also garnered a po
litical base that could, and most certainly should, be the envy of fem
inists elsewhere." 15
This brief look at the irruption of contemporary Latina/Chicana
feminism is the historical basis of the prescriptive title coined by
B. Pesquera and D. Segura for their essay: "There Is No Going Back:
Chicanas and Feminism." 16 In my case, as a Latina Catholic woman
born in Mexico of grassroot migrant farmworker parents, with many
years of experience and involvement with various feminist move
ments throughout the Americas, I find these perspectives inspiring
and empowering for all in society, and in the churches.
In this article, I want to highlight several understandings and ori
entations of Latina/Chicana feminism. It is a mestiza theory, method,
spirituality, and praxis that has egalitarian social relations in every
day life as its principle of coherence, and it seeks to intervene in con
crete reality for the historical actualization of social justice. 1 7 Latina/
Chicana feminism is a critical framework to analyze systemic in
justice, both locally and globally, to determine effective strategies for
its elimination and the actualization of authentic justice. The criti
cally reflective daily life experiences of grassroot, working-class La-
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tina women are the starting point for our mestiza feminist theories
and transformative practices.
Latina/Chicana feminism is a plural and often conflictive reality
that, in its struggle against inequality among women and between
women and men, has built a common sense about social relationships
of power. 1 8 It is both a goal and a process, and it is also a personal quest
and struggle. Its goal is the transformation of the hegemonic kyriar
chal relationships of domination. It is a process because it engages in
the continuing challenge of male privilege and in decolonizing our
selves by engendering an oppositional feminist consciousness. 1 9
Another constitutive element of our struggle is the reappropria
tion and exercise of our right to be subjects of knowledge and of the
oretical construction. We cannot afford to leave this task in the hands
of those who oppress us with their excluding theories and ideolo.
20 I
gies.
n today's context, Latina scholars are called to expand our
analytical views, to move beyond the limited U.S. literary criticism
to critical systemic analyses of geopolitical, geocultural, and geoeco
nomic reach. Speaking of Chicana feminism, B. Harlow says that
it has become "exemplary in important ways for the history of the
United States women's movement more generally." 21 In sum, we have
an evolving tradition that continues to inspire our feminist theories,
methods, spiritualities, and socio-ecclesial practices.
Many of us Christian women, Roman Catholic and Protestant
alike, have nurtured our faith experience and spirituality within the
space created by contemporary feminist liberation theologies. Many
of us Catholic women of Latin American roots grew up influenced by
these theologies in the context of the church of Medellin.22
From Medellin we learned that the people of God are the true
church, whose mission-consistent with the gospel of liberation
is to eliminate the sins of oppression, exploitation, violence, and de
humanization. 23 With Medellin, we understood that the historical
dimension of Christian faith is the praxis of liberation, that the
church's identity has a sociopolitical dimension, and that the social
and the epistemic location of the faith is the world of the poor and op
pressed. Medellin did not suffocate the sociopolitical forces that seek
new egalitarian cultures, new social relationships, and greater social
justice. For many of us, the space opened by Medellin led us to engage
in the feminist struggle for the transformation of kyriarchal churches
and religions and allowed us to claim our space as subjects of theo
logical construction and imagination. 24
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If today Latina feminist theologians are still few in number, we
were "invisible" thirty years ago! We "were not there" and we could
not "be there" as partners in dialogue with the pioneers of Latina/
Chicana feminism. But we cannot say the same at the present time.
In C. Moraga's words, We are here, "we are the feminists among the
people" of God within our cultures.
Along the same lines, M. Lagarde's words eloquently express our
present reality when she says,
Feminism also occurs quietly. It takes place not only in public struggles but also
in new forms of human sharing and of everyday life. It happens around coal
stoves and kitchen tables, in the food markets, in hospitals, and in churches. It
is found in classrooms, in concert halls, and in productive projects . . . To asso
ciate the entire cause with only a few prominent feminists makes invisible mil
lions of other feminists. 25

Latina feminist theology adopts the understandings and orienta
tions of Latina/Chicana feminism. This theology explicitly acknowl
edges the feminist struggles of the Latina community. It is internally
connected with the history, the legacy, and the current developments
of the feminist sociopolitical and ecclesial subjects and movements
on both sides of the border. We take seriously the basic premise of
all liberation theologies, according to which theological thought
emerges from the actual political actors and social movements for so
cial transformation.
Many of us Latina/Chicana mestizas who struggle everywhere for
justice and liberation have called ourselves feminists. The main rea
son we have chosen deliberately not to call ourselves mujeristas, as
Ada Marfa lsasi-Dfaz does in her theological perspective,26 is that
there are no mujerista sociopolitical and ecclesial subjects or move
ments in the United States or in Latin America. Puerto Rican femi
nist theologian R. Rodriguez notes that " 'mujerismo' has negative
connotations for the Latin American feminist movement." 27 A the
ory with no real, self-aware sociopolitical subject leads to what
M. Lamas in her criticism of mujerista thought calls "a sectarian
group that glorifies difference," producing "discursive dislocations
and false oppositions" that weaken the political force of feminism.28
As a prominent feminist anthropologist in Latin America, M. La
mas has defined mujerismo as an essential conceptualization of
women that "idealizes the 'natural' conditions of women and ex-
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alts the relationships among them" sacralizing the woman's being.29
Throughout the continent and the Caribbean, the mujerista position
is indisputably understood as an ideology rooted in both the assump
tion of a homogeneous identity of women and a unitarian and unify
ing women's strategy for change. In general, due to their lack of
knowledge and of exposure to critical feminist theories in Latin
America, many U.S. theologians have naively and erroneously as
serted that mujerista theology is "the" unitarian expression of the
U.S. Latinas' theological activity. However, it is necessary to dispel
this myth and to correct this error. Given the long-standing political
meaning that such ideology has for Latin American feminists, and in
view of its countermoving effects, I suggest that our theology must be
clearly characterized by a non-mujerista orientation.
Those of us who self-identify as Latina feminist theologians, there
fore, consciously seek to develop our theological languages in dy
namic conversation with the plural feminist experience and thought
of Latinas/Chicanas. We seek to accompany the spiritual experience
of the grassroot Latina feminist women and men who struggle for
authentic liberation in view of a new civilization based on justice,
equality, and integrity for all. This position also differs from that of
L. Martell Otero, who, writing from the Protestant evangelica per
spective, argues that the mujeres evangelicas do not relate with fem
inist nor mujerista theologies because both are "predicated on tea
logia de liberaci6n. Most evangelicas look upon this theology with
some suspicion, especially those who come from a politically conser
vative viewpoint." 30 The Latina feminist theologian, developing crit
ically the reflective language of faith, wants to use the power of
theology with its liberating traditions as a religious force which con
tributes to personal and social transformation and to the elimination
of suffering born of violence and social injustice.3 1
But let us now briefly look at the social context of our theological
activity.
C U R R E N T CONTEXT OF R EALITY

Latina feminist theology expresses, in religious language, our com
mitment and vision "of a new model of society and of civilization free
of systemic injustice and violence due to patriarchal domination. It
seeks to affirm new paradigms of social relationships that are capable
to fully sustain human dignity and the integrity of creation." 32 The
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relevance and urgency of this language can be appreciated better in re
lation to the context of reality where our theological activity takes
place. This context determines the methodological characteristics,
the principles of theologizing, and the tasks ahead for Latina feminist
theology.
What factors might reflect the true face of our present reality? I
have given priority to indicators related to people's quality of life,
their access to goods, to knowledge, and to social inclusion, as these
benefit or harm the various social subjects at the global and local lev
els. I have chosen this route because I want to provide specific data
supporting the recent orientation of feminist theory and theology to
ward what S. Saldivar-Hull calls "material geopolitical issues that re
direct feminist discourse," 33 what C. Sandoval calls II another kind of
critical apparatus" that attends to "global-geopolitical struggles, 11 34
and what E. Schussler Fiorenza calls "a critical systemic analysis of
domination." 35 I simply want to show, based on an honest look at
quantitative material, the naked facts that cry out for the reconstruc
tion of the feminist critical apparatus.
At the end of the twentieth century, much of the available infor
mation demonstrates that the four most prominent characteristics
of the global reality are in unceasing growth: poverty, inequality, so
cial exclusion, and social insecurity. We have begun the twenty-first
century, therefore, with major questions about the possible contri
butions of religions in general, and of feminist theologies in particu
lar, to the historical actualization of social justice, equality, human
rights, and the well-being of all around the globe. These characteris
tics are the product and consequence of the current capitalist, neo
liberal global economic paradigm.
As I have noted elsewhere, this paradigm "presents itself as the ul
timate response to the human search for happiness and humaniza
tion. It not only imposes itself as the dominant force of geoeconomic,
of geopolitical, and of geocultural reach, but also carries a particular
conception of civilization, of understanding humanity, and of what
social relations should be." 36 A. M. Ezcurra observes that although
this dominant paradigm is mobile and changing, its invariable thesis
is that the capitalist market constitutes the optimum instrument
for human development and for the sustainable management of eco
logical resources.37 The current capitalist market, as Jesuit scholar
X. Gorostiaga indicates, "attempts to present as unavoidable a homo-
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geneous and neoliberal globalization of the world market based on
privatization, on competition, and on liberalization of the economies,
under the aegis of the international financial institutions," 38 espe
cially the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.
The market's globalization project contains a rhetoric of II demo
cratic values" and a "firm internationalist will" for a "global de
mocratization. 11 39 Its communications technology is globalizing a
culture that promotes individualistic values of competition and self.
gratification. However, in terms of real human development, of dem
ocratic participation, and of ecologically responsible management,
the naked facts prove that such a project is failing dramatically.
The driving law of perfecting technology so that it can save money
by reducing employment is resulting in massive human exclusion.
F. Morales-Perez rightly notes that "long ago, misery, hunger, insti
tutionalized violence, injustice, and oppression were globalized for
three-fourths of humanity."4-0
The unceasing deterioration of the quality of life for the major
ity of humans, the growing violence, the fragmentation and polari
zation of societies, and the continuing exclusion of women can be
seen in the following data. I must stress from the outset that I use
and present data only as indicative of the conflicting locations, posi
tions, and experiences of the various social subjects, not as statistics
"carved in stone. 11
THE WORLD' S PANORAMA 41

The dream of the capitalist neoliberal global economy to establish
global integration through global markets, global technology, global
ideas, and global well-being has truly become a nightmare for the
majority of the world's population. According to the United Nations
1 999 Human Development Report, the globalization of markets, in
stead of resulting in global integration, has deepened and expanded
economic imbalance and social inequality. In this global paradigm, it
is the world's rich who benefit most at the expense of the poor, most
of whom are women and children. Such a paradigm is controlled by
the world's seven richest countries, led by the United States of Amer
ica, by the transnational banks and corporations, and by the new
mega-billionaires. According to X. Gorostiaga, these are the hege
monic subjects of the capitalist neoliberal global economy.42 These
subjects can be further identified as a kyriarchal power elite who, as

141

142

I
!

U . S . L AT I N A F E M I N I S T T H E O L O G I CAL I N S I G HT

rightly pointed out by E. Schussler Fiorenza, maintain "an overarch
ing system of male domination." 43 These subjects are also directly re
sponsible for the "complex multiplicative interstructuring of gender,
raceI classI and colonial dominations and their imbrication with each
other." 44 In a mobile kyriarchal paradigm, the poor countries and oppressed peoples have little influence and little voice in today's global
policy-making forums.
For example, in terms of population, the United Nations celebrated
the "Day of Six Billion" on October 1 2, 1 999. Of this population fig
ure, 1 9 percent are located in the affluent countries of the Northern
and 8 1 percent in the poor countries of the Southern Hemisphere. As
of April 2000, the United States represented only 4. 5 3 percent of the
world's population yet consumed 25 percent of the world's resources.
In global terms of distribution of goods and resources, by the late
1 990s the one-fifth of the world's people living in the highest-income
countries had 86 percent of the world's products and resources, while
the bottom one-fifth had just 1 percent. Of the 82 percent of world ex
port markets, the bottom one-fifth had just 1 percent. Of the 68 per
cent of foreign direct investment, the bottom one-fifth had just 1 per
cent. Of the 74 percent of world telephone lines, today's basic means
of communication, the bottom one-fifth had just 1 . 5 percent. The
world's richest countries, with only 1 9 percent of the global popula
tion, have 7 1 percent of global trade in goods and services and 5 8 per
cent of foreign direct investment. Infant mortality in 1 998 (calculated
as 1 infant death per 1,000 live births) were: 6 in Western Europe, 6
in North America, 3 3 in Latin America and the Caribbean, s 1 in
the Near East and North Africa, 5 9 in Asia, and 92 in sub-Saharan
Africa. A baby born in sub-Saharan Africa is far more likely to die in
infancy than a child born anywhere else. A child born in Latin Amer
ica or Asia can expect to live between seven and thirteen fewer years,
respectively, than a child born in one of the world's more affluent
regions.
More than a quarter of the 4.5 billion people in developing coun
tries still do not have some of life's most basic choices: survival be
yond age 40, access to knowledge, and minimum private and public
services. In the poor countries, one in seven· children of primary
school age is out of school, and nearly 1 . 3 billion people do not have
access to clean water. About 840 million are malnourished. An es
timated 1 . 3 billion people live on incomes of less than $1 a day. In
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contrast, the world's 200 richest people more than doubled their net
worth in the four years prior to 1 998, to more than $1 trillion. The as
sets of the top 3 billionaires are more than the combined assets of all
the least developed countries and their 600 million people.
These imbalances are more alarming given the environmental
degradation that threatens people worldwide and undercuts the live
lihoods of at least a half-billion people. Deforestation benefits the
one-fifth of the world's people who live in the richest countries be
cause they consume 84 percent of the world's paper.
As for distribution of workload in the family and resources for ad
vancement, high levels of inequality prevail in terms of gender.45 At
the world level, women have fewer opportunities to access advanced
education and positions of influence. The global market economy
gives few incentives and few rewards for it. Everywhere in the world,
societies have allocated women much of the responsibility and the
burden for household care. Women spend two-thirds of their work in
unpaid activities, while men only one-fourth. Families, nations, and
corporations have long counted on free or underpaid caregiver serv
ices from a female labor force. Women increasingly participate in la
bor markets, yet they continue to carry the burden of unpaid care
giver services. In addition, the traffic of women and girls for sexual
exploitation-500,000 a year in Western Europe alone-is one of the
most heinous violations of human rights, estimated to be a $7 billion
business.
As for communications technology, the Internet plays a significant
role in the globalization of markets and of global conversations.46
However, 88 percent of users live in industrialized countries that col
lectively represent just 1 7 percent of the world's population. English
prevails in almost 80 percent of all Web sites, yet less than one in ten
people worldwide speaks it. The literally well-connected have an
overpowering advantage over the unconnected poor, whose voices
and concerns are being left out of the global conversation. In terms of
gender, men prevail as Internet users worldwide: 93 percent in China,
84 percent in Russia, 8 3 percent in Japan, 75 percent in Brazil, and
62 percent in the United States of America. The gap in the production
of knowledge is greater than the gap in distribution of income and re
sources: 96 percent of the world's research is concentrated in the 1 9
percent of highest-income countries, and half of it is centralized in
the United States.
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TH E U.S. PANO RAMA

Although the United States is the leading subject of the capitalist
neoliberal global economy, poverty affects the lives of millions of its
people. As of April 1 , 2 000, the United States had nearly 275 .6 million
inhabitants, of whom about 1 34.8 million were male and 140.8 mil
lion were female. The total Latino/a population was well over 3 5 mil
lion at the beginning of the twenty-first century, given the March
1 997 total documented at 29.7 million. The Latino/a population was
further identified by national/ethnic descent in millions as approxi
mately: 1 8.8 Mexican; 3.2 Puerto Rican; 1.3 Cuban; 4.3 Central and
South American; and 2.2 "other Hispanic." The population of Mexi
can descent remains the largest group and continues to expand. Be
tween 198 0 and 1 997, the Mexican share of U.S. Latino/as rose from
59 percent to 64 percent. In terms of poverty by race in 1997, white
non-Latinos/as showed the lowest percentages at 8.8 percent, fol
lowed by 17.3 percent for Cubans, 21 percent for Central and South
Americans, 28.4 percent for black non-Latinos/as, 30 percent for
"other Hispanics," 3 1 .2 percent for Mexicans, and 36.1 percent for
Puerto Ricans.47 Numbers show that U.S. pets are treated better than
humans: in 1 998, there were 64.1 million cats and 63.8 million dogs
in the United States, while only I percent of legally blind people used
guide dogs; U.S. pet owners spent $9.3 million on cat and dog food,
$1 00 million on cat treats, and $1 billion on dog treats. 48 These
amounts could have provided better human nutrition, health, and ed
ucation for the poor around the world.
Current documentation shows that the poverty rates for children,
minorities, and families headed by women are well above the average
of all U.S. people. Of the 1 2.2 million U.S. households maintained by
women in 1995, 1.5 million were headed by Latinas. Data from the
year 2 000 are expected to show a significant increase in households
maintained by Latinas. Women continue to earn less than men, in
part because of differences in educational levels and years of work ex
perience, but also because of traditional gender bias in salary levels.
Poor women heads of families with dependent children have limited
opportunities to attend school, which further obstructs employment
opportunities.
Latina women are one of the fastest-growing population groups
in the nation. Of these, by the end of 1996, the largest subgroup was
women of Mexican origin ( 5 . 7 million), followed by women of Puerto
Rican origin ( 1 . 1 million), and women of Cuban origin (485, 000 ). The
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remaining 2.3 million were of other Hispanic descent. The highest
rate of unemployment, however, continued to plague women of
Mexican and Puerto Rican descent in 1 996. White Cuban-American
women, who generally have higher educational attainment than the
non-white Latinas, have a lower unemployment rate. Most non-white
Latinas (mestizas, blacks, and Native Americans) are exploited in job
categories that require few skills and little training, offer low wages,
and give no opportunities to attend school.49
In terms of age and education,50 data demonstrate that the Latino/a
population in the United States is young. It is estimated that 5 0 per
cent are under the age of 26, and only 4 percent of Latinos/as are over
the age of 6 5 . This represents a higher school-age population and a
trend of what the future workforce will be in the United States.
Among the nation's population ages 2 5 and over in 1995, 8 3 percent
were at least high school graduates and 24 percent had at least a bach
elor's degree. In the Latino/a community, however, 5 3. 7 percent were
high school graduates and only 9.3 percent held a bachelor's degree
or higher.
Among younger adults, Latinos/as have the lowest educational
level, while non-Latino/a whites and Asians have the highest. Nearly
40 percent of Latinos/as ages 25 to 44 in 1 998 never finished high
school, compared with 18 percent of Native Americans, 1 4 percent of
blacks, IO percent of Asians, and 7 percent of non-Latino/a whites.
The unemployment rate for teenage Latinas was 2 5 .1 percent in 1996.
Contributing to this is their higher high school dropout rate and gen
erally greater difficulty communicating in English.
Poor non-white Latinas are less likely than other minority groups
to attend or graduate from college. U.S. Native Americans also have
a relatively low likelihood of graduating from high school or college.
Poverty, uneven access to good schools and cultural and linguistic
barriers explain some of this lower educational attainment among
Latinos/as and Native Americans. In light of this general panorama, I
believe that further critical analysis is needed to examine the widen
ing gap among Latinas along lines of socioeconomic status, race, and
ethnicity.
LATINA WOMEN IN T H E U.S. TH EOLOG ICAL PANO RAMA

We begin the twenty-first century with the conscious determination
of continuing our struggles against the exclusion of Latina women
from the theological activity. Our capacity and ability to articulate
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the epistemic rationality and conceptual theological language have
been denied to Latina women, especially to mestizas, blacks, and Na
tive Americans. The fact that we are very few women theologians
throughout the Americas is not due to our lack of will or vocation,
but to the impact on our lives of the interlocking systemic forces of
colonization, of racist and sexist exclusion, and of socioeconomic in
justice. A. Castillo notes that "because we have been historically
barred from the writing profession [it is assumed] that we have noth
ing of interest, much less of value to contribute." 51 Latina women
in the United States, notably the non-white poor, are perceived to
be "excellent" for occupations such as cashiers, janitors, dry clean
ers, maids, textile operators, cooks, harvesting campesinas,52 and so
on, but rarely are we pictured as university professors, scientists, re
searchers, or any other professions that involve the pursuit of knowl
edge. In this context, T. Cordoba rightfully calls us to acknowledge
that "colonization is the historical legacy that continues to haunt us,
even today . . . the University is an unfriendly place for us." 53 This
call demands that we undertake a critical and rigorous feminist anal
ysis of the power forces that prevent Latinas from access to higher ed
ucation. The truth is, as D. Gonzalez notes, that "our situation in the
academy is not improving radically or rapidly." 54 Such analysis can
not overlook the analytical tradition of Chicana feminism, noted by
A. Garcia, of the connection between capitalism, racism, and kyri
archy.55 I could not agree more with S. Saldivar-Hull when she says
that "the realities of women of color under capitalism in the United
States urge the Latina women to write." ·56
For Latina theologians, intellectual activity certainly requires the
radical transformation of the theological academic space through a
concerted effort of U.S. theologians and churches everywhere. We
need to bring about effective means and resources to support the con
tribution of Latina women to the theological construction in general
and to feminist theology in particular. In support of this, I want to
present the current indicative data of the situation of Latinas in the
U.S. theological arena. I am focusing on the most prominent theolog
ical organizations in the United States.57
Before I proceed, I need to clarify several points. My objective in
this section is not an exhaustive study but rather an initial approach
to the percentages that indicate the involvement of Latinas in the
U.S. theological arena. To my knowledge, this is the first such at
tempt in the history of U.S. Christianity. I want to clarify that in my
view, the generic term "Latina" proved insufficient or limited in ex-
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ploring how the majority of non-white Latinas are affected in our ac
cess to theology. By way of further clarification of this section I must
point out that the data provided by some theological organizations
represent only estimates due to the absence in their documentation
of declarative categories of race and of ethnicity. And finally, in my fo
cus on percentages, I am not including the membership policies of the
theological organizations that I address next.
1 . The American Academy of Religion (AAR). As of March 2000, MR
records indicated a total membership of 1 0,238. Of the 8,866 who
declared gender, 65.55 percent were male and 34.45 percent were
female. Latinos/as represented only 1 .58 percent of the total membership,
1 .09 percent male and 0.49 percent female. This 0.49 percent included
Protestant and Roman Catholic Latinas.
2. The Catholic Theological Society of America (CTSA). As of March 2000,
the CTSA records indicated an estimated total membership of 1 ,400.
Of this total, 76.07 percent were male and 23.93 percent were female.
Latinos /as represented only 1 .29 percent of the total membership,
0.86 percent male and 0.43 percent female.
3 . The College Theology Society (CTS). As of January 2000, the CTS records
indicated a total membership of 879. Of this total, 62.68 percent were
male and 37.32 percent were female. Latinos/as were estimated to repre
sent only 1 .48 percent of the total membership, 0. 79 percent male and
0.69 percent female.
4. The Black Catholic Theological Symposium (BCTS). The situation of U.S.
black Catholic theologians is very similar to that of Latinas/cs. Their gen
eral number is very low, and their contributions are easily dismissed by the
hegemonic theological academy. As is the case of Latinas (both white and
non-white), the number of black female theologians is disproportionately
low compared to that of males. Also, i n spite of the growing number of
black Latinas (many of whom are of Puerto Rican and of Cuban descent),
no BCTS member is of Latino/a origin or descent. As of March 2000, the
BCTS total membership was documented at 71 . Of this total, 69.01 per
cent were male and 30.99 percent were female. In the three existing
membership categories, 50 were full members, 68 percent of them male
and 32 percent female; 12 were associate members, 75 percent of them
male and 25 percent female; 9 were affiliate members, 67 percent of
them male and 33 percent female.
5. The Academy of Catholic Hispanic Theologians of the United States
(ACHTUS). As of April 2000, ACHTUS records indicated 90 as its total
membership. Of this total , 58 percent were Latinos, 24 percent were Lati-
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nas, and 1 8 percent were non-Latinos/as. In the four existing member
ship categories, 35 were active members, 77 percent of them male and
23 percent female; 37 were associate members, 70 percent of them male
and 30 percent female; 4 were honorary members, 1 00 percent of them
male; and 14 were affiliate members, 50 percent of them male and
50 percent female. In the active membership category (those who hold
doctoral degrees in theology, scriptures, ministry, or religious studies),
only 8 of us are active Catholic women theologians. Of these 8 Latinas,
who include whites and mestizas, 3 are of Cuban descent, 2 of Mexican
descent, 1 of Ecuadorian descent, 1 of Salvadorean descent, and 1 of
other Hispanic descent. There are no blacks or Native Americans in the
ACHTUS membership. In terms of academic position, only 3 Latinas hold
the associate rank, and 1 holds the assistant rank.
6. The Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology (JHLT). Jean-Pierre Rufz, the
journal's editor, states that " by the conclusion of this volume year [2000].
we will have published more than 92 articles by 69 different authors50 men and 1 9 women." 58 Of the 1 9 women authors, 1 1 are Latinas,
3 are blacks, and 5 are European-Americans.
For J. P. Rufz, the historical exclusion of Latina women from the theo
logical activity is a challenge of primary importance that must be ad
dressed. For him, "the numbers speak clearly about the real and pressing
need to hear the voices of women . . . If our theologies are going to make
a difference in redressing the multiple structural and institutional oppres
sion of women, then we must do more, lest we continue to be even
unwittingly complicit through silence and neglect. At the same time, our
advocacy must avoid the sort of patronizing behavior by which Latino
male theologians claim to speak for Latinas in ways that keep them from
speaking for themselves. " 59
CENTRAL FEATUR E S OF LATINA FEMINIST THEOLOGY

For many of us grassroot Latina, black, and Native American women,
access to higher education and to intellectual life is a struggle, not a
luxury or a given. This is true for Roman Catholics and for Protes
tants alike. Latina feminist theology as reflective religious language,
as conceptual elaboration, as cognitive space, as intellective process,
as critical reflection on our faith experiences, and as systematic ar
ticulation of our socioreligious practices seeking justice, becomes for
us a key language with which we say who we are and how we seek to
affect the present and future direction of society, culture, academy,
and the churches. In M. S. Copeland's words, "In conformity with our
baptismal vocation, we are naming ourselves as church-not some-
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thing to which we belong, but who we are. " 60 In the present context
of a globalized kyriarchal paradigm where unceasing growth of povertY, inequality, social exclusion, and social insecurity prevail, G. An
zaldua's remarks become more central: "We need theories that examine the implications of situations and look at what's behind them . . .
We need to de-academize theory and to connect the community to
the academy." 61 Our theological activity and religious experience, as
Orlando Espin ably suggests, can and should become a "prophetic cri
tique" of such globalization and a space of "fierce defense of local
rights." 62 Our activity stands as a constitutive "knot" of the global
feminist network that strengthens the sociopolitical and ecclesial
forces seeking, as E. Schussler Fiorenza insists, "not just to understand but to change relations of marginalization and domination." 63
With this in mind, I want to present a brief sketch of the foundations
of Latina feminist theology. I have chosen to speak of foundations because the following aspects are the primary conditions for the existence of this theology; they determine its direction, its methodo
logical characteristics, its principles of articulation, and its future
tasks.
PRECONDITIONS OF THEOLOG I CAL CONSTRUCTION 64

Latina feminist theology understands that if the whole of theology is
to make an impact on today's reality, at least five preconditions are re
quired of theologians everywhere: entering Nepantla; fostering la fac
ultad; honesty with the real; empapamiento of hope; and an evolving
truth. Nepantla refers to our willingness to infuse our theologies
with an authentic dialogical dimension. It means that we choose to
enter, as Orlando Espin suggests, "there where abundant dialogue oc
curs," "there where relationships happen," or "there where we are
'both-and." 65
In this new era of globalization, entering Nepantla means for
theologians that we are willing to engage in new explorations about
God and ourselves from the creative "border" locations. According
to G. Anzaldua, "Nepantla is the Nahuatl word for an in-between
state, that uncertain terrain one crosses when moving from one place
to another, when changing from one class, race, or gender position
to another, when traveling from the present identity into a new
identity." 66
Elaborating on Anzaldua's notion of la facultad, Chela Sandoval
explains this term as "a developed subjectivity capable of transfor
mation and relocation, movement guided by the learned capacity to
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read, renovate, and make signs on behalf of the dispossessed." 67 As
theologians confronting our lived realities with the Gospel's message,
we need consistency in our efforts at cultivating our powers of la fac
ultad for theology to maintain its vitality and dynamism.
Honesty with the real is a deliberate option for seeing our world as
it is, marred by suffering born out of social injustice. For us, the most
honest way to deal with this suffering is by joining others in a com
mon effort against social injustice.68
Empapamiento refers to our ability of "saturating ourselves," of
"imbuing ourselves," of "permeating ourselves" with hope so that we
explore more freely the open possibilities of our reality and bring
about the open possibilities of our transforming imagination.
An evolving-becoming truth as a precondition refers to our un
derstanding of "truth" not as a finished product created by Western
monocultural kyriarchal ideologies and religions, but as an evolv
ing process of egalitarian exchange of culturally plural truths. Only
through dialogical engagement do we all become contributors to the
"truth process." 69 These preconditions indicate that our activity
needs to continue developing in the direction of intercultural theo
logical construction.

MAJOR METHODOLOGICA L CHARACTER I STICS

This theology articulates our vision of justice and liberation from
within the plural and dynamic reality of our mestiza intercultural
communities. It gathers in a systematic way the motives, reasons, be
liefs, values, and perceptions that both validate and challenge our ex
istence. In the words of Olga Villa-Parra, "We are always hungry for
understanding, we engage in the eternal human search for reason, for
grouping things together so that we make sense of them. We want to
understand what drives us in life." 70
Consequently, the methodological characteristics of this theology
include the historicity of the personal and communal reality that we
are, which gives us the freedom to open hopeful possibilities and to
deal courageously with limitations. It also focuses on the daily-life
plural experiences of excluded Latina women as the starting point of
critical reflection. The anthological imagination as a modus operan
dis deliberately exercises "what we have come to call teologf.a de
con;unto. " 71 Latina feminist theology apprehends the intercultural
nature of our being, our knowledges, theories, and experiences; 72 and

our analyses in theological construction adopt an interdisciplinary
approach.
KEY P R I N C I PLES 73

Like any other Christian theology, Latina feminist theology has the
reality of divine revelation as its fundamental principle of knowledge
and discernment. Such revelation always takes place and is inter
preted in historical terms. The core content and ultimate finality of
God's revelation is resumed in the term salvation. As the most pre
cious gift of God to humans and to the world around us, salvation
is understood by Latina feminist theology as liberation from every op
pression. 74 Thus the historical process of liberation from poverty,
social injustice, and exclusion becomes the most effective and cred
ible manifestation of God's salvation. 75 This salvation/liberation, as
E. Schussler Fiorenza stresses, "is not possible outside the world or
without the world. G * d's vision of a renewed creation entails not only
a 'new' heaven but also a 'renewed/ qualitatively different earth freed
from kyriarchal exploitation and dehumanization. 11 76 Accordingly,
our perception and discernment of God's revelation and salvation/
liberation are guided by egalitarian grounding principles.
The faith of the people in popular religion is evident in the reli
gious imagination that permeates the everyday life of the Latino/a
community. There is no doubt that the majority of practicing Protes
tants and Roman Catholics in this community are women. There
is no doubt that our communities, whether by culture, by personal
conviction, or by the mere human orientation to the transcendent
are constituted by a deep sense of the sacred. This sense involves
the whole of our everyday lives. There is no doubt that religious faith
is a major dimension in the life of grassroot Latinas. Due to the
blending of kyriarchal European religious colonization with the kyri
archal indigenous religious traditions, religious faith has contributed
to deepen our oppression and exclusion. However, there is no doubt
either that throughout our history, popular religion has provided the
liberating principles of Christian faith to support and validate the
grassroot people's struggles of resistance and emancipation. Grassroot
women are both the majority and the primary carriers or subjects of
popular religion,77 and their various movements speak of their artic
ulation of a religious faith aimed at the transformation of kyriarchal
domination. In this sense, the term "popular" becomes an analytical
category because it not only refers to the grassroot majorities, but also
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to socio-ecclesial groups that organize and mobilize themselves to
change oppression and exclusion. 78 Critically aware of its force in fur
thering liberating purposes, Latina feminist theology takes the faith
experience of women and men in popular religion as its principle of
coherence.
The feminist option for the poor and oppressed also underlies this
theology. As the indicative percentages of the previous section show,
the everyday life of grassroot Latinas is marked by sociopolitical, eco
nomic, cultural, academic, ecclesial, and theological exclusion. In the
present context, we should not and cannot give up an explicit option
of standing with poor and oppressed women. In feminist terms, this
is an option for the authentic life and humanization of all, an option
for the life-giving cause of popular social groups, an option for our
selves as excluded humanity struggling for justice. For many of us,
this option is not only the most honest course in a context of wide
spread exclusion, but also the most coherent way of being authenti
cally Christian.
In its transformative practice for liberation, Latina feminist the
ology seeks to join efforts to eliminate the systemic kyriarchal forces
that daily erode the dignity of women and of those around us. Con
sequently, it is from within our plural practices for transformation
aimed at justice and liberation that we discern, recognize, and name
God's revelation. There may be other languages that reflect critically
on our practices, but what makes Latina thought theological is that
it formally focuses on our day-to-day practices sustained by the liber
ating visions and traditions of Christian religion and faith.79 There
may be other religious languages that reflect on our religious customs
and traditions, but what makes Latina thought liberative is that it de
liberately focuses on our daily activities aimed at transformation to
ward greater justice. Our theological activity starts from these plural
endeavors seeking justice and liberation and returns to them in a fe
cund and a creative tension. With this principle, we are asserting that
theology's identity and meaning are only found in the very content
and finality of God's revelation, which is liberation. We aim our theo
logical endeavors at the systemic transformation of kyriarchal domi
nation for a new way of living so that God's liberation is actualized.
Socio-ecclesial equality is likewise a guiding principle of Latina
feminist theology. The sociopolitical principle of equality is a moral
and a theological imperative for us in our current context. The con
sequences of inequality are lived only by us, the "despised identi-
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ties" 80 of society, of the theological academy, and of the churches.
Therefore, the struggle for equality must give coherence to our theo
ries, theologies, methodologies, and practices.
CONCL U S I O N : F O U R MAJOR TASKS

f .
i

I want to close my contribution to this book by highlighting some of
the urgent tasks faced by Latina feminist theology in the present and
future. I would argue that the first task is precisely that of continuing
to develop in a consistent and a systematic way the various aspects
involved in its theological foundations. This task must include a
feminist critical approach to our sources of theological construction,
such as mestizaje, popular religion, Scripture and Magisterium, in
terdisciplinary studies, and intercultural theories and philosophical
hermeneutics. All these contemporary and traditional sources must
be expanded and enriched from the lived experiences of grassroot La
tinas in our privileged space of la vida cotidiana. As for mestizaje, I
want to mention the importance of continuing to explore the provoc
ative reflections suggested by Z. Glass not only for black theology but
for our entire theological activity.8 1 As for Scripture as a traditional
source of religious insight, with no doubt, I believe that la biblia oc
cupies a central place in our religious identity, and it is important for
Latina grassroot women. Because of these, I want to emphasize the
urgency we have of encouraging and supporting the development of
Latina feminist biblical hermeneutics. As for related studies and the
ories, I want to note the increasing pertinence of Latina/o and Chi
cana/o literature as a key source in our feminist theological activity.
The second task is that of continuing to claim our right to theo
logical intellectual construction. This is a requirement not only to
confront neocolonization, but more importantly to empower the
socio-ecclesial popular forces committed to bringing about new real
ities in which equality, true democracy, and justice prevail. In this
vein, I find no justification, no rational explanation, no acceptable
excuse for maintaining such a low number of Latina theologians in
Roman Catholicism and in Protestantism. In the case of Roman
Catholics, which I know best, according to the bishops' own docu
mentation, "Bo percent of U.S. Hispanics are Catholic . . . [and] . . . by
the second decade of the next century, the Church in the United
States will very likely be over 50 percent Hispanic. 11 82 Facing this re
ality, I believe that the Roman Catholic bishops can and must take
the responsibility of providing effective means and resources for the
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theological education of Latinas. But their contribution must accept
that this needed formal education of Latinas is for the development
of a theology that both affirms justice and liberation and overcomes
kyriarchal theologies. This responsibility extends to the bishops and
their equivalents in the Protestant churches' hierarchies. No Chris
tian church leader is excused from this responsibility.
The third task is that of more deeply connecting theology and spir
ituality in feminist terms. The feminist articulation of theology and
spirituality is particularly urgent for several reasons, including the
continuing self-alienation of grassroot Latina women that is main
tained through their daily exposure to kyriarchal Christianity and re
ligion; the growth of diverse Christian groups that promote among
oppressed Latina women a metaphysical religious experience charac
terized by a naive, individualistic, and irrational religiosity that con
ceals the integral meaning of freedom and self-determination; and the
need we have in the grassroot ministerial setting for educational pro
cesses that sustain the intellective and reasoned dimensions of reli
gious faith. Feminist spirituality provides creative spaces and con
ceptual frameworks for a critical interpretation and celebration of our
faith experiences in tune with our liberating traditions.
The fourth task that I want to suggest is that of continuing our
critical theological analyses of the impact of capitalist neoliberal
globalization on the everyday life of grassroot Latinas. If salvation is
to have any meaning in our lives, theology must help us to discern
how that impact advances or prohibits justice, liberation, and human
dignity. In facing these tasks, the collaborative work between Protes
tant and Roman Catholic Latina feminists is a must. In the final anal
ysis, as faith seeking understanding, our theological activity is noth
ing more than our critical appropriation of the possibilities opened by
God's revelation in our lives and our faith response to it seeking to ac
tualize historically the possibilities of salvation.
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CHAPTER 8

THE UNNA MED WOMAN

J U ST I C E , F EM I N I ST S , A N D T H E
U N D OC U M E NT E D WOMAN

DAISY L.
MACHADO

The person of Hagar in the Genesis narrative has
been used as a symbol by womanists. Delores
W illiams finds similarities between the story
of Hagar and the reality of African-American
women, especially Hagar's role as slave who is
sexually used by her master and is mistreated
by the master's wife. 1 The story of Hagar is one
filled with pain and human failing. It is a multi
vocal story that speaks to the reader on many
levels, and the tale it tells is one that encom
passes gender, race, abuse of power, shame, cul
tural values, and social roles.
Yet when speaking from my social and geo
graphic location, as a Latina who lives in the
borderlands of Texas, I discover in the narrative
of the unnamed woman found in Judges I 9 a
biblical paradigm that talks about the reality of
the world in which I live and in which the un
documented woman can be found. 2 In my own
reading, Hagar is not only a slave, she is also a
foreigner, alien, outsider whose outside legal
status only increases her vulnerability.
The concubine of the Judges narrative shows
us the horrors of violence inflicted upon a
woman who, though not a slave, is, like Hagar,
a foreigner, outsider. The marginal legal status
of the concubine leaves her defenseless, voice
less, and ultimately meaningless. I do not intend
the biblical narrative to parallel the thousands

