“Who is not at the table?” Women’s perspectives of holistic mission as mutually inclusive 
(Fulata L. Moyo).
“…Lord, yet even the dogs eat crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” (Mk 7:28).

Abstract: In attempting to provide women’s perspective to mission as a transversal for the Edinburgh 2010 publication, this presentation uses an ecofeminist theological approach to explore how through three selected women’s consultations on mission (1992, 2004, 2008), women view mission and Christian spirituality as a response to God’s mission. This is done by firstly, raising women’s acknowledgement of their exclusion from and their suggestions for the churches’ understanding of mission in two women’s mission consultations (1992, 2004) and secondly, share some aspects of mission that came from a contextual Bible Study of the above biblical story from the last women’s consultation on mission (2008) . The weaving of the women’s voice and vision through these three meetings is done using the beads and thread of my African experience of the Christian missionary enterprise that mainly ‘missionised’ us into a Christianity that was clad in western culture. For us to be both African and Christian at the same time without suffering any identity crisis, we now have to go through processes of inculturation (mutual dialogue) of  the Christian gospel and African culture for a more meaningful and holistic spirituality. 
Who is at the table?
Part of the Anglican prayer of humble access, in memory of the Syrophoenician woman who challenged Jesus for her inclusion, says: 

We do not presume to come to this your table merciful Lord, trusting in our own righteousness, but in your manifold and great mercies. We are not worthy so much as to gather the crumbs under your table. But you are the same Lord whose nature is always to have mercy… (Anglican Councils in Malawi and Zambia, 1981:18).
As God’s people who adhere to the Christian faith, our sense of being acceptable before God does not depend on what we have merited. It is rather based on God’s gratuitous mercy expressed through God’s self-giving mission in Jesus, the human-God: It is the sharing of his life of love, humility and sacrifice so as to bring fullness of life by restoring right relationship with God, within the human race, whatever our differences, as well as with the rest of creation. Inspired and challenged by God’s Spirit and self-giving, the Church responds by embarking on a journey of living God’s love and seeking ways of sharing it with others as its mission. This exploration of being and living as the expression of God’s love modelled after Jesus radical pursuit for holistic transformation of his community and inspired by the Holy Spirit, can be understood as Christian spirituality. 
An ecofeminist
 perspective puts the women’s struggle for a transformed community, where there is fairness and mutual inclusion of all: men, women of all ages, abilities, races, classes and whatever else distinguishes them from the others, and also with the rest of creation as ecology. This advocacy and praxis for the process of transformation of the whole community is rooted in the acknowledgement of the reality of the connectedness of oppression that usually the feminine principles in society suffer. This ecofeminist quest for transformation, therefore, is also a quest at acknowledging the intrinsic connectedness between sexuality and spirituality especially in the women’s experiences as bodied-beings. 

As an attempt to reclaim the feminine as an important part of being imago Dei, their spirituality acknowledges the reality of women’s holistic being as embodied, interconnected and interdependent to each other as well as to the rest of creation, the living Adamah. Embodied spirituality is, therefore, conceived by combining Elizabeth S. Tapia’s (2006) definition which is enriched by the Asian Theological Conference—EATWOT (1991) definition as a lived experience in contemplation and praxis of being interconnected and interdependent, challenged to contribute to the balance, blossoming, the healing and wholeness of the life of the human race, and of the rest of creation, inspired and embraced by God’s Spirit. 
This presentation uses the ecofeminist affirmation of spirituality for transformation as its theoretical framework, which provides the tracing thread through the issues of concern raised by the two women-in-mission consultation and also the choice of the Contextual Bible Study as a theological resource and methodology that helps facilitate for a process of reflection and action for transformation in mission. However, this being not a full presentation but only a transversal, it does not engage with the components as well as a critique of ecofeminist theological theory as such. 
Mission as working with

The meeting of women-in-mission in 1992 although it came two years after the 1961-90 ecumenical mission periodization, the existing tripartite criteria for the evaluation of mission priority in the ecumenical movement were still: the question of helping Christians making God’s option for the poor, defenceless, abused, forgotten and the bored; whether they help the Christians to empathise with the concerns of others, accept their issues and their structures as vehicles of involvement; and question of whether particular situations are the best in facilitating for processes of discernment with others the signs of the time, and moving with history towards the fulfilment of the new humanity. Interestingly, the general androgynous perspective taken by the churches, seem to forget to include the women’s experiences of exclusion as an unfortunate reality that puts them (women) and their experiences at the centre of those to be prioritised by all the three criteria above. 

This is affirmed by sentiments articulated by Mercy Amba Oduyoye (1992), the then deputy general secretary of WCC. She made the following observation as articulating women’s insights about mission:

Traditional imperialistic and colonial models have little appeal to women, so whether they travel from Canada to work with Africans in Africa or stay in Egypt to work with garbage collectors in Cairo, the approach is working with rather than working for {(1992: 173-4).
Looking at the impact of the western missionary enterprise among the Chewa women in central Malawi, Isabel Phiri argues that before the coming of Dutch Reformed Church missionaries in the 1870s, the matrilineal system gave greater freedom and dignity, “essential elements of personhood” (1997:44) to women, which were diminished by the influence of Christian settlers. The missionaries that came to ‘evangelise’ (doing mission to) the Chewa, imposed certain aspects of their western culture with a biased understanding that the existing African indigenous cultural practices were necessarily evil and therefore they needed to be transformed by replacing them with their western believes and practices. These included the western patrilineal family systems and their biases towards male church leadership. This was contrary to the matrilineal Chewa people’s realities where women exerted considerable influence as priestesses and prophetesses in their community through initiation rites as well as rainmaking shrines.

According to the 1992 women-in-mission consultation, mission has to be a communication of love in action. Influenced by their reflecting on the story of Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10), women agreed that mission should be guided by mutuality and should be allowed to make a positive impact on all involved. As working with, mission of the churches should be “set in motion where one is or in collaboration with people where one goes.” (1992: 174). They concluded by spelling out three aspects stressed by women’s approaches to mission. These are: partnership, interdependence and solidarity. They affirmed the fact that women see their involvement in mission as God’s will, which is different from the will of the human authorities that rule the churches. Like everyone else involved in mission, they are commissioned by the Holy Spirit.
The three aspects they raise can be emphasised as still relevant in today’s search for transformative mission. We still need to work with each other in partnership, as interdependent on each other journeying in solidarity with each other. This consultation, however, does not explore significantly the still existing models of mission involvement that have been attributed to women according the gender roles accepted by the churches. The women-in-mission consultation in 2004 builds on the above raised issues but also explored the meaning of mission within the reality of diversity.
Mission in diverse historicity: the challenge for contextualisation
At this consultation (2004), women recognised the diverse contextual understanding of mission as expressed through their different ecclessiologies. Acknowledging the rich and wide spectrum of ministries in which women are engaged in, they also pointed out that much of women’s involvement in mission is as a gift of love, given in the voluntary capacity. Sometimes all this voluntarism goes without even been recognised by the churches’ authorities. Women still carry out their labour of love as an expression of their spirituality, knowing that it is their deep response to a God who accepts them and values their significant contribution in working towards transformative communities.

Aruna Gnanadason summaries major questions this consultation wrestled with into the following two: (i). within the context of globalisation with its homogenising tendency, how can the integrity of the particularity of the diverse traditions and their understanding of mission be maintained? (ii). How can the healing and reconciliation role of the Church be defined amidst different expressions of violence against women, children and other minority groups?
There was a call to women to find new ways of reconciling themselves with their past histories but then to move into new realms of reflection in response to the new and existing challenges. In Musa Dube’s words:

 We must always insist on new spaces for cultivating new contextual and international readings and writings, which are both decolonising and depatriarchasing. 
Digging into the historical missionary enterprise, these women’s raised concerns regarding how certain tasks were relegated to women, which sometimes seemed to be extensions of “house-wifely” roles. Such roles usually belong to the private and therefore not usually appreciated. Unfortunately, when it comes to the women’s experiences of church and mission, this is still the existing concern in this 21st century.  There is still need to raise gender awareness for a more just and inclusive mission.
Using the CBS methodology for transforming and inclusive mission

The third consultation was women’s perspectives on mission and theological education. It gathered over 28 women from the eight regions of WCC. It used the Contextual Bible Study (CBS) methodology so as to ground each day’s reflections in the Bible as an important source of mission and spirituality. This enriching process of CBS was facilitated and developed by Sarojini Nadar
 and the following section is based on that process. 
The Contextual Bible Study as a methodology that allows for the process of ‘see’ ‘judge’ and ‘act’ is a brain child of liberation theology. It is a community-based process of awareness raising, sometimes using Biblical texts that are difficult to deal with, and leading to transformation. It is an interactive study of the Biblical texts where the context of the reader and the context of the Bible get into a dialogue guided by the questions asked by the facilitator in order to raise awareness for transformation in a particular issue of concern within the community that has requested for such a process.
The five Cs expressing the keywords that characterise CBS are: Interactive – Community; Context of the reader – Context (Social Location); Context of the Bible – Criticality; for raising Awareness- Conscientisation; Transformation – Change. To ensure that the process of praxis for transformation takes place, the last questions always call for participants to develop and action plan. The questions asked are usually: What will you do now in response to this bible study? Are there available resources to do what you want to do? 
According the CBS of Mark 7:24-30
 (Mt 15:32-39), the following five theological aspects of mission came out, the negative aspects calling for transformation while the positive ones continue enhancing the Christian spirituality towards fullness of life. These are: 
1. Mission as holistic development: bread and healing
Women affirmed that food is a basic need that provides security through nourishment. Its benefits go beyond the physical to the intellectual and the spiritual in that having education on an empty stomach is not very rewarding and unless one is voluntarily fasting, spirituality with an empty stomach does not really evoke as much genuine praises to God. Jesus’ equating healing and food is deeply indicative of the fact that it is basic to human development and therefore holistic mission has to be inclusive of these two apart from other equally important aspects. We have to rethink mission holistically as not just physical sustenance but also holistic healing and wholeness or vice-versa. 
2. Mission as crumbs or abundance: Questions of justice and human dignity?
By responding, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs” one could argue that the Syrophoenican woman was buying into her own oppression. Was she subtly using his expression of an existing bias so as to challenge Jesus towards his own transformation? Coming to today’s realities, there are still a significant number of women trying to understand the meaning of churches’ mission wondering at who deserves bread and who can only get crumbs between men and women.  

With the impact of neo-liberal economic globalization, all some people end up getting is crumbs. For example, while in the more affluent contexts in the North, HIV and AIDS has become a chronic disease with the availability of good health care and medical treatment. In the global south especially in the Sub-Saharan Africa, less than 10% of those are HIV positive can access medical treatment. For the majority being HIV positive can mean a death sentence, needless to say that the majority of these are women. In the Sub-Saharan Africa
, a majority of these women are married women whose marriage certificates have become their death certificates as victims of their husbands’ irresponsible and sinful involvement with multiple sexual partners. Increasing numbers of women from the global south are trapped as victims of human trafficking in their desperate search for a better-than-survival life. 
When we explore women’s participation in the ministries of the church, it seems that there are times when crumbs are enough. For example: What about the cases where women’s participation in the ministries of the church is limited only to those roles that seem to be extensions of their ‘house-wifely’ duties? We can even ask whether the theology of survival is the only theology we can muster up in terms of mission. Is valorizing survival a way to ease our consciousness? We need to re-evaluate whether food as development is simply for survival or for fullness of life (John 10:10).
3. Mission as an exclusive enterprise

Going back to the Anglican prayer, the many Christians who use that prayer sometimes have no capacity to connect it to their own experiences in response to women, people of different races, differing sexual orientation, foreigners, people with disability, just to mention a few. The Syro-Phoenician woman’s experience shows how intrinsically oppression is linked: sexism, racism, classism, religious exclusion and all the other related isms we can think of.
According to one affirmation of one of the Faith and Order study documents, all human beings are created in God’s image and Jesus Christ is the perfect realisation of true humanity. Yet:

Sin denies the worth and dignity of human beings, disrupts community and hampers the flow of love and justice. Sin must be faced, confessed, forgiven and healed. (2005: 11).
Women-in-mission, therefore, challenge us to acknowledge our ecclesiological practices of exclusion as sin, confess and repent, accept God’s forgiveness and healing. With such a new perspective, we have to develop holistic approaches to addressing injustice as inter-linked and therefore work out ways of uprooting the dangerous causes for genuine transformation. 
4. Mission as critical (Reverse mission)
Mark 7: 29 records Jesus as saying: “For saying that, you may go – the demon has left your daughter.” “That” in Jesus’ sentence refers to the woman’s challenge to Jesus. Jesus acknowledges the challenge that even makes him change his mind and provides healing. The woman’s subtle challenge as ‘the excluded other’ provides the radical truth that leads to Jesus’ social conversion experience.

When it comes to our Christian understanding of spirituality, a significant number of Christians either lack of critical consciousness to ask the critical questions or they deliberately ‘leave their brains at the door of the church’ so as to uncritically hear what their ears itch to hear (2 Tim 4:3-4). We need to allow God’s Spirit to inspire and guide us as we continuously ask the critical questions. For example, in another Biblical text (Mark 12: 41-44) we usually do not ask why this widow became so poor that the two coins she put in the offering basket were her last ones. Those justice-seeking people who dare to ask such critical questions risk suffering even more marginalisation and derogatory remarks. For example, according to Sarojini Nadar sharing her own experience: “When I build shelters for abused women, they call me a saint, when I ask why women are battered they call me a feminist.”

5. Hierarchies of grace in mission?

Before he could heal the woman, Jesus argues that he was sent to the lost sheep of Israel (Mt 15:24). There are times when the mission of the church seems to benefit only the privileged few. In cases where such happens, we need to raise awareness for a more inclusive mission. We need to challenge the powers that control the flow of mission to only certain aspects of life. In the face of ecological degradation, the mission of the church should extend to include our call to protect each other as God’s creation. We have to topple hierarchies of grace. Mission should never be exclusive just as God’s grace can never be confined only to a privileged few.
In our biblical story, the woman challenges Jesus, ironically this challenging woman is a mirror of the Jesus we have come to know in the Gospels. He prophetically challenges power including that of religious institutions and he pays highly for that. According to Megan Mckenna, the Christian proclamation of Jesus death as primarily for our salvation is to present only half a theology and to forget that he also died because his beliefs and teachings were dangerous to those who benefited the status quo. He was a dangerous man to the systems of power, a threat to the establishment and therefore he had to be rid of.
The way forward: a suggestion

The above three women-in-mission gatherings unfortunately show that while there has been some transformation towards a more inclusive church in mission, women are still a majority of those who are excluded and marginalised. The church in mission has been a beacon of hope in so many situations throughout the history of the church. World Council of Churches was born as a response to addressing the depravity caused by the Second World War. The prophetic mission of the church in South Africa contributed significantly to the collapse of the apartheid system. Throughout the history of the church, women have created solidarities for survival through women’s movements as churches within the institutional churches yet until the church becomes authentically ‘body of Christ’ comprising of men and women, young and old, such arrangements are only a reflection of how imperfect the church still is. 

As suggested above, where such exclusion is still practiced with clear implications of hampering the ‘flow of love and justice,’ this sin of exclusion should be confessed and repented from. After accepting forgiveness and healing, new ways of relating should be built on the understanding that we are all God’s image. 
To ensure that Church’s mission is inclusive and just, we might need to clearly articulate a theology of our interdependence and interconnectedness. Not only are we from the one living Adamah, the God whose mission we are carrying out, is a relational God and makes an option for the marginalised and excluded. God making an option for the poor and marginalised means that God is actually making an option against poverty and marginalisation.
We also need to redefine our prophetic model in our responsive spirituality for transformation. Are we ‘catalysts’ for change or are we ‘ferments’? If it is God’s mission we are engaged in as our spiritual response, then we cannot be agents of transformation unless we ourselves are allowing God’s Spirit to change us from our own imperfections. Paul’s example should be our challenge as we engage in mission: “be imitators of Christ as I imitate Christ.” (1 Cor. 11:1)
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� Ivone Gebara (1996: 76) argues that as a reaction against the destructive duality carried out by patriarchal systems, ecofeminism works with a holistic (unified) understanding of life whereas each being and each vital process is absolutely interdependent. According to Gebara, therefore, there are two linked aspects in the feminist perspective: women’s struggle for freedom, self-determination and equality contextually expressed in each culture and the feminine as the oppressed reality of every human life and all biological systems. Eleanor Rae (1994: 24) argues that ecofeminism transcends the acknowledgement of the close identification between subjugation of women and of nature. It also seeks to transform society according to these ecological and feminist principles. Ecofeminism taps from the women’s struggle for freedom, equality and justice for women, the rest of their communities as well as the rest of creation. As praxis, it aims at the preservation of the life of present and future generations, both male and female, in a human perspective and in a wide biological and cosmic perspective. 





� Dr Sarojini Nadar is a senior lecturer of Biblical Studies and the coordinator of the Gender, Religion and Theology Department at the School of Religion and Theology. She was one of the founding members of the Tamar Campaign against Violence against women and children, a campaign at the Ujamaa Centre that is based on the story found on 2 Samuel 13: 1-22. She is an active member of the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians. For detailed notes, resources, visit the Ujamaa website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ukzn.ac.za/sorat/ujamaa/resources.htm" \t "_blank" �http://www.ukzn.ac.za/sorat/ujamaa/resources.htm�; to contact Sarojini Nadar: � HYPERLINK "mailto:nadars@ukzn.ac.za" \t "_blank" �nadars@ukzn.ac.za�; and information about the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians: � HYPERLINK "http://www.thecirclecawt.org/" \t "_blank" �http://www.thecirclecawt.org/�. For complete notes on the Bible Study she did on which this section of the presentation comes from, see  http://www.oikoumene.org/fileadmin/files/wcc-main/documents/p5/ete/women in and for mission - Bible Study on Mark 7  24-30 from Sarojini Nadar.pdf. 





� 24. From there he set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He entered a house and did not want anyone to know that he was there. Yet he could not escape notice. 25. but a woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down at his feet. 26. Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. 27. He said to her: “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 28. But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 29. Then he said to her: “For saying that, you may go – the demon has left your daughter.” 30. So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone. (NRSV).








� In Sub-Saharan Africa, some of the percentages of those who are HIV positive are as follows: Botswana is 23.9%, Lesotho is 23.2% and Swaziland is 26.1%. 71% of deaths of those in the age group of 15-49 years in South Africa are caused by AIDS-related complications. For more detail, visit: thttp://www.avert.org/aafrica.htm. 








