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                                                   Courtesy of the CACW 2006 Fellowship group

The above photo is full of meaning and vibrancy.   The young women were the recipients of the ten 2006 Young Catholic Women’s Interfaith Fellowships which were awarded by the Commission for Australian Catholic Women (CACW, now the Council for Australian Catholic Women) in association with a number of generous donors keen to support an initiative which sought to address positively the pressing need for respectful, informed inter-faith dialogue in Australia in particular and the world wide community in general.

     Australian Catholic University (ACU) strongly supported this creative move and, within the Faculty of  Arts and Sciences, the School of Theology mounted a Graduate Certificate in Interfaith Relations.   Since the CACW is a national body, as is ACU, it was appropriate that the various states be represented among the Fellowship holders and that they be brought together for their semester-long course at the ACU Signadou Campus in the national capital, Canberra.

    Although the Golding Centre’s primary focus is research, we had followed with considerable interest history in the making as CACW and ACU cooperated in this significant venture.  It was clear that Church history in general and women’s history in particular were integral to such a course and that the Golding Centre could make a contribution in these areas.  We were delighted that we were able to organise for contributions to be made by Drs Katharine Massam (adjunct) and Sophie McGrath (co-founder). Katharine gave a week-end intensive on Church History and Sophie a day seminar titled ‘Women’s History from an Interfaith Perspective’.       The Fellowship women chose the above photo to put on the Thank You card, which they sent to unit presenters.  It speaks volumes that they had the initiative to organise themselves for this photograph, chose such an appropriate setting and format, and dressed in a manner that successfully symbolised individual differences with shared beliefs 
Conference Reports

Empires of Religion Conference, Dublin, 20-21 June 2006

This conference was jointly convened by Hilary Carey, Keith Cameron Professor of Australian History, University College, Dublin, and Professor Hugh McLeod of the University of Birmingham.  Its thematic ‘umbrella’ is timely in the globalised context of today’s world, as transnational influences in the creation of our present societies are explored.  This conference invited papers dealing with ‘empires of religion’ as such, evidenced especially in the expansion of overseas evangelism, which was sometimes promoted and sometimes hindered  by contemporaneously expanding political empires.

    Parallel sessions catered for a wide range of papers – 39 in all – dealing with enterprises and settings as diverse as Scottish missions in the African Cape Colony, Orangeism and Empire, British Colonial Service reactions to missionaries and vice versa, the New Zealand Protestant missionary movement and the British Empire, non-conformist anti-imperialist attitudes in 19th century Wales, Missionaries in Greece and the imagined British Empire, and religion and politics in Portuguese West Africa. A number of papers dealt with aspects, in various national settings, of the Irish Catholic ‘religious empire’, and with the missionary activity of women, such as missionary labours and female perspectives on slavery in the mid-19th century Caribbean.

    Among ten Australian participants in the conference (not all residing in Australia) two from ACU gave papers:  Shurlee Swain ‘Images of Empire in the international child rescue movement 1850-1915’ and Rosa MacGinley on ‘Irish Women Religious in 19th century Australia and their convent high schools’.  Paper-givers have since been invited to expand their papers for publication in an envisaged conference volume.

Rosa MacGinley (ACU, Brisbane)

Australian Historical Association Conference – 3-7 July
The AHA Conference in Canberra brought together the usual assortment of papers from established scholars and promising postgraduate students addressing the theme Genres of History. Embedded within the conference were sessions organized by the Religious History Society and the Federation for Research in Women’s History. The former addressed the theme of Empire and Mission, complementing a conference held earlier at University College Dublin, addressing the same theme. Although the range of papers was smaller than at the Dublin Conference the sessions did give local scholars the opportunity to share in international scholarship on what is a growing area of research. The keynote speaker was  Andrew Walls, but it was left to local scholars Professor Patricia Grimshaw and Dr Alison Holland to bring gender into the discussion.

    Professor Grimshaw was also a focus of the symposium on women’s history which took place during the conference. Having devoted the early part of the afternoon to showcasing the work of recent postgraduates, the organizers set aside the final session for a tribute to Pat on the occasion of her retirement from the Max Crawford Chair of History at Melbourne Univeristy. Papers presented by Julie Evans, Susan Magarey, Shurlee Swain and Ian Tyrrell recorded Pat’s contribution to the profession as friend, colleague, teacher, supervisor, initiator, encourager, enabler and most importantly as a scholar with an international reputation across an impressive array of fields.

Shurlee Swain (ACU, Melbourne)

Second ANU Missionary History Conference: Asia-Pacific Missionaries: At Home and Abroad (August 25-27, 2006)

This second missionary history conference focusing on Asia-Pacific missionaries, at home and abroad, was convened by Dr Ian Welch at the Australian National University.  It proved to be an interesting and concentrated conference, covering a wide rang of mission activity and approach in colonial and national settings in Pacific Island nations, Australia, China and Indonesia. Most of the presenters were historians and former missionaries, who offered fascinating biographical detail to enhance their particular  missionary focus - be it evangelical, biblical,  sacramental, developmental - according to the tradition of the home church, such as Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist, Catholic, United Aboriginal, Australian China Inland Mission, or South Sea Island Missionaries.

       That occasionally women missionaries were the main subjects was of special interest to me. Cultural, sociological, political and anthropological issues were explored, with attention to the recipients of the Christian message. Lively presentations and audience participation and discussion were facilitated by the time allocation allowing 45 minutes for each paper. This arrangement encouraged the consideration of serious questions and the opportunity to see similarities and differences in mission approaches of the past, and to whet one’s appetite to know more of the ‘indigenisation’ of the authentic Christian message. 

      While most papers, within the historical framework, covered religious and cultural issues the following interested me particularly: 

* Kemeilo Gima, from Papua New Guinea whose parents had been evangelized by South  Sea Island missionaries, presented a paper entitled: ‘A history of South Sea Island Mission in Vulau, Central Province, PNG, 1880s-1940s’.   In this he provided some valuable feed-back from a missionised people on how the faith was interpreted. Gima underlined that he saw missionary activity as a two-way exchange, but regretted that local customs had been replaced by those of the island missionaries.  Gima is from the History Strand, School of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of PNG.

* Verena Thomas’ documentary, “Papa Bilong Chimbu’ – the legacy of missionary and anthropologist John Nilles (1905 – 1993) and his acceptance among the Chimbu people of Papua New Guinea.’   This was of  great interest to me as I knew the subject of the presentation from my own experience in Papua New Guinea. Verena Thomas is a great-niece of John Nilles, an SVD from Germany, who was a pioneer and long-term SVD missionary  in  the Simbu (formerly Chimbu) province of PNG  (1934 – 1991).  He was a priest who took advantage of his forced evacuation to Australia during World War II to study anthropology, and on returning to the mission, among other things, became a member of the PNG Parliament since the indigenous people saw him as ‘papa belong Chimbu’.  Verena is doing post-graduate Media Studies at the University of  Technology, Sydney and her film is based on historical documents, personal records and colourful stories told by the Chimbu people.  The film paints an intimate picture of a society in the process of change since first contact in 1934. 

Perhaps the most challenging paper to the Australians gathered there was given by the keynote speaker, the Right Rev. Philip Freier, who was Anglican Bishop of the Northern Territory until recently appointed Archbishop of Melbourne.  His paper: ‘The Government takeover of Christian missions to indigenous Australians: Where are we fifty years on?’ This stirred the hears of many with the responsibility we have as former missionaries, and church and history scholars, to seek to explain the past, to respect and support the dignity and rights of those ‘missioned’ and to learn to recognise Christ as we hear their contemporary voice.

Teresa A Flaherty (ACU Doctoral Student)

Proposed conference: “The Spirituality of Religious Women: From the Old World to the Antipodes, 1400-1900.”

Against the backdrop of the commemoration of the 200th anniversary of the canonisation of Angela Merici (1475-1540), and the 150th anniversary of the arrival of Ursulines in Australia, it is proposed to hold a conference on the theme of the spiritualities of female religious orders. This conference will address two important questions:

 1. What were the distinctive characteristics of the spiritualities of such medieval and early modern women’s religious orders as the Benedictines, Poor Clares, Loretos and Ursulines?
 2. How did nineteenth-century women religious adapt and re-shape these and other spiritual traditions to the context of colonial Australia?  
(Continued p8)

Margaret Fletcher – Lest We 
Forget!
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                    Margaret  Fletcher – self portrait
This year the Catholic Women’s League in the English-speaking world is celebrating the centenary of its establishment.  Margaret  Fletcher, its founder, was born at Oxford in 1862 at the time when the famous Millicent Garrett Fawcett was moving into full-time work in the field of womanhood-suffrage in England. 

    Margaret’s father was a liberal Anglican cleric and University teacher in classics and literature.   Within the large family circle Margaret’s intellect was challenged and broadened mainly by her father’s attitude and tuition. Boys and girls were treated equally and girls were expected to be able to earn their living if necessary.  What was called the ‘woman question’ was being discussed at Oxford.  Margaret recorded in her autobiography that John Stuart Mill’s Subjection of Woman ‘became a text book’ for women looking for equal educational opportunities with boys. 

     Margaret Fuller had artistic talent; her mother took her to observe Ruskin’s classes when he visited Oxford.  Subsequently she went to London to study art, broadening her horizons generally.   With her fellow students she attended public lectures across a wide political spectrum as well as enjoying the theatre from ‘the gods’. She explained: ‘Exponents of all the ‘isms’ and ‘ologies’ must be heard, and lurid left-wing speeches listened to, and great preachers discovered.’  Margaret Fletcher was interested in ideas, politics, and religion. 

    She benefited greatly from studying art in Paris.  Of the city she declared: ‘She (Paris) was then the home of unblushing materialism.  Zola, who saw life with one eye blinded, and provided youth with an ugly cynicism, had a wide following. Lesser writers were busy with obscenities and atrocities, claiming to tell the truth about life to a generation weary of the polished craftsmen, who produced accomplished novels on the theme of adultery.  This outlook could count on a good press. What the stranger never guessed was the vigorous germination of a renewed spiritual life below the surface …’ 

    Margaret was conscious of the big picture perceiving the ferment in the Paris art world as part of a wider European movement.  She observed: ‘The same ferment was at work in all European countries as a younger civilization was emerging from the past, with this difference, that in the most fortunate the change was gradual and involved no irreparable break with Christian belief, in others it flourished first in liberal (in the full Continental meaning of the term) groups.’ Margaret described how she and those of like mind arrived at the conviction that chastity was in the best interest of all, commenting: ‘…there were already advocates of free love attacking Christianity as repressive, and, when applying themselves to the conversion of women to their views, suggesting that an all-round intellectual development was incompatible with virginity.’ 

    Although not interested in religious controversy, Margaret was aware of the anti-Catholic prejudices of the time and observed: ‘Protestant England with its innumerable breakaways could furnish a domestic staff of variegated opinions.  Those would be regarded as harmless; only a Catholic would have been excluded as dangerous.’ 

    Margaret herself was interested in learning about the philosophical and spiritual heritage of the Christian Church.  A High Church Anglican vicar introduced her to the writings of St John of the Cross.   She continued reading widely, getting her spiritual nourishment from clerics in the High Church of England.  At that time she did not know a single Catholic but eventually, through her reading, she sought instruction in the Catholic faith and was received into the Church on 9 September 1897. 

    Margaret brought a mature adult mind to her conversion to the Catholic tradition and was surprisingly open as she described her revelling in the richness of Catholic theology. Yet she was not starry-eyed about the Catholic community, discerning that the secular dimension of Catholic girls’ schools in Britain needed attention urgently. 

     But, very perceptively, she observed of the women’s movement of the time: ‘Outside the Catholic Church were the very alive girls, the products of Higher Education eager for social reforms, very effective in purely practical matters, but their plans were like cut-flowers severed from their roots.’ And from her experience of Oxford in the late 1890s, while she was aware of the lessening of sectarianism and greater fairness in the writing of history, she was conscious of a growing secularisation in which ‘the soul was courteously ignored.’ 

     Seeing the need to raise the consciousness of Catholics in general, and women in particular, concerning the pressing spiritual needs of the times, like so many contemporary women activists,  Margaret turned to journalism as an a primary means of  reaching hearts and minds.  She wrote and had printed a little pamphlet called Light for New Times. Although supported by the Archbishop of Birmingham, she was ignored in many quarters or regarded with suspicion as a pretentious lay person. 

     Providentially, Margaret benefited from the presence in Oxford of the Catholic American poet, Louise Imogen Guiney, who ‘had a constant stream of mentally alive American travellers.’ Among these visitors she met the young Catholic woman, Mary Miller, who was critical of contemporary secondary education for Catholic girls in the early 20th century.  Mary was very enthusiastic about the newly founded German women’s organisation, Frauenbund, which the German bishops ‘had urged into existence’ as a counterweight against the secular National Council of Women. 

     Margaret Fletcher and Mary Miller knew that there were many ideas to be shared  with contemporary educators. Reluctantly, with a deep feeling of inadequacy, Margaret felt that she was being led by a force stronger than herself to undertake responsibility for initiating a new publication, which would act as a stimulus for change among Catholic women educators.

    Many of her priest friends were skeptical of her endeavours but Archbishop Bourne, was keenly interested, and gave her the very sensible advice of not asking for official approval. As he pointed out, this would mean that each issue would not be subject to the censor’s pen and so would leave her contributors more free.  Appropriately the new quarterly publication was called The Crucible. It is clear that, though Margaret and her associates were critical of  some aspects of convent education, it was largely nuns who supported their ventures and some, whom Margaret calls ‘distinguished’, contributed articles for The Crucible.  Since copies of  The Crucible are held in the Bodleian and British Museum libraries, it is hoped that in the none too distant future some woman historian will undertake an analysis of them.

     Margaret observed that ‘pens worked away at extricating a Christian feminism according to the mind of the Church and free from the errors which had their roots in the state of revolution amidst which feminism was originally born.’   Indeed it was in The Crucible that the idea of a Catholic Women’s League (CWL) was first mooted and it was advocated from the beginning that it should have women from all classes among its membership. The Crucible became a means of building connections between Catholic women activists in Britain and abroad.  The latter, it is suspected, significantly helped through the international connections of the religious congregations of women in Britain.  

    The establishment of the CWL was promoted by the invitation in 1905 to Margaret Fletcher to speak on her idea of such a League to a group of Catholic women in London, who met regularly for educational purposes.  Their enthusiastic response led to the publication of Margaret’s paper and its distribution at the National Catholic Conference held at Brighton later in the year.

      It is significant that Margaret notes that she went to this Conference ‘with a Cambridge woman graduate, whose friendship had been won through The Crucible, and my sister, always a constant ally…’  Finally the Catholic Women’s League was formally launched in 1906.  What is clear is that the Catholic Women’s League in his foundations had a strong intellectual base as well as a strong commitment to social justice and social welfare.   It is also significant that Margaret records that one of their first tasks was to forge links with secular societies such as the National Council of Women, then called the National Union of Women Workers, and non-Catholic religious bodies which had often had to deal with Catholic cases since there was no equivalent Catholic body. 

    The subsequent  history of the CWL in its national and international aspects is worthy of much more attention than they have been given.   

Chief reference: Margaret Fletcher, O, Call Back Yesterday, first published by Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1939; reprinted with an introduction by Anne Fox, President of the English Catholic Women’s League, by Old Hall Press, Ware, Hertfordshire, United Kingdom, 2000.

Sophie McGrath (ACU, Strathfield)

(Sophie presented a paper on ‘The Evolution of Catholic Women -  an historical perspective’ at the Centenary Conference of the CWL hosted in Sydney by the CWL of the Archdiocese of Sydney in August.)

Letter from London

Our London Correspondent, Dr Carmen Mangion (Birkbeck College, University of London), forwarded the following report: 
The fifth annual conference of the History of Women Religious in Britain and Ireland was hosted by the History Department at the National University of Ireland (NUI),  Maynooth.  It drew together an interdisciplinary group of 120 scholars, archivists, religious and students from Australia, the USA, West Africa and Denmark, as well as Britain and Ireland. 

    This was the first time that the conference was held in Ireland, and about half the papers focussed on Irish women, offering an opportunity both to draw parallels and pinpoint differences between the British and Irish experience. The conference organisers arranged an extremely well-balanced and wide-ranging programme, and in almost every one of the seven sessions both a British and an Irish perspective was on offer. Many of the conference participants were themselves actively engaged in religious life, and this added an extra dimension and an element of insider knowledge to the proceedings, without seeming to restrict or inhibit the discussion.

    Papers covered a broad sweep of history, from the Middle Ages to the present day, and the thematic organisation of the panels revealed both commonalities and developments from century to century. For example, setting a paper with a focus on seventeenth-century deathbed images of nuns alongside two papers considering photographs of twentieth-century nuns working in hospitals, showed how women religious have been able to use the visual image to control and manipulate outside perceptions. Similarly, the panel on the writings of religious sisters demonstrated how women have moved from having to rely on an (often extremely well-controlled!) amanuensis or translator, to becoming prolific writers and publishers. The interdisciplinary nature of the conference allowed an exploration of the lives and work of women religious in a variety of ways, with speakers drawing on their backgrounds not only in History, but also History of Art, Literature, Women’s Studies and languages to offer a rich array of perspectives.

    The focus of the conference was on British and Irish women, but even in the Middle Ages, women were not static (Margery Kempe being a case in point), and their experiences of other cultures provided the starting point for several papers. The challenge of contextualising the charism of a religious order as time passes was discussed in light of the fact that many institutes dedicated to international missionary work are currently celebrating their hundred and fiftieth anniversaries. Over the last two centuries attitudes towards other cultures and faiths have been forced to undergo a major shift, and it was fascinating to be able track this back through papers considering the present, the post-colonial era and the nineteenth-century. 

    The work engaged in by women religious proved a pervasive theme, appearing throughout the two days, and again covering a significant time-span, from the seventh century to the present day. Recurring themes included the purpose of work, especially its evangelical elements; controversies caused by women working in the public sphere and the ways in which projects were forced to change and develop to keep pace with social change.

    While many of the papers dealt with past controversies over rules, leadership and the sisters’ work, it was acknowledged that there are still some highly sensitive areas within the study of women religious and their history, most notably concerning the magdalen reform movement. It was encouraging to see this issue handled with honesty and academic rigour, avoiding any sense of tabloid-style hysteria. Similar hysteria has clearly been an accompanying phenomenon throughout women religious’ history, and a host of fascinating and controversial characters emerged from the papers, including Elizabeth Fry and Margery Kempe (religious women, rather than women religious), Margaret Anna Cusack and Mary Ward. There were also opportunities to hear the voices of unknown women, whose words have been recorded in letters, interviews and private writing. These glimpses of personalities, which were often both touching and surprising, helped to flesh out the historical skeleton created by the presentations. Very appropriately, the first day of the conference ended with the launch of Yvonne McKenna’s book Made Holy: Irish Women Religious at Home and Abroad, which draws heavily on interviews with sisters whose vocation had taken them out to the mission-field. 

    A significant strength of the conference was the friendly atmosphere and the intellectual generosity of the participants. Tea breaks and meals provided both a forum for the exchange of ideas and a chance for a sociable chat. Far from being possessive or precious about the history of their orders and members, women religious were generally hugely supportive of any endeavours to further knowledge, and happy to answer questions and make suggestions. Participants from widely divergent backgrounds were present, and I found myself talking to a West-African priest, an American student, academics from all over Britain, Ireland and the States, and an Australian sister, to name but a few.

    It was a shame that opportunity for discussion was limited: the same number of papers could have spread comfortably over three days with more time for discussion. The occasional two paper panels allowed a more comfortable amount of time to ask questions and offer comments. While the time constraints were frustrating, it was very exciting to see the range and scope of research being undertaken in this field, and to have the opportunity to ask questions and hear issues explored in a serious and engaging manner. Before the close of the conference, a sneak peak at the History of Women Religious website was introduced (to be launched in November 2006), and this promises to be an important and enormously useful research resource and forum for discussion between conferences. 

    I came away from the conference feeling rather overloaded with information, but also challenged and inspired to push my own work in new directions. For anyone working in this field, the History of Women Religious in Britain and Ireland Conference is an invaluable opportunity to network, share ideas and ask questions in a congenial atmosphere, as well as hearing a great array of papers.

Kate Harper, University of York 

Book Review

Kevin Madigan and Carolyn Osiek, Eds. and Translators, Ordination of Women in the Early Church: A Documentary History  Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005. ISBN 0-8018-7932-9. xiii + 220 pages, including index and appendices (14 pgs). 

My joy at the publication of this beautifully presented book as both a scholar and a woman of the Church needs to be stated up front. However, the scholar is keenly aware that poor scholarship benefits no-one, so this review kept a sharp eye on academic rigour, whilst expecting their usual high standards from the editors. 
    This collection includes all the known evidence for women deacons and presbyters in the Latin and Greek speaking churches, plus several texts translated from the Syriac, though it is not comprehensive with regard to Syrian sources. Many texts have been published before, but many others have been recovered from archival material and are accessible to a wider audience for the first time. Together they present overwhelming evidence for ordained roles for women in the first six centuries. At the same time, they highlight a plurality of interpretation and definition of roles perhaps somewhat like the widespread use of “ministry” today, which can embrace both ordained and laity.

    The first chapter defines the scope of the collection; reviews (albeit very skimpily) previous studies; addresses misconceptions in the literature and in ecclesial contexts: specifically, that women officeholders were not present in the West, that the title deaconess displaced that of female deacon by the late third century, that all women office holders were celibate, that by the fifth to sixth century the only deaconesses were monastic superiors, and that the order of deaconesses emerged from that of widow and that the two did not exist together.

     Methodological errors in prior research are briefly addressed: future scholarship cannot assume that any mention of diakonoi refers to an exclusively male group, or that, conversely, any prominent women in the community were deacons. Fundamental to both errors is the tendency of an interpreter to parse the text through the grammar of her or his own era and community. The text then means what we expect it to mean, not what it meant to the person who wrote it. For research such as this, the distinction is paramount, especially when applied to the question of the sacramentality of ordination.
    Each of the following seven chapters has a specific focus on both the nature of the source and its geographic location; sources from east and west are treated separately. Thus chapter two presents New Testament and Patristic sources. Chapters three to five review specific sources for women deacons in the East—chapter three: literary text, allusions and inscriptions; chapter four: canons and comments on church practice; chapter five: later texts. Women deacons in the West are not so extensively annotated and only one chapter, six, examines all three types of sources. Chapter seven is devoted to the representation of women deacons in the Testamentum Domini Nostri Jesu Christi and related texts. Chapter eight reviews all the categories of evidence for women presbyters in both east and west, again treating each region separately while chapter nine draws the editors conclusions from the data.

    Each chapter begins with a brief introduction on the nature of the sources presented: New Testament text, biblical commentaries, literary text, inscriptions, canons, episcopal letters, and comments on church practice. Texts are then printed by author and source, with a short biography included. The text is followed by a brief commentary. Here, presentation is important and makes for easy reading. 
Therefore, not only would I have no hesitation in recommending this book for both scholars and students, I would recommend it to the wider community as it enriches our understanding of our ecclesial practice, our history and our cultural foundations. 

Kim Power (ACU, Melbourne)

Proposed conference: “The Spirituality of Religious Women: From the Old World to the Antipodes, 1400-1900.”  (Continued from p 3)
The conference will be held in Melbourne, May 11-12, 2007. Venue to be confirmed.

Co-convenors: Dr Claire Renkin and Dr Katherine Massam

Postgraduate students are especially welcome. The conference encourages interdisciplinary approaches, and possible paper topics may address one or more of the following themes:

Women’s religious orders acted as transmitters of cultural identity from Europe to its colonies. These women and the institution they represented, the Roman Catholic Church, remained a visible embodiment of the Europe from which they had emigrated. In what ways did European heritage impact on women’s religious orders in Australia? 

1.What was the role of religious women in establishing important social and educational institutions in Europe and Australia? In what ways did religious women contribute to the implementation of technological innovation?
2.How is the plurality of women’s religious spiritualities expressed  in written and visual sources?
  Further details please contact Dr Claire Renkin: claire@betterlink.com.au
(This Newsletter is produced by the Golding Centre.  Please address all correspondence to the editor,  Sophie McGrath rsm, Golding Centre, Australian Catholic University, Locked Bag 2002, Strathfield, 2135. Email s.mcgrath@mary.acu.edu.au; http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/research/centres/whits)
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