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Abstract 

In the economically developed nations, women are frequently removed physically, 

emotionally and spiritually from the land even while dependent upon planetary resources. In 

developing nations, the opposite is generally true and women are integrally connected to the 

land as environment. It is commonly heard from Western eco-feminists that Judeo-Christian 

scripture can be held accountable for the negative relationships facing both women and the 

land/environment. That statement is only partially true. The reality extends further back in time 

and is much more pervasive. | intend to review the history of patriarchy and the relationship of 

patriarchy with women and the land. In addition, it is my intent to demonstrate the triangle of 

poverty, environment and the status of women. The use of actual case projects will illustrate 

women’s use of planetary resources in their efforts to rise out of poverty and to grow in self 

respect and family self sufficiency. In the midst of this are signs of hope for women and the 

land. This paper is the foundation of a workshop designed for presentation to my congregation. 

As a Sister of Providence (Montreal Foundation), | am blessed with congregational 

documents that call me to discernment for possible action. As a Catholic Christian woman of 

faith, the call to social justice is an imperative. In light of the connected struggles of women 

and Earth, in conjunction with congregational documents, to what action am | being called? 
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We often hear, especially from Eco-feminists in the Western culture, that the 

relationship between women, the land and patriarchal domination has come about as a result 

of misreading Christian scripture. That statement is only partially true because the misreading 

of scripture is not the only reason for conditions of oppression and domination that exist today 

for women and the land. These twin situations of oppression and domination contribute to and 

aggravate conditions of poverty especially for women and children. Multiple factors such as 

historical male attitudes of ownership, the gap between the rich and the poor, and issues of 

violence toward women and the environment are all implicated in the current struggles of 

women and Earth. | begin by returning to some of the historical foundations of these 

relationships and move forward to the present time. 

In the Beginning 

In early recorded history, the Paleolithic era, the male and female of the human species 

lived in a society that tended to be matriarchal and honored the gift of life that came through 

the feminine. The human population existed through hunting and gathering. Poverty as we 

know it did not exist since everyone shared resources with others in their group. It has been 

argued that this was the time of the original affluent society. Using insight gained through 

modern anthropological methodology and data, this challenging statement was made on the 

premise that, although levels of consumption were most likely low, the levels of material needs 

in Stone Age communities were met (Christian 186). 

Farming per se was unknown during this time but there was a phenomenon known as 

“fire stick farming”. Fire stick farmers would set fire to an area to burn off the underbrush and 

facilitate the growth of plants that would encourage wild animals to graze, making the animals 

more available for hunting (Christian 194). It is my supposition that this was the precursor to 

modern slash and burn techniques used by many to make forest land available for farming or 

other uses. 

The Paleolithic communities were small and tended to be nomadic. Small family groups 

would live in an area until environmental resources were depleted and then the group would 

move on. Because the journey would take the group into another geographic area, it would be 

some time before they returned to the earlier camp site and the environment would have an 

opportunity to replenish itself. “In harsh environments, knowledge was as crucial as any tool; 

modern anthropological studies indicate that knowledge was highly valued and carefully 

codified and stored in stories, rituals, songs, painting and dances” It is also thought that barter  
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of prestige trade goods and exchange of knowledge occurred as family groups traveled 

(Christian 197). 

According to author Riane Eisler, greater physical strength (of the male) was not the 

criterion for leadership. Religious themes discovered through mortuary rituals from the 

Paleolithic era, cave art and figurines tended to emphasize women’s high social and cultural 

status and women’s relationship with life and death. These themes and artifacts suggest the 

same source from which human life springs is the source of all other life including animals and 

plants. This is interpreted to be the Mother Goddess who played an important role in 

Paleolithic culture and society. These themes “also suggest that our early ancestors recognized 

that we [as humans] and our natural environment are integrally linked parts of the great 

mystery of life and death and that nature must therefore be treated with respect” (Eisler 3). 

Worship of the goddess was a manifestation of that respect for the mystery of life. Gerda 

Lerner writes that there is some evidence of early Neolithic societies where women were well 

respected and may have held positions of responsibility and power. In her book, The Creation 

of Patriarchy, Gerda Lerner cites the presence of female figurines and other artifacts that show 

women with high status (Chapter 1). A little further into this paper we learn that social 

conditions are the mirror against which religious beliefs are located. The status of women in a 

society would be reflected in religious beliefs of that era (Lerner 152). 

I move quickly across thousands of years of history as humanity began rudimentary 

farming and domestication of animals for human use. As the nomads moved around, it is 

thought that some nomads became aware of the value for grass seeds as food since evidence of 

grinding stones has been found. Dated to about 15,000 years ago, the stones were used for 

crushing the seeds. (Christian 228). Herders of sheep and goats continued to be nomadic but 

agriculturists became, of necessity, sedentary. We learned early on that farming was first found 

in the area of Mesopotamia but recent archeology now indicates that farming sprang up in 

multiple areas of civilization at about the same time, about 8,000- 10,000 years ago (Christian 

223). As subsistence farming came into common usage, basic foods were supplemented by 

fishing and hunting. 

Early farming illustrated a fundamental change that came about in the relationship 

between humans and the natural world with the advent of farming (Christian 242). The earliest 

villages were still based on the needs of the farming families and men and women continued to 

be equal partners but as specialization began to take place, expanding family groups developed 

into villages and then towns and cities (Christian 287). Families or persons with more food in 

storage could sell more. This was basic capitalism that led to the expansion of trade routes, and 

7  
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formation of city and village governments which meant that there was someone in 

charge....the beginnings of “kings and bureaucrats” (Diamond 88). Someone in charge meant 

leadership and “many leadership roles involved specialized tasks and skills that explain why 

men occupied them [leadership roles] more often than women, for men were less necessary 

within the household and had more opportunity to take up specialized tasks” (Christian 265) 

and women moved more into the background. According to Gerda Lerner, as the state 

structures became more prevalent, women’s status and roles became less prominent (69). 

David Christian writes that archeological data seen from Mesopotamia about 13,000 to 

15,000 years ago show female infanticide, malnutrition and social differences that came about 

as a result of population outgrowing resources which then brought about social crisis (Christian 

235). There is archeological evidence that the first farmers were less well nourished, were 

smaller in stature and suffered from many diseases. Additionally, the farmers usually died at an 

earlier age than the hunter gatherers (Diamond 105). The use of all available resources slowly 

brought about the domestication of animals including the horse. 

Domestication of animals such as the camel, the horse, sheep and goats improved 

nutrition and gave farmers an additional source of fiber or power to pull rudimentary plows. 

Men were primarily concerned with production of food using the plow and animals while 

women focused on gardening and food gathering. “With this shift to men as agriculturalists 

came a new sense of land as owned by the male family head, passed down through a male line 

of descent” (Reuther 2). Historically, hunting-gathering societies often practiced matrilineal 

descent and communal landholding so this was a major shift in worldview. 

Another major shift in worldview occurred with the domestication of the horse. 

Availability of horses improved transportation and helped to bring about the “physical and 

cultural disruption of Neolithic societies.” (Eisler44). It is speculation based on conjecture and 

artifacts that undergird statements about time frame of early societal disruptions but there is 

evidence of “patterns of disruption” (Eisner 43) to indicate a major change in territory of the 

Indo-Europeans. One author indicates that the precipitating factor for Indo-European migration 

was flooding of the Black Sea about 8,000 years ago (Ford 1). Jared Diamond indicates that the 

precipitating factor for the Indo-European expansion about 6,000 years ago was for reasons of 

food and/or horse based pastoralism (Diamond 369). For whatever reason, using the common 

estimate of about 6,000 years ago, “warriors speaking the Indo-European languages expanded 

their territory from the Asiatic and European northeast to the west” (Eisler 44). About 4,000 

years ago, the expansion of the Indo-European nomadic group was from the European 

northeast to the east toward China and then south into the Mediterranean region (Christian  
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339). The Indo-Europeans were not Indian, who were Dravidians, nor were they the original 

Europeans since they came from the “Asiatic and European Northeast....but the term /Indo- 

European has stuck. It characterizes a long line of invasions from the Asiatic and European 

north by nomadic peoples. Ruled by powerful priests and warriors, they brought with them 

their male gods of war and mountains” (Eisler 44). 

Lerner writes specifically about the transition of religious belief from the goddess to a 

male god in ancient Mesopotamia. The author noticed a consistent pattern of change as the 

mother-goddess figure previously noted in this paper is demoted from the role of goddess and 

then her male son or consort becomes dominant. The dominant son then merges with a storm 

god who morphs into the male creator god who then becomes the god of gods. Where ever 

these changes occur, Lerner notes, “The power of creation and of fertility is transferred from 

the Goddess to the God” (Lerner 145). It is through Lerner that we also learn that social 

conditions are the mirror against which religious beliefs are located. Establishment of strong 

kingship is reflected in the “power and dominance of the male gods” (Lerner 152). The Indo- 

European thunder god always lived somewhere at a higher elevation than the common people, 

usually on a mountain. As each culture assimilated religious beliefs and adapted them to 

particular circumstances, the role of the thunder god expanded and became Zeus (Greek god), 

Indra (Indian god), Perun (in Slavic mythology) or others. All of them associated with thunder 

and mountains (Babaev 3). 

These were the gods of war and mountain ideologies that the Indo-Europeans imposed 

on the way of life on the lands and peoples conquered as Indo-Europeans became “Aryans in 

India, Hittites and Mittani in the Fertile Crescent, Luwains in Anatolia, and Kurgans in Eastern 

Europe, Achaeans and later Dorians in Greece” (Eisler 44). Some believe Indo-European tribes 

spread paternalism because of their beliefs in an aggressive sky god who is male and that 

human male leaders were given the powers of god. The various researchers believe that this 

transition in god image brought about slavery, war and walled cities (Canadian History Directory 

2). 

The practice of taking slaves became more widely accepted during this time. Women’s 

work became associated with the work of slaves when military conquest meant that the men 

were killed and the women were taken as slaves. Women became subject to claims of 

ownership and forced labor. This created another category of humanity considered to be lower 

than the family unit (Lerner qtd by Reuther 2).  
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Although they did take slaves who were without legal rights (Culbreath 1), a great 

exception to the connection of war and patriarchy is with the Celtic tribes. The “Celts were a 

group of peoples that occupied lands stretching from the British Isles to Galatia” (Dalraida 

website). There is clear and strong evidence that show various Celtic women as warriors and 

rulers. Various accounts of Queen Teuta from Galatia indicate a strong powerful woman who 

ruled using the same system of authority that the Celts used: an advisory council of chieftains. 

Even the name of Queen Teuta has been seen as a Celtic word meaning ‘the peoples’ queen’ 

(Ellis 80). The Romans ultimately drove the Celts out of their various lands or assimilated them 

into conquered peoples as the Romans moved the boundaries of their empire to the British 

Isles. It is the Celtic women of Ireland who were able to maintain their position in society until 

the Church made its influence strong in the Isles. 

The Indo-Europeans were not the only warring nomadic tribe. Another famous group of 

nomads were the Hebrews who came and conquered, bringing their god of war with them. The 

common denominator between the two tribes of nomads was a “dominator model of social 

organization: a social system in which male dominance, male violence, and generally hierarchic 

and authoritarian social structure was the norm” (Eisler 45). These two nomadic groups also 

acquired wealth by development and use of technologies of destruction rather than 

technologies of production. 

All the major cultures were war-like by 1000 BCE. This included the Romans, Egyptians, 

Hebrews, Greeks, Crete, Moghuls from Asia, Chinese and others (Eisner, Chapter 4). All over the 

ancient world, war was disintegrating populations as men were set against women and against 

other men. “Wandering over the width and breadth of this disintegrating world, masses of 

refugees were everywhere fleeing their homelands......this was now a world deprived of [the 

values] of the female half of humanity, a world where men and gods of war ruled” (Eisner 58). 

At about the same time, 1000 years before the birth of Christ, an “unknown writer, usually 

called Yahwist, wrote a first history of the [Hebrew] people” (Bible 40) which we know as the 

story of Genesis. Societies and cultures remained predominantly agrarian and increasingly, 

women were considered to be less knowledgeable and not as valuable as men. Women 

continued to be subject to ownership and domination as was the land. The paradigm of 

ownership and domination of women and the land was and continues to be a cultural 

manifestation of dualism.  
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Impact of Dualism 

Many of us are familiar with the dualisms promulgated by Greek philosophers and 

perpetuated by cultures, societies and religions including Christianity. A dualism says that 

someone or thing is better than another person or thing by reason of spiritual value. Heaven is 

of greater value than earth. Body is to be shunned as being the negative of spirit, earth and this 

life having no value because knowledge and the male persona are considered to be superior. 

What is less well known is the fact that early Indo-Europeans created the “bi-polar system” 

(Babaev 3) generations before the Greek philosophers. As a society with Indo-European 

ancestry, dualism would have been inherent in the Greek culture as part of a religious myth 

that explained the wars between the gods of good i.e. thunder, sky, fertility versus the gods of 

evil i.e. the ruler of the underground, Veles, (an Old Russian cattle god) and others (Babaev 3). 

Man/woman, heaven/earth, spirit/body were only some of the dualisms that illustrated 

the continuation of the erosion of respect and relationship found in societies. With the writing 

of Greek philosophers Aristotle and Plato, dualism was given even more credence and was 

assimilated later by several of the early Church Fathers. Some examples of dualism and 

misogyny are taken from a book by Garry Wills. Aristotle wrote: “In terms of nature’s own 

operation, a woman is inferior and a mistake” (qtd in Wills p. 108). Church fathers thought 

much alike the early Greek philosophers. Wills writes: “Saint Bonaventure agreed that since 

only the male was made in the image of God, only the male can receive the godlike office of 

priest. Bonaventure was agreeing with Thomas Aquinas who wrote, “Since any supremacy of 

rank cannot be expressed in the female sex, which has the status of an inferior, that sex cannot 

receive ordination” (Wills 107). According to Wills, Aristotle was the foundation for the thinking 

of St. Thomas Aquinas. Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian also had comments about women 

and Wills quotes them also. Clement wrote, “A woman, considering what her nature is, must be 

ashamed of it.” and Tertullian said, “Women, continuing the role of Eve the temptress, are the 

gateway through which the devil comes” (Wills 109). 

Sheila O’Connell-Roussell, D.Min, professor at Marylhurst University, researched 

additional misogynist comments and connected the attitudes with wife-battering and domestic 

violence. From Sheila, students learned that Confucius stated, “One hundred women are not 

worth a single testicle”. An old Russian proverb states that a “wife isn’t a jug: she won't crack if 

you hit her ten times”. Advice from the pulpit during the Middle Ages was that men should 

“beat their wives and wives should kiss the rod that beats them”. In church history, more than 

1400 years ago there was a church council in Lyon France. There, 43 Catholic bishops and 20  
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other men representing bishops, after a lengthy debate took a vote. The results “were 32 yeas 

and 31 nays. Women were declared human by one vote (O'Connell, handout). 

What is little understood or known is that some of the early Church Fathers did develop 

a theology of creation that was Christo-centric. According to author Sean McDonagh SSC, this 

theology of creation was developed in response to Gnosticism and Manichaeism. Gnostics 

tended to “despise the material world and basic bodily functions like eating and, especially, 

sexuality” (McDonagh 59). Manichaeism was a belief in the absolute dualisms and the material 

world was depicted as deficient and the human and created body was considered intrinsically 

evil. The renowned St. Augustine had been a Manichean for about 8-10 years and then left the 

group but continued to be influenced by their doctrines. As the writings of Augustine became 

better known, his worldview took on the power of authority and the early theology of creation 

was dimmed in response. The writings of Augustine have been influential in Christian theology 

through the ages until the Second Vatican Council in the 1960’s (McDonagh). 

These early interwoven attitudes of ownership and possession of women, land and 

property continued. In Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew, Petruchio “expressed an 

attitude of male ownership over females as chattel, private property. This character proclaims: 

“I will be master of what is mine own, she is my goods, my chattels, she is my house, my 

household stuff, my field, my barn” (qtd in Brennan, 15). Brennan goes on to quote Bonaparte 

who once said “Nature intended women to be our slaves...they are our property; we are not 

theirs. They belong to us, just as a tree that bears fruit belongs to a gardener.” Nietzsche 

declared, “Man must always look on women from the oriental standpoint—as a possession, as 

private property, as something born to serve and be dependent on him” (Brennan, 15). Notice 

the connection of attitudes of power over and domination of both women and the land found 

in these statements. 

As you can see, women have long been considered to be the possession of man to be 

used and abused according to his wishes. This has been a longstanding assumption that gives 

rise to male supremacy and has provided the foundation of many laws that cover female-male 

relationships. This attitude has also provided a foundation and realization for domestic violence 

including rape, wife-battering and other horrible actions. “From early times, men created and 

acted upon the notion that women were licit pieces of property. Women thus became man’s 

first “permanent acquisition”, his first “piece of real property...to take and possess” (Brennan, 

15). 

Is it any wonder that domestic violence is so prevalent globally?  
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In the Present Time 

So, bringing together the history we have just reviewed, what are the implications for 

today? Generally speaking, the implications for the triangle: women, poverty and the land, are 

seen more readily in the developing rather than the developed world. This reflects the reality 

that women in developed nations tend to be separated or “divorced” from immediate land 

connection even though the relationship continues to exist since all material goods come from 

earth in one form or another. The opposite is true for women in developing nations who, on the 

whole, have a direct relationship with the land since many live and work directly on the land or 

with its resources. 

Currently, there are theologians, scripture scholars, eco-feminists and others who see 

the domination of the land and of women as a continuing relationship. Because women are said 

to be ‘closer to nature’ than men, more aligned with body, matter, emotions, and the animal 

worlds and located in the spheres of reproduction, child raising, food preparation, spinning and 

weaving, cleaning of clothes and houses, women continue to be devalued which is reflected in 

public attitudes and values of a culture of male power (Reuther 91). 

The well known scripture scholar, Walter Brueggeman, connects the attitudes of 

possession and domination of women and the land when he writes in his essay “Land: Fertility 

and Justice” that we have “terribly distorted relations between men and women..... distortions 

that combine promiscuity and domination, precluding in both cases loyal, freely held 

covenantal commitments. Likely we shall not correct one of these deathly distortions unless we 

correct both of them. We shall not have a new land ethic until we have a new sexual ethic, free 

of both promiscuity and domination” (Brueggemann 43). We tend to think of these attitudes of 

domination as being found in other countries and not a part of our North American reality but 

Wendell Berry brings American domination to the forefront when he writes: 

“I do not know how exact a case might be made, but it seems to me that there is 

historical parallel, in white American history, between the treatment of the land and the 

treatment of women. The frontier, for instance, was notoriously exploitative of both, and | 

believe for largely the same reasons. Many of the early farmers seem to have worn out farms 

and wives with equal regardlessness, interested in both mainly for what they would produce, 

crops and dollars, labor and sons; they clambered upon their fields and upon their wives, 

struggling for an economic foothold, the having and holding that cannot come until both fields 

and wives are properly cherished” (gtd. in Brueggeman 42).  
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Vandana Shiva makes the connection of poverty to the domination of both women and 

the land and brings it back to the context of the developing world when she writes: “Economic 

growth was a new colonialism, draining resources away from those who need them most” 

writes Ms. Shiva, Indian activist, physicist, ecologist, editor, and author of many books. In India 

she has established Navdanya, a movement for biodiversity conservation and farmers’ rights. 

She goes on to write: “The violation of nature is linked with the violation and marginalization of 

women, especially in the Third World. Women produce and reproduce life not merely 

biologically, but also through their social role in providing sustenance. Historically, when such 

societies (rural cultures) have been colonized and broken up, the men have had to migrate; the 

women, meanwhile, usually continue to be linked to life and nature through their role as 

providers of sustenance, food and water. The privileged access of women to the sustaining 

principle thus has a historical and cultural, not merely biological, basis” (Shiva 71). 

Rosemary Radford Reuther also makes the connection of domination of women and the 

land to poverty and then calls North American women to remember our complicity in the 

dynamic of impoverishment. Theologian Reuther, in the introduction to her book “Women 

Healing Earth”, writes that “women from Asia, Africa, and Latin America are much less likely to 

forget, unlike Northern women, that the base line of domination of nature and of women is 

impoverishment; the impoverishment of the majority of their people, particularly women and 

children, and the impoverishment of the land.....we need to keep our own eyes on what for us 

is a less visible relationship between oppression of women and poverty (the poverty of the 

majority of people, especially women and children), the impoverishment of the soil, pollution of 

the air and water-these shrinking means of basic survival for those struggling to live in a 

subsistence economy under and marginalized from the dominant global system of power and 

profits”. This global reality means we also have to be more truthful about who we are within 

this system (6-7). 

It is within that past two hundred years that poverty has become as wide spread and 

deep as it is currently experienced around the globe. 

Major Poverty Shifts 

A major concurrent wave of urbanization occurred with the industrial revolution as 

people moved from the farms into the cities to take advantage of new jobs and holding the 

dream of providing an improved quality of life. The land was the source of new income as 

resources such as coal were ripped from the earth to provide the energy for new industries. 

Technology increased with the invention of the steam engine. Each new mode of technology  
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demanded more from the planet (Sachs Chapter 2). Gender roles and family structures 

experienced major shifts during this point of history. It is my surmise that as families moved off 

the farms into the cities, there was a general lack of ability to feed them. Families became 

increasingly dependent on specialization and trade without basic education and training to 

assist them. 

Another result of the industrial revolution was felt among indigenous cultures and 

societies when European colonizers diverted the native agriculture to grow target crops (sugar 

cane and tobacco for example) that were valuable in Europe. Poor farming techniques such as 

not rotating the crops depleted the soil and reduced crop yields. Mono cropping also made the 

colonized countries’ economies wholly dependent on European markets and the fluctuations in 

cash-crop prices. In addition, settlers caused heavy environmental damage by mining and 

deforesting the land (Thompson Gale 3), thereby increasing poverty levels in indigenous 

cultures. 

In the American past, many of the indigenous peoples were dependent upon buffalo for 

food, shelter and clothing. The buffalo were slaughtered, wild game depleted and Native 

American gardens were burned by warring tribes or more specifically by invading settlers and 

armies, thereby threatening local native populations and shifting entire populations into 

poverty and spiritual deprivation. Among Native American populations, the word ‘genocide” is 

used concerning the ongoing movement against Native American indigenous that continues 

even today. 

It is known that environmental racism is a constant reality for many Native American 

nations. Pollutants are migrating into the air and water of many reservations, posing a toxic, 

lethal threat to the people living nearby. “Cyanide heap-leach mining in Montana is polluting 

water on the Fort Belknap reservation [where one of our Sisters of Providence lives and works]. 

Radioactive pollution and toxic waste from the Hanford nuclear weapons plant threaten all 

tribes who depend on the Columbia River” which flows from British Columbia through the 

Pacific Northwest as a boundary between the states of Oregon and Washington. The great river 

then flows into the Pacific Ocean (Brook, 1, 5). The possibility of nuclear waste storage at Yucca 

Mountain is another well known instance of government taking advantage of one of the 

American indigenous nations. There are signs of hope for Native American nations as they 

struggle to reclaim their heritage but their respcnse to environmental and economic peril is a 

paper unto itself.  
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Currently, developing nations are in the ironic position of importing needed food 

supplies while at the same time, exporting a big percentage of their agricultural yield. With this 

historical background, some of these developing counties are unable to build an economy 

independent and free of European and United States patterns of consumption and demand 

(Thompson Gale 3). An example of this dynamic was the focus of a BBC article. 

On June 18, 2008 British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) published an article that 

quoted two major industrialists in India. In essence, they were remarking that India has made 

great strides in its ability to feed the people of the nation. The downside of the current 

agricultural reality in India is that of huge economic disparities among the people. Literally 

millions of people are destitute and hungry while India has become the worlds’ largest 

producer of milk and is ranked number 2 in the world for production of fruits and vegetables. 

Both industrialists felt that India’s involvement in future trade talks need to protect the 

vulnerability of the countries subsistence farmers as the government fostered new agricultural 

techniques (Upadhyay 1). These sentiments are echoes of talks given and papers written by 

Vandana Shiva that are noted later in this paper. 

Globalization is considered by many to be a major reason for current shifts in poverty. 

For some economists, the connection of globalization to the deepening of poverty is tenuous at 

best and various economists feel that globalization is a catchall when the deepening of poverty 

within a country is more due to the transitions instigated by the government of a particular 

country (Lechner 2). It is widely understood that the gap between the rich and the poor has 

widened but the general interpretation is that globalization’s impacts on trade will demonstrate 

more disparity within a country when there is a segment of the population who are unable to 

benefit from the advantages brought about by increased trade on the global level. 

Lack of education is a primary factor in deepening poverty and inability to benefit from 

globalization and increased trade. Internal national realities including laws, investments and 

education on finances, credit availability, personal health, and soil/environmental degradation 

are all contributors to the crisis of the worlds’ poor (Nesvisky). Indeed, poverty is more than 

economic lack of income. 

Norbert Henninger of the World Resources Institute states: “You simply cannot address 

environmental problems without tackling issues of poverty as well” (Runyan, 1). Henninger 

considers poverty to be one of the biggest environmental issues confronting the next century.  
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Effects of Poverty 

Women and the land are so intrinsically connected that both are interwoven in and 

through the reality of destitution and dire poverty. According to The People’s Movement for 

Human Rights Education, women are the majority of the more than 1 billion people who live in 

poverty around the world. “When a woman faces a lack of access to adequate housing, food or 

health care, her human rights are violated. When she lives in an unsafe and unhealthy 

environment or lacks access to clean water, she is not enjoying her fundamental human rights 

to a life of dignity and to an adequate standard of living” (PDHRE 1). 

The United Nations echoes this actuality when they state that the world’s poor depend 

critically on fertile soil, clean water and healthy ecosystems for their livelihoods. Their well- 

being is directly linked to sustainable use of natural resources. Consequently, environmental 

degradation undermines the capacity of poor people to meet their daily needs (UNEP website). 

Poverty itself has an impact on the environment, especially in areas where the economically 

poor must rely on wood for cooking and heat, and subsistence farming. Lack of basic education 

does not facilitate journeys of upward mobility or even good health. The destitute are so 

disadvantaged that change requires maximum assistance and may not be entirely possible. The 

beautiful island nation of Haiti is an unfortunate example of a nation of people so poor there 

are no longer any forests or many farms because environmental resources have been used to 

take care of immediate needs without any planning for the future. The situation of the poor 

and desperate is similar around the globe. 

Examples of the Triangle: Women, Environment and Poverty 

In January, 2008 | was able to experience a journey of discovery in India. While there, 

my tour group and | visited many grassroots projects demonstrating the Gandhian principles of 

non-violence involving humanity and creation. Because of this experience, | will be using 

examples of the interconnection of women, the land and poverty primarily from India. 

January, 2005, a report was issued by the Research Foundation for Science, Technology 

and Ecology located in India. This report was at the instigation of the National Commission for 

Women [in India] and is titled: “Impact of WTO (World Trade Organization) on Women in 

Agriculture”. Poornima Advani, Chairperson of the National Commission writes in the forward 

of this report: “ Most farm operations in India are women-centered. Food security depends on 

women’s work, women’s knowledge, and women’s skills—in seed saving, in agricultural 

production, in food processing, in local marketing, in cooking. Women are the providers of 

food, and custodians of the heritage of biodiversity of crops and cultural diversity of food.  
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Women’s status, power, relevance is, therefore, being impacted by WTO rules at every level of 

the food chain” (Advani VI). 

Patenting of life-forms by multi-national corporations has major implications for 

farmers but especially women in developing nations and has become more prevalent since the 

origin of the TRIPS agreement. The Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) 

agreement came into existence as a component of the Marrakesh Agreement which 

established the World Trade Organization and refers to the rights given to persons and dealing 

with their creativity, what they are able to produce from their own essence or mind 

(WTO/TRIPS). The attempt by several multi-national corporations, using the TRIPS agreement, 

to patent the seed germ of the Neem tree, Basmati rice and a special variety of Indian wheat 

are considered by many to be bio-piracy....a stealing of agricultural knowledge and traditional 

practice that is not theirs to take. The premise for this statement is that the oil from the Neem 

tree, Basmati rice and Indian wheat have been grown, produced and used by Indian farmers for 

hundreds, if not thousands, of years and are part of traditional farming. According to Ms 

Advani, the Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights Agreement is transferring control over 

knowledge of seed and biodiversity from rural women to global corporations. “The cases of the 

bio-piracy of Neem, Basmati, and wheat are not just cases of attempts to transfer the heritage 

of the southern hemisphere nations to the northern hemisphere. They are cases of usurping 

the knowledge and expertise of women. The industrialized, corporatized agriculture promoted 

by the Agreement is robbing women of livelihoods in food production and food processing” 

(Advani VI). 

The summary of this 150+ page report concludes that there are four distinct reasons 

why the WTO rules and policies of trade liberalization in the agriculture sector had an impact on 

women in India. In essence, these reasons are: 1} Women have been and are the primary seed 

keepers and processors from seed to the kitchen. The Agreement on Agriculture impacts 

women’s livelihood and income security, and also has secondary impacts on terms of increased 

violence against women. 2} Women bear disproportionate costs of displacement and the health 

hazards brought about by shifting agriculture to a chemical intensive system. 3} Gender 

discrimination means that women get lower returns for their work and carry a heavier burden 

in food production. 4} Women’s position vis-a-vis WTO is increasingly vulnerable because as the 

livelihood and incomes of farmers in general, and women agriculturists in particular are eroded, 

women are displaced from productive roles, and their status is further devalued. The 

patriarchal power of those who control assets and benefit from asset transfer due to  
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globalization is increased and other social processes are triggered which result in increased 

violence against women (Shiva, Jalees ix). 

“Violence associated with displacement, devaluation and disempowerment of women 

takes the form of intensive violence, increasing incidences of rape, the epidemic of female 

feticide, and growth in trafficking of women. Women also bear the ultimate burden of farm 

suicides since they are left to look after their households without assets but with the burden of 

indebtedness” (Shiva, Jalees ix). These are manifestations of social crises as earlier noted on 

page 7. The patterns repeat themselves over time and culture. 

Another symptom of social crisis, environmental refugees is a growing factor in poverty 

and migration of women and children, and reflecting environmental destruction. Although not 

thought of in terms of “environmental refugee”, the first large movement of people in the 

United States came with the Oklahoma dust bowl in the 1930’s. In the 1970's, the Love Canal 

forced the first toxic waste refugees in this country. At this New York site, a chemical company 

had buried large amounts of chemical waste. Multiple illnesses and many types of birth defects 

were common and the government ultimately relocated several thousand citizens (Brown 100). 

Not confined to the United States, a recent article in “Ecologist” outlined the trauma to 

families and the islands they live on as global climate change brings about new environmental 

refugees in Asia. About one- third of the Sundarbans Islands lie in India and two-thirds in 

Bangladesh. 

“Scientists believe the Ghorama islanders’ fate is being sealed 2,000 km away from the 

islands, at the source of the Ganges, where the Himalayan glaciers are melting faster than ever 

before and the islands are bearing the brunt. 

Lohachara Island, once visible from Ghorama, two kilometers to the East, is already 

gone beneath the waves, succumbing to the ocean five years ago. The disappearance of the 

island left more than 7,000 people homeless. To the north, Sager, the largest of India’s 

Sundarbans Islands, already houses 20,000 refugees from the tides (McDougal 27). 

The same article begins by saying that the villagers of Ghorama Island—including the 

women, daily attempt to prop up the soft, black clay mud fortress that resembles a crude sea 

dyke(McDougall) as they attempt to keep the sea from encroaching upon any additional land 

on the island. Each rising tide removes part or the entire dyke and it must be rebuilt. In the 

meantime, to deal with all the refugees, India has been quietly building a fence, consisting of  
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two rows “of 10 foot high barbed wire barriers, the posts studded with ugly spikes” 

(McDougall), between themselves and Bangladesh to keep out the unwanted refugees. 

From an email | received March, 2008 | learned through an essay written by Shashi 

Tharoor: “Our teeming cities overflow while two out of three Indians still scratch a living from 

the soil....600 million Indians still have no access to electricity and there are daily power cuts 

even in the nation’s capital.......Though we have more dollar billionaires than in any country in 

Asia, we also have 260 million people living below the poverty line. And it’s not the World 

Bank’s poverty line of $1 a day, but the Indian poverty line of Rs 360 a month or 30 cents a day- 

--in other words, a line that’s been drawn just this side of the funeral pyre” (Tharoor 3). 

Destruction and abuse of the environment has brought about major life adjustments for 

women and their families. Not only has their livelihood been often appropriated by multi- 

national corporations but families are increasingly forced to migrate due to devastating 

environmental conditions. The specter of hunger is an everyday fact for countless hundreds of 

millions of people around the globe. 

Signs of Hope for Women, Children and the Environment 

In India, the principles of non-violence promulgated by the Mahatma are often 

instigators of action in the grass-roots level. “His emphasis on simplicity-the idea that adding 

complexity is not progress; on non-violence--that violence in any form cannot lead to lasting 

peace or reconstruction; on the dignity, or even the sanctity, of labor; on the importance of 

human values-that nothing that compromises a person’s humanity is acceptable; that poverty is 

wrong because it is violent; it does not respect human labor, strips a person of his or her 

humanity, and takes away their freedom” (Bhatt 8). In addition, Gandhi felt that “Salvation is 

when we reach the mountaintop: when we become one with creation and creation becomes 

one with us. Understanding is reached when we learn who we are and what our role is in all of 

creation. In our arrogance, we believe that humans are not a part of nature. We are here to 

conquer nature. In our attempt to conquer nature, we are destroying our habitat and cannot 

expect to survive for very long” (Gandhi 38). He then later said that as we become one with 

nature we will understand who we are and why we are here (Gandhi). 

According to a 2007 article in the Hindu Business Line, women “are the major 

stakeholders in organic agriculture, precisely because they are the worst victims of inorganic 

agriculture or chemical farming......For millions of rural Indian women, organic agriculture offers 

escape from the three demons of debt, disease and destitution......Today, thanks to a 

community-driven watershed management-cum-organic farming project implemented over 15 

20  



EL 545 WO08 Showalter 

years, one village [located in an arid corner of Rajasthan] manages two crops a year and at least 

one crop even in a really bad drought year and maintains large herds of milch cattle. No one 

ever goes hungry or thirsty” (Kang 1). The use of crop rotation, bio-inputs (compost), water- 

harvesting, animal husbandry, development and maintenance of pastures and wildlife 

preserves are all part of an integrated organic management system according to the same 

article. 

Another example of women coming together is a group of women known as the Dalit 

Women Power who have organized a program for organic farming in Northern India. 

Historically, there has been a caste system functioning in India that delineated social status and 

life possibilities. The top layer of the caste system was occupied by the Brahmin. At the very 

bottom of society were the Dalit who used to be known as the “untouchables”. Because they 

were outcasts from society, the Dalit were ostracized and blocked from any opportunities for 

personal or family advancement including education and jobs. Poverty status is at destitution 

levels. This social and cultural background indicates the great courage of the Dalit women who 

came together to help themselves by organizing the program. The “Dalit farmers are often so 

poor that they cannot afford expensive fertilizers and pesticides....Sustainable organic farming 

is ideal for these poor areas: it is environmentally sound, requires very little money, and is 

labour intensive. Done right, organic agriculture can bring high yields and provide the people 

and their children with healthy, nutritious food....while improving soil fertility” (Dalit 1). As 

these hard working women continue their programs of organic gardening, they are practicing a 

form of non-violence. Using natural organic components to enrich the soil is considered to be in 

rhythm with Earth and non violent toward creation and humanity. Use of compost, worm bins 

(vermiculture) and mulch is an effective non-violent method of farming that does not introduce 

additional poisons to the land by the use of pesticides and herbicides which are considered 

violent to creation. In addition, with the earth friendly methods of farming, the women are 

elevating themselves and their families out of the violence of poverty and self disrespect. 

During the day belonging to New Year’s Eve, my tour group was bused to Women’s India 

Trust (WIT) to visit projects developed to educate women and help them help themselves out 

of poverty. Women are being given a vocational education in the art of block and screen 

printing, tailoring, toy-making, embroidery, making of jams, jellies and pickles or training as 

teachers’ aid and nurse midwives. Block and screen printing is done using cotton fabric from 

cotton grown in the country. According to the Pesticide Action Network of North America 

(PANNA), cotton “uses more insecticides than any other single crop and epitomizes the worst 

effects of chemically dependent agriculture. Each year, cotton producers around the world use 
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nearly $2.6 billion worth of pesticides—more than 10% of the worlds pesticides and nearly 25% 

of the world’s insecticides” (PANNA 1). The use of cotton enables women to bring themselves 

and their families out of poverty. Chemicals applied in each stage of the process, in the fields 

and in the manufacturing of the fabric, are ultimately absorbed by the body of the women who 

sew. Absorption of the chemicals has environmental and human physiological repercussions 

that include chemical presence in the milk of lactating mothers (Lackman 2). In the United 

States, “it takes nearly a third of a pound of chemicals to grow enough cotton for just one t- 

shirt”(Lackman 1. 

Vegetable 

based dyes 

are used at 

WIT and the 

imprint blocks 

are hand 

carved out of 

wood and 

purchased in 

the local 

market place. 

Fruits, 

cucumbers, 

sugar for jams 

and pickles 

are all grown 

nearby with 

the use of pesticides, herbicides and chemical fertilizers. Toys are usually small animals made of 

felted cotton and stuffed with loose cotton. Again, the cotton is grown in the country and with 

the use of pesticides and chemical fertilizers. Women's India Trust has a program that will send 

instructors into the homes of women. This is important due to water issues. Frequently, 100 to 

250 families will use one water tap and the woman will spend hours of her day traveling to the 

sources of water, waiting in line and then carrying water home. There is no time to travel 

elsewhere for an education.  
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Once the women gain proficiency in the particular area, WIT will pay them a piece rate 

for the work they do. WIT has several retail outlets that will allow them to sell the toys, jams, 

pickles, embroidered works and so forth. It has been consistently discovered that when the 

wives began to improve their education and income male family members, husbands, fathers 

or sons, complain because they feel that the women are to be at home caring for the family and 

house. At times, this will erupt into domestic violence (Showalter 2). The women are coming 

out of poverty by learning a trade but most are heavily dependent on the use of earth’s 

resources and chemical usage. Women’s India Trust is a mixed blessing. The principle of non- 

violence toward humanity and bringing entire families out of poverty with possibilities of adult 

and childhood education are not to be scoffed at and is imperative in today’s global world. The 

next imperative for WIT, to be fully non-violent to the environment, is the need to adjust the 

programs to include organic cotton and the addition of pesticide free sugar, fruits and 

cucumbers for their canned jams, jellies and pickles. 

Another example of the Gandhian principles of non-violence, Avani School, gardens 

seen on the 

left, works 

with 

children who 

have been 

trafficked, 

usually by 

their 

families, into 

work 

situations of 
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construction, sex trade, bar and hotel help and more because the families need the income. 

After Avani becomes involved, the children are sometimes abandoned to Avani. The School will 

house and feed the children while they are given an education in song, dance, reading, writing 

and organic gardening. The idea of organic gardening is to enable them to feed themselves 

without expending non-existent funds for pesticides and artificial fertilizers. Organic gardening 

includes composting and vermiculture which the use of worm bins. In addition, students are 

taught to recycle. Supporters and administration of the school have hopes for the future of the 

school, eventually being able to expand onto a bigger piece of land where the garden can be 

made larger. Solar panels are envisioned to supply energy for the new dormitories. The number 

of children the school could take at any one time would more than double. Currently, Avani is 

only able to care for 20 children (Gandhi Foundation Video). Listening to the stories of the 

children is a heart wrenching experience and yet a joy, knowing the hope for the future that the 

children now have. 

The Sabarmati 

Ashram, also in 

Ahmadabad, has 

several programs 

designed to illustrate 

the Gandhian 

principles of non- 

violence toward 

creation. The first 

program is making 

paper. Collecting 

scraps of cotton cloth 

from local tailors 

recycles the cotton 

scraps. The scraps are 

sorted by color and 

shredded. Then the 

shreds are placed in a 

vat with vegetable 

based, non-chemical 

bleach (photo on right) 

and allowed to soften  
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and partially disintegrate. The fibers are then moved to a second vat for rinsing and then to a 

third vat (all done by hand) to be rinsed again and placed into square forms where the fibers 

drain and eventually dry into cotton fiber paper. Vegetable dyes can be added and the dried 

paper is shaped into booklets, journals and other uses for paper. This process is an excellent 

method of recycling the resources of a country. The process uses all the available fiber in an 

organic method which does no violence to the environment. There is no information available 

that describes the amount of the original chemicals left from the growing process that may 

continue to be in the paper. 

Another action of non-violence toward the environment is in the making of Neem soap. 

The trees are grown specifically for this purpose and the components, especially the oils from 

the leaves, of the soap are all natural without any chemicals added to the process of production 

or the final bar of soap. Neem soap is a product used for hundreds if not thousands of years by 

Indian women and the soap making process is considered to be part of the cultural and 

traditional knowledge of Indian women and farmers. Neem soap a natural insecticide but is also 

prized by the women of India for its softening action on the skin. 

A great sign of hope and non-violence for women and ultimately their families is the Self 

Employed Women’s Association known as SEWA. This organization was formed April, 1972 for 

the benefit of the sector of women working in the irregular economy. These women are rag 

pickers, fruit vendors, embroiders, gum pickers (tapping the sap of the gum tree), and more 

(Bhatt 10). As members of SEWA, the women are able to access organizational help for the 

vagaries of trying to earn an income with work that is irregular. At times, assistance means help 

finding a good location at the market or it may entail finding a buyer for piece goods produced 

in the home. 

SEWA opened its own bank in 1974 with the outside support of women’s financial 

institutions from New York and Canada. Together, they opened the Indian School of 

Microfinance for Women. SEWA bank has many helpful functioning programs but one that 

captured my attention is the program to finance solar and biogas products for women vendors 

and home use. SEWA partnered with another organization in Project URJA. The project is 

responsible for designing and building products operated by solar and biogas energy. For about 

10 rupees (approximately 27 cents) a month a woman can purchase a solar lamp that allows 

her to keep her shop open after dark or to continue working in her home after the sun sets. 

Most of the customers do not have access to electricity but use of the solar lamps does lessen 

their reliance on natural gas or wood. Solar lanterns are also greatly needed and used by nurse 

midwives who, before buying the lanterns, were delivering babies in the dark. The use of the 
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lanterns has resulted in safer deliveries for both mother and child. Solar cooking reduces the 

reliance on coal or wood that is usually used for cooking and is cleaner and safer to use, 

especially in small, cramped areas. The women are also shown how to use biogas made from 

cow dung. Biogas is a productive use of the dung and the residual waste can then be put on the 

garden. 

Because many women are busy working in the fields or in the home, the bank will send 

a representative to the field or to the home in order assist the woman to do her banking, at 

times even teaching them how to sign their own name. At the market in Ahmadabad, the 

farmers sell their produce to an intermediary who will then sell it to the vendors. Photo at left is 

4 4 % g= farmers at the market in 

Ahmadabad. One popular 

intermediary is a woman who 

made a small loan from SEWA 

to purchase an electronic 

scale. The farmers appreciate 

the electronic system, knowing 

that they are not being 

cheated when they sell their 

produce. SEWA has improved 

the quality of life for many 

women and their families with 

{2 
i y: 

their innovative programs 

(Showalter 8). 

A major global activist 

on behalf of the environment 

and women is Dr. Vandana 

Shiva who founded the 

Research Foundation for 

Science, Technology and 

Ecology (RFSTE) located in 

India. Navdanya is the 

biodiversity, seed conservation and organic farming program founded by RFSTE in 1987 and is 

found in Dehradun which is in Northern India. (Bija).  
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Navdanya has a seed bank and has formed a network of more than 30 seed banks 

throughout the nation. At the research center, there is a professional research team looking at 

combinations of mulch, compost and plant varieties to see which combination produces the 
Ty Fa 

kK Pa. 

best ercropping, composting and 

vermiculture and research the best methods and combinations for optimal results. Photo above 

is of the test plots at Navdanya. Organic gardening and natural gardening is a response to the 

huge number of farmer suicides in India and an effort to preserve a traditional way of life for 

everyone who is interested in traditional and organic farming. While | was traveling in India, the 

suicide rate for farmers was 4 per day. Due to many factors such as reduced market price for 

crops and increased cost for pesticides and chemical fertilizer, the farmers are faced with huge 

debts they are unable to pay. Many commit suicide by drinking the very pesticide for which 

they cannot pay. The focus by Navdanya on organic is so that a farmer need not spend scarce 

resources to raise his crops: no need to buy pesticides, herbicides or chemical fertilizers which 

means no debt. Eventually, the organic label and trade will increase enough to increase market 

price for the farmers’ product. In March, 2008, the federal government of India decided to 
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forgive the debt of the small (less than 2 hectare) farmers. The hope of the government is to 

alleviate and stop the suicides (BBC News). Even at a cost of $15 billion USD, some fear it may 

be too little effort, too late. 

The organic method of farming is considered to be non-violent farming due to farming 

without the use of chemicals of any kind. Chemicals kill the life within the soil and are found 

within the food produced. Additionally, purchase of agricultural chemicals is a source of unpaid 

debt bringing about many farmer suicides. For all of these reasons, organic and chemical free 

farming is considered to be non-violent. It is felt that non-chemical farming shows respect to all 

of the resources of the planet. According to a Navdanya brochure the organization was born of 

the quest for methods of non violent farming that would protect human life, the planet and the 

great biodiversity found within the Indian nation. As you walk the grounds of the farm and visit 

the laboratory, each of the goals is evident. The research center is a place of peace and life 

(Showalter 10). 

Another outreach of the Research Foundation for Science, Technology and Ecology 

center (RFSTE) is the sponsorship of a program for women called Diverse Women for Diversity. 

This outreach promotes a global campaign of women for biodiversity, cultural diversity and 

food security. This organization clearly echoes women's voices that reach from the local and 

grassroots level to global and international negotiations. Diverse Women for Diversity seeks to 

strengthen women's grassroots movements and provide women with a common platform to air 

their views. Over the years, this association of women has evolved a non-violent resistance and 

opposition to globalization, genetic engineering and patents on life forms/bio-piracy (Navdanya 

website). 

Because Food Summits, WTO meetings, World Bank meetings and so forth are usually 

attended by heads of states, governments and corporations, Diverse Women for Diversity 

provided the alternative voice of women from the grassroots level “at the World Food Summit 

in Rome (1996) WTO meetings in Seattle in 1999, World Bank Meetings in Prague in 2000, the 

Convention on Biological Diversity in Bratislava (1998) and Nairobi (2000) and Rio+10 at 

Johannesburg (2002)” (Navdanya 10). It was the World Bank who coined the term, “Developing 

Nations”. This term is used to describe the GDP or Gross Domestic Product of a country. Using 

the term GDP is truthfully inappropriate to describe the economy in the Southern nations since 

the term does not take into effect the income of work done in the home. For many reasons, 

working in the home is a much more prevalent method of earning income for women in the 

Southern nations (Cobb et. all 6).  
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Outside of India, in the Philippines, Bazurashop is working with a women’s co-op which 

has introduced the Livelihood Project assisted by the local village council. Having little capital, 

the women found an inventive way to support themselves. Every day, local school children 

collect over 50,000 used drink containers, called doy packs, from the city landfill. The doy packs 

are then sold to the women’s co-op. After sanitizing the juice packs, the women sew them 

together into attractive, multi-functional and durable bags (Bazurashop website). An indicator 

of the poverty in the Philippines, the children can be seen rummaging in the landfill for food, 

clothing and anything to sell to support themselves and assist their families. While not ideal 

that children forage the landfill, by selling the juice packs hungry children are provided with 

funds for food. The Bazura Shop and other commercial entities can be found on the Internet 

selling the same or similar bags. 

Improvement in the global status of women and the land has begun. But many women 

continue to courageously struggle daily against economic and global forces to reclaim and 

maintain their land heritage and rights. They cannot do it alone. Success is seen one project at a 

time as has been illustrated earlier in this paper but what is needed overall is systemic change. 

How to be the catalyst for systemic change is a major challenge for everyone. 

To What am | Called? 

It is my firm belief that major life experiences are not specifically for the individual but 

for the good of the whole, especially when | consider the experiences of the India journey along 

with past trips to Haiti and El Salvador, coupled with the documents of my congregation and 

the Earth Charter. As | reflect on the documents, there are areas of congruence. 

Earth Charter 

Theological reflection calls me to examine portions of the Earth Charter but especially: 

#9. Eradicate poverty as an ethical, social, and environmental imperative. 

#10. Ensure that economic activities and institutions at all levels promote human 

development in an equitable and sustainable manner. 

#11. Affirm gender equality and equity as prerequisites to sustainable development and 

ensure universal access to education, health care and economic opportunity.  
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e #12. Uphold the right of all, without discrimination, to a natural and social environment 

supportive of human dignity, bodily health, and spiritual well-being, with special 

attention to the rights of indigenous peoples and minorities. 

Constitution and Rules of the Sisters of Providence 

The Constitution and Rules of the Congregation were formally approved and 

promulgated in 1985. They prove to be a document ahead of its time concerning the 

environment, women and children. 

C 7 The mission of our community is to proclaim Providence as the loving presence of 

God, watchful over the created universe, attentive to the needs of all, active in us and 

through us. 

R 9.1 For the Sisters of Providence, the poor are those for whom the Lord has a love of 

predilection: persons and groups whose basic needs are not met, and victims of 

injustice, especially the rejected, the marginalized, the voiceless (which now includes 

Earth). 

C 10 Our apostolic life binds us to each other and to all the people of God, especially the 

poor. Responsive to the Spirit, we are always in search of better ways to incarnate the 

Providence of God in our lives. 

C 26. Attention to the needs of the poor and to situations of injustice which oppress 

them arouses in us a concern for the demands of social justice. We therefore consider it 

a duty to promote human dignity by acts of solidarity with persons and groups, sharing 

what we have with them, even to the point of risking our own security. 

R 26.1 We view natural resources as an occasion to praise God's Providence, and we 

promote the responsible use of goods that belong to all of humanity. 

R 26.2. In our response to the call to social justice, we strive to eliminate the causes of 

poverty according to our possibilities. 

General Chapter, 2007 Orientations 

Every five years, a gathering of representative Sisters of Providence in ministry around 

the globe occurs to set the direction of the entire congregation for the following five years. 

Montreal, Canada was the site of the 2007 General Chapter. From the 2007 chapter came two 
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affirmations and five directions. One affirmation and two of the directions have special 

meaning for me at this time. They are: 

e We Affirm: 

* We live in a world of communications which facilitate networking and 

collaboration with laity, the Providence Associates and organizations 

which share our objectives. 

e We Commit: 

* 4. Promote reconciliation by engaging in concrete actions for healing, 

justice, unity, and peace. 

5. Respond actively to the cry of the poor, especially women, children 

and the Earth, in light of the Earth Charter and our Constitutions. (e.g. C7, 

C10, C26, R26.1, R26.2). 

During General Chapter of the Sisters of Providence, 2007, Sr. Kathryn Rutan S.P., 

General Superior, reminded us that the living organism that is our Congregation is today’s 

manifestation of the “deep story” or “charismatic evangelical encounter” with God as it was 

lived and manifested by our foundress, Blessed Emilie Gamelin. Sr. Kathryn said at one point: 

“Opening ourselves to this God of love [that we call Providence], we enter into the sacredness 

and communion of all life and we experience the creating, integrating and transforming power 

of love active in us and thorough us. The story rises up in us and the encounter with our socio- 

cultural reality is the expression of prophetic and compassionate solidarity: The Love of Christ 

Impels Us” (Rutan 5). 

Praying with our documents and with openness to the call of Providence, we use the 

process of theological reflection and social analysis to bring together aspects of human history 

and experience; social, cultural, political, and economic realities. With prayer, active listening, 

and personal beliefs, we are impelled to action (Killen, deBeer). In bringing this together we 

attempt to discover God's call in our lives for this particular incidence or need. Knowing this as 

a Sister of Providence, | ask: “To what am | called”? My passion for the land and the alleviation 

of the triangle of oppression and domination of women and the environment, coupled with 

ongoing poverty for many women are pulling the strings of my heart. Is this my own “deep 

story”? Continued theological reflection will lead me to the answer.  
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In a workshop format, in addition to stretch breaks, there would be times (breakout 

sessions) of personal and communal reflection and sharing with others seated at the same 

table. At the end of the workshop, the participants at each table would be invited to have 

someone from their table seating group to come to the microphones and share with the large 

group any comments the participants would like to share with the group as a whole. Questions 

are provided to stimulate the thought process. 

Breakout Session #1 

For personal reflection and small group sharing: 

1). How do your own needs and desires impact the environment? 

2). What are the connections between land, women and poverty that you see in your 

region where you live or work? 

Breakout Session #2 

For personal reflection and small group sharing: 

1). What examples of grassroots projects by and for women are you aware of in your 

region? How do these projects impact poverty and the environment? 

2). Are you aware of any signs of hope in your region? What are they? 

 



Breakout Session #3 

For reflection, small group sharing and then table talk to be shared with larger group. 

Microphones are available for large group sharing. 

1). Keeping in mind what we have heard today and in the spirit of theological reflection 

and our congregational documents, are we being called to a particular action? 

2). If so, what is it? 
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