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Beyond Cynical:
Mary Daly and Vine Deloria, Jr. and the Rejection of Christianity

	Liberation theology often criticizes classical theology for its failure to recognize the immediate physical and psychological suffering of the oppressed. Liberation theologians want full equality for all people, and take up a particular demographic experience to inform the work. Though Mary Daly and Vine Deloria have theologies that advocate for the liberation of women and all people, they break entirely with both classical and liberation theology. They find that the institution of Christianity, even among liberation theology, perpetuates oppression by refusing to deal with and eradicate the root cause of that oppression: systemic injustice manifest in patriarchy and Western thought. For true liberation to occur, the systems and traditions of oppression must be completely rejected. With aggressive language, Daly rejects theology as a harmful element of Western thought and the Christian tradition, but Deloria extends that even further by rejecting the entire system of Western thought, including science and philosophy. Though both thinkers are post-Christian, Deloria makes a more comprehensive, and I argue more hopeful, rejection of Christianity than Daly.
	While Beyond God the Father is not Daly’s most explicitly post-Christian work, in it she rejects Christianity on the premise that it is harmful to women. She claims that language and symbolism are the primary ways that patriarchy is embedded in the tradition, thereby hurting women both inside and outside of the tradition. Daly cuts out the masculine language and symbolism of Christianity, what she calls the “castration” of tradition. Simply changing the symbols to be more inclusive is not sufficient because the symbols are so deeply engrained in the tradition that they would never fully lose the patriarchal symbolism. She identifies and explains why three aspects of Christianity that need to be emasculated: “Exclusively masculine symbolism for God, for the notion of divine ‘incarnation’ in human nature, and for the human relationship to God reinforce sexual hierarchies.”[footnoteRef:1] She dedicates chapters of the book to each of these topics, going in to detail about how conceptualizing of God as Father, Jesus as the male incarnation of a male God, and the maleness of relationship to God exclude women from fully and equally participating in Christianity. Daly wants the harmful language to be eradicated from Christianity since the still-current symbols and tradition prohibit women from seeing and experiencing themselves as an equal part of the tradition.  [1: 	 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973), 4. 
] 

	As one example of this from our readings, Daly rejects the phallocentric doctrines of Jesus. Jesus existed as a man and continues to be thought of solely in male symbolism. This has prevented women from identifying with the salvific power of Christ, from serving in leadership positions in many churches, and from fully experiencing God.[footnoteRef:2] Women in the tradition are instead identified with the cause of sin in Eve, and thus are never identified with salvation. But the oppression of women in the symbol of Christ is twofold. Women are expected to sacrifice themselves, to live holy and just lives in the model of Christ that serve the patriarchy, even though they are only identified with sin in the Bible and in tradition.[footnoteRef:3] They are forced to identify with both the victim and the cause of evil in the world.  [2: 	 ibid., 5.
]  [3: 	 ibid., 77. 
] 

	But perhaps the most subtle and holistic rejection is her refusal to use the word theology.[footnoteRef:4] The title of the book does not advertise itself as theology but instead as philosophy. The word philosophy also carries patriarchal connotations since philosophy and reason for centuries were seen to be in the men’s realm while domesticity and physicality were in the women’s realm. She recognizes the patriarchal nature of philosophy, but still uses the term in titling her book.[footnoteRef:5] This shows that while Daly firmly rejects patriarchy, familiar language is still necessary sometimes to effectively communicate. In theory she overturns the system, but in practice she situates herself within it, mildly similar to the reformist feminist theologians like Rosemary Radford Ruether. 	However, using philosophy instead of theology intentionally distances Daly from the patriarchy found within the church while still giving a descriptive essence of how her thought will be presented to the audience.  She explains in the introduction: “To describe one’s work as ‘theology’ means that the basic assumptions of patriarchal religion will be unchallenged and that they constitute a hidden agenda of the work.”[footnoteRef:6] Using the term theology, she claims, means preserving the sexual hierarchy and implicitly condoning oppression of women. Theology means complicit obedience, accepting the hierarchy. She says that theology “widely asserted that women were inferior, weak, depraved, and vicious.”[footnoteRef:7] Remaining in the tradition of theology either blindly ignores this or is reinforcing the inferior status of women. She goes on to critique feminist theologians who remain in the tradition. Those women, Daly claims, are internalizing their own oppression. She says that even feminist reinterpretations of Bible passages that have typically been used to oppress women fall short of offering full liberation to women because these passages still carry the meaning of the tradition of patriarchy and violence toward women.[footnoteRef:8] The only way to liberate women is to separate from the oppressive tradition. [4: 	 I use “theology” in this paper to refer to her work for clarity and continuity with the focus of the class, even though she identifies it as philosophy. ]  [5: 	 Daly, Beyond God the Father, 7. ]  [6: 
	 ibid., 6. ]  [7: 
	 ibid., 95. ]  [8: 
	 ibid., 5.] 

	The entire category, symbolism, and structure of Christian theology cannot liberate women unless those elements are completely deconstructed and cut out since they carry the tradition of domination. But Daly does not criticize without offering an alternate vision. She presents the second coming of women, meaning gender equality, as the Anti-Christ. Christ represents patriarchy and the continued victimization and villainization of women, so the anti-Christ is seen as the liberating solution to that problem.[footnoteRef:9] A male savior cannot, and has not, been salvific for women, so the Anti-Christ is not the second coming of the Jesus figure. Instead the Second Coming is “a new arrival of female presence.”[footnoteRef:10] Daly does not find the Jesus figure to helpful for women at all, so she presents a radically different vision for society and theology.  [9: 	 Daly, Beyond God the Father, 96.]  [10: 	
	 ibid., 96. ] 

	By using Christian language in her work she specifically draws attention to the problem of patriarchy in the church. She could have presented her work entirely as a post-Christian deistic philosophy with the sole purpose of establishing an egalitarian society.  But staying within the Christian framework allows her to point out how Christianity is directly involved in perpetuating sexism. Her approach calls out the institution in a shocking manner in order to draw attention to her ultimate goal: having knowledge of God, which she refers to as the Verb, that transcends gender and phallic morality.[footnoteRef:11] While she focuses on bringing equality to women and uses graphically aggressive language toward men, she acknowledges that the new vision is meant to “free women and men from the sexist ethos of dichotomizing and hierarchizing that is destroying us all.”[footnoteRef:12] Under this new system, sex and gender would not be an issue; it would be totally irrelevant to experience of the de-anthropomorphized God.  [11: 	
	 ibid., 97.]  [12: 	
	 ibid., 97. ] 

	Whereas Daly began her thought with a rejection of theology on the grounds of its engrained domination of women and identifies with philosophy, Deloria claims that the entire system of Western thought is harmful to all beings, not just American Indians, women, or the poor. He gives a comprehensive rejection of the entire system It is presupposed that classical theology hinders true liberation for all people, so he begins with a critique of liberation theology. He says, “Liberation theology assumes that the common experience of oppression is sufficient to create the desire for a new coalition of dissident minorities.”[footnoteRef:13] There are too many differences between each of the minority causes to bring them all together to enact a global liberation; the experience of oppression is too diversified to unite around a common experience. More than just the practical reality of being unable to locate a common experience of oppression, the category of liberation theology, he says, lumps all of the oppression into one category, erasing the particular immediate needs of each.[footnoteRef:14] The concert of needs and divisions distracts observers, mainly the people in power, from truly understanding the root cause of oppression. He says that this is a way to exert control and ensure that the oppressed do not become liberated.  [13: 	 Vine Deloria, Jr., “A Native American Perspective on Liberation,” from Mission Trends, no.4, July 1977, 261-262. ]  [14: 
	 ibid., 262. ] 

	Building off the idea that liberation theology oversimplifies and ignores the diversity of oppression, Deloria contends that liberation theology does not address destroying the root of liberation theology, which he identifies as Western thought. It creates a cycle of winners and losers, simply shifting power around and never fully getting to the root of what causes the systemic suffering.[footnoteRef:15] In my simple terms, it’s like throwing trash under your bed to get it out of sight and then wondering what happened when it starts to smell and creates a bigger mess. Nothing gets accomplished except just shifting the ways that power and domination are expressed. [15: 
	 ibid.] 

	Deloria completely rejects the entire Western way of thinking, which would include Daly’s philosophy of thinking beyond God as father. He is in favor of the liberation of all people, not just women or minority groups, making his argument more comprehensive. To enact such liberation calls for an entirely different system for experiencing and reflecting on human existence. He says, “Challenging [the framework of Western] interpretation of thinking means a rearrangement of our manner of perceiving the world.”[footnoteRef:16] Liberation in the Western way of thinking is quick to try to solve the immediate suffering of people. While a certain amount of safety and physical survival is necessary, only focusing on the direct concerns means that those concerns are never resolved long-term; this results in simply shifting poverty instead of eradicating it.[footnoteRef:17]  Deloria advocates getting past treating the symptoms of oppression and trying to identify and cure the underlying causal factors.  [16: 	 Deloria, “A Native American Perspective on Liberation,” 263. ]  [17: 
	 ibid., 263, 264. In this excerpt, he does not explicitly address that the entire way of thinking about oppression, particularly poverty, is a Western world-view problem. In God is Red, he makes these arguments more in depth. ] 

	The entire Western system is focused on doctrine, codes of morals, and systems rather than focusing on the lived experience of humanity, claims Deloria.[footnoteRef:18] Deloria says that actions of religious people, especially spiritual native people with vastly different standards of religion, should define their humanity rather than codes of ethics or doctrine.[footnoteRef:19] To conclude his argument, Deloria gives a detailed list of the specific Western philosophies that must be discarded in order to more toward a vision of full humanity, including rejecting linear conceptions of time and the false dichotomy between the subjective and objective.[footnoteRef:20]  The entire Western basis of knowledge and experience, which is evidenced in Christianity, prohibits the liberation of all humanity from its self-inflicted oppression. Deloria does not offer as detailed vision for what liberation will specifically look and feel like in this reading as Daly does in Beyond God the Father. His short descriptions of liberation, at the minimum here, are defined by shared experiences, understanding, and universal culture, instead of sympathy, tolerance, and cultural appreciation.[footnoteRef:21] It is a three dimensional vision that will incorporate everyone in a common humanity undefined by codified systems of thought or religion, especially not tainted by Christianity.  [18: 
	 ibid., 263. Many liberation theologians would heartily disagree, especially womanist and mujerista theologians who base their entire works on the daily experiences of marginalized women.]  [19: 
	 Deloria, “A Native American Perspective on Liberation,” 266. ]  [20: 	 ibid., 270. ]  [21: 
	 Deloria, “A Native American Perspective on Liberation,” 270. I also question if this is a reductionist approach, especially the bit about “universal cultural expression.” His rejections of homogenous humanity seem to counter him idea of a universal culture.] 

	Some theologians and social activists could argue that Daly and Deloria’s rejection of Christianity should exclude their works from the study of systematic theology. Neither offers a compassionate response to the immediate, tangible suffering of humanity. But Daly addresses this in her introduction. She says arguments that assert that war, poverty, and pollution are more globally important concerns trivialize the struggle of women.[footnoteRef:22] She knows that her work is more about exploring why oppression for women exists and what a future would look like without patriarchy. In a similar vein, Deloria directly discounts the short-term fix of responding to immediate concerns. In addition to the claims stated above, he says,  [22: 
	 Daly, Beyond God the Father, 4-5. ] 

	“…because we can see immediate suffering, we feel impelled to change
	conditions quickly to relive tension, never coming to understand how
	the basic attitude toward life and its derivative attitudes toward minority 
	groups continues to dominate the goals and activities that appear designed
	to create reforms.”[footnoteRef:23]  [23: 
	 Deloria, “A Native American Perspective on Liberation,” 263. ] 


Immediate suffering will continue to exist unless the root illness is treated. Both thinkers break from tradition. Daly would say that patriarchy is the root of all forms of domination, thereby rejecting Deloria for being a man. Deloria would claim it is Western philosophy and alienation from self, other, and the land, eliminating Daly, as a white person, from being a legitimate voice. Therefore, while both thinkers make similar arguments about dismantling Christianity, they would fundamentally disagree with each other about the reasons and authority to do so. Even among radical thought there is no solidary in thinking. 
	While radical theology is shocking to read, it gives me the most faith and hope, especially that of Deloria because it is so completely different than any other vision of the kin-dom of God or liberation. Suffering still exists in the world, so the traditional approach is obviously not bringing about change. Maybe I’m just cynical, but I do not think liberation is possible without a completely new humanity of some sorts. Corruption, greed, and division are too engrained into the ways we operate and relate to one another. But I disagree with Daly and Deloria that Christ and God are not useful. Christ issues a call for a complete overturning of societal structures, just as Daly and Deloria argue. They go beyond cynicism and see a vision for the hope of society. The resurrective power of Christ is my only hope for that transformation of society. I see Deloria as offering the vision for Kierkegaard and Barth’s conception of the wholly otherness of God and liberation. In their firmly Western philosophy worldview, Barth and Kierkegaard would have had no concept of Deloria’s American Indian vision of existing in communion with each other, the earth, and the divine free of doctrine, code, or creed. They conceived of God and humanity as the ultimate dichotomy unable to be crossed except by the power and grace of God. But Deloria is the wholly other because he imagines a world without dichotomies or deification of humanity; it is wholly other than Western thought. This situates him squarely within the theological tradition, though neither he nor earlier theologians would probably view it this way.[footnoteRef:24] He rectifies the goodness of humanity with the reality of human-created suffering in the creation of a new community-based society.  [24: 	 In fact, Deloria deconstructs Kierkegaard’s philosophy in his book Spirit and Reason, but I have not read that or analyzed the arguments since the basis of this paper is from the class readings. I just think the two men are more alike than either would be willing to admit. ] 

	Through analyzing the reasons Daly and Deloria reject Christianity, I have concluded that  Deloria gives a more comprehensive and convincing argument. Both of their writings make me question the tradition I belong to, but they do not fully convince me that their theologies necessitate the full elimination of faith in God or Christ. This paper has inspired me to read more Deloria in order to make sense of my faith outside of doctrine and in deeper connection with the earth and humanity.
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