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As argued above, these theoretical perspectives have emerged from an-
thropology, sociology and theology (Atkinson ef al. 1985; Eck and Jain
1986; Erickson 1989; Falk and Gross 1980; Holden 1983; Schiissler
Fiorenza 1983), and have utilised various epistemological and political
tools from which to analyse patriarchal constructions of women's reli-
gious experiences. Generally, feminist theory has argued that contem-
porary knowledge of women and religion derives from androcentric
world-views. In order to shift such a world-view from the primary place
of analysis, feminist theory has placed women’s religious experiences
within a more complex framework. It is not simply that women are op-
pressed by religious institutions and that agency is tied to formalised,
public expressions of faith (Eck and Jain 1986; Atkinson et al. 1985).
Women experience religion as a contradiction where it is simultaneously
a source of oppression and liberation. The locus of religious agency is
then shifted from male-identified forms to a more complex base where
women are seen as historical agents in their own right. However, such
theory has remained tied to a binary framework which is characteristic
of the rationality thesis. Hence, this position affirms that women’s reli-
gious agency was based on the ability to create culture. But it also forti-
fied the problem of dualism rather than challenging it.

Recent feminist arguments have begun to explore alternative dis-
courses of religious agency that attempt to critically evaluate the impact
of dualistic structures on the production of knowledges and to develop
positive constructions of religious agency. In this framework there may
well be a future for discourses of rationality but only where a recon-
structed notion of the subject, and hence agency is operative. Such an
epistemology is emerging, I will argue, from the recent critical feminist
theological perspective of Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza (1983; 1993a).
Schiissler Fiorenza’s (1983) notion of agency is based on the concept of
the ekklesia of women.? This concept holds multiple meanings and dimen-
sions: moral, political, historical, epistemological and religious arenas
are layered through the idea of the ekklesia. Most importantly, the ekklesia
represents a discursive space from which to explore the dimensions of
positive emancipatory strategies for women's religious agency.

The sociology of religion has relied extensively on specific under-
standings of social life. Feminist critiques of these discourses have ar-
gued for specific epistemological refigurings of the gender assumptions
underlying such social theory. But are they successful in resolving the
deficiencies of androcentric theory? Can the ekklesia resolve the dilem-
mas of androcentric knowledge structures? The conclusion takes up this
question and the implications for further feminist research.
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The Construction of Agency in Discourses of Rationality

Max Weber and Emile Durkheim presented a tremendous challenge to
early twentieth-century debates on religion when they argued that reli-
gion must be understood as a social process. In The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism (1976), Weber looked specifically at this process of
the rationalisation of religious structures and he argued that the Calvin-
ist ethic, embodied in Protestantism, provided the necessary “spirit”
required to bring a particular form of rationality to religious practices.
This spirit then encouraged capitalist forms of economic organisation.
Weber argued that in salvationist style religions, belief and practice were
mediated through the development of formal structures which were in
the process of continual routinisation and rationalisation. This process
of rationalisation not only affected belief patterns but underpinned the
bureaucratic structures of capitalism. Thus ideas and material practices
were intimately bound to each other in social life.

Although Weber was highly critical of the particular form of techno-
logical rationalisation (Gemeinschaft) which prioritised economic impera-
tives above a more humanitarian form of rationality (Gesellschaft), he
argued that this rationalism of social life was inevitable. The problem
which Weber identified and which contemporary feminism continues
to struggle with is this: that the progressive rationalisation of social life
was indeed a force of emancipation from traditional forms of authority,
such as those that were embedded in patriarchalism, but the cost of this
process was the subsequent loss of meaning and the disenchantment of
life. Women, therefore, can seek emancipation by moving away from
the private sphere, which Weber identified as traditionalist, and into the
public sphere — a rationalist domain. This rationalisation process en-
tailed, however, the devaluation of all the “non-public” or “non-ration-
alist” processes such as those that occur within the home and include
child-rearing, domesticity and love relations.

Weber argued (1964:46-60) that the alternative religious force to
instrumental rationality was the charismatic personality, which is
typically embodied in the personality of the prophet, and expressed
through ecstatic religious practices: this force exemplified a value-based
rationality. New religions are born from the influence of prophetic power
and women in particular are drawn to them because they tend to offer
equality to socially disprivileged groups as well as being highly ex-
pressive and ecstatic (1964:104-107). Weber argued that women have a
“natural” receptivity to prophetic-style religion, but as the process of
bureaucratic routinisation develops within the religious structure, so too
does the marginalisation of women. Thus Weber sets up a dualism where
women’s status shifts according to the specific religious style.
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Part of Weber’s construction of gender relations is based on specific
notions concerning religious agency. Either women are members of
mainstream bureaucratised church structures where their participation
is extremely limited or they belong to charismatic movements headed
by (male) prophets where participation is more equal.’ Thus, women'’s
agency is always determined for them by the structures they participate
in. For Weber, there is notonstruction of agency within the private sphere:
nurturing is considered to be a natural, non-social activity. Thus, the
moral imperatives that are attached to Weber’s ideals of what consti-
tutes sociality and what does not is highly prescriptive in gender terms.
Epistemologically, this means that social knowledge fails to incorporate
all fields of human existence in an understandmg of the world as a so-
cial entity (Yeatman 1986:159-160).

But such assumptions are themselves historically and socially pro-
duced. And because these assumptions are androcentric, information
regarding women's lives will be consistently devalued and skewed. As
Yeatman argues (1986:159), such androcentrism has been profoundly
active in the history of social theory. For example, Durkheim had very
similar presuppositions to those of Weber, and his arguments in The EI-
ementary Forms of the Religious Life (1976) are also androcentric, particu-
larly with reference to the construction of the sacred-profane dichotomy.
This dichotomy, which Durkheim argues is fundamental to religious
structures, is presented as if it were gender neutral. Erickson (1989) ar-
gues strongly that such a presentation is highly deceptive in that it con-
ceals the gendered component of the dichotomy. In fact, the sacred as
masculinised incorporates agency and culture-creating activity. The pro-
fane is feminised and outside of culturally significant activity (1989:20).

LM. Lewis (1971), the anthropologist, in a theoretical formulation typi-
cal of much cross-cultural work in this area, also presents the relation-
ship between women and religion as a functionalist response to the social
order. Lewis argues that women’s status as victims of oppressive social
structures explains their attraction to ecstatic cults. In his assessment, it
is women’s inferior status within established religions that draws them
to less formalised, highly expressive forms of religious practice (1971:30-
32). The underlying assumptions about gender relations are that women
are highly emotional beings who are therefore drawn to expressive reli-
gious practices. The relationships between cause and effect are so sim-
plistically and unilaterally bound to a binary structure that any analysis
of the complexity of motivation is eliminated.

Analyses such as those of Weber, Durkheim and Lewis are typical of
functionalist accounts of the role of women in religious structures.
Women are seen as victims of oppressive social structures and their at-
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