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F R O L I N E S

The Costs of Silence

Not too many years ago, I found myself in a restaurant at lunchtime, tired,
hungry and late for a meeting. I stood waiting to place my order, zoned out with
thoughts of what I ought to be doing. I was so out of it I barely heard an
exchange between the customer in front of me and the woman behind the
counter. It concerned an earring, found in a booth two men had previously occu-
pied, and before I knew it, the conversation had degenerated into a discussion
of "those faggots."

Since then I've asked myself a thousand times why I said nothing to those
people. I could fall back on the obvious reasons, but I have had to face the less
obvious, more honest one. I was afraid—afraid to get into an argument, afraid
they'd decide to silence me by calling me a nigger, just plain afraid. I've never

forgotten my moment of silence in which I exhibited
behavior I have no respect for in others, and I've vowed
never to repeat it.

This month Jan Goodwin's heartbreaking and
enraging article about the genocidal rape of Rwandan
women, for example, reveals the shameful silence of a
w o r ^ ^ a t n a s kft t ' i e s e w o m e n twice abandoned.
Former congresswoman and lifelong activist Elizabeth
Holtzman makes a passionate case for why women
must break their silence to reverse the tide of cynicism
that grips us. And in a special section we examine the
ways in which women use—and don't use—the power
of the vote to express themselves and their politics.

There is much in the world that calls us to speak,
to break the silence, to defend ourselves and others, hi
our high-tech and hyped-up world, we are bombarded
with the notion that our individual voices do not mat-
ter, that what we say or do makes no real difference. It
is a lie that we as progressive women and men should
resist with all our strength. It is our resigned silence
that creates the breeding ground for bigotry and hope-
lessness, that allows the forces of regression and
repression to thrive. It is our raised voices—and our

willingness to support our talk with action—that hold out the hope and the
promise of change.

We at On The Issues are great believers in change, both big and small. A
few months ago, we asked you to look out for a few changes close to home. You
hold one such change in your hands—a crisper, more contemporary look for the
magazine. Our fabulous redesign is a fitting introduction to our new art direc-
tor, Sharon Lee Ryder, whose broad-based art and editorial experience is a
delightful addition to OTI. Finally, what looks like a change—the absence of our
publisher Merle Hoffman's regular column—is only a temporary sabbatical.
Merle will be back with us in the next issue. We hope you'll be here, too.

Rosemary L. Bray
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Goddess Knows
I was delighted with Judith Antonelli's critique of the

usual feminist reading of the Bible ["Beyond Nostalgia: Rethinking the

Goddess," Summer 1997]. To begin with, there is no historical warrant

for believing that the world was or would be a kinder, gentler place with

female deities. One has only to look at India, where wife burning is still

practiced.

The feminist notion that the Bible invented patriarchy is fatuous,

as any anthropologist knows. Patriarchy is and has been a dominant

social institution in 90 percent of civilizations and tribes, from the Stone

Age to Greek and Roman civilizations, during prebiblical times and

among people who never heard of the Bible. Judith Plaskow complained

of such unhistorical reading of ancient history and misreading of the

Bible as long ago as 1978 in her article "Christian Feminism and Anti-

Judaism" (published in Cross Currents, Fall 1978):

"There is a new myth developing in Christian feminist circles. It is

a myth which tells us that the ancient Hebrews invented patriarchy:

that before them the Goddess reigned in matriarchal glory, and that after

them Jesus tried to restore egalitarianism but was

foiled by the persistence of Jewish attitudes with-

in the Christian tradition The consequence of

this myth is that feminism is turned into another

weapon in the Christian-anti-Judaic arsenal."

An antidote to blatant feminist misconcep-

tions about some points in the Bible is Phyllis

Trible's "Eve and Adam: Genesis 2-3 Reread" (pub-

lished in Womanspirit Rising), in which she points

out that the word used for Eve, ezer, which means

"helper," is the same word that characterizes God

in several passages, and that Genesis is the only

early account of the creation of woman as a dis-

tinct creature in her own right.

Roberta Kalechofsky
Marbkhead, MA
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I must take exception with Judith Antonelli's article "Beyond Nostalgia:

Rethinking the Goddess." It contains many historical inaccuracies, and

some of her sources are questionable. As a religious historian, I could cor-

rect the falsehoods but I won't, only because it really doesn't matter. It

doesn't matter how religions started or what was intended in their holy

writings before they were corrupted by male interpretation (as Antonelli

says, "the distinction... between what the Bible says and what men say

the Bible says.") The Bible, the Torah and the Koran—all contain pas-

sages that improved women's status at the time they were written.

What does matter is that these holy texts have been used to oppress

women for generations.
Antonelli and others spend much time and effort trying to redeem

Judaism, Christianity and Mam by reinterpreting their ancient texts

from a feminist viewpoint. But the fact remains that these religions

oppress women. The ancient Goddess religions were not perfect, though

certainly not as bad as Antonelli would have us believe. Today, however,

Goddess religions are empowering women to break free from the molds

in which the Big Three—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—have cast

them. That is the important point. No matter the origins and history of

Goddess worship, Goddess religions are freeing and empowering

women!

Nadine J. Daugherty
Columbus, OH

In "Beyond Nostalgia: Rethinking the Goddess," the author justly claims

that male supremacy and militarism did not start with the Hebrews

Her research is incomplete, however, and she is just as inaccurate about

her claims against the Goddess myth. She simply did not go back far

enough in ancient history; thus in defense of the Jewish story, Antonelli

did a disservice to her feminist sisters.

Antonelli buys into the beginning of male

dominance with the Hebrews as she builds her

case for a matriarchal society (more accurately,

matrilineal, in which men and women were

partners, and women were revered for their life-

giving powers). She needs to go back much fur-

ther to see the progression from the first intrud-

ers into "the Utopia"in 4500 B.C.E., in waves up to

2800 B.C.E. Here she'll see the strengthening of

kingship, the introduction of weapons and war

machinery, the repression of women, the begin-

ning of human sacrifice, the change in mytholo-

gy and introduction of the pagan templa She

may notice the demeaning of women in these

new institutions—where women became prop-

erty, were used as slaves and concubines and

forced into prostitution—and recognize that it was in this way that men

held back the power of the Goddess and women.

Jacques French
Beaverton, OR

Judith Antonelli's apologia for Judaism and condemnation of Goddess

worship is informative and enlightening, a worthy piece on that basis

alone. But I must write in defense of my feminist sisters' newly emer-

gent spiritual renaissance.

Religions are not spun out of thin air or divinely chiseled into stone

tablets. In addition to their role as institutionalized expressions of tran-

scendence, they are gradual processes that evolve in response to previ-

ous cultural inadequacies and abuses as well as social constructions

continued on page 58
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