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Abstract

By analyzing video interviews with proponents of Christian feminism, as well as liter-
ature stemming from their movement in Japan, this article explores the contemporary
approaches of Japanese women to theology and practical faith. While tracing their
discourses over the last sixty years, the article focuses on the existing variety of perspec-
tives, as well as on the problems that have emerged from the intentional embrace of
multiple voices. Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari, I identify “majoritarian” tendencies
in these feminist approaches. However, the sources used here also show that Christian
feminism in Japan has considerable potential for “becoming-minoritarian.” Further-
more, I argue that the situation of Christian feminism differs from those of feminist
movements in the major religions of Japan in so far as Christian feminists comprise a
sub-minority of a religiousminority that naturally needs to reach out to otherminority
groups, both within and outside Christian feminism. At the same time, these attempts
at outreach tend to provoke criticism from fellow Christian believers, reinforcing the
marginalization of Christian feminism in Japan.
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A Brief Introduction to the Feminist History of Christianity
in Japan

Although Christianity is a minority religion in Japan that has never involved
more than 3% of the overall population throughout its history (currently,
the religion comprises less than 1%), women played an important role in its
dissemination as early as the sixteenth century. Ward (2009) provides well-
researched details on the work of nuns, witches, women catechists and sisters
in the so-called Christian Century of Japan (1549–1650). Kitagawa (2007) shows
how women catechists were able to penetrate the center of political power
by the end of the sixteenth century. Christian women in this period have also
attracted the interest of scholars like Iwata Sumie,whoconsiders herself tobe “a
womanwith an interest in feminist theology” andwho felt compelled to “make
their lives and deaths meaningful again by coming to terms with their cries
from the past” (Iwata 1998: 88).

In modern times, so-called women’s issues (for example, campaigns against
prostitution, or in favor ofmonogamy andwomen’s suffrage) have been central
to Protestant mission work. The impact of Christianity on women’s education
was especially aided by the fact that about two thirds of all foreignmissionaries
were women (Kohiyama 1992: 20, 2010). Previous research has also demon-
strated how foreign female missionaries contributed to the fields of anthropol-
ogy and geography, while at the same time partly questioningmale approaches
tomissionary activities (Saitō 2009; Abe 2000). In Japan,missionaries soon real-
ized that it was easier to educate than to convert. Foreign female missionaries
established their own support networks, and in some cases, fruitful coopera-
tion with Japanese Christian women emerged. The case of the Japan Christian
Woman’s Organization (Nihon Kirisutokyō Fujin Kyōfūkai日本基督教婦人矯
風会),1 established in 1886 with a clear division of labor between foreign and
Japanese Christians, is just one example.

Furthermore, Christian efforts at women’s liberation also provided a space
for the development of a feminist consciousness among non-Christians (Siev-
ers 1983). It should be noted that “women’s issues” have also been addressed by

1 In this article, the official English name the organization took on in 1893 is used, while
other research literature refers to it as the Japanese Woman’s Christian Temperance Union
to stress the connection to the World Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (wctu). For
detailed information on the historical controversy concerning the translation of the word
“temperance,” seeOgawa (2007). For details of the organization and its impact on the feminist
movement in Japan, see Fujimura-Fanselow (2011), Lublin (2010) andNihonKirisutokyō Fujin
Kyōfūkai (1986).
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male Christians in the mainstream churches, although not all such discourses
were welcome. The case of the male Presbyterian-Reformed minister Tamura
Naoomi田村直臣 (1858–1935), whose ordination was revoked in response to
the publication of his controversial book, The Japanese Bride (1893), shows
that his and other denominations eagerly avoided the tarnishing of Japanese
women’s reputations and even denied the existence of discrimination in order
to do so (Anderson 2007).

Nonetheless, the Presbyterian-Reformed Church of Japan (Nippon Kirisuto
Itchi Kyōkai日本基督一致教会),2 one of themajor Protestant denominations,
has been described as a pro-liberation faction within Japanese Protestantism
(Ballhatchet 2007), starting women’s ordination as early as 1933. Many women
followed the first female minister, Takahashi Hisano高橋久野 (1871–1944) in
receiving ordination and also held leading positions in the United Church of
Christ in Japan (Nihon Kirisuto Kyōdan日本基督教団, hereafter abbreviated
as uccj). The uccjwas founded during the PacificWar and remains the largest
Protestant denomination in Japan to date (Yamamoto 1995). However, this also
means that not only male ministers and lay believers, but their female equiva-
lents too later had to come to terms with their wartime collaboration with the
expansionist policies of Imperial Japan (Tomisaka Kirisutokyō Sentā 2002).

Although the beginnings of Christian feminism in Japan were promising,
women’smeans of influencing church administration andpolitical decisions in
the postwar period have been quite limited and remain so even today. Partially
for this reason, lay women and female ministers in the uccj decided to form a
separate organization independent of the Church in the midst of the political
turmoil of the 1970s: the National Federation of Kyodan Women’s Societies
(Nihon Kirisuto Kyōdan Zenkoku Kyōkai Fujinkai Rengō日本基督教団全国教
会婦人会連合, abbreviated below as nfkws). Then, in 1983, on the occasion of
the fiftieth anniversary of Takahashi’s ordination, female ministers of the uccj
gathered in Tokyo and founded the Research Group for the Theology of Female
Ministers (Josei Kyōshoku Shingaku Kenkyūkai女性教職神学研究会), which
began publishing a journal, Shingaku kenkyū神学研究 (Theological Studies),
in 1985. To foster the dissemination of feminist thought even further, in 2000
the Center for Feminist Theology and Ministry in Japan (Nihon Feminisuto
Shingaku Senkyō Sentā日本フェミニスト神学・宣教センター, abbreviated below
as cftmj) was established.

2 The official translation of the historical term into English is United Church of Christ in Japan,
but in order to distinguish it from the uccj, founded in 1941, this church is often referred to in
research literature using the two Protestant denominations that contributed to it. This article
employs the latter approach.
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In the last quarter of the twentieth century, gender equality was also pro-
moted in Protestant churches by drawing on international initiatives (un and
wcc campaigns). As a result, a number of local prayer and/or study groups
and organizations like the cftmj devote themselves to the propagation and
extension of Christian feminism today. Struggling to create an impact as a sub-
minority of Christians in Japan, activist women naturally needed to reach out
to other minorities, both within and outside Christian feminism and in both
Japan and the broader Asian community. This is a special circumstance that
distinguishes Christian women from those in the major religions of Japan,
who have a broader base within their own communities and are not per-
ceived as minorities by society. At the same time, engagement in dialogue,
especially in interreligious dialogue,3 which indeed fosters Christian feminists’
self-determination, seems to pose a threat to their theological self-assertion.

Sources and Research Questions

This article explores the contemporary approaches of Japanese Christian
women to theology and practical faith, focusing on proponents of Christian
feminism in the broadest sense. Here, active women from Catholic, Anglican
and other Protestant (e.g., the uccj) backgrounds and their notions of a “fem-
inist/women’s perspective” will be introduced and their discourses analyzed.

In 2005–2006, I was involved in the intercultural learning program of a
mission organization called “Reading the Bible through the eyes of another,”4
assisting two Japanese women’s groups in exchanging their theological explo-
rations with two German women’s groups. I was struck, but also inspired, by
the contrast in their respective perspectives. This contrast was ultimately not
surprising, since one group, organized by the nfkws, is widely considered the
most conservative strand of Protestant Christians in Japan, and the other group
consisted of explicitly feminist Japanese and foreign women who hold their
meetings in English (the Tokyo Feminist Theology Circle).

After this initial exposure to Christian women’s groups in Japan, my survey
started in 2007, when this mission organization held a conference under the
title “Breaking Silence: Theology in Dialogue with Women from East Asia” and

3 Of course, women in the major religions of Japan also engage in interreligious dialogue, but,
perhaps, with less urgency.

4 The mission organization’s name is ems, at that time standing for Evangelisches Missions-
werk in Südwestdeutschland, though this name was later changed to Evangelical Mission in
Solidarity.
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I was asked to recommend one female theologian from Japan for invitation.
Although the recommendation went to Yamaguchi Satoko山口里子 (b. 1945),
it was clear to both Yamaguchi and myself that the multiple perspectives
of Japanese Christian women could not be represented by the thought and
actions of just one feminist theologian.

Consequently, I started to conduct video interviewswith anumber of activist
women and video recordings of a variety of Christian women’s activities
throughout Japan, some of which transcended national borders, as in the case
of the Joint Conference of Japanese, Korean and Resident KoreanWomen, a bi-
annual activity alternating its meetings between Japan and Korea. The central
question in these interviewswas how interviewees related to the idea of a “fem-
inist/women’s perspective” ( josei no shiten女性の視点) on theological issues
as well as practical faith. Interviewees’ answers included references to a broad
variety of activities and theological propositions, spelling out their respective
ideas of what a “feminist/women’s perspective” means. In this survey, eight
women were given special attention, although the author encountered many
more women during observant participation. A preliminary cut of some of the
video interviews was presented in a synchronized version to the audience of
the conference mentioned above in 2007.

In this article I will, for the first time, analyze these sources together with a
variety of written literature stemming from the Christian feminist movement
in Japan and try to answer the following three questions:5

a) What kinds of feminist Christian discourses exist in Japan today?
b) Can Christian feminism in Japan be understood as a “minoritarian” move-

ment?
c) How do Christian feminists try to overcome the difficulties that arise from

their minority status in the world of Japanese Christianity?

The rationale behind these questionswill be briefly explained, drawing on con-
cepts from the field of (feminist) philosophy.6 The first questionmakes possible
an exploration of the broad variety of feminist Christian discourses. Compre-
hensive representation of such discourses would be impossible here, but this

5 Some of the information from the interviews may not represent the current state of activist
women’s perspectives due to the time lag between interview recording and analysis. However,
the findings of any research involving participant observation are bound to a certainmoment
in history and express issues that emerged from the context of that moment.

6 I assume that philosophical concepts can be appropriated to feminist theology in so far as
the latter claims a fundamental epistemological interest.
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section will provide more information about interviewees’ backgrounds and
their approaches to feminist theology. Following the division of postwar Chris-
tian feminism into “generations” (as voiced by some interviewees), the descrip-
tion will trace how certain concerns have emerged over the past sixty years.
Since feminism is usually connected to a reconsideration of women’s roles in
society, this aspect will be illuminated as well. Closely related to the question
of accessible roles is that of how Christian feminists relate to ritual, because
in religious contexts rituals often establish and sustain traditional gender roles
(Hollywood 2004).

The second question attempts to characterize their discourses with the help
of concepts drawn fromphilosophy and responded toby feminist philosophers.
Being a numerical and sociological minority (Feagin 1984: 10), Christian fem-
inists in Japan have to come to terms with their minority status during the
processes of self-determination and self-assertion. They sometimes claim “rad-
icalism” for their interpretations, a radicalism that Braidotti (1991) has also
called for, but labeling as “radical” is not necessarily useful for discourses that
attempt to change how people read, interpret and rewrite cultural texts. How-
ever, as it relates tomy interview question about a “women’s perspective,” I will
briefly touch on Braidotti’s definition before proceeding to Goulimari’s argu-
ment (1999).

In Patterns of Dissonance, Braidotti attempts to classify strands of feminist
philosophy, defining Michèle LeDoeuff ’s claim to “philosophizing free of mas-
culinism” as “reformist.” “Radical,” the opposite pole in Braidotti’s classification,
is represented by the work of Luce Irigaray and is supposedly characterized
by a “belief in a specifically female or even feminist way of actually doing phi-
losophy” as well as “in the evolution of a different femininity” (Braidotti 1991:
198, 196), namely, the “female feminine.” Thus, Braidotti (1991) uses the term
“radical” to draw a distinction between “sexual difference feminism” and other
approaches to feminism.

However, against such categorizations, Goulimari pleads for feminist phi-
losophers to pay more attention to the concept of “becoming-minoritarian” as
articulated by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in order to address the “crucial
relation … to minorities inside and outside of feminism” (Goulimari 1999: 97).
In Goulimari’s opinion, both Irigaray and Braidotti fail to recognize “the cost of
not embracing the concept [of becoming-minoritarian]” (Goulimari 1999: 98).

While Braidotti finally rejects the concept of “becoming-minoritarian,”
Goulimari sees feminism as “themost successful minoritarian discourse” exist-
ing today. But she adds “in order to become a true state of limbo7—a truly

7 Goulimari draws on Jardine andwith her on Foucault in order to argue for the inclusion of the
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‘transitional space’—it has to allow rights of way to other minoritarian dis-
courses” (Goulimari 1999: 105). But this would also mean that feminists have
to accept for themselves an existence without an ontological basis of its own;
that is, an existence without a fixed identity in the sense of an “artificial terri-
toriality” (another concept of Deleuze and Guattari explained below).

Here, a short explanation of the concept of “becoming-minoritarian” is re-
quired. Deleuze and Guattari (1983, 1986, 1988) describe the philosophical con-
cept of “becoming-minor(itarian)” primarily as an ethical action with the aim
of avoiding “becoming-fascist.” Their understanding of “minor” or “becoming-
minoritarian” does not directly draw on minority groups, since the latter are
defined by identities and therefore belong to the “majoritarian StateMachine.”
Although there is a connection between the two, Deleuze and Guattari stress
that “becoming-minoritarian” is not related to molar identities, nor is it a poli-
tics that seeks representation or recognition of such identities. While the term
“artificial territory” is used to express molar identities that were created and
transmitted in frameworks of majoritarian discourses, the term “deterritorial-
ization” stresses processes of escape from such “artificial territorialities,” pro-
cesses of a growing awareness of the fluid and dissipated nature of human
subjectivity.

Deleuze and Guattari distinguish a number of types of affective becomings
that each mark a new phase in a larger process of “deterritorialization.” In
the example of patriarchy, the concept of “becoming-minoritarian” converges
with that of “becoming-woman.” “Double becomings” like this are introduced
as “unappropriated by an artificial territoriality” and called “lines of escape” or
“lines of flight” (Deleuze and Guattari 1983; Goulimari 1999: 101). Furthermore,
Deleuze and Guattari explain “artificial territorialities” using the metaphor of
a tree as a structure in which each point can connect to other points only via
hierarchically ordered routes. The “arborescent” schema of identity is charac-
terized as majoritarian and described as “a punctual system comprising five
points: Man (central point), male (dominant point), adult (dominant point),
woman, child” (Goulimari 1999: 102). Goulimari further explains,

concept of “becoming-minoritarian.” Jardine, who attempts a feminist inspection of Deleuze
andGuattari, summarizes Foucault’s notion of the void as a “void thatmakes thought possible
again” (Jardine 1984: 46). As Foucault (1970: 18) himself explains, it “is an essential void: the
necessary disappearance of that which is its foundation—of the person it resembles and the
person in whose eyes it is only a resemblance. This very subject—which is the same—has
been elided. And representation, freed finally from the relation that was impeding it, can
offer itself as representation in its pure form.”
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From the point of view of the “arborescent” or the “majoritarian” schema
of identity, feminism is self-expression and a critique of domination, com-
ing fromone of its own subordinate points. From the point of view of fem-
inism, the “arborescent” or “majoritarian” schema of identity provides it
with a ready-made referent or political constituency, “woman”—in spite
of “her” diversity and multiplicity. To the extent that feminism relies on
this universal referent to support the validity of its claims, it corrobo-
rates the “arborescent” or “majoritarian” schema of identity and blocks
the way to the desire of becoming other. The desire of becoming other, on
the other hand, builds “lines of flight” or “lines of escape” between points;
it makes a linear, “rhizomatic” and “minoritarian” mobile system grafted
onto the monumental punctual system and turning it away from itself.

goulimari 1999: 102

Although Deleuze and Guattari did not relate their analysis to the individual,
Goulimari suggests that “majoritarian” and “minoritarian” tendencies some-
times coexist in the thought of one and the same person (Goulimari 1999: 111).
Furthermore, she recalls LeDoeuff ’s words that “there is nothing more difficult
to reach than the pole of disturbance in thought” and that “no one is pre-
destined to occupy that place” (LeDoeuff 1991: 50; Goulimari 1999: 108). This
draws attention to the fact that women are not per se able to be and to act as
stumbling blocks to their fellow human beings. In conclusion, she emphasizes
the importance of “lines of flight” between various “minoritarian” discourses
(also expressed in the desire to become the other) and so-called minoritarian
projects of concrete outreach to others. And this, finally, is the ground onwhich
Goulimari agreeswith Braidotti, who uses the term “nomadic project”—that is,
an “immanent project ofmultiple non-totalizable alliances” (Braidotti 1991: 12–
15)—with the same intention.

It iswithin thediscursive context sketched above that the secondquestionof
this article asks whether Christian feminism in Japan could be understood as a
“minoritarian”movement.Moreover, this question is directly linked to the third
question, focusing on which “double becomings” constitute “lines of flight”
in Christian feminism in Japan. Based on Goulimari’s suggestion that women
should try to “become a true state of limbo,” the article will identify the “lines
of flight” envisioned by Christian feminists in Japan. “Minoritarian projects”
that reach out to other religions, sexual minorities, proponents of liberation
theology, and Christians both in and outside of Japan will be introduced and
the problems arising from such projects described.
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Feminist Discourses by Christian Proponents in Present Japan

Three Generations of Christian Feminism
As suggested above, a broad variety of feminist Christian discourses exists
today, both within particular denominations and cutting across them. In the
postwar period, distinctions between “generations” of Christian feminism had
already emerged, relating activists such as Isshiki Yoshiko一色義子 (b. 1928) to
the first generation born before or during the Pacific War, who were active in
the Christian student movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s.

This generation’s most prevalent concerns related to the political conse-
quences of the so-called “reverse course” in Japanese postwar history (for in-
stance, issues of war responsibility and sex slavery, revisionist tendencies in
history in education) on the one hand and of the “u-turn” rise in the urban
population of the 1960s on the other. The issues of sex workers in tourism and
unequal payment forwomen’s laborwere suggested asmatters for discussion to
Christianwomen in Japan by their sisters fromneighboring countries andwere
taken up in the aftermath of the “Women’s Decade” (1976–1985) declared by the
UnitedNations.Women’s relationswith the Japanese imperial system (tennōsei
天皇制) have been discussed repeatedly during the “Church Women’s Confer-
ences” (Kyōkai Josei Kaigi教会女性会議) starting in 1988. However, books or
articles introducing Western feminist theology to Japan and addressing fem-
inist concerns directly would appear only slowly from the late 1980s onward.
And it would still take years before courses were established on feminist theol-
ogy in theological institutions (Isshiki 1991: 201–210).

Theologically, this first generation of Christian feminists took inspiration
from research into women in the Bible and especially research into how Jesus
related towomen. Isshiki (1996, 2003) canbe seenas representing this approach
in its early stages. Her studies were motivated by the desire to establish a “the-
ology of acceptance” in Japan in which “acceptance” means above all women’s
acceptance of themselves, because “once women learn to accept themselves,
they can each learn to appreciate the diversity of others” (Isshiki 1992: 52).
Through her research, Isshiki hoped “to develop a theological foundation for
the empowerment of women based on a theology and practical paradigm of
acceptance” (Isshiki 1992: 51).

Also belonging to the first generation are women like Shimizu Yasuko 清
水靖子 (b. 1937), a Mercederian sister who remains active in a movement for
the preservation of the rain forest in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon
Islands, denounces Japan’s industrial interests and criticizes “overseas devel-
opment aid” (oda) in the region (Shimizu 1994). Shimizu also engages in
the preservation of the culture that emerged among the people living there.
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Through cultural events, including the presentation of local myths and music,
she tries to raise consciousness and support for people who are suffering from
Japanese exploitation (Shimizu 1997, 1998). In 2001 she receivedaprize fromthe
weekly Kinyōbi金曜日 (Friday) for her reporting on the environmental pollu-
tion being caused by the Nissho Iwai Paper & Pulp Corporation in Papua New
Guinea. Shimizu hardly speaks of feminist theology, but her engagement in
social activism can be understood as a form of affirmative action supporting
the rights of those who are being deprived of them by the industrial interests
of her own country.

The initial interest of the first generation in biblical women continues to
influence the research of theologians like Yamaguchi Satoko and Kinukawa
Hisako絹川久子 (b. 1938), who belong to the second generation of Christian
feminists in Japan. Kinukawa (1994) and Yamaguchi (2002), both doctoral dis-
sertations submitted to American theological seminaries and later revised for
a general audience, focus on Jesus’ encounters with women as portrayed in the
New Testament. Yamaguchi hopes to “restore or ‘re-member’ into our [Chris-
tian] communal memories images of biblical women leader figures that have
been distorted and erased” in order to “seek justice both for ancient and con-
temporary women in ministry” (Yamaguchi 2003: 335). On the other hand,
Kinukawa concludes her book by stressing that feminist theologians believe
they are doing theology in the same way as Jesus did in his interactions with
women (Kinukawa 1997: 279). This shows that their research onbiblicalwomen
is deeply interconnected with their understanding of feminist theology and
ministry, if not fundamental to it.

Yamaguchi and Kinukawa also played a central role in the dissemination
of Western notions of feminist theology in Japan, translating works by Elaine
Pagels, Antoinette Clark Wire, Phyllis Trible, Letty M. Russell and Elisabeth
Schüssler Fiorenza into Japanese. In 2000, they united their efforts to establish
the Center for Feminist Theology and Ministry in Japan in Tokyo, which holds
regular researchmeetings8 and liturgies at the headquarters of the JapanChris-
tianWoman’sOrganization andpublishes anewsletter in Japanese andEnglish.
Kinukawa is also active as co-editor of the Asian Christian feminist journal In
God’s Image, which, however, she admits does not have many readers in Japan.

Two more examples from the second generation of Christian feminists will
be given here. Like Shimizu, they are not theologians in the strict sense.
Kobayashi Sachiko 小林幸子 (b. 1947), a member of the Anglican Episcopal
Church in Japan (Nippon Seikōkai日本聖公会) and the human rights commis-

8 Among the participants in these meetings are two to three male theologians who regularly
attend them.
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sion of its Tokyo District, has been active in the movement for female priest-
hood in the Anglican Episcopal Church, which has been centered around the
Group ofWomenwho Think about the Church (Josei ga Kyōkai o Kangaeru Kai
女性が教会を考える会) since the 1980s. She herself wanted to become a female
priest in her youth, but the success of the group’s efforts to change the Church’s
regulations in 1998 came too late for her. She also contributed to the revision of
prayer books from the old classical written language into colloquial Japanese
and participates in a group of Anglican Episcopal womenwho are experiment-
ing with new forms of worship.

While all the women introduced so far concentrate their activities around
Tokyo, Yamashita Akiko 山下明子 (b. 1944) was a long-term research fellow
of the nccj Center for Japanese Religions in Kyoto and worked as lecturer in
Christianity and gender at Dōshisha Women’s University and Nara University.
She is also a guest researcher in the working group on Female Commoners
and Christianity in the Modern Period at the International Research Center
for Human Rights (Sekai JinkenMondai Kenkyū Sentā世界人権問題研究セン
ター), as well as coordinator of the Team on the Issue of Sex Slavery during the
War Period (Ianfu Mondai Chīmu慰安婦問題チーム) at the Japan branch of
Amnesty International (Yamashita 1997).

Yamashita developed a distinct notion of feminist theology using different
Chinese characters for the term josei shingaku 女性神学, which stands for
“women’s theology” in Japanese. This new notion literally translates as “the-
ology that revives women” ( josei shingaku女生神学) or “theology that is lived
by women” and is the key term for an interdenominational project in western
Japan called “Prep School for Women Living Theology” (Josei Shingaku Juku
女生神学塾) that encourages women to “do/live” their own theology. In the
interview, Yamashita explained that women from non-Christian backgrounds
also participate in this movement, but the collection of papers derived from
the project features only Christian women (Kirisutokyō Josei Sentā 2013). The
school’s organizers set the topics for courses to be continued for two to three
years and then recruit participants, often “womenwhohave been tired [of their
silent status in churches], or very lively young ones” who gather regularly and
“tell each other about their own experiences and theologize these raw stories”
(nama no monogatari o jishin de shingaku suru　生 （なま）の物語を自身で神
学する) (Kirisutokyō Josei Sentā 2013: 3). Each course ends with a common
study camp (gasshukukenkyūkai合宿研究会), inwhich experiences are shared
“with tears, empathy, laughter, and sometimes anger” (Kirisutokyō Josei Sentā
2013: 4).

The third generation of Christian feminists is represented here by the exam-
ple ofHorie Yuri堀江有里 (b. 1968), a lesbianminister of the uccjwho is active
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in contemporary queer movements such as the ecqa (the Ecumenical Com-
munity for Queer Activism).9 Horie sees herself standing in the tradition of
the Christian social critics of the late 1960s. Her admiration for the work of
Christianministers in challenging social contexts such as those of day laborers,
resident Koreans, or the homeless nurtured her ownwish to become aminister.
She outedherself as belonging to a sexualminority during her theological train-
ing. However, after some time as a minister of the uccj, she decided to pursue
an academic career in the field of sociology. Her first book took up the issue of
discrimination againstmale homosexuals in the uccj from the perspective of a
lesbian (Horie 2006); more works on the structures of discrimination, discrim-
ination within anti-discrimination movements, and human rights in general
have followed.

As a sociologist, she seeks to combine the analysis of social phenomenawith
activist engagement aimed at producing social change. Inmany of the contexts
sheworks in, she herself is the “other”within a given community, an experience
that forms the basis for her sociological surveys. She suggests that the concen-
tration on “single issues” in activist movements can inhibit the construction of
networks of solidarity (Horie 2012), and that the forward self-assertion of anti-
discrimination movements—when it inhibits self-reflection—can give rise to
new events of discrimination against dissenting voices inside the movement
(Horie 2011). Furthermore, she emphasizes with Kakefuda (1994) that use of
the term “minority” as in “sexual minority” may constitute a discriminatory act
when it is used to denote a group of previously invisible people as newly dis-
covered “others.” Citing Kakefuda, she insists “that lesbians have been made
invisible not only in Japanese society but also among the feminists in Japan”
(Horie 2009: 71).10

9 Her Facebook entry shows that this generation has adopted an attitude that is refresh-
ingly different from those of earlier proponents of Christian feminism. It introduces her as,
“motorcycle rider (although it is currently broken), provisionally accepting [the descrip-
tion of] lesbian, Christian minister (minister of the uccj without an assigned church),
believer in the criticism of religion, scholar (sociology, feminism, queer theology), part-
time lecturing nomad at universities, doing counseling work and public lectures and
writing, favorite music is show-ya, favorite female wrestler is Takako [Inoue], and lately
enjoying zc32s [i.e. the minicar Suzuki Swift Sports].” A close reading of this entry may
also suggest a considerable degree of awareness of the fluid nature of all stages in identity
formation.

10 Apart from the women introduced above, interviews were also conducted with Alison
Gray, a Catholic lay practitioner from Scotland then residing in Tokyo and leading the
Tokyo Feminist Theology Circle, which used English as its language of communication
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Multiple Interpretations of a “Feminist/Women’s Perspective” and the
Struggle for Self-Assertion

While all the Christian feminists mentioned above are interconnected through
various networks, it should be clear by now that they do not necessarily share
opinions on the notion of a “feminist/women’s perspective.” Like Kinukawa,
many of them deplore the lack of attention to the variety of feminist positions
that already exists in Japan, and some, as in the following quotation, are still
looking to overcome the lack of variety:

If somebody by chance attends [Yamaguchi] Satoko’s lecture and then
picks up one single piece from her many scientific works, he/she may
think “Oh, feminist theology is so radical, or so uneducated, so stupid,
or, may be, so grand!” Many reactions are possible … But a fundamental
problem remains. If there were more voices saying “By feminist theology
I mean the following …” be it in the form of a book or in another form,
then it wouldn’t be necessary to judge based on the statements of one
individual theologian. I find this situation scary.

kinukawa, personal communication, 23 February 2007

Most of the interviewees voiced specific ideas on how “women’s perspectives”
differ from “men’s perspectives,” but at the same time they also emphasized that
“a collective women’s perspective” in the singular form does not exist. Horie
expressed it in the following way:

Although I believe that a common consciousness of women is possible
in daily life, the life of a housewife is still very different from the life of
a single woman, who subsists by herself. And I live in a house, but the
perspective of a homeless woman, a woman without a roof overhead, is
again different. And the perspectives of a lesbian like me and of a woman
who does not even recognize that there are lesbians in the world are
completely different, too. Although people speak of “women” as such,
each of them is different. I think a common women’s perspective will be
possible only when we acknowledge this diversity of perspectives.

horie, personal communication, 1 March 2007

(Gray 2009), and with Matsuura Junko, lay believer in the Anglican Episcopal Church in
Japan, who headed the Women’s Desk at the National Christian Council of Japan (nccj)
for almost a decade.
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Given this stress ondiversity, it is only consistent to abstain fromestablishing
a coherent interpretation of feminist theology to be shared by all women who
understand themselves as feminists. As Kinukawa explains:

Rather, we try to add to and enrich each other in our diverse positions
as well as we can. Although denying the doctrine of the Trinity may not
be the direct goal, there will be some who realize during the discussion
that it would be difficult to connect feminist theology to the doctrine of
the Trinity. Or some will start to question whether Jesus himself really
thought this way; that is, as has been transmitted since olden times, that
he atoned for us through his death on the cross.

kinukawa, personal communication, 23 February 2007

However, during the interview Kinukawa also hinted that this embrace of
diversity may lead to frustration and weaken the impact of any attempt to
voice feminist perspectives. In order to give prominence to her ideas, for ten
years she tried not to refuse any invitation to talks or discussions. But, she
complains:

Even with women, it is often the case that they can accept the interpre-
tation of feminist theologians only as one among many interpretations.
Along the lines of an idea that the proper interpretation is so and so,
but there is also a feminist one. Then it is one of many. But in my opin-
ion, the perspective of men transmitted thus far is extremely one-sided.
And therefore the interpretations of feminist theology seem to deliver
the gospel much better, seem to be somehow more Christian … Unfor-
tunately, feminist theology is rarely seen this way.

kinukawa, personal communication, 23 February 2007

Kinukawa admits that she expected quicker results when she started her work
and activities as a feminist theologian. At the time of the interview she had
decided to take a break before continuing her work, but she still seemed
rather depressed about the fact that, “although there are indeed women who
understand that theyneed tomakeefforts towardanew femaleperspective and
that they need to be delivered from their pain, they unfortunately very often
still go to church again next Sunday and as usual pray ‘Our Father in Heaven’ ”
(Kinukawa, personal communication, 23 February 2007). Now, her latest book
(Kinukawa 2014) testifies that she has found the energy tomake a new start, but
the same kind of interim frustration is also voiced byHorie. Of her involvement
in the ChurchWomen’s Conferences, she says, “I made efforts towards dialogue
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and also expressed my criticisms, but there are many ideas which you just
cannot get across. That’s very hard. But on the other hand, I received many
positive impulses through conversations with many diverse women. There
are always positive and negative aspects” (Horie, personal communication, 1
March 2007).

Kinukawa actively seeks contact with women outside of Japan, bearing
in mind Japan’s history of colonialization. Although her theological educa-
tion is strongly influenced by American Christian feminism, her engagement
with In God’s Image is evidence of her simultaneous orientation towards Asia.
Kinukawa refuses to set boundaries to “feminist theology,” but its core would
be well described by the words of another interviewee, Kobayashi Sachiko,
who clearly shows that the perspective of feminist theology is not restricted
to women’s issues, but that it addresses the issue of violence more gener-
ally:

We do not want to preach a god who threatens women and punishes
them, but a god who gives hope to suffering women and who cries with
them. We want to fight the many forms of violence in this world. Often
it is women who suffer violence. But oppressed people, minorities and
people who are discriminated against, have similar experiences.Wewant
to march together into battle against this violence!

kobayashi, personal communication, 19 February 2007

In the case of Kinukawa, the interest in issues of doctrine, as well as of ritual
and transnational solidarity in a post-colonial world, is very strong. But if we
consider the activities of Horie and others, it becomes clear that there are also
less theological approaches.

Horie originally felt a certain distance from feminist theology, which still
relies on the (reinterpreted)Bible. She thought, “One shouldnothelpChristian-
ity back on its feet in the middle of the critique, but criticize it first extensively
and thoroughly” (Horie, personal communication, 1 March 2007). She used to
call her position a “critique of Christianity” instead of “feminist theology,” but
lately she has started to recognize parallels with feminist theologianswho thor-
oughly criticize and question concepts like “belief” or “church.” In the same
vein, she argues against the very popular feminist attempts to produce new,
more inclusive Christian rituals:

One tries, for example, to substitute something triangularwith something
square-shaped. But in my opinion, we need to question the triangular,
the square-shaped and the round-shaped more thoroughly. We need to
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ask “What exactly is that, ‘a service’?” By just providing new options, its
problematic aspects are not yet consciously perceived.

horie, personal communication, 1 March 2007

This is actually one reason why Horie does not work as a minister in the uccj
anymore. Nonetheless, she uses the professional title (ordainedminister of the
uccj) to mark Christian circles in Japan as the territory or field in which she is
trying to create an impact. I will return to her criticism of ritual later on in the
paper. Beingherself active inqueermovements andacademia inwestern Japan,
she suggests that “feminist theology” ( feminisuto shingaku フェ ミニスト神学)
as an academic discipline with a strong Western influence may be dominant
in eastern Japan (she refers to Yamaguchi and Kinukawa as examples), while
the more activist approach of “women’s theology” ( josei shingaku) could be
seen as characteristic of western Japan, as exemplified by Yamashita’s or her
own activities (Horie, personal communication, 1 March 2007).11 What Horie
voiced here has been described elsewhere as the difference between Western
“feminist” theology and “Asian women’s theology.”

Accessible Roles for ChristianWomen as Provided by Church
Structures and Self-Determined Inventions

In Japan, women can take on various roles in the church according to the regu-
lations of their respective denomination.Asmentioned above, someProtestant
denominations have allowed female ministers for quite some time.12 However,
this does not reflect the reality in which female ministers have greater difficul-
ties than their male colleagues in finding employment as the main minister of
a parish. In other denominations, women had to fight for the right to become
ministers.

About seventy percent of the uccj’s members are female, and women sup-
port church life actively. Nonetheless, only rarely do parish churches decide
to assign administrative rights and duties in accordance with the gender ratio
of their membership. Yamaguchi tried to raise awareness of this fact and con-
vincewomen that they are free to choose any field of activity inside the church,
even fields that have been seen as mutually exclusive in traditional interpreta-

11 While eastern and western Japan are contrasted in a number of cultural discourses,
in the case of Horie the distinction may be read as an expression of a commitment
to the tradition of activist feminism she experienced predominantly in western Japan.
However, it should be stressed thatHorie drew this distinction during the interview rather
spontaneously and was aware of its possible oversimplification.

12 The proportion of women minsters in the uccj amounts to 23 percent.
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tions (such as theological study vs. kitchen work). With her exegetical work
on the figures of Mary and Martha in the biblical tradition (Yamaguchi 2002),
she encourages women to refuse to be assigned or to assign themselves to
kitchen work only or, conversely, to theological work only. Speaking of Martha,
she asserts that the patriarchal tradition has “distorted her image of a repre-
sentative community leader or spokesperson into the image of a complaining
woman in the kitchen.” But with Martha there are “many more women wait-
ing for their ‘resurrection’ into our Christian history.” With her degree from a
divinity school, Yamaguchi could, perhaps, have worked as a female minister.
But she had no interest in such a career. Already married to a minister, she felt
compelled to free herself and otherwomen from the expectations that parishes
often try to force on theminister’s wife. She became a theologian strongly influ-
enced by Elisabeth Schüssler-Fiorenza and continues to teach courses in the-
ology at a number of Christian schools and theological seminaries, but—like
Kinukawa—was not able to obtain a full-time position at any of them.

Other activist women see Yamaguchi as a very critical and demanding aca-
demic, although she deliberately strives to make progress in popularizing new
visions of Christianity, using styles of language and print that are more acces-
sible to ordinary readers than the traditional theological literature.13 She regu-
larly gathers students at her home for get-togethers withmusic, food, thematic
study and discussion. In this context, new hymns are presented and sponta-
neous rituals performed. Humor plays an important role in her writing (and
life), as is also evident from her view of Christian rituals explained below.

Feminist Evaluations of Ritual
Ritual reform, with its emphasis on inclusiveness and inclusive language, on
overcoming violence and violent images, and on empowerment, is one of the
central issues in Christian feminism in Japan.

Yamaguchi, for instance, continues to write new poems for liturgical use
and provides a space for a common liturgy. To give just one example, she held
a “bread baking liturgy” in her house that combined an academic presenta-
tion about goddesses in the Old Testament world with the preparation of the
“bread of life” (which after some discussion was put into female shapes) and
a common meal, which was included as a form of “creative Eucharist” (Holy
Communion). During my participant observation of this event, it occurred to

13 She experiments with fonts that are usually used on mobile phones and attaches furi-
gana, or the reading of Chinese characters, to foster the reading comprehension of less
experienced readers.
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me that it would have been difficult for a male audience to tolerate such a
livelymix of academicismwith cooking andworship, in which the speaker was
interrupted by the microwave bleeping a number of times.14 Nonetheless, the
participating women obviously enjoyed this shared time of spontaneous inter-
action. On this occasion, Yamaguchi also explained her view of the parables
of Jesus (later published as Yamaguchi 2014) while at the same time criticiz-
ing “traditional Japanese patriarchal rituals” for their ignorance of Jesus’ style
of teaching. Referring to the parables of the mustard seed and of leaven,15 she
states:

In my opinion, this manner of expression, which does not use explicitly
positive notions but rather uses negative images like that of the mustard
seed and leaven, has not been fully appreciated at church. Sometimes I
feel that the services in churches are performed in a mode too serious
and rigid to allow for appreciation of the cynical and critical humor in
Jesus’ parables. But such humor must have been very important, so that
many impoverished and oppressed people could listen to his words and
respond with laughter.

yamaguchi, personal communication, 18 December 2006

Horie’s refusal to perform as a femaleminister has beenmentioned before. She
is especially aware of the power dimension of rituals. “Why is only theminister
allowed to preach? It is an incrediblemonopoly to be allowed to speak for thirty
minutes without having to respond to objections,” she says about preaching
in church. She continues, “Then there is the overall ritual. There is the prayer;
and a space and a ritual are created which are completely different from daily

14 Some may argue that this impression emerged from my own stereotypes about male
Japanese Christians, but it is based on long-term experience of Japanese churches in a
variety of denominations.

15 See Yamaguchi (2015). In the New Testament, the parables of Jesus function to explain the
concept of “God’s Kingdom” that “has already begun, but is not yet completed.” Yamaguchi
focuses on metaphors with originally negative meanings that are transformed to express
the unexpected and uncontrollable, the rapid extension of “God’s Kingdom.” Themustard
seed has been synonymous with something “small” and the mustard plant of something
with the fast-growing properties of a “malignant weed.” Leaven is also used as a metaphor
for bad influences (see Luke 12: 1), that is, “something corrupting the whole” though
it has a positive meaning when connected to the concept of “God’s Kingdom.” Other
theologians like Michael F. Bird (2006: 73–77) and Shane Claiborne (Claiborne andWallis
2006) provide similar interpretations.
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life. Right now I cannot agree with something like that. At least I first want to
consider more thoroughly what a ‘ritual’ is” (Horie, personal communication, 1
March 2007).

While Horie represents the most critical stance towards ritual, for many
other Christian feminists the creation of new liturgies is central to their under-
standing of feminist theology and practice. Still, it must be mentioned that the
groupsofwomenwho regularly engage in ritual creationandpractice are rather
small, with fewer than ten or even five participants on average.

Christian Feminism in Japan: A “Minoritarian” Movement?

I will now consider whether Christian feminism in Japan in its multiplicity, or
at least certain strands of it, could be called a “minoritarian” movement. For
one thing, it must be noted that, in the development of Christian feminism
in Japan, activism preceded theological reflection. Most activities before 1985
were influenced by liberation theology and undertaken without a pronounced
notion of female subjectivity and without postulating patriarchy as its enemy.
Isshiki’s attempt to propose a “theology of acceptance” can be seen as a first
step towards a formulation of female subjectivities.

It was after the reception of Western works on feminist theology that the
concept of patriarchy became a decisive element of feminist epistemology
in Japan. By incorporating the concept, however, Christian feminists seem to
have become locked into minority discourses in which “minority” is defined
by those in power as positions that failed to attain dominance in history. And
they remain in that position as long as they continue to accept the “majori-
tarian” definition of “minority.” Since every re-utterance of “patriarchy” in fact
reinforces its very existence, it may keep Christian feminists from overcoming
patriarchy by envisioning and starting to live forms of social communion that
are “unappropriated by artificial territoriality.”

When Kinukawa affirms the hermeneutical privilege of Japanese women
reading biblical texts based on their own experiences as subordinate mem-
bers of a patriarchal society (Kinukawa 1997: 267), she actually draws on the
“arborescent” or “majoritarian” schema of identity that has emerged out of
patriarchal societies throughout history. As mentioned above, she believes in
the superiority (although not the perfection) of feminist interpretations of the
Bible as compared to male interpretations. For a long time it was her inten-
tion to achieve general acceptance for this ‘superior’ interpretation in Japan
and she became frustrated when progress seemed slow. I suggest that this frus-
tration arises when the quest for self-assertion becomes too central to self-
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determination, or, perhaps, when a “majoritarian” impulse captures the femi-
nist’s mind and makes her long for the majority’s embrace of her still minority
perspective.

Although Yamaguchi also refers to patriarchy, her position seemsmore open
and displays a greater readiness to acknowledge “majoritarian” tendencies in
her own thought which persist, no matter how much she strives to overcome
them. The style of her theological writings shows that she is not writing to
attack male theology, but to connect to people with a broad variety of back-
grounds and identities, and to encourage them to find their own readings of
biblical texts.

Among the Christian feminists I have dealt with here, Horie takes the most
critical stance towards any assignment of a fixed identity, thoroughly question-
ing the process of labeling and embracing the possibility of change by leav-
ing her own identity open to a considerable extent. Taking into account the
fact that she has experienced discrimination even within anti-discrimination
movements, one would expect her to vote with her feet on the quality of Chris-
tian feminism in Japan. But, quite to the contrary, she continues to voice her
critical thoughts and communicate them to other Christians and Christian
feminists in the hope that together they may overcome, step by step, the dif-
ficulties that keep them from desiring to become the other. I take her con-
tinuous efforts as an indication that Christian feminism in Japan still holds
out the potential to become a “minoritarian” movement. This potential is
also recognizable in the multiple “lines of flight” pursued by Christian fem-
inists today. These “lines of flight,” however, entail certain risks at the same
time.

Multiple “Lines of Flight”: International, Interreligious and
Interhistorical Dialogue, ‘Sexual Minorities,’ and Liberation
Theology

WhileKinukawa’s involvement in theAsian feminist journal InGod’s Image can
serve as a concrete example of international dialogue with feminist Christians
outside Japan, Yamashita’s concept of “a theology that reviveswomen” or “a the-
ology that is lived by women” makes efforts to combine the feminist quest for
the empowerment of women with interreligious dialogue. In similar manner,
the cftmj in Tokyo regularly invites speakers from other religions in order to
connect with activist women from Buddhist and Islamic backgrounds, as well
as those of new religious movements. Christian feminists assert that interreli-
gious dialogue is of crucial importance for the building of world peace.
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Furthermore, I suggest that the attempt to reveal and incorporate the his-
torical realities of women in biblical times into present-day community life
can also be understood as a form of “interhistorical” and “interreligious” dia-
logue.16 As in the case of the “bread-baking liturgy” described above, knowl-
edge and imagination of women’s religious practice in history affect women’s
ritual practice today. Christian feminists rarely investigate the sources of the
past for purely academic reasons. Rather, they seek “to meet in person” those
women whose memory has been deleted by male historiography and to learn
from them. And although the situation of these historical women cannot be
changed, it is still obvious that the fictional encounter with them gives women
today a feeling of participating in “a kind of interhistorical solidarity.” As Anto-
nio explains, “interhistorical solidarity is not [a matter of] conflating different
understandings of oppression or liberation but of learning across racial, cul-
tural and ideological lines” (Antonio 2014: 117).

While Kinukawa finds parallels in the cultural contexts of Palestine in Jesus’
times and Japan today based on the patriarchal structure of both societies
(Kinukawa 1997: 267), Yamaguchi stresses the differences between the two in
order to encourage readers to question the biblical text more thoroughly. She
tries to convince Christians that they should take responsibility for their belief
and not leave the questions concerning its foundations to others (Yamaguchi
2009: 12, 15). Whether parallels in social structure are assumed or not, both
authors understand the unearthing of women’s existences in biblical times and
of Jesus’ reaction to them as indispensable procedures on the way to a solidly
grounded Christian faith.

Speaking of “male-stream” interreligious dialogue, Hill Flechter (2013) sug-
gests that it usually focuses onunearthing a positiveminimal ethical consensus
and parallels in teaching across religions. However, one result is that it leaves
out problematic issues because of their disrupting potential. In contrast, the
approach of Christian feminists in Japan seeks to raise and compare problem-
atic issues because of their potential for disrupting the respective religious
communities from within. In this way they try to revive a positive minimal
ethical consensus across religions, which, as they see it, had been buried by
patriarchal systemsof teaching. Such interreligiousdiscussions of critical issues
are also intended to provide strategies for problem-solving and coping that
transcend the boundaries of a single tradition.

16 This dialogue is ‘interreligious’ in so far as it seeks to encounter women depicted in the
Old Testament along with women from the New Testament and presupposes differences
between contemporary Christianity and the beliefs held in the JesusMovement of the first
century.
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Yamaguchi expresses her vision of interreligious dialogue in the following
way: “When a variety of different womenmake critical commitments to exam-
ine our particular spiritual traditions from our own perspectives, we develop
a critically creative understanding of our faith traditions.” In this way, she
explains, women will nurture theological as well as anthropological thought
andwill be able “to expand andweave a variety of global solidaritymovements,
perhaps better named a rainbow coalition, to move toward a spirituality that
will lead us beyond patriarchy” (Chung et al. 2000: 126–127). I suggest that her
“rainbow coalition” corresponds to Braidotti’s “nomadic project” and Gouli-
mari’s “minoritarian project.”

Nonetheless, Yamaguchi shares Kinukawa’s concern that one should be cau-
tious and prevent the picking of “convenient” elements from religious tradi-
tions. Kinukawa argues that discrimination against women is “the common
characteristic” of all religions that support the multireligious culture of Japan
(Chung et al. 2000: 78). Therefore any form of interreligious dialogue feminists
engage in has to be critical of the ideology of “harmonic coexistence” that is
taken for granted in her home country.

In being a sub-minority of a religious minority in Japan, Christian feminists
need to reach out to “others” from different religious backgrounds in search of
(spiritual) support. At the same time, the terms onwhich they conduct interre-
ligious dialogue are often not appreciated by their Christian fellow men. Rein-
tegration of the ritual practice and theological thought of women throughout
history (especially as depicted in the Old Testament), as well as contemporary
attempts to build up interreligious solidarity movements, are seen by many
men as unacceptable forms of polytheistic and/or multi-religious corruption
of Christian doctrines and traditions. To give just one concrete example, after
watching the video of the “bread baking liturgy” described above, the research
program planning commission of the Tomisaka Christian Center17 accused the
participating women of having performed “idolatry” because their exploration
of goddesses in the Ancient Orient let them give a female shape to the “bread
of life” they had prepared. Assuming the women’s interpretation of the com-
mon meal at the end of the meeting to be a “substitute” for Holy Communion,

17 The Tomisaka Christian Center sees itself as a research institution strongly influenced by
liberation theology and engaging in research into social ethics. It sponsored my project
of video interviews, but declined a funding application for a research group looking at
feminist approaches to social issues. Apart from the accusation of idolatry, members of
the commission agreed that, “as long as there are people dying of hunger in this world,
their suffering will have priority over women’s liberation” (statement during the research
program planning commission held on 6 September 2007).
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they could not agree that the breadmeant to symbolize Jesus’ body on the cross
of atonement was substituted by something female in shape. The comment of
one of the participants that she was trying to escape the shape of a cross may
have fueled this response.

As for thewomen’s engagement indialoguewith contemporarywomen from
other religions, I suggest that male Christians worry about the consequences
of a strengthened self-confidence of their female co-religionists and, perhaps,
the “sharing of strategies” for overcoming discriminatory structures. Although a
long tradition of Christian–Buddhist dialogue between mostly male represen-
tatives exists in Japan, male Christians tend to view women as more prone to
the temptations of a multi-religious culture. Thus, it is not interreligious dia-
logue as such that makes male Christians suspicious, but differences in its goal
setting and the inconsiderate stereotypes of women that have been dominant
in Christian history for centuries. By and large, engagement in interreligious
dialogue therefore weakens further the already weak standing of feminist the-
ology in Japan. Taking such reactions into account, it seems only consistent
to me for Yamaguchi herself to take up the issue of “idolatry” and to demand
a critical reading of the Bible based on the prohibition of idolatry in the Ten
Commandments (Yamaguchi 2009: 12).

In Yamaguchi (2008), the idea of a “rainbow coalition” of believers of dif-
ferent religions is extended to include Christian feminist approaches to ‘sex-
ual diversity.’ Here she asserts, “The richness of potential lives and sexualities
bestowed upon humans is like a rainbow. Whether we recognize it or not,
does not the rainbow exist in us and among us in various ways?” Yamaguchi
confirms that she herself had harbored prejudices against “sexual minorities”
until, about twenty years ago, a friend revealed her or his story of suffering
to her (Yamaguchi 2008: 11, 8). Although she deepened her understanding in
the following years, she still does not consider herself “to have freed herself
completely from prejudices or to have ‘understood’ the pain of ‘those who are
affected’.” Rather, she feels grateful to friends among “sexual minorities” who
have “reached out for [her]” and therefore wants to “respond with what she
can do, because the problem of discrimination based on sexuality is [her] own
problem” (Yamaguchi 2008: 9).

The structure and content of her book show that Yamaguchi considers
biblical theology to be the field in which she can respond with competence:
“Theological research is for me a movement in itself,” she insists, namely, “a
movement of peoplewhoare struggling against patriarchal power and towhom
I wish to extend solidarity” (Yamaguchi 2008: 14).

Horie suggests that one characteristic of Christian feminism in Japan can
be seen in the fact that problematic issues were not necessarily brought up by
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the parties affected (personal communication, 1 March 2007). In the case of
discrimination against “sexual minorities,” the initial impulse to overcome it
came from the heterosexual majority. But many of Horie’s articles prove that
discourses initiated by “unaffected” parties are not perceived by “affected” par-
ties as sufficiently self-reflective. Therefore I argue that Christian feminists’
processes of learning how to become the “other” are still in progress. How-
ever, what is most important from the perspective of Deleuze and Guattari’s
“double becomings” is the serious attempt to learn it and not its comple-
tion.

Multiple “lines of flight” are not only drawn between women with differ-
ent identities, but also between women and men. Many of the social issues
Christian feminists are engaged in are also addressed bymale Christians under
the influence of liberation theology. The connection with liberation theology
opens the door to male audiences who share with feminist theology a strong
awareness of social issues and the emphasis on liberation. For this reason, Yam-
aguchi prefers the term “feminist liberation theology (flt),” which she sees as a
global effort to which she wants to make a “special contribution” as a Japanese
woman (Chung et al. 2000: 122). It seems that overcoming existing boundaries
betweenWestern feminist andAsianwomanist approaches is part of this global
effort as well.

Conclusions

Japanese Christian women’s perspectives are diverse and combine academic,
theological and activist approaches. Some distinguish a “feminist” from a
“women’s” approach and assign them to different parts of Japan. Some women
see their perspective as superior to (i.e., “more Christian” than) those of men.
The portrayed women are trying to change all aspects of Christian life: patriar-
chal church structures, rituals, interreligious relations, and relationswith other
minority groups both within and outside Christianity.

Concerning the roles of women,movements for equal access by women and
men (regardless of their sexual orientation) to church positions, as well as the
push against all kinds of discrimination, are arising in parallel with attempts
to question and reconstruct the theological foundations of gender stereotypes.
The task often consists in connecting academic and theological work to activist
engagement in order to not only change church structures, but also to reinforce
theological discussions.

As fighting discrimination includes the refusal to become part of discrimi-
natory systems, resistance to given roles like that of the minister’s wife, of the
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“complaining woman in the kitchen,” and even the role of the female pastor
seems inevitable.However, roles are negotiatednot only by the parties affected,
but, under the influence of feminist theology, also proactively by unaffected
actors for others. Through their resistance to prescribed roles, the interviewed
womenhave become “stumbling blocks” in their own communities and as such
both provoke discussion of and contribute to new interpretations of gender
roles and religious practice. In their insistence that theology needs to be done
in dialoguewith the daily life of believers, they are overturning the hierarchical
boundaries between laity and clergy. It can be expected that Christian femi-
nists will continue to reach out to other minorities both within and outside
Christian feminism, even if such outreach does not receive majority approval
within their respective denominations. But in order to realize its potential as
a “minoritarian” movement, Christian feminism may have to let go some of its
central concepts, such as that of patriarchy.
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