Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel (1926 - 2016)

The feminist theologian Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel
passed away shortly before her 90th anniversary, on 7
June 2016. Born in Herne in 1926 and grown up in
Potsdam, she was ecclesiastically shaped by the
Bekennende Kirche (Confessing Church). She did her
doctorate in 1951, and married the theologian Jiirgen
Moltmann in 1952. They had four daughters. Because of
being married she was refused the opportunity of
following a churchly or academic career. But in spite, or
even because of it, she became the feminist theologian of
the hour!

The initial impulse which made her reflect her own
experiences as a woman in church and society from a
theological point of view resulted from her the contact to
the secular and ecclesiastical women’s movement in
America. “Wholeness” and “women’s experience”
became central hermeneutic keys for understanding the
bible and theology. She newly interpreted the message
of justification for women with the sentence “I am good, whole and beautiful! “. For Elisabeth
feministic theology always meant a unity of body and spirit, of political action and theological
reflection. Her definition of the Lord’s Supper and baptism, which was based on the
experience of women, met harsh criticism by the Wiirttembergische Landeskirche (Regional
Church in Wiirttemberg). It was she who initiated the “Correspondence Course for Feminist
Theology” in Wurttemberg. Her gift to phrase central contents of feminist theology in a way
that they could be understood by the women at the church-base, made her the “mother of
women’s movement in Church” in Germany.

Another focus of her theological reflection was on dealing with the philosopher Hanna
Arendt and her attempt of natality. It was Elisabeth’s passion for beginning, her curiosity
concerning life, her “love of the world” that united her with Hanna Arendt. In her last
contribution to the anthology “Im Einklang mit dem Kosmos” (In Close Com munity with the
Cosmos) edited by myself, she pleaded for “Denken ohne Gelander” (21) (Thinking without
Handrail) and for reflecting incarnation without compromise. A deep love for all the corporal-
sensual and for the earth permeated Elisabeth’s thinking. This is lively shown by her
autobiography. The importance of the female body for theological understanding in the
context of accounts of Jesus healing women became a further hermeneutic key of her thinking,

Networking of female academic theologians was a further important issue for Elisabeth.
Starting in the 1980s female theologians from Germany, Austria and Switzerland would meet
in her house, among them Herlinde Pissarek-Hudelist, who was the first female dean of the
Faculty of Theology in Innsbruck in 1988, Catharina Halkes from the Netherlands, Helen
Schiingel-Straumann and Elisabeth Gossmann (Munich, Tokyo). In 1986 the “European
Society of Women in Theological Research” (ESWTR) was founded. Currently, it comprises
more than 600 members in more than 30 European countries.

In order to save the results of feministic-theological research, Elisabeth initiated together
with others the “Worterbuch Feministische Theologie” (Dictionary of Feminist Theology) in
1980. The dictionary, now in the 2nd edition, has been standard reference in feminist theology




up to today. Elisabeth could, however, not support the preparation of a “Bibel in gerechter
Sprache” (The Bible in a just language), as she considered the guidelines to be too biased.

Let me finally make a personal remark. For me Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel was an
inspiring conversation partner, a friend and companion who encouraged following one’s own
way. It was interesting to cooperate with her in the book on Christology, in the understan ding
of baptism and finally in drafting a viable spirituality of creation. She prepared the ground on
which feministic theology could be further differentiated. She will be remembered by our
thinking ahead and by our writing!
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