
 Nr. 42, November 2006�

 
 
 
 

Women's Letter  

 
 
 
 
 
�
�
 The Women's Letter 
 a tool of sharing and 
 strengthening the 
  mission 21 
 women's network 
  
 ___________________ 
 
 it appears twice a year in 
 English, German, Spanish 
 and Indonesian 
  
  
  
 
�
�
�
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Special Edition 
 in honor of Marie-Claire Barth 

 
 Mission from  women's perspectives 
 Life stories on service, action and leadership  
 
 
 
 

 

 



 �

Women's Letter 2-2006 - Page �  

 
The idea of the  «Women‘s Letter» 
 
The Women’s Letter is a forum and platform of communication for 
women in the mission 21-network in Asia, Africa, Latin America 
and Europe and is open for all to share. 
 
This 42nd edition which you hold in your hands is an exception, be-
cause it does not give the same room to each of the above men-
tioned continents. The women's letter is dedicated this time to 
Marie-Claire Barth, a woman who dedicated 50 years of her life for 
women in mission 21 and Basel Mission. In 1985 she 'gave birth' to 
the women's letter - together with the first redactor's team.  
 
Language 
We apologise for language errors. The native language of almost all 
the readers and writers is none of the four languages in which the 
Women’s Letter is translated (English, Spanish, Indonesian, Ger-
man). but we had to find a common basis. For professional transla-
tion funds are limited. 
 
Finances 
For most of our readers the price for the Women’s Letter and it’s de-
livery costs would be a reason for the exclusion from this network 
communication. Therefore we kindly ask those who are in the con-
dition to support the delivery free of charge for others. 
 
Donations account: 40-726233-2 
Project No. 910.1408 

Marianne Herrera 
Thank you very much!  
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Dear readers, 
 
It is not everybody’s gift to continue faithfully living in and working for one and the same country 
for  half a century. Marie Claire Barth succeeded, though. And therefore we celebrate for her and 
with her the 50th anniversary of her first journey to Indonesia. In this women’s letter we concen-
trate for once on articles by European women, because there is  a link between this edition and  
Marie-Claire's jubilee, which will be celebrated  in Basle on 15. November. In her honour we cho-
se the theme "Mission, as women see it". 
 
Sacrifice, restriction, submission and household are a few of the keywords often used in referring 
to women worldwide. A woman’s life is an endless sequence of cooking, washing, cleaning, child 
care etc. And that was no different in the early days of mission work.  Women’s work was not con-
sidered independent. A quote from inspector J.F. Josenhans in the 19th century confirms that: 
„Women are but an impediment to mission.“ (Waltraud Ch. Haas, Erlitten und erstritten. Der Be-
freiungsweg von Frauen in der Basler Mission 1816 – 1966. Basileia 1994, p. 31) 
 
Indeed, in the established Christian tradition mission was considered a male responsibility and all 
those "minor" labours that were necessary too were declared women’s responsibilities. That was 
self-evident. In the 19th century women in the Basel Mission were only considered important as  
missionaries’ wives and "helpmeets", (though other missionary societies appreciated the role of 
women much earlier). They were not treated as self-reliant personalities, and not officially in-
volved in decision-making – though at the same time it was taken for granted that they would do 
demanding jobs, for example in running girls' schools and orphanages. However, by the beginning 
of the 20th century the Basel Mission was sending more and more single women to do independent 
work. M.C. Barth did not travel to the so-called mission field as an "accompanying wife", but went 
to Indonesia as an independent individual.  
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There are five articles in this women’s letter, looking at missionary women in different times and 
places. First we deal with a biblical person, Martha, who later became the symbol of the "mission-
ary wife". Irina Bossart, a historian, looks at Martha from a historical point of view. Then Magda-
lena Zimmermann, of the education, exchange and research desk at the mission 21 reflects on the 
life of Julie Gundert Dubois, better known as the grandmother of the world famous German writer 
Hermann Hesse. Our task today is to look from the past into the future. For this we have a report 
from a Bern student: Sara Kipfer thinks about mission as representative of the young generation. 
After that we have two articles that connect us directly with Indonesia: Deetje Tiwa Rotinsulu, 
herself an Indonesian, ponders about Indonesian Feminist Theology, and a Swiss theologian, 
Doris Brodbeck, reflects on her recent journey to Indonesia from the "gender "point of view of. I 
am deeply grateful to all who contributed. They all sent their articles in time so that this women’s 
letter can be published as a kind of commemorative volume for M. C. Barth. In this we rejoice. 

 
Many women in our partner countries live like Martha, who is forced to deal with physical matters 
only, in order to survive. They lack the time to ponder the message of the Bible in their own con-
text. Intellectual and spiritual work is a luxury to them and so is theology, because their absolute 
priority is to survive. The majority of women in the churches  are always forced to consider "Mar-
tha" the example for service and diaconia. Yet we must keep other aspects of "Martha" in mind. 
For she did express her own personal confession (John 11:27) and was active. The role of women 
in mission must be thought about and defined anew, so that the message of reconciliation can be 
proclaimed in other words and ways and so that the unjust system of globalization can be broken 
down. For women could do more than diaconia; they could attack the problems at their roots to 
prevent them from growing, and develop an innovative kind of mission. 
 
We in mission 21 should change our visual angle. Woman/man, orient/occident, heresy/orthodoxy, 
nature/culture, body/spirit: this kind of dichotomy and mechanized hierarchical dualism should be 
removed. The self-sacrifice of women and the submission to the taboo against speaking about pain, 
wrong and oppression should no  longer be considered virtues. 
It is my hope that this issue will be an impetus for us women to reflect together on the theme of 
mission from a female point of view. 
 
Rev. Dr. Meehyun Chung 
Head of Women and Gender Desk of mission 21 
mission 21, basel 
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Martha 
 

from being one of Jesus’ friends to being a missionary woman 
 
 

Martha was one of Jesus’ friends just as were her sister Mary and Lazarus (see John 11: 5.11). Friend-
ship, this relation of mutual acknowledgement, is a very special, even a divine relationship (see Exodus 
33:11; James 2: 23). It is nourished by freedom, independence, benevolence and interest in others. 
 
 
Faith and Service 
There are three passages in the Bible in which 
Martha is mentioned (Luke 10; John 11 and 12). 
In John 11: 27 Martha makes a confession to Je-
sus that is in no way inferior to Peter’s. She 
knows that Jesus has unhindered access to God 
and she realizes that he warrants with his person 
to the promised life.  This includes trusting that 
death is not an ultimate fate.  
 
In John, Martha ap-
pears as settled, 
provoking and clear-
sighted. Compared to 
this narrative the 
Martha periscope of 
Luke is more 
challenging. Here 
she is described as a 
bustling mistress and 
servant. Jesus tells 
her: „Martha, 
Martha, you are 
anxious and troubled 
about many things.“ 
(Luke 10: 41) Jo-
hannes Tauler, a 
dominican friar, who 
spent a few years in 
Basel in the middle 
of the 14th century, 
offers here an in-
novating exegesis. 
He does not criticize  
Martha’s activities. „Her works“, he writes, „are 
good and holy“. But like Jesus he blames her for 
her anxiety, for it suits man to leave anxiety to 
God (Psalm 55:23; Mt. 6: 31-33). Thus Tauler hit 
the very heart of the matter. Look at the expres-
sion „troubled about many things“. The original 
Greek offers the following translations: „to be 

pulled from all sides; to be absorbed or  absent-
minded. Martha is not with herself, she is not fully 
attentive as is her sister Mary. That means that Je-
sus made a diagnosis rather than a judgment. What 
worries him is not her activity as such but her ex-
cessive bustle.“ Mary has chosen the good portion.“ 
She is fully present, here and now, in the encounter, 
in listening. Tauler pleads for a mysticism of the 
moment: to live the present as intensively as possi-

ble, to enjoy to the full the 
moments of happiness like Mary. 
We may add to the servant  image 
of Martha that „to serve“ is a 
central theme within the Jesus-
movement; Martha was building 
up a „serving church“ according to 
Matthew (Mt 20: 26. 27). 
 

Patroness of the Dominican 
Mission 

Within the Dominican order 
Martha was an important saint. She 
played an important part in the 
works of the mystic master Eckhart 
or the painter Fra Angelico. Above 
that she was patroness of the Do-
minican mission. Dominicus’ goal 
was to win back into the fold of the 
hurch the heretic women in 
Southern France. His preaching 
movement also found guidance in 

the Martha legend that was widely 
spread in the Middle Ages and 

which can be found in „legenda aurea“ written by 
Jacobus de Voragine, himself a Dominican. In this 
tale Martha is praised as a successful preacher. 
Legends of Saints should not be taken as histori-
cally reliable biographies. They served to explain 
central themes of the Gospel and to pass on Chris-
tian patterns of life. Thus we can consider the then 

Martha in the Church of St. Peter - Basel�
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Martha and Jesus, in the Curch of Lorenz -
Nürnberg, Germany�

written „legenda aurea“ as a means of mission, a 
peaceful means though, working through its 
strong and trustworthy pictures of life only.  
 
Martha, the example 
for inner and outer 
mission 
At St. Peter’s square in 
Basel there is to this day 
the „Marthastift“ 
(Martha charitable 
institution). It was 
opened as a 
maidservants’  hostel 
outside Basel in1858. It 
offered to young women 
who came to Basel a 
place to stay and for 
training as maidservant. 
There was also a Labour 
Exchange attached to it. 
When it moved to St. 
Peter’s Square in 1875 it 
was given the name 
„Marthastift“. In the 
annual report of that 
year we read: „We 
named it Marthastift in 
view of other houses 
with a similar purpose 
and to confess to the 
spirit which it is 
supposed to represent. 
(...) As we read about 
the thus named disciple: 
and Martha served 
(John 12:2). She is pre-
sented to us by the 
Gospel as an example of 
domesticity and 
thriftiness, and thus de-
serves that her own 
gender have her before  
their eyes. Thus we wish to express by using this 
name, that it is our aim to implant in those, who 
are in our care, the same sense of professional 
faithfulness, tidiness and diligence so that many 
„Martha souls“ will come forth from this house.“  
The Marthastift was a product of the inner mis-
sion. Because of the impoverishment and the pau-
perization of whole sectors of the population due 
to industrialization many Christians searched for 
countermeasures. As a result there developed  

manifold social and evangelistic projects. In Basel 
more than 100 Christian associations and institu-
tions were founded. It is not just by chance that this 
period is called „pious Basel“. It was in this context 

that Martha was remembered: 
she served as reason, jus-
tification and for the propagation 
of „Martha’s services“ that were 
expected from women. 
 

It was not but the inner mission 
which referred to the biblical 
Martha; the Basel Mission as 

well enlisted with Martha 
women ready to go for service to 
a far away country as missionary 

woman. In an appeal we read: 
„Oh, should you not be pre-

pared to help – through your 
Martha service – those poorest 
to sit at Jesus’ feet as well and 

listen to his talking? Indeed you 
can do such Martha service, real 
Martha service, by serving those 

most inferior, by feeding them 
and giving them to drink 

through the word of life and the 
consolation of grace, by dress-

ing them with Christ’s justice, by 
freeing them from the bonds of 
darkness and sin (...), thus you 

serve the Lord.“ This quotation 
makes evident how Christian 
intentions can be ambiguous: 

On the one hand service to the 
poorest is a genuine Christian 
virtue, on the other hand this 

phrase expresses condescending 
consciousness. Nevertheless 

there grew later out of these 
„missionized“ – 

 through experience and learn-
ing - partner churches, the female members of 
which became „advocates for the women of their 
churches and countries“ (Reinhilde Freise) and ad-
vocates for a good life  against death and by doing 
so were, and still are carrying on the heritage of 
Martha. 
 

Irina Bosshart, Basel 
Historian and Theologian 
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Their children: Marie, Friedrich,  
Hermann, Samuel, David, Paul�

 
 

Julie Gundert Dubois 
 

a lovely fairy tale with a religious meaning 
 
 

„Thank goodness no more cooking, no more washing, no more cleaning in heaven!“ 
 

This sigh was uttered in imperfect German by Julie Gundert, born Julie Dubois, a Frech speaking 
Swiss while doing women’s house work at Calw, Germany. It expreses her frustration at  the women’s 
role of her time even at an old age. 
 
 
Julie Gundert Dubois is the first woman in the Ba-
sle Mission. She is 26 when she reads in a mission 
pamphlet that a committee of rich ladies from Ge-
neva are looking for single ladies prepared to ac-
company a missionary leaving for India. Julie 
would have loved to become a teacher, yet her 
parents did not feel like investing into further edu-
cation of a daughter. Julie is ready to go to India 
and she tells her pastor and among the members 
of her congregation in the town of Rolle. And she 
succeeds. The congregation collects money to 
cover her travel expenses and to buy all the neces-
sary things. On 17th January 1836 she and her 
friend Marie Monnard are sent out by pastor Au-
gust Rochat and the congregation of Rolle. 
 
In India she meets with missionary Hermann 
Gundert and they get married on 2nd Novem-
ber1838. They work for the Basle Mission at 
Mangalore. Julie is the first and only woman in 
mission in the midst of ten single men which 
makes life a challenge. 
 
Their first son, Hermann, is born on 18th April 
1839. A few days after delivery Julie is already 
back at work at the girls’ school which she herself 
has started. A little more than one year later she 
gives birth to their second son Samuel, and in 
1841 they rejoice at the birth of Ludwig Friedrich, 
their third son. 1842 marks the birth of their first 
daughter, Mary. One day, the nurse drops Ludwig 
Friedrich to the floor. He never fully recovers and 
his father, Hermann, reports heart stirringly on his 
passing away on 7th January 1844. At the end of 
1844 Christine is born. After this sequence of de-
liveries Julie’s health has become weak and in 
1846 the large family returns to Europe for their 
first home leave. 
 

It is only a small part of the family which returns to 
India later. Mary is placed at the „Ostertagische In-
stitut“ at Gundeldingen, which is considered the 
predecessor of the Basle Mission Children’s Home 
while Hermann and Christine stay with their grand 
parents at Stuttgart. Many of Julie’s and Hermann’s 
letters and diary texts give testimony to the grave 
psychological plight of the parents due to the sepa-
ration. 

Shortly after their return to India she gives birth to 
Ludwig Friedrich (named after his deceased 
brother). Julie’s health is weak again and Hermann 
brings her to Nilgiris for recuperation. It is at Nil-
giris that the news of the death of their daughter 
Christine on 5th March 1848 reaches her. Christine 
was three years old and died at her grand parents 
home. In 1850 their youngest son, David, is born. 
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When her husband is transferred to Chirakkal, Ju-
lie starts and leads an institute for 50 girls and a 
home for widows.  
 
 
In 1855 their sons 
Friedrich and Paul 
travel to Basel 
together with a 
number of other 
missionary 
families, where 
they are placed in 
the newly opened 
Children’s Home 
of the Basel 
Mission. 
 
Also in 1855 it 
becomes probable 
that the Gundert 
couple should 
move again. 
Hermann writes to 
the committee: 
„What worries me 
most is the impact 
this will have on 
my dear wife; I 
feel that another 
change of tongue 
will be too much 
for her.“ And then: 
„After the first 
shock she asked, 
whether the 
problem could not 
be solved by us parting; I could work at Manga-
lore while she would remain here. Therefore my 
wish is indeed that my place of work be chosen 
according to her’s and not the other way round.“ 
 
Meanwhile Hermann’s health has become frail 
too. He is allowed a second home leave in 1859, 
without his wife though. The committee asks him 
to become director of the „Calwer Verlagshaus“ 
(a publishing company). In his reply he stresses: 
„Needless to say that my wife’s place of work is 
India while in Germany she must feel strange and 
idle.“ He accepts but, only if his wife can agree to 
the appointment. Julie, before getting the news, 
suspects that her husband is not going to return to 
India. There begins a long process which she her-
self calls „dying“. 
 

In 1860 Julie arrives at Calw. In July of that year 
there is a family re-union at which, fort he first 
time, the parents and their six children are united. 
 

Now people from all parts 
of the globe visit Calw and 
are welcomed at the 
Gundert’s house although 
– as we know – the role of 
house wife never really 
was Julie’s role. She 
begins visiting the sick and 
the poor. Yet the dean is 
not pleased at all. He 
complains to Hermann and 
demands of him that he 
tells his wife what she is 
supposed to do before 
visiting:  

a) she must say that the 
dean should be called,  

b) she must say that, if the 
dean does not come, she 
won’t come either,  

c) she should not visit 
frequently because at 
Amalie Heinzmann’s he 
feels, that he is not wanted 
any more since the wife 
visited.  

And finally he declares 
that in pastoral care there is 
no „freedom of trade“. 
Hermann is prepared to tell 
his wife but declares that 

he will not curtail his wife’s work. 
 
On 18th September 1885 Julie Gundert Dubois 
passes away at Calw.  
 

She was, and she will remain the pioneer of 
women’s mission work within the Basle Mission. 
 
In 2002 the town of Calw placed a plaque in re-
membrance of Julie Gundert Dubois which is al-
ways shown to female visitors. 
 
 

Rev. Magdalena Zimmermann 
Head of the Dept. Education-Exchange-Research 

 
 

 

 

Julie with her husband Hermann Gundert 
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Feminist Theology in Indonesia 
 

the Impact of feminist theology on the lives of Christian women in Indonesia 
 
In regard to feminism, questions arise in many of the Indonesian feminist movements, and by feminist 
theologians on how feminism can be implemented in Indonesia and where to start. Indonesian people 
are composed hundreds of tribes and ethnic groups which differ from one another. How can a concept 
of feminism be introduced and adapted by the two hundred twenty million people living in the 16 
thousand islands? Where to begin and how to do it? Should the concept of equality be given more 
attention than poverty or trafficking in women or child labor or women‘s worker? 
 
 
In response to the above questions, at the end of 
the 80's non-governmental women organizations 
such as 'Solidaritas Perempuan' and 'Kaliayana 
Mitra' were established. These two groups are 
considered to be vocal and militant. The priority 
of these movements is to build networking among 
women's groups in Indonesia. They put great ef-
fort into helping women workers, especially in 
dealing with injustice to women and worker’s 
rights even though they have to deal with the au-
thorities. 
 
In the government sector since 1978, empowering 
women gets more attention with the establishment 
of a special department for women and resource 
center. One of the big impacts of feminism in In-
donesia was seen in 2001 when the people of In-
donesia elected a woman president. A women 
president, Megawati, has already opened a way 
for all Indonesian women, showing that a woman 
from a patriarchal society can be a leader in such a 
big country. A woman can be the president and 
the culture can be changed from time to time. 
 
Christian Response 
 
In the field of feminist theology, I should mention 
here that Marriane Katoppo is the first Asian 
woman who published a feminist book; 'Compas-
sionate and Free.' Her book focuses on the image 
of Mary, mother of Jesus, as a symbol of compas-
sion and freedom. Katoppo believes that liberation 
for Indonesian women begins by using the exact 
Indonesian word for women. She prefers to use 
the word 'Perempuan' which is mean a word of 
respect instead 'Wanita' which mean Fragrance. 
(Katoppo, 1980). Unfortunately, until now her 
book is not yet translated into the Indonesia lan-
guage. 

At present, there are around fifteen theological 
schools in Indonesia. According to data gathered 
from the Association of Theological Schools in In-
donesia (PERSETIA), in 1994 there were 6,653 
theological students with about 700 males teachers 
and 104 female teachers. Only 15% of the teachers 
were women and they worked part time and taught 
non- theological subjects.(Suleeman & Souk 1997).  
 
Women’s Ministry in the Church 
 
The majority of the Protestant churches in Indone-
sia come from the Reformed tradition. The Re-
formed churches have recognized the ordination of 
women in the ministry. We have many women pas-
tors in Indonesia and the number is increasing from 
time to time. Many of women pastors are still ex-
periencing difficulties and injustice in the leader-
ship of the church. Still, a wide gap remains be-
tween theory and practice. Often women become 
victims of power struggle in the church. There are 
still no uniform rules about women’s ordination in 
the churches in Indonesia, although in most of the 
Protestant churches in Indonesia the ordination of 
women in ministry is already well established. 
 
Opportunity and Challenge 
 
Feminist theology has encouraged more Indonesian 
women to study theology and take an opportunity to 
be leaders in the church. Many churches in the past 
who did not ordain women have changed their by-
laws and are accepting women to develop their tal-
ents and gifts and work toward the unity of the 
church. Caring, sharing and relationship are the 
strong character of women ministry in the church. 
Lay women also are beginning to take part in the 
decision making body. The problem arises that 
there is still less of solidarity among women pas-
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tors. Women don’t like to elect women in the 
leadership position of the church because they feel 
that women will not help women. 
 
Seniority is also one of the hindrances toward the 
development of women in leadership positions. 
There is too much competition among women 
theologian in Indonesia and around the world. We 
can not build an inclusive community if women 
are not united. If competition is needed in order to 
develop the self-identity it is understandable, but 
it should not be done to destroy one another.  
 
Development only among women 
 
Even though the government has created a 
women’s department and assigns a special minis-
try to it, but the approach is from women to 
women. Women’s programs are increasing tre-
mendously, training programs have been con-
ducted everywhere. All over Indonesia Women 
become aware and developed but men remain the 
same. Men remain as oppressor, because they are 
still gender blind. There is a need to change the 
approach through education for men as well as 
women. 
 
The establishment of the Association of Women 
in Theology in 1995 (PWERWATI) is one of the 
good impact toward the development of feminist 
theology in Indonesia. Recently the number of 
women faculties is increasing in the theological 
schools. A question still arises for many women 
pastors, whether this association is only for 
women in theological institutions or also for 
women pastors. Many women pastors in Indone-
sia do not know this association yet. There is a 
need to build up networking and reach out to 
those women pastors who are working in the rural 
areas. If the association is linked only to the 
women in theological institutions, it will create an 
exclusive group. This exclusiveness can happen 
because women in the theological institutions 
have a higher degree compared to those women 
pastors in the church. Those who graduated from 
foreign seminaries are feeling superior to those 
who graduated in the local schools. 
 
In the life of the church, new spirituality is being 
developed. The Bible is being studied through 
new perspectives; new eyes. There is enrichment 
of symbols and liturgies in the church service, 
such as native songs gradually replacing the west-
ern songs. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Women in many developing countries are still in 
the stage or process of socializing the concepts. At 
the same time they are still in the process of search-
ing for new models of feminism. Liberation is not 
just for women but for men and all creation. And it 
should be done as early as possible through family 
institution. In the family, children learn to accept, 
respect and honor one another. In my cases I was 
fortunate as the only girl to have four brothers and 
parents who respected me. To many Indonesian 
people the question is not only to end patriarchal 
domination but to what kind of society that can be 
built to accommodate men and women equally? 
The root cause of oppression and injustice towards 
women in the family and society all over the world 
is not because of gender but of sin. 
 
For Christian women Jesus is the role model of free-
dom and justice. Freedom is always being seen on the 
framework of serving one another. To Christian 
women, to be free means to serve one another. The pur-
pose of life goes beyond us, our desires, wishes and 
dreams. The purpose of life is to accept, honor and re-
spect one another. 
 
This world needs both men and women. Therefore 
men and women must be working together hand in 
hand, equally and trustfully. When one is trying to 
dominate, chaos is created. In the past, men made 
the mistake to preserve patriarchy and hierarchy 
because they enjoyed it.  
 
Holloway from Edinburgh in his book, 'Who Needs 
Feminism 'says that feminism has opened men's 
eyes to see the mistakes they have made in the past. 
Feminism has given opportunity to women and en-
ables them to analyze the oppression of women in 
the family and in the society and encourage them to 
make their own decisions. Holloway underlines the 
importance of being repented; individually and in-
stitutionally. 
 
Many Indonesian women believe that freedom 
without commitment and value is de-humanizing. 
Personal rights are needed but it is not separated 
from other’s right. They should be interrelated with 
other system in the society. Personal right, also in-
clude honoring other people rights, other nations 
right. If not, people can never live harmoniously. 
 
 

Rev. Deetje Tiwa Rotinsulu 
USA and Indonesia 
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Youth and mission nowadays 
 

in Indonesia and Switzerland 
 
 

When leaving Indonesia as a fourteen years old girl in 1994 it meant leaving at the same time the youth 
group of Gereja Kristen Pemanjar Injil (GKPI) Tarak an. It was a happy and boisterous community 
which met regularly for church services and other activities. I did not attend frequently because I was 
still too young. Yet I was always accepted and welcomed cordially by the young Indonesians.  
 
 
When I revisited this group a few years later, in 
2001 actually, I noticed at once that there was a 
fundamental change: The youngsters did not meet 
in the church as a matter of course anymore as 
they had done before.  
 
It was not self-evident any more 
to meet as a youth group 
because there were now many 
alternatives:  
 
One could have dates in town or 
in one of the amusement-parks, 
one could visit a cinema or a 
club. I met with exactly the same 
problems that I had met with 
before in Switzerland: No or-
dinary church activity can attract 
young people anymore. What is 
needed are „events“, puzzled out 
strategies of advertising, worship 
with a band and an attractive 
performance. There is no limit to 
improvisation: from SMS-prayers 
to motor bike worship services all 
is possible.  
 
When, during my second visit to Indonesia, I 
taught the young people at the end of a youth ser-
vice the chorus „Come, now is the time to wor-
ship!“ , then this song not only united the youth 
group from Stettlen with the youth group GKPI 
Tarakan. It was the basic question:  
 
How can we live our Christian faith nowadays? 
What makes a Christian community? Where 
does mission work happen? 
 
Rima Sakai is a student of architecture. She is 23 
years old. I asked her: What is the meaning of 

mission for Indonesian young adults? And she an-
swered in a mail: There is a youth group in every 
church in Indonesia. The visions and the mission of 
these young people are different. Yet all live their 
lives according to Jesus, our Lord. No matter 
whether student or apprentice, we all do our best to 

serve God, each one as his gifts admit. By remind-
ing ourselves how richly blessed we are knowing 
the Lord and living from His grace, we come to re-
alize that it is our responsibility to share this bless-
ing with others. My personal dream is the creation 
of a community in Tarakan that endures and the 
basis of which is faith. I would like to organize, to-
gether with other young adults, courses for further 
education and to council people spiritually. I be-
lieve we are in need of many ideas and initiatives to 
build God’s kingdom.“ And I ask myself with sur-
prise: where does Rima Sakai have this engage-
ment, this confidence from? I think of the context: 
She writes from Indonesia, a nation of 13'600 is-
lands and as big as the whole of Europe. The many-
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manyfold cultural and 
religious traditions are as 
numerous as the country 
is huge. A mere 8% of the 
population are Christians, 
in most parts a negligible 
minority. In many parts 
there are ethnic conflicts 
that explode from time to 
time, often boasted ideo-
logically, and lead to 
clashes between the 
members of different 
religions. I think I would 
have understood, if Rima 
Sakai had complained 
bitterly about the burnt 
down churches; I could 
have read with compassion of her resignation and 
hopelessness. Yet her zeal shows me that mission 
is always and everywhere and possibly especially 
there, where you least expect it. 
 
What about mission in Switzerland?  
 
What meaning does mission have for youth in 
Switzerland? I remember all those skiing or sum-
mer camps where sports, community and faith 
belonged together, were one. No matter what kind 
of weather, we spent every day outside skiing, 
climbing up rocks, hiking or playing team games.  
 
In the evening, 
when the body felt 
tired, there was 
time for spiritual 
activities. Young 
people, aged 14 to 
20 sat in a circle, 
sang or listened to 
the input of one of 
the leaders. In this 
atmosphere those 
different 
personalities – 
youngsters from 
religious families 
or from a home – 
grew together into 
one community: 
the confidence 
which grew, the 
friendships that 
developed and the 
deep, intimate 

encounters appeared as a miracle in each new 
camp. Our experience was a gift which every 
one took home and that he or she will never 
forget. Mission occurred unheralded, beyond 
that which was planned and it was more than 
what we could contribute ourselves as the 
leading team. It was everywhere in the camp, 
surprised and overwhelmed us and was there 
unexpectedly. 
 
May be this is the meaning of  a promise of 
mission 21 in one of their project descrip-
tions, where they write that the education of 
the rising generation and an effective 
exchange of knowledge are ensured and then 
add the career of an Indonesian who received 
a scholarship from the Basle Mission about 
15 years ago. For mission is both ancient and 

modern, mission is both history and future. It needs 
imagination, innovation and creativity nowadays as 
in former times – in Indonesia as well as in Switzer-
land. It cannot be planned for it just happens, is real 
and yet beyond fashion. It is in this sense that mis-
sion is present among people of the spirit. 
 
 

Sara Kipfer, Bern 
Student of Theology 
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Inter-religious dialogue 
 

from a gender perspective 
 
 

In autumn of this year I was invited by mission 21 to attend the inter-religious conference about „relig-
ions, source of peace“ in Indonesia, together with other regional ecumenical representatives. At this 
conference, which was held in Bali, we met with male and female representatives of Christian churches 
as well as of Muslim inter-religious organizations. After the conference I visited both the Christian as 
well as the Muslim university in Yogyakarta (Java) and projects of the protestant church GKE in the 
muslim dominated city of Banjarmasin and in the rural area of Loksado in southern Kalimantan. My 
main interest was the gender perspective of inter-religious dialog there. 
 
 
The impact of the political tensions 
on women 
Our media inform us well with news 
of clashes in the various regions of 
Indonesia. That was exactly what the 
conference dealt with. Indonesia has 
225.5 million inhabitants and ranks 
nr. 3 behind China and India. When 
Indonesia was founded in 1945 it 
recognized several religious groups 
with equal rights. Yet at the time of 
president Suharto, who governed the 
country for 32 years, a number of 
tribes were resettled by the gov-
ernment which ignited the present 
conflicts. At first sight it seems as if 
religious groups were fighting one  
another, yet the real reason is ethnical conflicts and 
the hunger for power of military leaders who are 
supposed to protect peace but might be stirring up 
the conflicts. 
 
We met with Kamala Chandrakirana, president of 
the national Indonesian women’s committee 
against violence against women. She explained to 
us the impact of these conflicts on the life of 
women. Women fulfil their tasks in the back-
ground but may even join combatant groups. They 
are used as human blast-walls or raped as objects 
of sex. This happens frequently with the aim of 
humiliating the population as a whole. Even the 
military on peaceful mission would force women 
to prostitute themselves. And if they – as a result 
of this violence – become pregnant they are again 
punished by their  society as they are now rejected, 
while the soldier may – at the worst – be placed 

somewhere else. He will certainly not have to 
agree to a fathers responsibilities for the child. 
 
There is trade with women (trafficking in women) 
from North Sulawesi to Papua as a result of mili-
tary presence there and it is said, that women are 
forced by torture into prostitution. Singapore and 
Hong Kong are other destinations for trafficking in 
women. The churches are not very active in this 
sector yet. However, they have begun to read the 
Bible from a feminist point of view which encour-
ages women to say no and to reject the stigma of 
guilt after experience of violence. Students and 
even male pastors from the Maluku are in favor of 
Bible courses that help read the texts with the eyes 
of women or the poor and which open the eyes for 
structural connections, as Margaretha Hendriks, 
lecturer at the theological college in Ambon, 
Maluku, reported. 

conference „Religions: source of peace“, Bali, 25.9. -1.10.2006�
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Leaders of the women’s studies research 
institute, Islamic University, Yogyakarta �

Conclusions 
Meeting with Muslim as and Mus-
lim in Indonesia has helped me find 
a more distinguished approach to-
wards Islam as far as the scarf, the 
Koran schools, the Jihad and the 
Sharia are concerned. I was im-
pressed by the social engagement 
of a small Koran school, where 
girls and boys are taught free and 
empirical thinking. On the other 
hand I was shocked by the many 
clichés about the West which I no-
ticed even with moderate Muslims. 
To me that means that, besides the 
existing Indonesian dialogue be-
tween Christians and Muslims 
there should also be an interna-
tional exchange with the aim of re-
ducing stereotypes. 

Feminist Muslims 
We also met with 
Muslim feminists. 
That was a very in-
teresting experience 
because the 
thoughts and the 
language of these 
women sounded 
familiar to us. Such 
subjects as 
trafficking in 
women, domestic 
violence etc. were 
well known to us. 
Yet the leaders of 
the newly opened 
centre  
for gender re-
search on 
women at the 
university of Yogyakarta also criticized feminism. 
They said this kind of research so far failed to in-
clude the religious aspect of the problem and to 
establish the equality of sexes in society. This is 
their main project now. They presented to us their 
first book, containing their lectures and the discus-
sions at the international Islamic conference about 
„Islam, women and the New World Order“ that 
was held at Yogyakarta in July 2005. This has 
given me new insights into Islam from a feminist 
perspective. It was from Ziba Mir-Hosseini (pp. 
81-94) that I learnt to distinguish between three 
possibilities to look at Islamic law: either you only 
look at the religious duties of women (gender ine-
quality), or you consider how the different yet 
equal genders play a different role in society (gen-
der- complementarily) or weather they aid at gen-
der equality. I ask myself, whether gender- com-
plementarily and gender equality must necessarily 
exclude one-another. The fact is that the feminist 
Muslimas in Yogyakarta all wore the scarf (Jibab) 
intentionally although lecturers at the university 
were not compelled to do so as are the female stu-
dents. The two female students for a masters de-
gree in my discussion group agreed that their self-
assurance was strengthened at the Muslim board-
ing school. 
 
There seems to exist another frequent problem for 
both Christian and Muslim women: that wives are 
made responsible for the morals of their husbands. 
Farid Esack describes this problem linked to AIDS 
(pp. 118-132, esp. P. 125). A faithful wife who 
gets contaminated with AIDS by her husband is 
blamed for not having guided him better. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To me one condition must be fulfilled first to make 
such a dialogue successful: there must be room for 
a plurality of images of women. We cannot de-
mand that the scarf is laid aside, nor can they de-
spise us because of our lighter dresses. We should 
aim at naming the consequences of such images of 
women and such understanding of roles and to di-
minish their effects on human dignity. It is of great 
importance that we, in a multiple religious society, 
proceed commonly in ethical matters . Thus we 
shall strengthen the common ethical values in spite 
of different religious standpoints. 
 

Rev. Dr. theol. Doris Brodbeck, dept. of mission  
and development of the Reformed Churches 

 Schaffhausen and Appenzell, Switzerland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Christmas 
tree, in a 
catholic 

Church in  
Denpasar, 

Bali 
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Order Form 

 
The Women's Letter 

 
Please return to: 
 
mission 21 
Marianne Herrera 
Missionsstrasse 21 
CH-4003 Basel 
 
I am interested in receiving the Women‘s Letter  
 
Name:…………………..........…………..........……….... 
 
First Name:...……......…....………..........…………......... 
 
Address:………………………..........….……………….. 
 
…………….....…….………..........…………………....... 
 
Country:………....……..……..........……………............. 
 
e-mail:……...…....……..………..........…………............. 

Info platform  

 
Women of all denominations invite 
 
On 2nd March 2007  
thousands of women will gather once more all around the 
globe for common prayer. The World Day of Prayer com-
mittee of Paraguay has prepared the liturgy and has chosen 
the symbol. In it they combine their specific context, their 
country and their history with the oldest worldwide ecu-
menical movement. 'The World Day of Prayer gives expres-
sion to Unity and Community and testifies the common in-
tention to stand together for freedom and peace.’ (Madleine 
Strub-Jaccoud, Director mission 21). 
 
Paraguay 
The official history of Paraguay is marked by domination, 
conquest, battles for mineral resources, influence and 
power. In 1525 Paraguay was ‚discovered’ by the Spanish 
crown. Only in 1811 it became independent, yet dictator-
ship, unrest and a war that went on until 1870 took the life 
of 80% of the male population. The Chaco war (1932 – 
1935), actually a matter of foreign oil companies, and the 
dictatorship of Alfredo Stroessner, that lasted until 1989, 
forced more the 1.5 million Paraguayans to leave the coun-
try. 

 
 

The symbol of the World Day of Prayer 2007 
is the lace-work Nanduti. This typical art has 
been developed out of indigenous and Euro-
pean culture. The circles in the Nanduti 
symbolize the everlasting presence of God. 
 

Today 6 million people live in Paraguay. 
They depend mainly on farming, yet about 
80% of the land belong to 1% of the popula-
tion. In spite of a thriving agriculture and 
enough water, most of the population live in 
poverty. But there is a great hope and force 
to change the situation, especially because 
women gain new confidence to be able to 
manage life. The 42 years old politician, Lil-
ian Soto says p.e. 'I am working for equal 
rights for men and women, for economic sus-
tainability and democracy. We, the women, 
are the basis of Paraguayan society and we 
are capable and strong to bring forward our 
country. One of the most important things 
for our future is a better school system, we 
have to invest in our youth'  
 

World wide we observe the sad reality that 
women and girls have less access to school 
systems than their male colleagues, their 
brothers, husbands and sons. Women and 
gender desk of mission 21 contributes with a 
special effort to the advancement of girls and 
women.  
 

M. Herrera, Women and Gender Desk, mission 21 
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Info platform  

 
Report from the women’s conference 

of mission 21 in Latin America�
There were 23 female delegates and 18 collabora-
tors of the various Latin American partner organi-
zations of mission 21 who met from 16th to 17th 
October 2006 for the fifth continental women’s 
conference. 

The conference offered manifold opportunities to 
meet on both the institutional as well as on the 
personal level and to learn from one another. The 
participants were animated to use not only their 
brain but to involve also the whole body, spirit 
and imagination to move together into a common 
path to new aims. This was supported by a spiritu-
ality and with artistic elements, which put life of 
women in the center. 

National networks exchanged their different ex-
periences on the actual situation, and looked back 
to the past three years. The representatives of mis-
sion 21 from Basel explained the developments in 
Switzerland and presented the working plan of the 
Women and Gender Desk. It's main points: theol-
ogy from a women's perspective, women's net-
works and gender-mainstreaming were then dis-
cussed intensively. 

Later the participants worked on common difficul-
ties and aims that the various women’s networks 

have been and will be engaged with. Commonly all 
the delegates came to the following  

decisions:  

1. The national networks develop a common vision 
for a continental women's network. This vision 
will be based on experiences of the women's net-
works in Bolivia, Chile, Peru, Argentine, Costa 
Rica, Nicaragua and Ecuador. Common strategies 
will be taken to reflect and work on items like: 
Gender in the holy Bible, in Churches, society, 
family and work. The women's letter will be con-
sidered more intensively to share experiences and 
strengthen each other in the worldwide mission 
21 women's network. 

2. The women’s networks of Bolivia, Chile, Peru 
and that of the ‚continental partners' (in Argen-
tine, Costa Rica, Nicaragua and Ecuador.) should 
be strengthened. 

3. Exchange and cooperation should be intensified 
through meetings, south to south visits and a bet-
ter use of electronic media of communication. 

4. A common commitment of the network coordina-
tors and the election of a continental coordinator 
should guarantee that the above mentioned points 
are actively followed up.  

 

The national and regional coordinators 
and women and gender desk mission 21

 
 
 

Award - 500 US dollars for best theological Essay 
 

Women and Gender desk of mission 21 is offering US$ 500.-- for the best essay by a female theologian or female 
pastor. The theme for this Prize is: “Reconciliation and Transformation: cultural, eco-feminist, socio-economic, 
theological and inter-religious perspectives.”  
 

Rules and Regulations 
1. The theme of the essay will be: “Reconciliation and Transformation: cultural, eco-feminist, socio-                    

economic, theological and    inter-religious perspectives.”  
2. The prize for the best essay as judged by a Swiss jury of scholars is US$ 500.--; second prize will be                 

US$ 300.--; third prize will be US$ 200.--.  
3. The essay will give evidence of a critical understanding of the issues surrounding reconciliation from                

different perspectives in today’s world.  
4. The essay will offer biblical, theological, spiritual contextual perspectives on the theme.  
5. The essay will be written in English.  
6. The length of the essay will be between 4,000 and 5,000 words.  
7. The essay will be submitted electronically in Word format to women and gender desk of mission 21                                         

(meehyun.chung@mission-21.org) 
8. The essay will be accompanied by notes and a bibliography, which clearly indicate sources quoted in the paper.  
9. Submissions are open to female theological students, female theologians or female pastors.  
10. The essay will be accompanied by a statement from the author declaring that she is the author of the paper. 
11. The essay will be submitted no later than 30 May 2007. 


