
“Pow er ful vested in ter ests” within the Catholic church will be chal lenged at a con fer ence in Rome
on In ter na tional Women’s Day this week, amid calls for women to be given po si tions of author ity and
in flu ence.

In a sign that a new as sertive mood in re la tion to women’s rights has reached the Vat i can’s doors,
the Voices of Faith con fer ence will hear de mands for bold steps to wards gen der equal ity within the
male-dom i nated church.

Mean while a doc u ment call ing for women’s roles that “are co her ent with our com pe tences and ca- 
pac i ties” is cir cu lat ing on so cial media. The Man i festo of Women for the Church says: “As adult
women we ex pe ri ence daily the subor di nate role of women in the church.”

The ral ly ing cry comes af ter a mag a zine ar ti cle ex posed ex ploita tion of nuns at the Vat i can. The
ar ti cle in Women, Church, World, a mag a zine dis trib uted with the Vat i can news pa per L’Osser va tore
Ro mano, re vealed dire eco nomic con di tions ex pe ri enced by many nuns, as well as re sent ment about
the low value placed on their vo ca tions.

Nuns worked long hours cook ing, clean ing and serv ing the car di nals, bish ops and of fi cials who
run the church, it claimed. With nom i nal or no pay, and no con tracts of em ploy ment, the nuns were
barely ac knowl edged by the men they pro vided for.

Sev eral nuns spoke anony mously to the mag a zine. “In the eyes of Je sus we are all chil dren of God,
but in their con crete life some nuns do not live this,” said one.

Only a hand ful of women hold se nior po si tions in the Vat i can hi er ar chy, in clud ing Bar bara Jatta,
who heads the Vat i can Mu se ums.

The ex ploita tion of nuns is likely to be raised at the Voices of Faith con fer ence on Thurs day,
whose theme is “Why Women Mat ter”.

Its or gan is ers said in a state ment: “There are places where gen der equal ity is be ing sys tem at i cally
over looked. The Catholic church is one of them.

“The crises we must con front in our world to day de mand lead ers, women and men, who are pre- 
pared to think the un think able and who will risk up set ting pow er ful vested in ter ests and take bold
steps for ward for the greater good.”

In pre vi ous years the con fer ence has been held at the Vat i can, but the or gan is ers switched venues
last month af ter the Holy See re fused to ap prove Mary McAleese, the for mer pres i dent of Ire land, and
two other speak ers. No rea sons were given, but McAleese has spo ken in favour of women’s or di na tion
– which has been ruled out by Pope Fran cis – and LGBT rights.

Chan tal Götz of Voices of Faith told the Na tional Catholic Reporter: “We did not see a rea son why
th ese women should have to go through an ‘ap proval process’ by any one.”

Pope Fran cis and sev eral car di nals have been in vited to the con fer ence.
In an au di ence two years ago, Fran cis was asked if the church could be “more open to re ceiv ing

the ge nius of women”. He replied: “It is true that women are ex cluded from de ci sion mak ing pro cesses
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in the church: not ex cluded, but the pres ence of women is very weak there, in de ci sion-mak ing pro- 
cesses. We must move for ward.”

He also warned women in re li gious or ders against drudgery. When asked to per form work that
was “more servi tude than ser vice”, he said nuns should have the courage to say no.


