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FOUNDERS

In 1986 a conferenc e of American religion and philosophy was organized by
Creighton Peden, Ph.D. The conference, in Paderborn, Germany, was held for
professors of American studies in European universities. At Paderborn, Peden
shared with a group of colleagues associated wi th the American Journal of
Theology and Philosophy (Edward Barrett, Delwin Brown, Frederick Ferré,
William Dean, and others) his desire to start a dialogue in Highlands, NC,
where he intended to retire with his wife, Frissy. At an informal gathering with

these AJTP founders, the group responded very positively and gave their whole
hearted support for such a continuing dialogue. However, they convinced
Creighton to begin immediately in the organizational and planning procedures
rather than waiting until hi s retirement. It took two years to complete the
planning for HIARPT's first International Con ference on Philosophical Theology,
which was held in 1988 at Oxford University. The inaugural program in
Highlands the next year was a scholarly seminar on Nanc y Frankenberry's
book, Religion and Radical Empiricism

Although the Highlands Institute of American Religious and Philosophical
Thought (HIARPT) began from its base in the AJTP, it went on to encompass:

the Winter Dialogue, the Summer Lecture series, acad emic seminars and
confer ences, the book series, and, in 1992, the Women's Dialogue.

Peden contacted Nancy Tarbox, who had been visiting Highlands with her
husband, E.J., since Frankenberry's seminar in 1989. Nancy remembers that
contact this way: "When E .J. and | attended the first conference, we had no
idea that it would bring us to live in Highlands. The invitation to participate

in the Oxford conference with a group who were interested in an academic
study of American religious thought and 'the Chicag o School' fitted with our
interests perfectly. We first came to Highlands for a seminar in 1989 and
continued to come every summer after that to attend the Highlands Institute's
seminars and conferences. We were enchanted with the town and soon decided
that we would like to live in Highlands after E.J.'s retirement.”

"I was pleased, when in early 1992, Creighton suggested the formation of a
group to study feminist theology. Several women, including Pat Boyd, Elinor
Metzger, Bobbie Reitt, Virginia Reynaud and |, met in Frissy Peden's home to
make plans for a Women's Dialogue and to plan for a meeting which would
meet annually to discuss issues of theology and philosophy as they relate to
women. My hope for the group was to create a forum in which we could
discuss feminist theology lead by profession als in that field."

The first person invited to join the fledgling group to help them explore a
summer seminar was Rebecca Chopp, a HIARPT scholar and Provost and
Executive Vice President for Academic Affairs a t nearby Emory University in
Atlanta, Georgia.

The first WD on feminism was held at The Mountain Camp and Conference
Center in Highlands on June 27 -28, 1993, with Rebecca Chopp as leader.
Thirty women of diverse ages and backgrounds gathered to meet, cook together,
sleep dormitory style, and dialogue.

The second year, the group decided not to continue the overnight format but,
instead, to meet for a two -day period, at which time they could dialogue and
share meals together at the retreat center. By the th ird year, the decision was
made to meet closer to the town of Highlands, as the retreat center was located

high on a mountain some distance from the town. They contracted with a local
tennis club that had adequate facilities for the meeting and, until mee ting at
the new Highlands Performing Arts Center 12 years later, they continued to use

the tennis club facility as a meeting place.



While the cost of the WD seminars was initially shared by HIARPT and the WD,

more recently the WD has began to cover most of its own expenses, albeit with
some continuing assistance from HIARPT. The approach of HIARPT is to seed
programs and have them develop autonomy over time.

As one can see from the comments from both the presenters and the
participants, the WD has indeed d eveloped its own persona and focus over the

years.

Frissy Peden and
Nancy Tarbox

Creighton and Frissy Peden



Presenterds Questionnaire

1. How di d you envision your responsi bil
Dialogue when you accepted the role of leader?

2. What was your initial understanding of what this group wanted and needed?

3. What special topic did you introduce to the group and how did you select the
topic?

4. How do you feel the group responded to you as a leader?

5. How did they respond to the topic and how does this rel ate to the growth of
t he overal |l womenos movement i n Ameri ca?

6. Were there ways in which you were surprised or did the event meet your
expectations?

7. Are there elements of your personal biography that made you interested in
this task?

8. Is this type o f dialogue important to the status of women in the community?

9. Have you addressed similar groups? If so, is there a notable difference in
their response?

t
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PRESENTERS

Rebecca Chopp
1993: Designing a New Narrative

In 1992, Several women who attended the Highlands Institute of American
Religious and Theological Thought (HIART, later changed to HIARPT after
philosophy was included in their agenda), felt the need to step away from the
traditional HIART programs and lectures in order to examine a more fe minist
approach to the dialogue.

They approached Rebecca Chopp, then Provost and Executive Vice President for
Academic Affairs at Emory University (later, Dean of the Yale Divinity School,

and in 2002, appointed President of Colgate University) to be their first

speaker. Dr. Chopp accepted their invitation and worked with the group to

desigh atwo-day seminar. The first Wo mends Di al ogue,
was held at the Mountain Camp and Conference Center on June 27 -28 1993.

Although, like the Institute , the seminar sought to encourage thoughtful

examination of the dialogue between religious thought and classical American
philosophy, the special focus of the seminar examined the relevance of that
tradition to the personal and social concerns of women.

Nancy Tarbox, one of the founders, who served as the seminar registrar,

comment ed, 0 We wi || f ocus on womenaos Il i ves as n
how women continually O6rewrited their Il i ves in t
families. 6

The planning committ ee f or the first Wo me nd s Di al ogue wa:
Boyd, Jody Bryan, Elinor Metzger, Bobbie Reitt, Virginia Reynaud, and Nancy
Tarbox.

The following comments were excerpted from an article in The Highlander

newspaper by Beth Holocombe:

During the discus s i on, Dr . Chopp pointed-mauedt hat siamn 0@
feminism, if it ever was real and not only a perception, is no longer a driving

force behind feminism. OFor mossuéemi shet sai dt ©$

6anmal ed concept. o

She wentonto say that, 0The cul ture i s in total crisi
ar e asking what can w e do t o hel p?6 For i nstan
Atl ant a right now ar e embar king on a O6parentingod
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women, helping to provide them with informati on that they may never have had
access to otherwise.

oLooking back at the suffrage movement, when wom
right to vote and in connection with their efforts in the temperance movement,

now and again, the womends mocemeéenmtr ahasraddsed®sed
OFemini st theology is concerned with making soci e

everyone. 0

She added that she is pleased with the current shift now taking place in
Christianity toward more tolerance. O Thoartee i s a
give up universalism. Pluralism got connected with Christianity in the West.
There are lots of theologians today attempting a dialogue with Buddhists,

Hi ndus, and Mosl ems. ¢

0Chri sti ani t ygrowisg realigidnairs Asia and Africa, and Christian s are

increasingly becoming willing to create a dialogue between Christianity and

Confuciani s m, or Christianity and African religi ol

Of her own experience, Dr . Chopp sai d, 0A few Met

become a feminist. o S h e bighgps waré prevéntinghhartfrorh h e

6climbing the |l adderdé in her professional capacit

to say that she believes organi ze<d proel ingitdm gi &€ hdau
organized religion |l acks spirituality. 6

Rebecca Chopp cl earl y got the Womends Dial ogue off t o a

Dr . Chopp was invited to return to the Women6s Di :
tenth anniversary on June 18 -19, 2002. Her topic on this occasion was Women
and Faith Communities in the Twenty -First Century.



Nancy Frankenberry
1994: In a Different Voice

Nancy Frankenberry and Nancy Tarbox

The second Womenods Di al ogue Project, as it was ¢Ca
held from June, 19 to 21, 1994. Invited to be the discussion leader was Nancy
Frankenberry, Professor of Religion at Dartmouth College.

The title of the seminar was In a Different Voice: New Trends in a Feminist
Philosophy of Religion. The focus was a comparison of French Feminism to
Anglo-American Feminism.

In her lecture, Dr. Frank enberry pointed out that French feminists were
transcendentalists, as opposed to the political, historical, and empirical
approach which many American feminists have taken.

She went on to point out that French feminist philosophers emphasize text or
writin g as a means of portraying the difference between men and women,
whereas Americans are developing more autonomous gender definitions.

The provocative question Frankenberry asked the participants to explore was,
o0oDo you t hi nk t hat sexual e lbdafed primarnyc i@ matdrialu | d b

real ity or in the play of the text?9

Dr . Frankenberry, in commenting on the groupds part
exceptionally vibrant group of women with lively discussion. | am very pleased

(with the result of the sem i nar ) . o Later in the progIiSkem, t he

Who Is was discussed in small groups, followed by a discussion about the
future of t he Womends Dial ogue.



Sheila Greeve Davaney
1995: Contemporary Trends in Feminist Theology

Sheila Davaney, 2 nd [eft

Dr. Sheila Greeve Davane vy, Associate professor of Theology at the Iliff School
of Theology in Denver, Colorado, and noted scholar of process theology, was

t he featured speaker and di scussi on |l eader at
Dialogue held at the Mountain Laurel Tennis Club in Hi ghlands on June 18 -19,
1995.

At the seminar, designed to bridge the gap between the academic and lay
worlds and to encourage the free exploration of feminist ideas, Dr. Davaney
presented an overview of current thinking in feminist theology and led a lively

discussion of the issues raised by feminist theologians.

As has become tradition, the presentation engendered a vigorous debate among
the partici pants and Dr. Davaney.

10



Nancy Howell

1996: Women, Science, and Religion

The proceedings of the seminar shi fted from a primarily tutoring format to a

mor e i ncl usi ve process at t he Wo mend s Di al ogue
Howell, a noted leader in the American Academy of Religion and co -convener of
t he Wo mends Caucus, gui ded t he Wo mends Di al og

contemporary exploration.

The seminar, entitled Women, Science and Religion, took place on June 23 -24,

1996. Nancy Howel | i s seen as oone of our owno
participated in HI ART and the Womeno6s Dial ogue f or
In response to th e questionnaire, Nancy replied that when she prepared her

Wo menos Di al ogue seminar on ecof eminism, she 0.
discipline to bring some of the best and most interesting material to an

intelligent audience of women. Second, | thought that | needed to connect with

a topic of particular relevance to women and their concerns. Third, | sensed

that | needed to bring a topic challenging and stimulating, but expressed
without jargon and pretension. Fourth, | imagined that the format should be a
dialogue rather than a lecture, and | selected a topic that permitted presenting

short selected readings that could function as case studies, allowing women
participants the chance to discover and analyze information from their own
standpoints. 6

ol demstood the participants to be accomplished women from diverse

professions and life situations, who were interested in continuing their

intellectual growth and developing personal self -expression on a variety of

thought -provoking topics. While the group i s not explicitly 6f emi
women are strongly identified with womend&s concer
be a partner in the WD who was responsible on one occasion to bring a current

topic of conversation. My task was to instigate an energetic conve rsation that

permitted self -discovery, critical thinking, and constructive proposals. The

del i ght in the WD is the opportunity to test i dea:

o | chose to i ntroduce ecofeminism to the group i
explore together the relationship of women to nature in Guatemala, India, and

the United States. One reason for selecting the topic is my own passion for

justice for women and nature. A second reason is that | had successfully

worked with the topic in general audiences. | was interested i n using a variety

of literary excerpts to introduce how women see themselves in relation to

nature. The reading selections were intended to encourage women to think

11



about details of their relationship with nature and to discover the political,

economic, a nd spiritual facets of interpretations of women and nature. Such

di scovery requires no speci al knowl edge, but g o«
causes. 0

Dr. Howell responded to the question, How do you think the group responded to

you as a leader?, by commenting t hat , 0 Wo men have been very ki
appreciation of my seminar. | think the reason | was well received as a leader

is largely due to the fact that women were delighted with themselves and their

reflections during the seminar, in a sense, | was rece ived well because women

remember feeling positive about their own participation. | note that women did

not simply agree with the perspectives | introduced, and sometimes energetic

disagreement characterized the discussion. In the conversation, disagreeme nt

was not met with defensiveness, which meant that persons could feel free to

i nteract with the content in a variety of ways. o
And in her response to the question, How does this relate to the growth and

devel opment of t he overal/l wo nea?n oNancynsharedmhem t i n Ar
phil osophy this way: OEcofeminism does not attemp
restricts how women think. An ecofeminist perspective encourages justice for

natur e, women, and womenids communi ti es. Such an
advocate health and wholeness in the world suggests a non -adversarial
approach t o justice. Whi | e S ome wWomen shudder
6ecof emini smbd makes room for a range of situat
inclusive justice of ecofeminism makes dialogue m ore accessible. | think that

the topic invited all to participate, which mirrors the intention of ecofeminism

in the gl obal femini st di scourse. 6

o | was pleased and surprised that the conversati ol
out to be. In fact, | probably di dndt have a chance to cover al |
startersod that I brought wi t h me . Since my appro
in active learning, on one hand, | was not surprised - | expected and prepared

for discussion. On the other hand, the contribu tions of the group may have

exceeded my expectations. 0

When asked about her personal biography, Nancy stated that she was not from

an elite family with a history of distinguished college or graduate degrees but

from family that values teaching and learning . She went on t o say
background affects me in two ways; first, | regret that the women in my family

were rarely asked to reflect about politics, history and other fields from the

standpoint of their own narratives. And second, | am convinced that al I

persons are intelligent, but not all persons have equal access to materials and

resources that nurture continuing intellectual growth. This history combined

with feminist commitment to making information accessible made me

interested in working with the WD not just for one session, but for a number of

years during which | supported women peers in the academy (who make
presentations) and women peers in the Highlands ¢«
0OANYy activities t hat e n c o4conéideece wnal mpensdrsal sel f

enrichment enhance the creativity and presence of women in the community. |

think the WD is an exemplary opportunity for women to form opinions and

encounter new perspectives. Although | have rarely addressed groups of

women (outside of the academy), | have led pr ograms for college students and
churchwomends groups. I think the WD is wunique il
di versity of perspectives. 6

12



Marjorie Suchocki
1997: How Do We Respond to Tragic Evil

From June 22 to 23, 1997, the Wom ends Di al ogue met at t
Tennis Club. The guest speaker was Marjorie Suchocki.

With Dr. Suchocki, the group asked the question, How do we Respond to Tragic
Evil ?, exploring the convergence of three worlds. The first was the world of art
through the film, Dead Man Walking, which describes the challenges a faithful
woman in the face of evil. The second was the world of theology using as a
text, Tragic Vision and Divine Compassion , by Wendy Farley. The third was our
world.

Dr. Suchocki wove the themes of the film and theology together to bring the
groupds f ocus t o o n @& howdmadlignatheir iinseHecteal and their
personal and emotional experiences in response to tragic evil. She later
remar ked, o | had a t er r wdsiswech & livelye grdup! cla tersns ofi
comparison with other groups, each group | speak with has its own unique

character and | dve been pretty fond of t hem

mot her whi ch of her ki ds she 1|ikes best! o

Marjorie will undoubtedl y be remembered by future generations as the
hymnologist of HIART for having com posed the HIART Hymn.

Marjorie Suchocki and Barbara Reitt

13
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Barbara Reitt
1998:; A Room of Oneods Own

.

Virginia Reynaud and Barbara Reitt

The 1998 Womendods Di al ocames an Sopparntumigyrto rheet with a
Oregul aré member of the Womendés Dial ogue group, B «

It was not by accident that the topic for discussion at the seminar was Virginia

Wool f s ARoork pf Her Own. Bobbie said, in response to the qu estion -

naire we sent to al|l the presenters, ol knew i n m
| participated in every previous session and had been a planner from the start.

I commented on the tARoom oftHér OWm dnl oné of our meetings

and the grou p pounced on it as something they wanted to do. | had the luxury

o f not having to struggle with the topic selectiol

0The group?os response seemed t o be rat her positi

prefer listening to the speaker and chatting about their own fee lings rather

than working together to imagine a very different non patriarchal society. On

t he whol e, I dondt t hi nk t hi s i s surprising, S i
cl assr oom. The response t o Wool f &8s story and me

positive. Th e credit goes to Woolf, who saw so clearly what the fundamental
issues are in a patriarchal society as she illustrated the hazards for women

with such inspired genius. The greatest challenge, in my opinion, was to help

the participants see how thoroughly her criticism undercuts the foundations of
Western civilization, how very radical her ideas actually are despite the
temptation to examine her mental illness rather than her ideas. There are not
many more up -to-date feminist writers who are a radical as s he is, although
many may appear to be at first bl ush. ¢

OMy experience has shown me that the undergraduat ¢
itd the way ol der WO men in the WD do. I think f
younger women because they never experienced th e harsher conditions we did

decades ago. Consequently, working with my friends in the WD sessions (those

led by others as well as the one | led) is fully satisfying to me in a way that

teaching younger women never was -- or could be, | suspect. The older women

| taught in federal courses would have responded differently, and probably

rather negatively to the ideas we tackle in WD, largely because most of the

women | taught were not as highly educated or intellectually inclined as the

WD group is. These s tudents were inclined to treat sexist problems in the

workplace as a symptom of character flaws rather than the larger pervasive

system. Leading the WD after having taught both federal em ployees and Emory

students has sensitized me to the signifi cantly different ways women view the

7

i ssues of feminism. o

14



ol dondt know that our di scussi ons i n WD i mpact 0
very much, but I think it probably helps our me nt :

15



Mary E. Hunt

1999: Ethics for a New Millennium

Virgin ia Renaud, Mary Hunt and Patricia Boyd

Mary Hunt, co -di r ect or of the Womends Alliance for Theo
( WATER) of Silver Springs, Mar yl and, was t he p |
Dialogue seminar of 1999. That seminar, Ethics for a New Millenni um, was held

on June 27 -28 at the Mountain Laurel Tennis Club.

She remar ked about t he Wo mend s Di al ogue Hi st ory
applaud this effort to document the important work that you have done as we
need such models for other groups to follow. 6

Mar y Hunt responded to our guestionnaire with goc
women dove in headfirst and really worked seriously on the issues | presented.
| recall intense discussions, real effort to engage the material, all the while

hearing tennis ballst hump next door! I admire that kind of
I n commenting on the WD, Dr . Hunt sai d, ol did no
group, although | heard from Sheila Davaney that it was a wonderful crowd. |

was told that the group wanted and needed to look a t ethical issues, indeed to

discuss and develop its own ethical thinking. My role was simply to provide a

framework for doing so. My topic was a new approach to ethics. | chose it

because | believe that it is often the case that we disagree as much abou t

method as content. We are often ships passing in the night when we begin at
such different starting points that we can never expect to come to any working
agreement on how to live with difference. | find that women are especially

open to finding moree f fective ways to do so. 6

Commenting about her i mpressi on of t he WD, Dr . H
was that the group respected me. | felt | was taken seriously, listened to, but
also, happily, challenged by people who held different views. | felt welcome d

by the group as one of them, albeit in a different role. The hospitality |
received, both by the group as a whole and by my gracious hostess, Millie

Broughton, would be hard to top. | also like that the women crafted the
workshop according to their own needs, unswayed by the usual academic
model that does not invite the same degree of interaction. | have seen this

kind of feminist approach in many places in the world and realize that it
wor ks! o

16



ol was pl easantly surprised by ttiore andh thg ighqu al i t vy
degree of willingness to engage. | was also pleased that so many women came

to my | ecture (at HI ARPT) and to the next dayos d
ownership. It was as if, for a change, the shoe was on the other foot and they,
not their husbands, were the experts. | did not feel this was in any way

antagonistic for the men, rather that it was empowering for the women. | hope
I am right. 6

I n commenting as a feminist t heol ogi an s he sai d,
am always eage r to hear how other women put their lives together, how they

react and respond to ethical challenges. | also find women who are white,

upper middle class and comfortable, who know that they are privileged can be

a powerful force for social change. | felt that at Highlands.

OWi t hout a doubt, this kind of di al ogue is cruci a
bringing about justice. It is only, equipped with such tools, that women can

enter into the ethical fray. | have addressed hundreds of groups over the

years. | think this one was consistent with most in that they were appre ciative

and interested. What was unique was the beautiful setting, the outstanding

hospitality and the obvious sustained commitment to justice by the WD. It was

a marvelous experience for me, one that | have gone back to in my mind when

preparing for other groups. Just recently | was in Oklahoma City with a

Presbyterian church -based group working on similar issues. | was impressed

by how that mixed group of men and women worked toget her. It might be time

to try that at Hi ghl ands, not to exclude the Wome
a way the men in HIART might conduct at least some of its work. | look

forward to the next time our paths cross. o0

Mary

Hunt

with
the
WD
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Susan Kress

2000: The Feminist Detect ive Novel As Entertainment and Social
Criticism

Susan Kress and the WD

Susan Kress, Professor of English at Skidmore College, Sarasota Springs, New

Yor k, was t he presenter at t he 2000 Womenos Di al o
was unique as we examined The Feminist Detective Novel as Entertainment and

Social Criticism.

Dr . Kr ess responded t o our guestionnaire wi t h a
Di al ogue seminar . ol under stood t hat I had bee
written an intellectual biography of Carolyn G. He ilbrun. 1 was invited to

design and develop atwo -day seminar on topics rel ated to He
work. | saw my responsibility as choosing topics of general interest to women

from a variety of backgrounds, some retired, some still employed; | also

understood that the group wanted the discussion to have a feminist focus. |

aimed for a combination of mini -lectures, discussion sections, and writing

exercises. It was my responsibility, | thought, to inform, to stimulate, and to

entertain. In addition , it was my responsibility to provide a forum where

meaningful exchanges could take place among all of us. | was told that the WD

was intended both to build a feminist community and to provide intellectual
stimulation. 6

OPrior to my visi tthe WD hlacefacusee grimarHyaon spiritual and
religious matters. | was concerned that my expertise lay elsewhere, and | did

not want to disappoint the group. In conversation with Nancy Tarbox, |
learned that many in the group enjoyed reading detective no vels; this topic
seemed a great way to link feminist topics with our mutual interest with
Carolyn Heilbrun (a.k.a. Amanda Cross the writer of detective novels). We
began by ascertaining the history, forms, and themes of the classic detective
story, and th en we established the special features of the feminist detective

novel. Then we used two case studies: Gaudy Night written by Dorothy Sayers
in 1935 and Death in a Tenured Position written by Amanda Cross in 1981. The
case studies enabled us to look at bo t h wr i terd i ves and wor k,

correspon dences and differences, and examining the ways each attempted to
criticize and change society. The choice of these two writers also provided the

opportunity to see what social changes had been enacted since 1935 and what
still, according to Amanda Cr os s, remained to be ¢
o | felt very i nvi gor-aanhdeitd sedmed, inhtern, @s thaugh they

were interested in what | had to present to them. | designed exercises as well
as organized small and large discussion groups so that not only would they
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