
 

 

 

 

 

“But who do you say I am?”  

Images of God, Pacific Young Women and Mental 

Wellbeing 

 

 

 

Therese Elizabeth Lautua 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the  

degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Theology, the University of Auckland, 2020. 



i 
 

Abstract 

In New Zealand, there is a concerning lack of gendered, Pacific perspectives on spirituality, religion and 

suicide prevention, especially given that Pacific peoples have higher rates of suicide attempts and 

ideation compared to other ethnic groups. This doctoral research investigates the significance of 

Christianity for the spiritual and mental wellbeing of young Christian, multi-ethnic Pacific women. It 

focuses on this cohort’s individual images of God, what influences these images of God and how these 

images can impact an individual’s mental wellbeing. The overarching research question – ‘How do 

young Pacific females’ images of God impact their spiritual and mental wellbeing?’ – is underpinned by 

three main areas of inquiry: how young Pacific Catholic females’ images of God affect their responses 

to positive and negative life events’; to what extent family relationships are connected to young, Pacific 

Catholic females’ images of God; and the self-identity of young, Pacific Catholic females in the church 

and wider New Zealand society. Findings from qualitative interviews of 64 Roman Catholic, mixed 

Pacific heritage, 17-24-year-old women are discussed. As well as identifying as Roman Catholic and 

having mixed Pacific heritage, family life and social media also intersect in how these young women 

discern who God is for them, how they see themselves in the world and how images of God might 

contribute to suicide prevention. 
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Introduction 

A Narrative Introduction 

In Matthew’s gospel (16: 13-18), Jesus asks his apostles who other people say that he is (v.13).1 They 

answer that some say he is John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah or one of the other prophets. Jesus urges, 

“But who do you say I am?” (v. 15) and Peter answers “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” 

(v.16). Jesus then says it is “not flesh and blood that has revealed this to you but my Father in heaven” 

(v.18). My thesis explores who this revealed God is for young Catholic, multi-ethnic Pacific women and 

how their Christian faith impacts their spiritual and mental wellbeing. Specifically, I focus on this cohort’s 

individual images of God, what influences these images of God and how these images might play a role 

in either enhancing or compromising their mental wellbeing. As a young, multi-ethnic Catholic, Pacific 

woman in New Zealand, I chose to research this area because of my own unique personal experiences 

of Catholicism, culture and mental wellbeing. I have belonged to communities where young people often 

feel too overwhelmed by life events and attempt or die by suicide. Witnessing first-hand the impact on 

families and friends who have lost their loved ones to suicide has made me want to contribute to helping 

in some way by using the skills and knowledge I have gained through my theological study. The hope I 

hold for the future from my relationship with God and passion for the Catholic faith are a significant 

aspect of completing this thesis; the collaborative approach with the focus group participants allows for 

theology to be “an activity of dialogue, emerging out of a mutual respect” between theologically trained 

people and lay people in faith communities.2  

Humanity in the Image of God 

How the all the faithful lay people perceive, and name God can reveal positive and negative aspects of 

their relationships with others and reflect their life story as well as the location of their current mental 

health. Images of God reflect one’s relationship with God and oneself in the world today.3 Positive 

images of God include, for example, a God who is benevolent and engaged in everyday life situations, 

rather than a judgemental and distant God.4 There are different ways in which images of God have 

been analysed in the past in relation to mental wellbeing. These include attachment theory, religious 

coping strategies and positive images of God as a vehicle for boosting self-image esteem.5 Within 

Attachment Theory, attachment figures are those whose company individuals seek, especially during 

periods of anxiety and stress.6 These figures can provide security at these stressful times. God can be 

perceived as an attachment figure for some, where confidence in God’s care for the individual, 

 

1 All Bible references are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
2 Stephen Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology – Revised Edition (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2002), 18. 
3 Samuel Stroope, Scott Draper and Andrew L. Whitehead, “Images of a Loving God and Sense of Meaning in 
Life,” Social Indicators Research 111 (2013):27. 
4 Neal Krause, Robert A. Emmons and Gail Ironson, “Benevolent Images of God, Gratitude, and Physical Health 
Status,” Journal of Religion and Health 54, (2015): 1506. 
5 Stroope, et.al., 28. 
6 Matt Bradshaw, Christopher G. Ellison & Jack P. Marcum. “Attachment to God, Images of God, and 
Psychological Distress in a Nationwide Sample of Presbyterians,” The International Journal for the Psychology of 
Religion 20, no. 2 (2010): 131. 
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regardless of what situation they are in, allows for issues in everyday life to be mitigated by hope in 

God’s plan.7 Similarly, images of God have been studied as part of an individual’s religious coping 

strategies for dealing with stress.8 Religious beliefs about the relationship between God and the 

individual often aim to nurture the idea that despite the difficulties and suffering the individual is 

experiencing, it is all part of God’s loving and meaningful plan for them.9 Positive images of God have 

also been used to study how individuals see themselves as well as developing and maintaining meaning 

and purpose in their lives.10 If a person believes in an all-powerful, universal God who cares for each 

individual and has a plan for them while still allowing for free will, then their outlook for the future is likely 

to be more hopeful.11 On the other hand, controlling images of God may have a negative impact on 

personal wellbeing, for example through reinforcing gender stereotypes. Women who perceive God as 

controlling might believe that they need to be submissive, thus increasing their sense of hopelessness.12 

In contrast, men who see God as controlling might believe that this justifies the control they exercise 

themselves in their family and social relationships.13 Thus, images of God can shape aspects of a 

person’s personality and mental wellbeing as well as how they may find meaning and purpose in life. 

This thesis aims to offer new insights into this subject from within the particular context of Pacific 

communities in New Zealand, where I explore the interplay between mental wellbeing and images of 

God. 

Aims and Objectives of the Research 

I have chosen to focus on young women, recognizing that gender plays a significant role in a person’s 

spiritual and mental health. As my research focus, I consider these women’s images of God. As I 

mentioned above, individuals’ images of God may reflect their attachment to parents and God, their 

coping strategies with life situations and their perspective of self.14 A young multi-ethnic Pacific woman 

has many strands to her identity: her culture, family, environment, and physical, mental, and spiritual 

health. If these are not woven together strongly, her mental wellbeing will be affected.15 Using the Praxis 

Model from Liberation Theology and Kimberlie Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality, I will investigate 

 

7 Stroope, et. al., 28.  
8 Ibid.  
9 Ibid.  
10 Ibid. 
11 Krause et.al., 1507. 
12 Sherry A. M. Steenwyk, David C. Atkins, Jamie D. Bedics & Bernard E. Whitley Jr., “Images of God as They 
Relate to Life Satisfaction and Hopelessness,” The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion 20, no. 2 
(2010): 93. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Stroope, et. al., 28. 
15 F. Agnew, Pulotu-Endemann, F.K., Robinson, G., Suaalii-Sauni, T, Warren, H., Wheeler, A., Erick, M., 
Hingano, T., and Schmidt-Sopoaga, H. Pacific Models of Mental Health Service Delivery in New Zealand 
(“PMMHSD”) Project  (Clinical Research and Resource Centre, Waitemata District Health Board Auckland: 
Health Research Council of New Zealand, 2004), 13.;  
Northern DHB Support Agency Ltd. The Regional Pacific Model of Care and Mental Health and Addictions 
Service Framework (Northern District Support Agency Ltd: Auckland, New Zealand, 2010), 18.;  
M. Glover, Nosa, V., Watson, D., & Paynter, J. WhyKwit: a qualitative study of what motivates Māori, Pacific 
Island and low socio-economic peoples in Aotearoa/New Zealand to stop smoking (Auckland, N.Z: University of 
Auckland, School of Population Health, Centre for Tobacco Control Research, 2010), 15. 
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the following research question: ‘How do young Pacific females’ images of God impact their spiritual 

and mental wellbeing?’ 16  

My research will involve young multi-ethnic Pacific women of Roman Catholic upbringing, exploring how 

the teachings and practices within this tradition may direct their understandings of God and the impacts 

on their spiritual and mental wellbeing.17 It will also ask how sharing religious imagery and ideas on 

social media can influence their images of God, and their sense of self-worth, practicing their faith in 

what is often considered a narcissistic space. An analysis of the impact of social media on images of 

God was a valuable part of my inquiry as social media plays an integral part of everyday life for many 

young people and can influence how they see themselves and the world. My research involved focus 

group discussions to best gain insight into these different aspects which can affect images of God. I 

have chosen this particular cohort because there is lack of research into the mental wellbeing of multi-

ethnic Pacific youth in New Zealand and the impact religion and spirituality can have on their wellbeing.  

This research will therefore explore: 

1) How young Pacific Catholic females’ images of God affect their responses to positive and 

negative life events; 

2) To what extent family relationships are connected to young, Pacific Catholic females’ images 

of God; 

3) The self-identity of young, Pacific Catholic females in the church and wider New Zealand 

society. 

Outline of Thesis 

Chapter 1 discusses the methodology I have employed – the Praxis Model for contextual theology and 

the hermeneutic of intersectionality, both of which will help me best achieve my research aims. Other 

viewpoints which shaped my use of the Praxis Model and intersectionality hermeneutic are Social 

Trinitarianism, Catholic feminist theology and postcolonial theology. Chapters 2 and 3 on biblical images 

of God help to inform my thesis question, in that the focus group participants’ knowledge of images of 

God often drew on their understanding of the Bible and how their family understood the Bible. Chapter 

2 provides a survey of Old Testament images of God, including God as Father, Mother, Judge, Friend, 

Saviour and Spirit, one who is both merciful and embodies love itself. Through using a literary approach 

to analysing certain Old Testament texts and drawing on feminist biblical scholarship, the chapter offers 

many insights which inform how young Pacific women might re-image or understand God. Chapter 3 

uses the same approach to study New Testament images of God, which comprise Jesus’ image of God 

as Father-Abba, Jesus as Son of Mary, merciful Messiah, Judge, Priest, Bread of Life, Lamb of God, 

and the Holy Spirit, particularly Spirit of Truth and the Spirit at Pentecost. Chapter 4 examines the image 

 

16 Timote Vaioleti, “Talanoa Research Methodology: A Developing Position on Pacific Research,” Waikato 
Journal of Education 12 (2006): 21-34.; Bevans, 72, 76. 
17 Catholicism is the largest Christian denomination in New Zealand, partly due to migration. Statistics New 
Zealand, “2013 Census QuickStats about culture and identity” accessed  March 20, 2016.    , 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/quickstats-culture-
identity/religion.aspx  

http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/quickstats-culture-identity/religion.aspx
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/quickstats-culture-identity/religion.aspx
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of God as Trinity through Christian tradition dialoguing with views of Social Trinitarianism and what it 

means to be created and live in the image of a God who is intrinsically relational. Catholicism has 

attempted to understand who God is primarily through the three divine Persons of the Trinity. Social 

Trinitarianism does not have a classical ontological focus, but rather how the three Persons relate within 

Godself and how God relates to the world. Given that each of the research questions is about how the 

focus group participants relate to others and connect different parts of their identity, a chapter on the 

Trinity is therefore pertinent. The chapter also considers different Christian perspectives, predominantly 

drawing on New Zealand and Pacific theologians as well as feminist theologians. Existing literature on 

social media and religion, mental wellbeing and spirituality from a Pacific perspective are examined in 

Chapter 5 and provide some context for Catholicism in New Zealand. As mentioned above, social media 

is an integral part of many young people’s lives, thus it was important to gauge if women felt their images 

of God were impacted particularly by Christian content they saw online. The interplay between 

spirituality and mental wellbeing from a Pacific perspective offers a unique worldview, and Chapter 5 

aims to explain how integral both factors are to Pacific individuals’ wellbeing. The chapter also raises 

challenges experienced by multi-ethnic Pacific people due to their intersecting cultures having different 

values which can clash. This chapter concludes the literature review section of the thesis, setting the 

foundation for critical reflection on the focus group interviews.  

In Chapters 6-9 I discuss the findings from my focus groups. In Chapter 6, I analyse the women’s 

positive and negative experiences of being multi-ethnic, the importance of their cultural identity, the 

gender roles they experience within their culture, and how these affect their images of God. Chapter 6 

draws largely on the women’s experience of their cultures through their families. It was essential to 

outline how the women’s families shaped their cultural identity and how the women felt intrinsically 

connected to their family in the past and present, as well as how they saw their futures being intertwined 

with their families. The themes of family and culture are further developed in Chapter 7, which 

investigates the women’s religious backgrounds. The women identified both negative and positive 

experiences of having to participate in Catholic prayers and parish life and spoke of key events which 

impacted their faith. Most women were raised and currently practicing Catholics whilst a handful 

became Catholic later in life, but each had various levels of faith formation. I drew on the literature 

review chapters to analyse the way that the Bible and Catholic theology shapes the women’s lived 

experiences. A discussion of the focus group participants’ reflections on social media and religion and 

how they felt this may or may not have impacted their images of God is woven through Chapter 8. This 

chapter also provided valuable discussion of online conversations about faith and sexuality, as the focus 

group participants had seen many theological discussions online in relation to the LGBTQI+ community. 

There were a range of opinions on how their faith impacted their personal use of social media, as some 

felt sharing faith-related online content was unnecessary.  

The first research question is answered particularly in Chapter 9 focuses particularly on the first 

research question: How young Pacific Catholic females’ images of God affect their responses to positive 

and negative life events. This chapter analyses the conversations focus group participants had about 

whether they believed their mental wellbeing was positively impacted by their images of God, including 



5 
 

how they defined mental wellbeing and their responses to two biblical texts, Genesis 1: 25-27 and 

Matthew 5: 43-48. The majority of women shared that their images of God positively impacted their 

mental wellbeing and assisted them in dealing with negative life events. Finally, the research is 

completed in Chapter 10 by the focus group participants’ suggestions for how this research can be used 

practically in the community. In addition, I also offer my own suggestions for praxis based on the 

research. 

Importance of the Research 

This research is important primarily because it makes a valuable contribution to previous scholarship 

about how spirituality can impact mental health in the lives of Pacific peoples. My thesis offers 

information that will be valuable for mental health providers and services to help Pacific multi-ethnic 

individuals, particularly young women within this cohort. Given the high suicide attempt rate among 

Pacific youth, it is important that as much research is done on the holistic nature of a Pacific person’s 

identity in order to reduce these rates.18 This research will provide insight into the voices of young multi-

ethnic women, voices so often lost between the different worlds in which they straddle within the 

intersecting parts to their identity. By lending their voices to share their perceptions of God and how this 

impacts their mental wellbeing, they help create practical ways forward themselves, rather than having 

a solution handed to them which may not take into consideration their multiple intersecting identities. It 

is important to stress that doing theology is a collaborative process in which the community recognises 

an issue, works together to reflect and discuss, then offers practical ways forward. This is the approach 

I have taken in this thesis and consider it a resource for the community’s shared knowledge base and 

benefit.     

 

 

 

18 MA Oakley Browne, JE Wells, KM Scott, Te Rau Hinengaro: The New Zealand Mental Health Survey 
(Wellington: Ministry of Health, 2006), Jemaima Tiatia-Seath, “Pacific peoples, mental health service engagement 
and suicide prevention in Aotearoa New Zealand”, Ethnicity and Inequalities in Health and Social Care 7 no. 3 
(2014): 111. 
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Methodology 

This chapter aims to outline the Praxis Model methodology and intersectionality hermeneutic applied 

throughout my thesis. The Praxis Model methodology is a form of contextual theology and is driven by 

critical reflection and practical action. While this thesis will offer some proposed actions for the future, 

it will not test or trial them. The chapter outlines what contextual theology is and describes the relevance 

of using the Praxis Model and an intersectionality hermeneutic in answering my overall research aims. 

It is also important to explain how ‘sacramentality’, Social Trinitarianism, feminist theology and 

postcolonial theology all influence my application of the Praxis Model through a Catholic lens. This 

chapter concludes with more specific information about the focus group interviews, how they were 

conducted and why the specific group demographics were chosen for this research.  

1.1 Why Contextual Theology? 

Contextual theology is theology which is specifically formed and shaped by a particular context; it goes 

beyond  broader acknowledgments that all types of theology are impacted by the theologian’s context.1 

It emphasises that theology is inextricably linked to the context it is speaking about and to.2 This 

research aims to look at the issue of images of God and mental wellbeing through a Catholic lens. One 

of the four ‘marks’ or dimensions of Catholicism is that it is universal.3 This means that the Catholic 

Church aims to be present and thriving in all corners of the world. If an individual were to attend a Mass 

in New Zealand, Tonga, Argentina or South Korea, the language used during the Mass might be 

different, but the format, scripture readings for the day, prayers and responses would be, for the most 

part, the same. Nevertheless, it is important that this research be undertaken within a contextual 

theological framework, as catholicity is not, as contextual theologian Stephen Bevans puts it, “bland 

uniformity”, but “the dimension of the church that champions and preserves the local, the particular”.4 

Any research that discusses young, multi-ethnic Catholic Pacific women’s images of God must be done 

from a contextual theological viewpoint as it is impossible to separate these women’s personal 

experience of faith within their own local contexts from traditional Catholic doctrines.   

Doing contextual theology means that local communities can wrestle with traditional theologies and 

doctrine using their own cultural traditions, teachings, and experiences as tools for spiritual growth. 

However, it is a challenge for contextual theologies to not become so focused on cultural identity that 

they move away from the fundamentals of Christian theology.5 Contextual theologian Robert Schreiter 

argues that for a local community to do contextual theology, they must be able to recognise Christ within 

their midst and in the mundane realities of everyday life.6 Bevans also warns against romanticism of 

cultural identity in doing contextual theology and provides the example of a Korean nun who attempted 

 

1 Angie Pears, Doing Contextual Theology (Oxon: Routledge, 2010), 1. 
2 Ibid., 2. 
3 Bevans, 14. The Nicene Creed and Apostles Creed which each Catholic is obliged to accept as true and 
proclaim at Mass is a summary Catholic beliefs, and states the four ‘marks’ of the Church are that it is ‘one, holy, 
apostolic and catholic’ with a lower-case ‘c’ meaning ‘universal’.   
4 Ibid. 
5 Pears, 18. 
6 Ibid. 
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to make a Christmas nativity scene relevant to Korean cultural context.7 In her first attempt she framed 

the scene in a traditional Korean thatched hut but this did not reflect contemporary Korean Catholics’ 

urban surroundings.8 She re-designed it to have the main scene in a cardboard shack in a slum-like 

area with a backdrop of an urban Korean city. This is an example of avoiding romanticism of cultural 

identity and seeking Christ amid everyday life. Further, it is important to find Christ within the culture as 

opposed to introducing Christ to the culture, which hints at colonialism.9 Western colonialism imposed 

a “homogenous and elitist” form of Christianity in the countries it touched.10 Therefore, for theology to 

be relevant and have meaning for the people in a particular context, it must be re-understood through 

new, different cultural lenses.    

Contextual theology also recognises the “relentlessly persistent impact of personal experience on 

Christian theology” in dialogue with scripture and tradition.11 This is true for my thesis overall, as each 

of the focus group participants’ own personal biographical narrative and their experience with scripture 

and tradition directly influenced how they understood who God was to them. Scripture and tradition, 

whilst inspired by God, are still human products created in specific cultural contexts.12 Experience can 

also be understood as an individual experience or a communal experience, or both at the same time – 

such as the COVID-19 global pandemic in 2020 which has impacted individuals’ lives as well as the 

lives of local, national, and global communities. The Praxis Model responds to and reflects on both 

these types of experience with tradition and scripture. If God continually offers life-giving relationships 

to humanity, the message must be communicated in a way that men and women can understand.13 

Therefore, theology must be contextual in order for genuine spiritual growth to occur.   

1.2 Praxis Model 

The Praxis Model of contextual theology is essentially about reflective action and social change and 

grew out of a largely Catholic response of Liberation Theology in Latin America which aimed to 

challenge and grapple with socioeconomics and oppressive political systems in the 1950s and 1960s.14 

Liberation theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez argued that Liberation Theology was an attempt at reflection, 

based on the gospel and the experience of the oppressed people in the process of liberation from 

exploitation in Latin America.15  The Praxis Model essentially draws on the example of Liberation 

Theology as it is based in the community, their experience of the Gospel and tradition whilst aiming to 

formulate some practical action. This commitment to considered practical action is different to other 

contextual theology models such as the Anthropological or Translation Models.16 The Anthropological 

Model concentrates on culture and human experience as the means for interpreting scripture and 

 

7 Bevans, 25. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Pears, 18. 
10 Ibid., 22. 
11 Ibid., 24. 
12 Bevans, 5. 
13 Ibid., 12. 
14 Bevans, 70, Pears, 59. 
15 Pears, 64. 
16 Ibid. (Bevans, 23, 24, 141). 
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tradition. It seeks to know the culture deeply and see how the Gospel is present in the culture already. 

On the other hand the Translation Model sees that the Christian message is basically unchanging thus 

the gospel message is translated into culturally appropriate terms. It seeks to know the cultural context 

to insert the gospel into it. 

This research primarily draws on Stephen Bevans’ definition of the Praxis Model. Bevans argues that 

theology which affects change tends to be done in small group discussions, informal conversations and 

in people’s hearts, rather than in scholarly writing.17 Drawing on Bevans’s understanding of the Praxis 

Model here, I therefore chose to conduct focus groups for the interview process as I sought an effective 

way to discuss how images of God, religion and spirituality can impact mental wellbeing positively and 

negatively. Having Social Trinitarianism and a ‘sacramentality’ outlook as starting points for this 

research (I explain these terms below), the Praxis Model also lays emphasis on God’s revelation 

through history – God is present among people and all throughout the created universe.18 This means 

the Model also calls on both men and women to do theology as well as those engaged in formal 

theological research.  

The Praxis Model focuses on any pressing issue a community is facing, such as dealing with the 

aftermath of a natural disaster or dealing with conflicting groups within a community. It uses theology 

to address these issues. Step one of the Praxis Model involves outlining the issue at hand, including 

the social and cultural context and location of the issue, the experiences of those involved and what the 

use of the model aims to achieve.19 The second step of the model includes examining relevant biblical 

passages and parts of Christian tradition which could speak into the issue and offer new insights in 

moving forward.20 Upon using findings from biblical sources and Christian tradition, and analysing the 

context in depth in light of this analysis, a commitment to action going forward – or praxis – is 

completed.21 However, the Praxis Model is circular in that once action is taken, it must be reflected on 

again as this form of contextual theology is always ongoing. Bevans provides the analogy that it is like 

a garden which constantly must be weeded as the work is continuous, but this allows the gardener to 

constantly improve.22  

The Praxis Model is best suited to fulfilling the aims of this research as it has been used extensively 

and successfully and offers an established framework for studying this issue in light of biblical texts and 

theological reflection. As mentioned previously, the Praxis Model tends to be done in small group 

discussions. The results from the focus group interviews are significant; the Roman Catholic community 

and other Christian denominations in New Zealand to which Pacific individuals belong often express 

their belief in a living God who is present in everyday life situations. Therefore, it is important that the 

critical reflection and practical suggestions for the future are grounded in discussions of relevant 

theology and biblical scripture but also include a snapshot of how young multi-ethnic women perceive 

 

17 Ibid., 73. 
18 Ibid., 75. 
19 Ibid., 76. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., 142. 
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God today. From a Pacific cultural and Catholic perspective, this collaborative approach is the only way 

forward as the theologian is not dictating their views but working alongside and within the social context 

and location of the issue.  Thus, as part of my own application of the Praxis Model, I include an extensive 

literature review of Pacific mental wellbeing, as well as scholarship on relevant biblical material and 

theological reflection.  

1.3 Intersectionality  

To study the issue of multi-ethnic young Pacific women’s mental health and images of God, I use 

Kimberle Crenshaw’s theory of ‘intersectionality’ as a hermeneutical lens, an approach that is an 

essential component of my use of the Praxis Model. Intersectionality points to the fact that an individual 

will have many intersecting social identities and these can reveal how the individual may experience 

privilege or victimhood within systems of discrimination and marginalisation.23 Originally working in the 

fields of Black feminism and Critical Race Theory, Crenshaw sought to signpost that African-American 

women faced multiple marginalising social identities; they were African-American, they were women 

and may, for example, not be promoted in their employment because of this combination of social 

identities.24 In her seminal work, Crenshaw writes “Black women sometimes experience discrimination 

in ways similar to white women's experiences; sometimes they share very similar experiences with 

Black men. Yet often they experience double-discrimination; the combined effects of practices which 

discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex.”25 Thus, at the time of its inception, the theory 

of intersectionality aimed to show that the US law system was unfair for an individual who held multiple 

social identities. A woman in this position could not simultaneously argue she was being discriminated 

against in both a racial and sexist manner; these were considered two separate subjects of inquiry.26  

In November 2016 in a TED Talk, Crenshaw used a simple analogy to explain intersectionality: the 

roads to the intersection are the way that the workforce is structured by race and gender; the traffic is 

the hiring policies that run through those roads.27 A person who is both African-American and a woman 

stands in the middle of the traffic of the intersection and therefore the resulting injury may be from sex 

discrimination and race discrimination simultaneously.28  Crenshaw also argues that: 

 “when facts do not fit with the available frames, people have a difficult time incorporating new 

facts into their way of thinking about a problem. These women’s names have slipped through 

our consciousness because there are no frames for us to see them… as a consequence, 

 

23 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum (1989): 
139–167. Devon Carbado, Kimberle Crenshaw, Vickie Mays and Barbara Tomlinson, “Intersectionality: Mapping 
the Movements of a Theory,” Du Bois Review 10 no. 2 (2013): 306. 
24 Carbado et. al., 304. 
25 Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” 149. 
26 Greta Bauer, “Incorporating intersectionality theory into population health research methodology: Challenges 
and the potential to advance health equity,” Social Science and Medicine 110 (2014): 11. 
27 TEDWomen 2016, “Kimberle Crenshaw: The urgency of intersectionality,” accessed on December 12, 
2016.https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality#t-272829 . 
28 Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” 149. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality#t-272829
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reporters don’t lead with them, policy makers don’t think about them and politicians aren’t 

encouraged or demanded they speak to them”.29   

Overall, Crenshaw stresses that we need fit these social identities into frameworks in order to see and 

understand how every person carrying a particular identity may be facing other, intersecting issues that 

are regularly ignored.30    

With this in mind, the hermeneutic of intersectionality, paired with the methodology of the Praxis Model, 

will best serve my research aims. Intersectionality allows me to see the multiple identities of my 

participants and how they intersect – their culture, their ethnicities, their faith and their gender. 

Intersectionality does not propose a definitive solution to fix all situations of oppression, as it 

acknowledges that an individual’s identity can be fluid, and how they experience a particular situation 

at one point in their life may differ if they face the same situation later in their life.31  In a similar vein, 

the Praxis Model will not offer a final solution for understanding how images of God impact mental 

wellbeing; rather it will propose suggestions for a practical way forward, which, once implemented, will 

allow the cycle of the Praxis Model to begin again, inviting us to reflect on this issue once more. This 

combination of methodology and hermeneutic will be the most advantageous path forward in 

researching how young Pacific Catholic women’s images of God affect their responses to positive and 

negative life events; my research will explore to what extent family relationships are connected to these 

women’s images of God and their self-identity as members of the church and wider New Zealand 

society. 

1.4 God’s Revelation - Sacramentality 

The next few sections will outline different aspects that influence my use of the Praxis Model through a 

Catholic lens – namely ‘sacramentality’, Social Trinitarianism, feminist theologies and postcolonial 

theologies. Sacraments are understood in a Christian context to be certain rituals that are often liturgical 

and generally viewed as especially ‘religious’ given they have developed out of Christian tradition.32 

Sacramentality is a way of seeing God’s grace as being present in Catholic sacraments, as well as 

overflowing and present in all aspects of human life. From a Catholic perspective, these sacraments, 

such as Baptism and Eucharist, and the liturgical calendar of the Church frame peoples’ everyday 

lives.33 Catholicism has seven sacraments, which as St. Thomas Aquinas argued, parallel all aspects 

of human life and thus every tumultuous and joyous moment in life.34 Aquinas’ perspective on 

sacraments being aligned to life stages can be understood if we consider the significance of the seven 

sacraments: Baptism – new birth in Christ; Eucharist – daily spiritual food for nourishment; Confirmation 

– Christian maturity through the gift of the Holy Spirit; Marriage and Holy Orders – a vocation; 

Reconciliation – forgiveness of sin as often as you commit sin; and Anointing of the Sick – when facing 

 

29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Carbado et. al., 306. 
32 Bernard Cooke, Sacraments and Sacramentality (New London: Twenty-Third Publications, 2006), 6.  
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 10.  
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a serious illness or about to die.35 The sacraments are understood to exist for the people –  they 

transform people into something new and allow those present to experience God’s grace. Cooke 

maintains that Christ instituted the sacraments, not by forming specific religious rituals, but by his life, 

death and resurrection; Christ is the “fundamental sacrament of God’s saving presence in humanity” as 

he transformed humanity.36 By instituting the sacraments, Christ also instituted a Church and therefore 

the entire community’s existence; all the actions it takes are therefore seen as sacramental.37 This 

includes the way each member of the Church goes about their everyday lives in their families, 

workplaces and schools. Each part of creation is thus graced.  

Personal experience, scripture and tradition can be viewed in contextual theology with a sacramentality 

emphasis. In Models of Contextual Theology, Bevans defines sacramentality as a “creation-centred 

orientation”, denoting that contextual theology perceives God to be present in all created things – not 

only people, rituals or places deemed as ‘holy’.38 This is different to a redemption-centred orientation 

(also sometimes employed to do contextual theology), which sees a particular context or situation as 

being in need of God’s radical transformation and often looks at contextual issues through a more 

negative lens.39 In relation to my thesis topic, a redemption-centred orientation would not regard the 

women’s personal life experiences, culture, faith and social media use as potential sources of theology 

or positive influences on their understandings of God’s image, whereas a creation-centred orientation 

does. Having sacramentality as the backdrop for the intersectionality hermeneutic and Praxis Model 

was therefore important, as it recognises that each of the strands of a multi-ethnic, Pacific, Catholic 

woman’s identity is a positive means of understanding God’s presence in the world.  

1.5 God’s Revelation - Social Trinitarianism  

Social Trinitarianism is woven explicitly through my thesis which focuses on the relationality and divine 

diversity of three Persons, as opposed to an ontological study of the Trinity which is centred on the 

divine essence of one Being.40 Social Trinitarianism is particularly relevant for my thesis as I argue that 

since each person is created in the image of God, the Trinity is the epitome of illustrating how it is 

positive to have multiple intersecting aspects to one’s identity. Concentrating on the relationality of the 

divine Persons also lends itself well to Pacific people’s strong holistic approach to wellbeing in that 

one’s relationship with one’s family, culture, faith, the physical environment and our bodies are crucial 

for living. Analysing multi-ethnic, Pacific Catholic women’s images of God with consideration of Social 

Trinitarianism informs the use of the Praxis Model and the intersectionality hermeneutic. The Trinity is 

a key doctrine of Catholicism that defines how the Church has theologised and understood God 

throughout Christian history; it was therefore important to consider this as a significant framework 

 

35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 59. 
37 Ibid., 69. 
38 Ibid., 21. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Stanley Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the Imago Dei (Kentucky: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), Catherine Mowry LaCugna, “God in Communion with Us: The Trinity,” in 
Freeing Theology: The Essentials of Theology in Feminist Perspective, ed. Catherine Mowry LaCugna, (New 
York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1993). 



12 
 

through which focus group participants imaged God. A definition of Social Trinitarianism can be split 

into the following three aspects: first, God reveals Godself to humanity through the three divine Persons 

of the Trinity in personal experience, scripture and tradition.41 Secondly, each of these Persons is in 

radical, equal harmony and relationship within Godself, and with all created things.42 Lastly, each 

Person of the Trinity has specific actions they undertake within Godself and in the world.43 I took 

inspiration from this understanding of the Trinity, particularly as Pope Francis emphasised it in his recent 

‘Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation-Christus Vivit’, after he invited young Catholics from around the 

world to meet and discuss issues important to them.44 In Chapter 4 of Christus Vivit, Francis outlines 

the ways in which the three Persons of the Trinity are revealed to humanity, and young people in 

particular, in four sections titled “A God who is Love”, “Christ saves you”, “He is alive” and “the Spirit 

gives life”.45 He acknowledges that young people’s experience of relationship with their own fathers 

may not have been positive, but that God as heavenly Father is always a firm support who fully respects 

one’s freedom.46 This love is expressed in different ways throughout scripture – as an affectionate 

father, loving mother, a lover, and the powerful creator of all things who at the same time will not forget 

you.47 God encourages questioning and a relationship of dialogue.48 Francis reflects that the first great 

truth is that God loves each person, while the second great truth is that Christ sacrificed himself 

completely to save people, and his forgiveness and salvation are a free, unearned gift.49 Christ is also 

fully alive and while we may experience hardship in life, Francis urged young people to have hope in 

the future because of Christ’s resurrection.50 Finally, he reminds them that wherever the Father and 

Son are, the Holy Spirit is present too;  the Spirit is the source of youth at its best for it reminds everyone 

of the hope of the resurrection by helping each person grow in a relationship with Christ.51 Francis 

highlights that “what you are in love with, what seizes your imagination, will affect everything”.52 God 

who is Trinitarian is present within the sacramental community, and in the whole of creation which is 

created in grace.  

1.6 Influence of Feminist Theologies 

My methodology is also shaped by feminist theologies and postcolonial theologies. I will first discuss 

feminist theologies, explaining their vital importance to this thesis. It was imperative for me to read 

feminist theologies on images and names for God, as well as interpretations of scripture and tradition 

from a feminist Christian perspective, given that my research focuses on young multi-ethnic Pacific 

 

41 Bevans, 5. 
42 Grenz, 317. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Christus Vivit: Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation to Young People,” accessed  
March 30, 2020,  http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html. 
45 ’Ibid. 
46 Ibid., 113. 
47 Ibid., 114. 
48 Ibid., 117. 
49 Ibid., 118, 120. 
50 Ibid., 127. 
51 Ibid., 130, 133. 
52 Ibid., 132. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
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women. Traditional theology has not always considered gender issues and has erased women from 

consideration. Just as other Christian denominations and world religions have their own forms of 

feminist theology, Catholic feminist theologians such as Elizabeth Johnson, M. Shawn Copeland, 

Sandra Schneiders and Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza voice their opinions in their own traditions and 

communities with hopes of transforming them.53 Feminist theologies attempt to free and liberate women 

from being at the bottom of patriarchal systems, recognising their dignity and courage in their struggle 

as a visible image of God in society.54 These theologies were also born out of the Liberation Theology 

movement, which is the basis for the Praxis Model employed in this thesis.55 Catholic feminist theology 

is often seen by conservative Catholics as too radical, irrational and limited to a small clique within the 

Church that one would not want to be associated with.56 Rosemary Radford Ruether argues that this is 

because the views of those in positions of leadership and power within Catholicism can too often be 

clouded by rigid patriarchalism, particularly as women cannot be ordained as deacons or priests and 

their voices are not heard at many decision tables.57 While Radford Ruether was writing in 1996 and 

there have been many improvements since to women’s position in the Church, the institutional Catholic 

Church is still slow moving in appointing women to higher leadership positions. It was important for me 

to have Catholic feminist theology as a dimension of my research as the more female voices that are 

heard in Catholic theological scholarship, the more dynamic the Church’s understanding of images of 

God can be. A vital dimension of Catholic feminist theology is that it does not necessarily aim to have 

separate approaches for women but rather it “works for the transformation of Christian symbols, tradition 

and community as well as for the transformation of women”.58 

Feminist theologies have also influenced this research by virtue of the fact that this form of Liberation 

Theology starts with the experience of women, as opposed to scripture, tradition or doctrine, as it 

pursues liberation for women from systems of oppression.59 My focus groups included discussions of 

how multi-ethnic Pacific women have experienced and understand male-created images of God, and 

how this impacts their mental wellbeing and their self-perception of human dignity. Schüssler Fiorenza 

argues that feminist theology is an ongoing activity of women naming the Divine for themselves.60 

Women of the Pacific approach feminist theology from their own context and may often feel anxious 

about speaking against tradition and “talking back”; they therefore prefer to emphasise that women too 

 

53 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “Introduction: Feminist Liberation Theology as Critical Sophialogy,” in The 
Power of Naming: A Concilium Reader in Feminist Liberation Theology, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza. 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1996), xv. 
54 Ibid., xix. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “For Women in Men’s World: A Critical Feminist Theology of Liberation,” in The 
Power of Naming: A Concilium Reader in Feminist Liberation Theology, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1996), 5. 
57 Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Women’s Difference and Equal Rights in the Church,” in The Power of Naming: A 
Concilium Reader in Feminist Liberation Theology, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 
1996), 213. 
58 Ibid., 9. 
59 Schüssler Fiorenza, “Introduction: Feminist Liberation Theology as Critical Sophialogy,” xxii. 
60 Ibid., xxxiii. 
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can engage with Christian tradition in evolving ways.61 For example, one Pacific female theologian, 

Siera Tion Bird, outlines the general experience of young girls and women in the Pacific Islands, which 

is similar to some Pacific women’s experience in New Zealand.62 These include helping out with 

domestic duties, attending Sunday School and church services, taking part in cultural dance practices 

and serving visitors in their homes.63 Typically things not allowed are talking during church services, 

walking in the dark alone, wandering into other people’s properties and associating with other young 

people who are non-relatives, particularly males.64 Pacific feminist theology takes into consideration the 

cultural reasons behind these social norms and urges that Christians must be a voice for women who 

may feel oppressed and should encourage practices which respect their human dignity.65 As Keiti-Ann 

Kanongata’a has noted, the task of Pacific feminist theology is also challenging to do as the terms 

‘feminism’ and ‘feminist’ are considered negatively in general by Pacific peoples; consequently her 

theology is done as a Tongan woman rather as a feminist woman.66 While there are few Pacific feminist 

theologians, Lisa Meo, argues that Pacific feminist theologians “take the message of Jesus and to heart 

and apply it through advocacy and empowerment” in order that men and women would be equal in all 

spaces of society.67 

1.7 Influence of Postcolonial Theologies 

Aspects of postcolonial theologies are frequently interwoven with feminist theology and therefore also 

influence the methodology chosen for this thesis. The focus group participants living in New Zealand 

are descended from ancestors who were likely to have been a part of colonised nations in the wider 

Pacific. They constantly negotiate their cultural identity and grapple with what it means to be a multi-

ethnic Pacific person living in New Zealand, a country predominantly influenced by Western culture. 

Postcolonial theologies oppose and reject colonial systems throughout the world.68 A common theme 

within postcolonial theologies is the hybridity of identity, as communities who have experienced 

colonialism and imperialism have been traditionally viewed in colonial discourse as a binary opposite 

to and “lesser than” Western identity.69 Hybridity of identity is an important theme throughout this 

research, where the focus group participants comment on the positives and negatives of their different 

cultural backgrounds. However, despite postcolonial theologies increasing in theological discourse, 

theologian Bill Ashcroft argues they have had less “traction” in wider postcolonial studies due to 

 

61 Lydia Johnson, “Weaving the Mat of Pacific Women’s Theology: A Case Study in Women’s Theological 
Method,” in Weavings: Women Doing Theology in Oceania, ed. Lydia Johnson and Joan Alleluia Filemoni-
Tofaeono, (Suva: University of the South Pacific, 2003), 14. 
62 Siera Tion Bird, “A Widening Road: My Story of Becoming,” in Weavings: Women Doing Theology in Oceania, 
ed. Lydia Johnson and Joan Alleluia Filemoni-Tofaeono, (Suva: University of the South Pacific, 2003), 193. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid., 198. 
66 Joan Alleluia Filemoni-Tofaeono, “A theological anthropology of Tama'ita'i : re-imaging Tama'ita'i Sāmoa(na) in 
the image of God : reconstituting their space and place in Alofi Sā o le Atua - sacred circle of God,” (PhD Thesis, 
University of Auckland, 2018), 22, Keiti Ann Kanongataa, “Domestic Theology,” in Women’s Theology: Pacific 
Perspectives, Report of Weavers Consultation, Suva, Fiji, 26-30 November 1995 (Suva: Pacific Theological 
College, 1995), 94 
67 Filemoni-Tofaeono, 23. 
68 Pears, 133. 
69 Ibid., 142. 
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Christianity’s role in colonisation around the world.70 While postcolonial methods are more common in 

biblical studies (where scholars recognise the use of biblical texts to sustain colonial and patriarchal 

power), it can also be of benefit to areas of Christian theology.71 Postcolonial feminist scholar Kwok 

Pui-Lan recognises that as a feminist theologian, she is privileged in her ability to have the resources 

to study and research, she is also a woman of colour who still walks in two cultural worlds attempting 

to understand her diasporic identity.72 Approaches to feminist theology must be multi-layered and 

contextual in an attempt to move away from a Eurocentric Christianity.  

Similarly, Pacific postcolonial theologian Jione Havea also highlights that Pacific peoples are peoples 

of the sea, but are diverse in approaching how to navigate the sea and cannot be characterised as one 

homogenous group.73 The same can be said for various ways Pacific peoples offer theological 

reflections and observations based on the ways their ancestors viewed the world.74 At the same time, 

Christian reflection done in theological circles does not often filter into the lived experience of the people 

in the pews, and the original missionaries to the Pacific “correct way” of living Christianity often takes 

precedence over contextualising Christianity and taking indigenous spirituality into consideration in the 

eyes of everyday worshippers.75 Therefore, this thesis aims to offer a range of views from young Pacific 

women on their images of God. In summary, Social Trinitarianism, feminist theologies and postcolonial 

theological themes have informed my use of the Praxis Model and applying an Intersectionality 

Hermeneutic to best answer the research questions and aims.  

1.8 Focus Group Interviews 

The focus group approach is in keeping with the Praxis Model which is best done with small group 

discussions. My participants were multi-ethnic Pacific Catholic females, aged 17-24 years old. Some 

participants had multiple Pacific ethnicities and others had both Pacific and non-Pacific ethnicities, as 

detailed in Chapter 6.  

The focus groups took place during 2018. I advertised for participants in 17 Auckland Catholic parishes 

and by word of mouth. I shared the advertisements on social media and by seeking permission from 

Parish Priests to talk about my research project at Sunday services and inviting people to speak to the 

me after the Sunday Mass. I was also very grateful for the endorsement of the Catholic Bishop of 

Auckland, Bishop Patrick Dunn, whose support also provided further legitimacy to the research and 

assured potential participants and their families that the research would be contributing to the communal 

life of the Church and research on mental wellbeing (See Appendix 1). The parishes were selected due 

to their multi-cultural and youthful congregations and different regions of Auckland were targeted – 

primarily South, Central and West Auckland. The focus groups were held at Auckland venues which 

 

70 Bill Ashcroft, “Threshold Theology,” in Colonial Contexts and Postcolonial Theologies: Storyweaving in the 
Asia-Pacific, ed., J. Havea, and M Brett, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan U.S., 2014), 3. 
71 Ibid., 159, 160. 
72 Ibid., 160.  
73 Jione Havea, “Migration and Mission Routes/Roots in Oceania,” in Christianities in Migration, ed., Elaine 
Padilla and Peter C. Phan, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan U.S., 2016), 114. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid., 129. 
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had been agreed by the participants and myself; thus, the process of collaborative theology was carried 

out in family homes, university campuses, public halls and in different locations within the parishes. 

Each participant in the focus group research also received a small koha in return for their participation. 

Most of the groups consisted of two to three women, with the largest group having seven women 

participating. See Table 1 for more details of the focus groups below. 

Table 1: Focus Group Participants Information. All participants’ actual names have been 

changed to pseudonyms for confidentiality. 

 

Name Ethnicity Age 

Alysha 

Beatrice 

Apaula 

Samoan, Tongan 

NZ born Samoan 

NZ born Samoan 

21 

23 

20 

Mia 

 

Tongan, Samoan, Wallis & Futuna 19 

Caitlin 

Zoe 

Samoan, Irish 

NZ born Tongan  

18 

24 

Tiana Tongan, Samoan, Wallis & Futuna 19 

Soana Samoan, Tongan, Tuvaluan 24 

Karlina 

Damelia 

Siatua 

NZ raised Fijian 

Fijian, Rotuman 

Samoan, Tuvaluan 

22 

22 

19 

Lesieli 

Moana 

NZ born Tongan 

NZ born Samoan 

19 

19 

Lena 

Cecelia 

Izzy 

Betty 

Teuila 

Aneita 

Fatima 

NZ born Samoan  

NZ born Samoan 

NZ born Samoan  

NZ born Samoan  

NZ born Samoan  

NZ raised Cook Island 

Samoan, Tongan 

23 

24 

17 

17 

20 

18 

24 

Lupe 

Ula 

Samoan, Fijian, Uvea 

NZ born Samoan 

19 

18 

Maria 

Lusia 

Iutita 

NZ born Samoan  

NZ born Samoan  

Samoan, NZ European 

19 

24 

22 

Elisapeta 

Ena 

Emma 

NZ raised Tongan 

NZ Samoan 

Fijian, Rotuman 

23 

22 

21 
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Pauline 

Zita 

Samoan Chinese 

Samoan, NZ European 

24 

18 

Renee 

Milasa 

NZ born Samoan 

NZ born Samoan 

21 

21 

Mataua 

Ruci 

Seraphine 

Samoan, Fijian 

Samoan, Fijian 

Samoan, Fijian 

20 

19 

17 

Sina 

Tulua 

NZ born Samoan 

NZ born Samoan 

20 

18 

Mokalagi 

Fetuolemoana 

NZ born Samoan 

NZ born Samoan 

20 

18 

Mesalina 

Susana 

Tongan, Niuean 

Tokelaun, Wallis & Futuna, Rotuman 

19 

18 

Sili NZ raised Samoan 17 

Naomi NZ born Samoan 20 

Mekesina 

Angelica 

Samoan, Tongan, Niuean 

NZ born Tongan 

18 

18 

Jean NZ born Samoan 19 

Vaelenoatia Samoan, Tongan 19 

Mele Niuean, Tongan, Samoan, Maori 18 

Luseane 

Angela 

Reina 

Akosita 

NZ raised Tongan 

NZ born Samoan 

NZ born Samoan 

NZ born Tongan 

22 

19 

20 

17 

Josephina 

 

Rhonda 

Fijian, Chinese, NZ  

European 

Fijian, Chinese, NZ  

European 

18 

 

18 

Sifa Tongan, Niuean 20 

Hanna Samoan, Māori, NZ European 23 

Lilika 

Anna 

Alyson 

Tongan, Niuean 

Samoan, Māori, NZ European 

Tongan, Fijian 

22 

23 

20 

Christine NZ Born Samoan 19 

Margaret 

Louise 

Tongan, Danish 

NZ Born Samoan 

21 

20 

Selueni 

Marcia 

NZ Born Tongan 

NZ Born Tongan 

19 

20 

 



18 
 

The focus group interviews generally had a duration of 1-2 hours. At the beginning of the interviews I 

would remind them of the purpose of the interview, how the questions were structured, and introduce 

myself and make any family or community connections with the women. I also provided some light 

snacks and food for the focus group participants, so we would share these throughout our discussions. 

The focus group questions were organised around the following topics: Life experience and family 

relationships, cultural identity (multiple ethnic backgrounds), religious background, social media use, 

images of God, and mental wellbeing. (See Appendix 2).  

The intersection of ideas, biblical reflection, critical analysis of Christian tradition, sacramentality, Social 

Trinitarianism and the lived experience of women are woven together in the following chapters to offer 

insight into mental wellbeing and images of God. To begin the process, Chapter 2 breaks open images 

of God in the Old Testament. 
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Chapter 2 Images of God in the Old Testament 

The term ‘God’ has a broad range of meanings; thus here, I will explore different images of God in 

scripture. The three Persons of the Trinity will be highlighted through some selected images of God in 

the Old Testament. These images will be analysed further in my later chapters where I use an 

intersectionality hermeneutic to discuss the focus group interviews and the images of God which 

participants shared. The purpose of this chapter is to provide an analysis of Genesis 1:26-27, one of 

the texts talked about in the focus groups, and to give an overview of some metaphorical images of 

God in the Old Testament. This discussion will be framed by a literary approach to the texts, which 

focuses on the images of God as Father, Mother, Judge, Friend, Saviour and Spirit, one who is both 

merciful and love itself. I consider the biblical text from a Christian theological perspective, believing 

that biblical images of God reflect a reality about God and I look at God within the text as well as God 

in the present-day world. The Bible is multi-vocal and often has contradicting images of God, which can 

at times present God as distant and angry while in other places offer more loving and compassionate 

portrayals. This chapter focuses on these chosen images because they were the most common images 

spoken about by focus group participants.   

Let me first outline the literary approach I use to study these texts. A literary approach seeks to interpret, 

analyse and evaluate what the biblical text means, what literary techniques and devices have been 

used to communicate the text’s message, and, in light of this, what the text is saying about a particular 

image of God.1 Reading biblical texts in this way reveals motifs within the text and allows the reader to 

consider more deeply the complexities of themes and characters.2 This chapter focuses on images of 

God which are metaphorical and regularly utilize anthropomorphism to portray God. Sallie McFague 

argues that biblical readers may take these metaphors and images quite literally, rather than 

understanding their metaphorical significance.3 For example, when God is referred to as ‘Father’ in the 

Bible, some readers may begin to imagine God as literally a father. Seeing God as literally a father can 

be problematic for both males and females who do not have a positive relationship with their own 

biological father. When religion is intertwined so deeply into one’s identity, as is so often in Pacific 

cultures, the way sacred texts are read have great significance. McFague emphasises that people within 

the Christian tradition are not unsure whether God exists, but can be unsure of what language to use 

to describe God adequately.4 To unpack the example of God as ‘Father’ a little more to demonstrate 

her argument, McFague posits that ‘Father’ as a metaphor has become a model for how Christianity 

understands itself. Other relational models, such as seeing God as ‘Mother’ or ‘Liberator’ are excluded 

from traditional Christian language over time as in McFague’s opinion, questions the patriarchal norm.5 

It is therefore important to continually question why certain metaphors should remain dominant, to whom 

 

1 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (Basic Books Publishers: New York, 1981), 12. 
2 Ibid., 21, 22. 
3 Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Language (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1982), 4-5.   
4 Ibid., 1.  
5 Ibid., 29. 
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they are significant or insignificant, if they help individuals understand their lives more deeply and if they 

align with our lived experience.6 Thus a literary approach to the texts seeks to question how and why 

particular metaphors about God are used in the biblical text itself and what these say about who God 

is.       

2.1 Genesis 1: 26-27 

“Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and 

over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’ 

So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female 

he created them.” – Gen. 1: 26-27  

The way images of God are conveyed in families and in community are influenced by scripture. As I 

mentioned in my thesis introduction, an individual’s image of God is often based on their relationship 

with their parents and can add to or ease any anxiety they may face. Catholic theology holds that God 

was revealed to humanity in different words and actions to different people over time as recorded in the 

Old Testament, and in complete fullness through the person of Jesus Christ as recorded in the New 

Testament.7 Also considered of equal importance to the Bible is the tradition of the Church, and later 

chapters will discuss how this might likewise impact images of God.  

To begin the discussion on how images of God impact mental wellbeing, Genesis 1:26-27 is a significant 

scripture passage to analyse, as it focuses on humanity created in the image of God and invites readers 

to think about how God is understood. After discussing what these verses might mean in relation to 

human understandings of God’s image, I will look at different images and characteristics of God in 

relation to these particular verses. Genesis 1:26-27 is also significant for the wider thesis, as it is forms 

the basis for the Christian teaching that all people regardless of any aspect of their identity are made in 

the image of God (Imago Dei). I reflect on this theology of Imago Dei throughout my thesis, especially 

in relation to its possible significance for young Pacific women’s struggles with mental wellbeing at 

different times in their lives and their self-image and self-esteem. If their image of God is a positive one 

– for example, loving, compassionate and forgiving – how might their belief that they are created in the 

image of God impact their mental wellbeing? This will be analysed further in Chapters 6-9 through the 

discussion of focus group interview results.  

Genesis 1-2 is widely understood by biblical scholars to contain two separate creation accounts 

(Genesis 1:1-2:4a; 2:4b-25), likely written at different times by different authors, and offering two unique 

views of creation.8 Genesis 1:26-27 appears near the conclusion of the first creation story. In this 

account, God creates the universe by using the divine voice – a series of commands that orders, 

separates, divides, then brings forth life. This creation process takes seven days. On the sixth day, God 

 

6 Ibid., 82.  
7 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd. Ed. “Christ Jesus-Mediator and Fullness of Revelation (65-73),” 
accessed July  24, 2017, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p1s1c2a1.htm  
8 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1984), 6. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p1s1c2a1.htm
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creates humankind in his image and on the seventh day he rests. The second creation narrative then 

describes the creation of Adam and Eve and their placement by God in the Garden of Eden. Genesis 3 

continues with the story of the first sin, after which God banishes Adam and Eve from the Garden. 

Genesis does not offer the reader a historical narrative of creation, but rather a theological narrative of 

the relationship between humankind and God.9  

If the reader looks at Genesis 1:1-2:4a as one cohesive literary unit, the main theological concern is the 

utter reliance of humanity and the rest of creation on God; the chapter as a whole explains the order of 

creation as decided by God.10 The Babylonian creation account, the Enuma Elish dated to 

approximately 1700 BCE, tells a similar story to the Genesis 1:1-2:4a creation account.11 The Enuma 

Elish describes the time before creation as a state of primeval chaos (cf. Gen. 1:1-2), where the gods 

went to war against their own mother - Tiamat (the sea). After victory against the chaos of Tiamat, the 

gods created light, the firmament, dry land, heavenly lights, and humankind (cf. Gen. 1:3-31); the gods 

then rested after a celebration banquet (cf. Gen. 2:1-3).12 The Genesis 1:1-2:4a creation story has clear 

similarities with this Babylonian creation account. However, the Genesis  origin story points to key tenets 

of Judaism at this time: there is one God, alone from the start, who out of goodness created a structured 

world in which all was good.13 Humanity’s creation is also very significant, being made in God’s image 

to have responsibility over creation, sharing the gift of creating life (1:28), sharing the Sabbath rest and 

having a personal relationship with God (2:2-3).14 The Genesis 1 creation story thus emphasises the 

ultimate power of God and how humankind should live in relationship to the rest of creation and God.  

Given its placement near the end of the first creation story, verses 26-27 offer an understanding of God 

as cosmic creator who creates order out of chaos and sustains life, including human life, in a well-

regulated way. Humankind is considered here as a significant part of creation and interconnected with 

all other living things within God’s ordered universe (1:26). Verse 26 states that God says, “Let us make 

humankind in our image; according to our likeness”. Robert Alter points out that “humankind” is 

translated from ‘adam which is a generic term for human beings rather than being a proper noun.15 

However, God is “he” in the passage (1:27) yet creates humankind as both male and female. There are 

implications here of God conveying the feminine image, or rather of women conveying the divine image, 

which is discussed further in Chapter 8 in light of the focus group interviews. Overall, my participants 

regarded it as unusual to think of God as feminine, which reflects the Catholic and cultural tradition they 

are a part of.  

Another point of contention in verse 26 is that God uses the first-person plural pronoun, “let us”, and 

states that humankind should be created in “our image, according to our likeness”. The significance of 

 

9 Terence Fretheim, “The Book of Genesis: Introduction, Commentary and Reflections,” in The New Interpreter’s 
Bible Vol. 1., (Abingdon Press: Nashville, 1994), 327. 
10 Phyllis Bird, “Male and Female He Created Them: Gen 1:27b in the Context of the Priestly Account of 
Creation.” The Harvard Theological Review 74, No. 2 (April 1981): 136.  
11 Lawrence Boadt, Reading the Old Testament: An Introduction (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 116.  
12 Ibid., 117.  
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W. W Norton & Company, 1997), 5.  



22 
 

these plural pronouns has been much debated over the centuries by biblical scholars and theologians, 

and a number of interpretations have been put forward, including God consulting his heavenly court 

and God using the royal ‘we’ or majestic plural.16 Christian theologians have interpreted the plural 

pronouns as pointing toward the Trinity of the Creator, Son and Spirit.17 In Catholic tradition, the 

Trinitarian dogma describes the central doctrine of Christianity – that the Trinity of Creator, Son and 

Holy Spirit are co-eternal, co-equal, all alike, omnipotent and are not three gods but one.18 Interpreted 

in this way, God’s creation of humanity is rooted in the deity’s Trinitarian nature.  

Regardless of how these plural pronouns are interpreted, without God’s command to create humankind 

in the divine likeness and the command for humankind to have dominion over the fish, birds, livestock 

and insects (1:28), nothing moves or happens. In other words, humankind is given guardianship of the 

earth, but cannot do anything without God allowing it to be so. The power of God’s command is stressed 

from 1:1-24 at the beginning of each verse, with the repetition of “And God said” followed by a command 

for something specific to be created. The formula also repeats “and it was so”, making clear that what 

God says actually does happen – God’s words have power. Overall God creates order and is in control 

of the created cosmos. 

Verse 27 diverges from the repetition and structure of verses 1-24 in that it seems more poetic in 

structure with synonymous parallelism and chiasmus. Parallelism occurs where the same idea is 

expressed in consecutive lines, using slightly different but synonymous language and chiasmus 

involves inverted parallelism typically expressed through an AB’BA structure: “so God created [A] 

humankind in his image [B], in the image [B] of God he created [A] them; male and female he created 

them”.19 This emphasises that God is in an intimate relationship with humankind, but at the same time 

is above humankind as the Creator of all things. It suggests that although this image of God is seemingly 

above humankind, God seeks a special relationship with humans which is different to the rest of the 

cosmos as God gives humankind dominion over the earth. Humans are also the only creatures to be 

created in the divine image, which is key to my thesis argument. Walter Brueggemann pinpoints key 

aspects to the notion of being created in the image of God from the perspective of Israelite theology. 

The human person is created male and female, thus the intersexual nature of humanity is asserted; 

moreover, humanity being created in the image of God seems to bestow them with a royal status, in 

that they are given “dominion” over the earth (1:28).20 In Ancient Israelite culture, and indeed other 

Ancient Near East cultures, the king was often referred to as bearing the image of the gods and acted 

as an assigned representative of the gods, ruling on their behalf.21 Furthermore, the human person as 

 

16 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1987), 27-28. 
17 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Creation, un-Creation, Re-creation: A Discursive Commentary on Genesis 1-11. (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2011), 29.  
18 New Advent Catholic Encyclopaedia, “The Blessed Trinity,” accessed on April 29, 2020, 
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15047a.htm.  
19 Brad McCoy, “Chiasmus: An Important Structural Device Commonly Found in Biblical Literature,” Chafer 
Theological Seminary Journal 9, no. 2 (2003): 2. 
20 Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy (Minneapolis, Fortress 
Press, 1997), 452. 
21 Fretheim, 345. 

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15047a.htm
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image of God was considered the closest way of seeing clues to the person of God in Israelite culture.22 

Within this Israelite theology, living as fully human meant total surrender to and trust in God even when 

it was not clear whether God was present and visible.23 Israel could place all its hope in God, for it is 

highlighted in the Genesis 1 creation story that God is present in all things.24 Again, this is emphasised 

in the repetition of God commanding different aspects of creation to come into being at the beginning 

of each verse (1: 3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26). Thus, humankind’s dependence on God directs the reader 

to the idea that God as creator is all powerful and existing in all creation.  

There are different theories of what Imago Dei means within the Christian tradition. Genesis 1: 26-27 

has been understood in Christian tradition literally as though humankind is physically made in the image 

of God; this is not widely accepted in the Christian tradition as it suggests that humans are divine.25 A 

second, dominant view in the Western, Christian tradition is that Imago Dei highlights humanity’s 

capability to use reason as a participation and reflection of God’s use of reason in creating the world.26 

Thirteenth-century preeminent Catholic theologian St. Thomas Aquinas argues that “God made a 

spiritual image to Himself in man”.27 Aquinas goes on to argue that although God is present in other 

physical things in creation which may have committed less wrong-doing than humankind, humanity has 

the capacity for what he argues is the highest good: to know and to love God in complete fullness.28 A 

third way Imago Dei has been interpreted draws on Genesis 1:28, where God commands that 

humankind have dominion over every living thing in the Earth, just as God has dominion over the entire 

created universe. This has had serious ecological implications where the natural environment has been 

abused by human greed, but it also points to how humanity has desired domination and superiority as 

opposed to God’s dominion of respect and protection.29 Finally, Imago Dei has been interpreted by 

some contemporary theologians as being about how to live in relationship, with the Trinity as a model 

of relationality.30 This understanding of Imago Dei known as the Social Trinitarianism, illustrates that 

human relationships between males and females are meant to be radically co-equal, which reflects the 

life of God where the three Persons of the Trinity live in complete communion.31 Therefore from a 

Catholic Christian perspective, Genesis 1: 26-27 must be examined taking into consideration the Person 

of Jesus Christ who is the image of God and the fundamental example of what God intended humanity 

to be.32 My thesis uses Social Trinitarianism to frame how young Pacific women image God and how 

this impacts their mental wellbeing. Chapter 4 analyses this teaching in more detail. The following 

 

22 Brueggemann, 452. 
23 Ibid., 466. 
24 Ibid., 479. 
25 Daniel Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: Second Edition (Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2004), 140. 
26 Ibid. 
27 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1. 93. 1.   
28 Ibid., 1. 93. 4.  
29 Migliore, 141. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid., 142. 
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sections in this Chapter provide exegesis on images of God which arose out of the focus group 

interviews and are grouped as biblical images of the three Persons of the Trinity.   

2.2 God as Father  

Moving forward from the God in the Genesis 1 creation story, the first image that will be discussed is 

God as Father. The image of God as Father was selected for its significance to the Christian tradition, 

particularly as a common name for God as creator in the Trinity. God as Father was one of the most 

common images held by interview participants and their families. Parental images of God associate 

certain attributes to the divine, such as creation, nurturing, protection and discipline.33 Perceiving God 

as a father may be indicative of the patriarchal society of Old Testament times, where the male led the 

household as well as having social, economic and political power.34 Given that God is imaged as all 

powerful, it would therefore have made sense to identify God as male.  

The image of God the father as one who cares and protects is found in the Psalms.  

“Father of orphans and protector of widows, is God in his holy habitation” – Ps. 68: 5 

 “As a father has compassion for his children, so the Lord has compassion for those who fear 

him” – Ps. 103: 13 

Psalm 68 is a song of praise to God in the context of God being a father to the most vulnerable members 

of society, whilst also being a warrior deity.35 The psalm as a whole is about the redemption of Israel. 

The “holy habitation” mentioned in verse 5 is described in more detail in verses 15-18 and 24-27 where 

there is an emphasis on victorious procession to the sanctuary. God is imaged as a Father who provides 

protection both on the battlefield and also in everyday life.36 Psalm 103 is another song of praise 

reflecting on the eternal nature of God and starts off describing the individual in relation to God, and 

then the wider Israelite community.37 Verse 13, which describes God as a compassionate father, comes 

immediately before a section on the fragility and brevity of human life.38 The psalmist then reminds their 

audience that this compassionate and merciful love of God is for all who “remember to do his 

commandments” (v. 18). Psalm 103 begins and ends with repetition of ‘all’; “all that is within me” (v. 1), 

“all his benefits” (v. 2), “all your iniquity” (v. 3), “all your diseases” (v.3), “all you who are oppressed” (v. 

6), “his kingdom rules over all” (v. 19), “all his hosts” (v. 21), “all his works” (v. 22), “all places of his 

dominion” (v. 22).39 Imaging God as a compassionate father in Psalm 103 is therefore done with a 

sense of the completeness of God’s relationship with humanity – that God’s hesed (loving kindness) 

and mercy are more long-lasting than God’s anger.40 This is also dependant on the people’s willingness 

 

33 Sarah J. Dille, Mixing Metaphors: God as Mother and Father in Deutero-Isaiah (London: T&T Clark 
International, 2004), 36.  
34 Mary E. Mills, Images of God in the Old Testament (Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1998), 75.  
35 Susan E. Gillingham, Psalms through the centuries: a reception history commentary on Psalms 1-72 
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2018), 367.  
36 Ibid. 
37 Konrad Schaefer O. S. B., Berit Olam: Psalms (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2001), 254 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid.  
40 Ibid., 256. 
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to obey God’s commandments, and we are reminded of the hierarchy between Israel and God. God the 

Father, as presented in these two psalms, demands loyalty, and will be angered by disloyalty, but his 

loving kindness is emphasised as a key feature of his identity.  

Psalm 2 provides another example of God as Father – in this case Father of the messiah, the Davidic 

king: 

“The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against 

the Lord and his anointed, saying, ‘Let us burst their bonds asunder, and cast their cords from 

us.’ 

He who sits in the heavens laughs; the Lord has them in derision. Then he will speak to them 

in his wrath, and terrify them in his fury, saying, ‘I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill.’ 

I will tell of the decree of the Lord: He said to me, ‘You are my son; today I have begotten you. 

Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your 

possession.’” Ps. 2: 2-8 

Here in Psalm 2, God names his son as “anointed” (mashiah) (2:3). The term mashiah is used to 

designate the son as the chosen one for Israel.41 Alter maintains that the Hebrew use of mashiah in 

relation to “I have set my king on Zion” (2:6) and “You are my son; today I have begotten you” is more 

political than theological.42 Within the Christian tradition, this has been interpreted as God the Father 

speaking about Jesus as his son.43 However, Alter says it was common in the Ancient Near East for 

the king to be seen as the son of the deity.44 Furthermore a Jewish reading of the text understands it to 

be referring to King David’s experience in 2 Samuel 7 as he is anointed as King over all of Israel and 

the Philistines make plans to attack him.45 Regardless of the son’s actual identity in this passage, within 

this image of God as Father, God has a special relationship with his son whom he has set apart on the 

earth. This relationship is different to the relationship God has with the rest of humankind. God as this 

protective Father is amused that other nations would even attempt to conspire against him and his son 

(2:4). God is also a vengeful father, speaking to other nations with wrath (2:5), together with his son; 

the text emphasises that they are a powerful and perhaps even terrifying combination daring anyone to 

challenge them. Psalm 2 concludes with a warning to the audience to serve the Lord in fear lest his 

anger flares up (2:11-12). Overall Psalm 2 shows that God is a powerful Father, in special relationship 

with his son and has a temper which could easily be enraged if one does not serve him or if anyone 

threatens his “anointed” and the people of Israel. This image of God as father evokes similar images to 

human fathers – they can be fiercely loyal, demanding, punitive and protective.    

 

41 Robert Alter, The Book of Psalms: A Translation with Commentary (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 
2007), 5. 
42 Ibid., 6.  
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Gillingham, 28. 
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2.3 God as Mother 

Imaging God as female is not so much an expression of the deity being female, but an attempt to show 

the fullness of God’s power illustrated within the female image and relating back to humanity created in 

God’s image, male and female.46 Although God as a mother was only described by one focus group 

participant as being her image of God, many of the focus group participants described God as having 

both feminine and masculine attributes which is analysed in Chapter 6. God is not explicitly referred to 

as a mother in the Old Testament, but rather, God’s love is compared to a mother’s love.47 Two 

significant biblical passages which use the metaphor of mother and midwife are found in Isaiah 42, 49 

and 66. These chapters fall within Second Isaiah (chapters 40-54) and Third Isaiah (chapters 55-66), 

the final sections of the Book of Isaiah written approximately 200 years after chapters 1-39.48 The focus 

of Second Isaiah is to proclaim the sovereignty of God, with little care for nations outside of Israel, while 

Third Isaiah overall depicts God as having more interest in non-Israelite individuals and nations and 

has a focus on universal worship of God.49 This shift in focus may be due to the different concerns of 

the audiences whom the author had intended their message for; Second Isaiah was written just after 

the experience of the Babylonian Exile, when the kingdom of Judah was conquered by the Babylonian 

empire, its king deposed, its Temple destroyed, and many of its inhabitants exiled to Babylon. Third 

Isaiah was written after the return of the Israelite exiles to Jerusalem, during a critical period of 

resettlement under the auspices of the Persian empire.50 For the Israelites, God dwelt on Mt Zion in the 

Temple in the city of Jerusalem , thus the experience of the Exile, with the loss of the Temple, affected 

how Second and Third Isaiah portrayed God.   

In Isaiah 66:8-9 God is pictured as a midwife who delivers children:  

“Shall I open the womb and not deliver? says the Lord; shall I, the one who delivers, shut the 

womb? says your God.” -Is. 66:8-9 

As a midwife, God is portrayed as trustworthy in this action of delivering children as the rhetorical 

questions dare the audience to query God’s ability to bring life into the world. 51  God is also a mother 

to Jerusalem in Isaiah 42: 14, 49:15 and 66:12-13 after being in labour, giving birth and nursing her 

children. God thus not only delivers children, but takes over the mothering of the children by nurturing 

and comforting:52  
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“For a long time I have held my peace, I have kept still and restrained myself; now I will cry out 

like a woman in labour, I will gasp and pant.” – Is. 42:14 

“Can a woman forget her nursing child or show no compassion for the child of her womb? Even 

these may forget, yet I will not forget you.” – Is. 49:15 

“…You shall be nursed and carried on her arm, and dandled on her knees. As a mother 

comforts her child, so I will comfort you.” – Is. 66: 12-13 

As feminist biblical scholar Eleanor Geever argues, everything seemed lost due to the Exile, but the 

use of feminine imagery emphasises that God gives birth to a new order in the world.53 Similarly, feminist 

theologian Elizabeth Johnson contends that God who is in hard labour pushes with all her might to bring 

forth justice.54 Thus, although the people might feel abandoned, God will not forget her offspring.55 The 

love between a mother and child is acknowledged as a strong bond, but, as Sarah Dille argues, this 

relationship is not romanticised in the Hebrew text.56 Phyllis Trible points out that the Hebrew word for 

a woman’s womb (rehem), used in Is. 49: 15 in its plural form, is also the word used to denote 

compassion (rahamim), which suggests that a mothering role includes compassion, mercy and love.57 

The metaphor of the nursing mother with the child strongly contrasts the complete dependency of the 

child physically on the mother, and the mother’s emotional attachment to the child.58 These passages 

suggest that God participates in relationship with humankind with a bond like that between a 

compassionate mother and her child and that God is a God who cares about her child’s basic needs.   

Keeping with this maternal imagery, the prophet Hosea uses the metaphor of a female animal to 

communicate the depth of love God has for God’s children: 

“I will fall upon them like a bear robbed of her cubs, and will tear open the covering of their 

heart; there I will devour them like a lion, as a wild animal would mangle them.” -Hos. 13:8 

The image of the angry mother bear hints at the protective maternal instincts of the animal, signifying 

that God is supremely concerned for the wellbeing of God’s children. There is little sign of a timid nature 

when it comes to confronting those who try to harm her cubs. This metaphor also presents a conflicting 

mix of ideas in that God is both caring and aggressively capable of violence in the act of protection. 

This passage from Hosea appears in a wider dialogue between the prophet and Israel where Hosea is 

criticising Israel for turning away from God. “I will destroy you, O Israel; who can help you?” appears in 
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the following verse (Hos. 13:9). On the whole, this illustrates an unsettling image of God who cannot be 

held down and constrained.59 

God is also portrayed as a mother in the Psalms, particularly in Psalm 131: 

“O Lord, my heart is not lifted up, my eyes are not raised too high; I do not occupy myself with 

things too great and too marvellous for me. But I have calmed and quieted my soul like a 

weaned child with its mother; my soul is like the weaned child that is with me. 

 O Israel, hope in the Lord from this time on and forevermore.” -Ps. 131: 1-3 

Overall, the short three-verse Psalm indicates that the speaker is clearly aware of their lower status in 

their relationship with God, particularly in verse 1. Verse 2 speaks of God as a gentle mother, and the 

peace that one possesses if one trusts in God’s loving embrace.60 Brueggemann suggests that that the 

child is neither trying to be equal or independent of the mother.61 Anthropomorphising God in this way 

proposes that if a person desires serenity, they have to submit themselves in humility because this 

allows them to experience a sense of hope for the future (Ps. 131: 3). The mother is the point of 

reference to return to every time the young child wanders too far.62 

These selected passages of God as Mother show that the characteristics of God are just as varied as 

the image of God as Father. As a mother, God is both caring and compassionate but capable of violence 

and for this reason, such imagery can perhaps leave readers of the texts uncertain about how to 

understand God. One focus group participant imaged God in a maternal way and this indicates it is not 

a common image of God for individuals to hold.   

2.4 God as Judge 

Though the image of God as a parent figure has permeated Christianity through its history, the metaphor 

of God as a judge is also evident throughout the Old and New Testaments.63 The theme of God as a 

judge is envisaged within both eschatological terms and the everyday human lived experience of 

seeking justice. When the focus group participants were asked about negative images of God which 

they disliked, God as judge was a frequent answer. This image of God was also discussed by focus 

group participants in light of God punishing anyone who is non-heterosexual as analysed in Chapters 

6-9. 

The Psalms were originally written to be used in worship; they can be generally grouped under the two 

categories of praise and petition.64 In psalms of praise, God is exalted for God’s unmatched justice and 
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power, while in psalms of lament, the worshipper implores God for help, often by appealing to divine 

justice.65 Two excerpts from the Psalms illustrate a sense of justice for those who live in righteousness 

– Psalm 1 and Psalm 98. At the beginning of the Book of Psalms, Psalm 1 introduces key themes that 

reverberate throughout the book: the need to continuously meditate on the Torah laws and to praise 

God in all things.66 It presents the audience with the option to follow and participate in God’s divine life, 

or pay the consequences for their sinfulness.67 Conversely, Psalm 98 is a joyful song of praise with 

meditations imploring the whole world including the sea, marine life, hills to praise God as one coming 

to judge the earth and everything within it.  

“Therefore, the wicked will not stand in the judgment; nor sinners in the congregation of the 

righteous; for the Lord watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will 

perish” – Ps. 1:5-6 

“Let the floods clap their hands; let the hills sing together for joy at the presence of the Lord, for 

he is coming to judge the earth. He will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples 

with equity.” – Ps. 98:8-9 

These two psalms denote God as ultimate judge who is at the centre of all human interactions and it is 

understood that nothing that happens goes unseen by the deity.68 Psalm 1:6 shows a stark contrast 

between what will happen to those who obey God and those who do not; there is no compromise from 

God on how life for Israel is meant to be structured.69 The chiasmus of Psalm 1:5-6 emphasises that 

life consists of choices whose consequences are clear cut - they are either righteous or wicked.70 Earlier 

in the Psalm (1:2) the psalmist suggests that the Torah laws provide the key to making decisions in life 

as they completely convey God’s purpose for the world.71 Thus here in Psalm 1, God is the strict judge 

of every individual because God has laid out a law to be followed on a daily basis. Similarly, 

Brueggemann reasons that Psalm 98:8-9, shows two sides to God as judge; God can both forgive and 

punish.72 The beginning of verse 9, which articulates joy at the “presence of the Lord” also suggests 

that in connection with temple worship, God as judge is also a holy judge.73  

A second way which the Old Testament depicts God as judge and law-giver is in Leviticus 20. Leviticus, 

one of the first five books of the Bible, is primarily concerned with laws about sacrifice, the Israelite 

priesthood, ceremonial purity, the people’s holiness and offerings to the sanctuary.74 In Leviticus 20:13, 

God speaks to Moses and prescribes a particular law on sexuality.  It is important to include this text 
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here, as the image of God as a punishing judge of anyone non-heterosexual arose in the focus group 

interviews. 

“If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they 

shall be put to death; their blood is upon them” – Lev. 20:13 

Chapter 20 as a whole emphasises fidelity to God and emphasises that God has separated those who 

are unholy from people who are holy, whilst also promising an inheritance for those who obey these 

laws.75 Walsh states that verse 13 is addressed to free male Israelite citizens and it was the 

responsibility of the patriarchal head of the family to apply the law of God to other members of his 

household.76 In the Israelite world, the free male citizen’s sexual role was to be the active penetrator, 

and the passive role of being penetrated brought shame to a man and the one who penetrates him.77 

Based on his translation of the original Hebrew text, Walsh further argues that the law does not include 

the whole range of physical expressions of affection.78 Throughout Leviticus 20, God denounces a large 

variety of sexual acts such as adultery and bestiality, which according to feminist biblical scholar Sarah 

Melcher emphasises that sexual intercourse is for the purpose of procreation of children who can inherit 

the land.79 Therefore, Leviticus 20:13 in the wider context of God’s laws for Israel’s holiness 

demonstrate God as exceedingly concerned for Israel’s national identity and legacy.80 God is willing to 

punish and judge those as unholy who do not conform to the law; this is a specific national way of life.      

A final example from the Old Testament of imagery depicting God as judge is found in chapter 23 of the 

book of Job, when Job desperately questions God about his own suffering. The book’s overarching 

theme is how an individual might grapple with the issue of suffering, especially when it seems unjust. 

Satan (the Adversary) appears before God and questions whether the faith of Job would remain if 

everything he possessed, and his family were taken away (Job 1:6-12). In the course of one day, Job 

– a wealthy and righteous man from Uz, finds out his cattle, servants and children had been killed, 

despite the fact that he has been living his life dedicated to God (Job 1:13-19). Job is also inflicted with 

a severe skin sores by God after the Adversary challenges God again about Job’s faith (Job 2:7-8). Job 

is suffering undeservedly, and he sees God through the lens of his suffering, which the writer expresses 

through their poetic style.81 Job is seeking some type of court of appeal with God as judge, in order to 

prove his own innocence:  

“Today also my complaint is bitter; his hand is heavy despite my groaning.  Oh, that I knew 

where I might find him that I might come even to his dwelling.  
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I would lay my case before him, and fill my mouth with arguments. I would learn what he would 

answer me, and understand what he would say to me.  

Would he contend with me in the greatness of his power! No; but he would give heed to me. 

There an upright person could reason with him, and I should be acquitted forever by my judge.” 

- Job 23: 2-7 

In his discussion of Job, Mary Mills argues that how we act and feel influences how we see God.82 In 

verse 4, Job says, “I would lay my case before him and fill my mouth with arguments”; in other words, 

Job yearns to meet God for a fair argument in court.83 Furthermore, in verse 6, Job states that he 

believes God would “give heed” to him. Job proposes that if only he could find God and meet God in 

court, God would put aside the fact that God has the overwhelming advantage of power, and would 

listen to Job’s argument.84 Although Job feels he is being treated unfairly, at the same time, he believes 

he will be victorious with God as he is confident of God’s future positive response to him.85 It seems 

that Job understands God to be a strict judge with high expectations of obedience. These conflicting 

perceptions of God as unjust judge, but also Job’s trust that God will be a fair judge, juxtapose divine 

caprice with hoped-for compassion.    

2.5 God as Friend  

A contrasting image to God as judge is God as friend, a popular image for women in the focus groups 

– although perhaps not the same friendship with God as described in the Old Testament. Imaging God 

as a friend suggests a more intimate relationship. Between friends, there is a deeper level of 

understanding of who the other is. Abraham is specifically referred to as a friend of God both in Isaiah 

and 2 Chronicles. 2 Chronicles describes the history of Israel and was written after the Exile. On the 

other hand, in Isaiah, God speaks to Israel through the prophet, offering comfort and reassurance that 

God has not left their side: 

“Did you not, O our God, drive out the inhabitants of this land before your people Israel, and 

give it forever to the descendants of your friend Abraham?” - 2 Chr. 20: 7 

“But you, Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, the offspring of Abraham, my friend… 

You are my servant, I have chosen you and not cast you off; do not fear, for I am with you, do 

not be afraid, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my 

victorious right hand.’ – Is. 41: 8-10 

It is interesting that as well as being a friend, God is also a master to servants (Is. 41:9). Is Abraham 

unique in being a friend of God? Biblical scholar Jan Dietrich outlines three reasons why Abraham is 
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singled out as a friend of God, while it seems all others in Israel are deemed servants.86 Firstly, Abraham 

loves God, as the Hebrew word use to describe friendship in both the above verses, ‘ohew, is an active 

participle of “to love”.87 Secondly, Abraham is considered a friend of God because of his complete faith, 

fear of God and his willingness to follow God’s command to sacrifice his son Isaac (Gen. 22: 1-2).  

Genesis 22 (referred to as the Aqedah) offer a confusing image of God as friend, given that friendship 

with God appears to have such a high cost of sacrifice.88 God says to Abraham: 

“Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer 

him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” – Gen. 22:2 

This conclusion to the Abrahamic narrative in Genesis 12-22 is not resolved until God sends an angel 

to stop Abraham from killing his son, after God is satisfied that Abraham fears God enough to obey 

him.89 This relationship between Abraham and God is described as a friendship, but it is not one of 

equality as there is a clear power imbalance. Abraham, who becomes the father of Israel, is rewarded 

with God’s promise of countless generations of descendants (Gen. 22:17). Thirdly, Abraham is friend 

of God as God seeks hospitality to be a guest in his home.90 In Genesis 18:1-8, God appears to 

Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, and Abraham welcomes God as a stranger with food and drink and 

engages in a guest-friendship.91 Abraham welcomes God standing at the entrance to his tent, in the 

heat of the day (v. 1). Scott Hahn argues that because of Abraham’s willing faith to be hospitable, his 

role as a divine “instrument” is lifted to a more prominent status.92 These texts emphasise that total 

obedience to God is a requisite for being considered a friend of God, and that this friendship is reserved 

for a select few, and is therefore rarely mentioned in the Old Testament.  

2.6 God as Saviour 

Imaging God as Saviour will also give insight into how God is characterised in the Old Testament. I 

have chosen to include this Saviour image of God in this chapter with a focus on the food which God 

gives the Israelites as it foreshadows the New Testament image of Jesus Christ as Bread of Life. 

Viewing God as Saviour and having a personal relationship with Jesus is another reoccurring theme 

among the focus group participants that I discuss in Chapters 6-9. Salvation from God in the Old 

Testament could have been understood by the original audience as a physical salvation rather than 

spiritual; God saves people from distress in their current situations (such as famine, hunger, and war). 

A prime example of this physical salvation from God that the Israelites longed for in the Old Testament 

is when God sends them food – manna - whilst they are on their 40-year journey from Egypt to the 
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Promised Land (Ex. 16). The Israelites had been set free from slavery in Egypt but were wandering the 

desert under Moses’ leadership until God led them to the land which God had promised them; the 

complaints of hunger came to Moses and his brother Aaron (Ex. 16: 2-3). God then provided a physical 

salvation in the form of manna: 

“There on the surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the 

ground. When the Israelites saw it, they said to one another, ‘What is it?’ For they did not know 

what it was. Moses said to them, ‘It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat.’” – Ex. 16: 

14-15 

There is a clear relationship between food and faith as Moses then shares God’s command that the 

people should gather the bread from heaven every day except the Sabbath, which was to be a day of 

complete rest (Ex. 16:27-30).93 As Fretheim argues, the purpose of the divine intervention of providing 

manna was so that they would know that “I am the Lord your God” (Ex. 16:12).94 This image of God as 

an omnipotent saviour is also an irritable saviour who gets angry easily when some Israelites try looking 

for manna on the Sabbath: 

“The Lord said to Moses, ‘How long will you refuse to keep my commandments and 

instructions?’” – Ex. 16:28 

At times it seems that God is gracious in response to the people’s demands, and can become bad-

tempered at other times when they fail to listen to him.95 In order to continue receiving manna from God, 

there must be complete commitment to God’s commands, which focus here particularly on the sanctity 

of the Sabbath. If this is not done, God can become impatient and angry. Although this is a physical 

kind of salvation for the Israelites, the saving act calls the audience to make God a part of everyday 

actions, such as eating.96 The people cannot live on the physical bread alone yet physically cannot 

survive with spiritual food – prayer and faith in God.97 Without making God a part of everything, the 

people risk angering their saving God. 

Another example of God’s salvation in the Old Testament is evident in Psalm 27 which is a song of 

confidence in God, often attributed to David. Even though it is clear in the psalm that David is somewhat 

anxious about the enemies he faces, he is confident in God’s ability to physically save and rescue him 

from these situations: 

“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life; 

of whom shall I be afraid?” – Ps. 27:1 
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“Do not hide your face from me. Do not turn your servant away in anger, you who have been 

my help. Do not cast me off, do not forsake me, O God of my salvation! If my father and mother 

forsake me, the Lord will take me up.” -Ps. 27: 9-10 

“I believe that I shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait for the Lord; be 

strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord!” -Ps. 27: 13-14 

Verse 1 sets the tone for the whole psalm in two parallel statements, which are followed by descriptions 

of adversaries and army camps surrounding David (Ps. 27:2-3). Despite these very real threats, nothing 

is too severe to dull David’s confidence in God’s light, salvation and stronghold.98 Verses 7-9 exhibit a 

yearning for being in the presence of God. The author feels fearful and vulnerable in the face of their 

enemies.99 The intent of verses 9-10 could be to move God to listen to the pleas of those seeking 

salvation.100 In the case of verse 9, God has helped in the past and there is an element of complaint 

that God has not answered yet during this current crisis. Furthermore, the anthropomorphism of God’s 

face in verse 9 is very clear, “face” could suggest being in the presence of God; God turning away 

seems to imply that God abandons the author to their enemies.101 The author seeks the privilege of 

seeing God’s face – a privilege which was denied to Moses (Ex. 33: 20-23).102 However, the repetition 

of uttering the name “the Lord” at the beginning and end of the psalm (v. 1, 13-14) shows that there is 

trust in God’s care based on past experiences.103 Brueggemann argues that verse 13, where the 

psalmist expresses faith that they will see God in “the land of the living”, is not necessarily an allusion 

to life after death, but rather more generally as a reference to having a satisfying life where God saves 

people from threats during their life on earth.104 Psalm 27 thus illustrates an image of God as Saviour 

who appears to be distant, yet a trustworthy saviour based on past positive experiences. A saviour God 

who answers prayers, or at least listens – and a God whose absence leads to danger or suffering. 

God’s presence and ‘face’ are seen as a saving presence. 

2.7 God as Spirit 

Lastly, we will consider God as Spirit. This was a common image for the focus group participants when 

they found they could not initially describe who God was for them. Although often the forgotten Person 

of the Trinity in Catholic Christian tradition, the focus group interviews indicated that they liked to image 

God as renewing all things and present in all things. An interesting portrayal of God as Spirit is evident 

in the apocryphal Book of Wisdom. The Wisdom of Solomon reflects on human existence with Wisdom 

being depicted as a feminine personification of a characteristic of God.105 In the original Hebrew text, 

‘Wisdom’ is hokmah which is a feminine term used elsewhere in the wisdom writings of the Old 

Testament; in the Greek Septuagint translation, ‘Wisdom’ is derived from ‘Sophia’ which is also a 
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feminine term.106 God is understood within the Catholic-Christian Trinitarian tradition as being one 

substance but comprised of three divine Persons who each have different ways of relating to each other 

and to creation, but who are completely equal in their power.107 From a Catholic-Christian perspective, 

Sophia is often understood as the Holy Spirit personified and thus is considered a divine Person, and 

part of the Trinity.108 Feminist theologian Johnson here argues that Sophia is evident in all three Persons 

of the Trinity and that it is possible to image God as feminine.109 Spirit-Sophia creatively enables 

relationship with God and renews those she encounters as she can do all things (Wis. 7:27).110 God 

who is beyond understanding becomes more deeply known through an encounter with Christ who gifts 

and sets free the power of his Spirit to his disciples, and God as Creator and Mother-Sophia rejoices in 

all her creation and constantly desires the wellbeing of her children.111 This attests that God creates 

humankind “male and female” in the divine image (Gen. 1: 26-27). One poetic section of Wisdom 7 

illustrates the characteristics and actions of Wisdom, which is one passage upon which Johnson builds 

her argument: 

“There is in her a spirit [Wisdom] that is intelligent, holy, unique, manifold, subtle, mobile, clear, 

unpolluted, distinct, invulnerable, loving the good, keen, irresistible, beneficent, humane, 

steadfast, sure, free from anxiety, all-powerful, overseeing all.” – Wis. 7: 22-23 

“For she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty” – 

Wis. 7: 25 

“For she is a reflection of eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an image of 

his goodness. Although she is but one, she can do all things, and while remaining in herself, 

she renews all things; in every generation she passes into holy souls and makes them friends 

of God, and prophets.” - Wis. 7: 26-27 

Verse 25 suggests that Sophia is somehow the same as God (the Creator) and somehow different.112 

She is an invaluable gift for humanity, as through her, becoming a friend of God is rendered more easily. 

However, verse 27 also brings to light the question of whether someone can be holy before Wisdom 

comes or only because Wisdom comes.113 The different attributes assigned to Sophia define her as a 

divine architect, a feminine part of the Trinity who creates friendships with human individuals and 

pervades all corners of the universe.114 The Spirit in the Book of Wisdom is not limited in her power, is 

all good and all loving. This is also the case with hokmah (Woman Wisdom) in Proverbs 8: 22-36 where 
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she sings a song of self-praise and asserts her authority over humankind: “Ages ago I was set up, at 

the first, before the beginning of the earth…. when he marked out the foundations of the earth, then I 

was beside him, like a master worker; and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him always.” 115 

Woman Wisdom, present when God created the universe, “instructs the unlearned so that they may 

participate in the divine, life-giving power of creation”.116 This poetic exaltation of her gifts and power 

lead the audience to the conclusion that it is good to obey her.117 

It is important to consider the Holy Spirit imaged as a creative and transcendent force. Anthony 

Thiselton argues that even though Old Testament depictions of the Spirit of God often paint the Spirit 

as a temporary gift for chosen individuals (compared with the New Testament where the Spirit is a 

permanent gift for all the community), the Spirit in the Old Testament acts for the welfare of Israel. 118 

Firstly the image of God’s Spirit as wind and breath appears multiple times; in Hebrew ruach can mean 

wind, breath or spirit.119 From the creation account in Genesis 1, the Spirit of God (ruach ‘elohim) 

sweeps over the face of the waters (Gen. 1:2). The term ruach ‘elohim does not appear anywhere else 

in the Old Testament combined with the verb merachephet (‘hovering’, ‘sweeping’, ‘moving to and fro’) 

and may denote a mighty wind, part of the primordial chaos.120 This image of God makes reference to 

the power and dominance of God.   

The Spirit as wind and breath emphasises the creative agency of God which is evident in Ezekiel’s 

vision and prophecy of the Valley of Dry Bones (Ez. 37:1-14). In this narrative, Ezekiel has a vision in 

which God leads him through a valley of bones where God enables Ezekiel to prophesy and through 

God’s spirit restores Israel into a united and “vast multitude” (Ez. 37:10).   

“Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will cause breath (ruach) to enter you, and you shall 

live. I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, 

and put breath in you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord… 

I will put my spirit (ruach) within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; 

then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.” - Ez. 37: 1-14 

God asks Ezekiel to prophesy to the very dry, scattered bones as a metaphor for Israel being broken 

and dispersed after the Babylonian Exile. 121  Just as it is only possible to recognise wind and breath by 

its effects, such as movement of objects and the sound of wind, the Spirit’s effects of new life and 

renewed energy are illustrated here. It is only with the Spirit that one is able to stand firmly in one’s 

identity as a follower of God. Similarly, Ezekiel is only able to speak words which do what they say 

because God’s own ruach (ruach ‘elohim) enters into the ruach of Ezekiel, enabling him to prophesy 
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(Ez. 37:7).122 The image of God as Spirit presented here and understood through a Catholic-Christian 

perspective indicates that God is powerful enough to give and take away life, and the Spirit enables 

and uses individuals to facilitate life and unity in the wider community. 

The Spirit who is creative, beyond all understanding and life-giving is also explicit in Psalm 104: 29-30. 

This psalm is one of praise to God as a Creator and provider It follows on from Psalm 103, discussed 

earlier in this chapter, with its image of God as a caring Father. Psalm 103 praises God for God’s 

continual hesed whereas Psalm 104 expresses joy at the numerous creatures who are sustained by 

God’s wisdom.123 We see the image of God hiding his face here too (cf. Ps. 27:9-10) – it is interesting 

to think of this in terms of God turning away his breath, or spirit from a person: 

“When you hide your face, they are dismayed; when you take away their breath, they die and 

return to their dust. 

When you send forth your spirit, they are created; and you renew the face of the ground.” – Ps. 

104: 29-30 

God’s gift of life never stops being God’s; it is only with this breath that humanity is sustained.124 It is 

not possible to live independently from God because the structure of God’s creation is ordered so that 

all creation is meant to orient itself towards God.125 There is parallelism of verse 29 where at first, God’s 

hidden and anthropomorphised face causes dismay among people, then God takes away God’s breath 

and the people die. This intensification of consequences of having life devoid of God’s presence shows 

the power of God’s spirit to give life and renewal (v. 30). From its brooding presence over the chaos of 

creation through to its presence as Wisdom and in the Israelite community, the Spirit reminds us of the 

transcendence of God. The ways that the Spirit is imaged and recognised in scripture indicate that 

although God is mystery, God is continually in relationship within Godself and humanity.126   

Examining the images of God as Father, Mother, Judge, Friend, Saviour and Spirit in scripture point to 

different attributes of God and the effects God has on humanity. God is both distant and transcendent 

as well as intimately close and embracing in God’s relationship with humanity. These images will be 

analysed further with a lens of intersectionality and adjacent with the focus group interviews. First, 

however, the next chapter will review the literature on images of God in the Christian tradition and 

consider how understanding God as Trinity has developed from biblical images of God over time.  
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Chapter 3 New Testament Images of God 

This chapter builds on Chapter 2 and examines specific images of God as portrayed in the New 

Testament. A literary analysis of the text is once again utilised, focusing on what content, structure and 

language features may suggest to the reader about who God is. The images discussed in this chapter 

include: Jesus’ image of God as Father-Abba, Jesus as Son of Mary, merciful Messiah, Judge, Priest, 

Bread of Life, Lamb of God as well as the Holy Spirit, particularly as Spirit of Truth and at Pentecost. 

These were selected as the focus group participants shared and discussed these images of God. They 

are also framed around the Christian-Catholic belief in the Trinity. Examining images of the three 

Persons of the Trinity in the New Testament illustrates different characteristics and attributes of God, 

and therefore reveals different ways which the research participants feel they relate to God. Each 

Person of the Trinity has actions and ways of acting in the world and within Godself. Therefore, it is 

important to analyse how these contribute to images of God in the New Testament.   

3.1 God as Father–Abba  

Jesus’ images of God as ‘Father’ in the New Testament provide insight into a facet of God’s fatherhood 

that is different than in the Old Testament. The relationship Jesus describes between himself and his 

father indicate a loving and intimate father. New Testament understandings of God are channelled 

through understandings of Jesus as, in some sense, God. Thus, God the Father in relationship to Jesus 

is understood through the lens of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit being three equal Persons in the 

Trinity and each being equally divine. The main problem with an entrenched male image of God which 

feminist theologians have argued against is that male metaphors for God have been taken literally and 

have legitimised patriarchy throughout history.127 Feminist Catholic theologian Mary Catherine Hilkert 

argues that the relationship Jesus has with his father does not emphasise an exclusiveness and 

superiority of the male gender, but that their profound intimacy subverts patriarchal norms in both 

Ancient Israel and the Greco-Roman world in which the New Testament texts were composed.128 A 

significant text in understanding of Jesus’ own description of God as ‘Father’ is John 14:1-14. Jesus 

begins to tell his disciples that they should not be afraid that he is going to leave them, as “In my Father’s 

house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a 

place for you” (14:2). The news that Jesus was going to depart would have been a shock for his disciples 

who had given up their previous lifestyles to follow Jesus.129 “My father’s house” seems to be referring 

to heaven; God as Father has expansive room available for those who accept Jesus’ invitation to believe 

in him and his message.130 Further on in the passage, Phillip does not understand that to see Jesus is 

to see the father when he asks to see the father:  
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“How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the 

Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own; but the Father who 

dwells in me does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; but if 

you do not, then believe me because of the works themselves.’” –Jn. 14: 9-11 

Phillip’s request to Jesus to see the father indicates that the disciples may see the father as distant and 

separate from Jesus. As Morris argues, it is difficult to discuss this text without understanding the Father 

and the Son as in some way being one.131 Jesus states that his actions and speech are a revelation of 

God the Father speaking through him and show that what the Father is like.  

The “works” Jesus describes in verse 10 refer to miracles he performed in the community, such as 

healing the sick. Thus, if to see Jesus is to see the Father, the text suggests that the Father is powerful 

in some way and can cause supernatural events to occur on Earth through Jesus.132 Ultimately, Jesus 

expresses that he is not acting for his own purposes, but reflects the Father fully because of the mutual 

indwelling between the Father and the Son.133 To conclude this farewell discourse, verse 13 indicates 

that Jesus also tells his disciples that he “will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may 

be glorified in the Son. If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it.” This suggests that part of 

being a disciple of Jesus includes some kind of prayer life, and that prayers could be addressed to 

either himself or his Father.134  The relationship between Jesus and the Father is so intimately 

connected that what one accomplishes, the other does so also.  

In terms of prayer life, Jesus also speaks about his Father through teaching his disciples the Lord’s 

Prayer. Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer (Mt. 6:9-13) is slighter longer than Luke’s version (Lk. 

11:2-4) and will be discussed here. 

“Pray then in this way: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. 

Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us 

our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And do not bring us to the time of trial, but 

rescue us from the evil one.” –Mt. 6: 9-13 

Luke’s version begins with simply “Father,” (v. 2) whereas Matthew’s version goes further to say, “Our 

Father in heaven” (v. 9). This was significant for the focus group participants as the Lord’s Prayer was 

frequently used in their prayer lives – either when praying together in congregation at Mass or with their 

families praying the Rosary. In Aramaic, Jesus’ use of the term “abba” was used often by children in 

Jesus’ community as an endearing term for their earthly fathers.135 This was a term of affection and 

respect which again suggests that God as Father seeks close relationship with not only Jesus, but those 

who believe in Jesus’ message.136 God is intimately close to those who pray to him, engaged in the 
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community, but is also in heaven.137 Given that the Father is in heaven, his name is also considered 

holy and sacred, as confirmed in verse 9 by the term “hallowed”. However, God is implored to make his 

kingdom come on earth, for only then will his name be completely honoured as he will have fulfilled his 

promises to Israel and provided deliverance from their enemies.138 Longing for God’s kingdom suggests 

the people’s dissatisfaction with God the Father about their current living situation. Donald Hagner 

posits that, above everything else, the whole gospel is a declaration that God’s kingdom has now begun 

through the work of Jesus, and the disciples are encouraged to pray that this might be experienced fully 

by all people.139   

Overall, the three petitions in verses 10-12, which ask for God’s kingdom to come, daily bread and 

forgiveness of debts, hold both eschatological and present day-to-day concerns.140 The three petitions 

suggest that God as Father has a kingdom, is able to provide both spiritual and physical food for those 

who believe in God and is able to absolve and forgive past wrongs for eschatological judgement. “Give 

us this day our daily bread”, when read alongside the request for God’s kingdom to come, portrays a 

sense that the daily physical bread asked for also alludes to the eschatological feast in heaven.141 In 

the same vein, “forgive us our debts, we also have forgiven our debtors” implies those praying may 

have a degree of guilt. If the Father provides bread for the one praying, the Father also expects 

repentance in looking ahead to future eschatological judgement.142 The closing petition “And do not 

bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one” proposes that even Satan – the evil one – 

is not able to prevent the Father from being with his people. The Lord’s Prayer recognises God as 

Father who has an eschatologically focused plan for his people and has a strong desire to be united in 

love with his people. 

Feminist biblical scholar Martina Gnadt proposes that the image of God as Father in the Gospel of 

Matthew in particular, speaks to the experience of women, men and children.143 In the first-century 

Roman Empire – the sociohistorical context of Matthew’s audience –-, Roman rulers used the titles of 

pater patriae and parens patriae, which literally mean ”Father of the Fatherland”.144 The heavenly Father 

described by Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew as a father disciples should pray to, is also a form of 

resistance against Roman authorities.145 Holding onto an image of God as abba in their daily lives also 

depicts the everyday reality of mothers who are responsible for making food and caring for children.146 

This image of the Father is one who provides and listens to the pleas of his children.147 In Gnadt’s 
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opinion this is an inclusive image repeated throughout the Gospel of Matthew; this is a Father who is 

stronger than the Roman Empire, who forgives sins and who cares for all people.148 Gnadt’s argument 

is shared by the women who described God as Father in my focus group interviews, as analysed in 

Chapters 6-9.       

The Father’s kingdom prayed about in Matthew 6 takes a further step to reaching fruition on earth at 

the crucifixion; but the lead up to the crucifixion in the Garden of Gethsemane also reveals something 

about the Father and his relationship with Jesus. Jesus has just celebrated the Last Supper with his 

apostles and is praying in agony in the nearby Garden of Gethsemane before his handing over to the 

soldiers to be crucified. His apostles fall asleep while he is praying: 

“And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed, ‘My Father, if it is 

possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want.’” –Mt. 26: 39  

Jesus told his disciples to pray to “our Father” (Mt. 6: 9), but here Jesus addresses God as “my Father”. 

This is significant as it shows the special relationship Jesus shared with his Father.149 The metaphor of 

a cup is also used in the Old Testament (Is. 51: 17, 22; Jer. 25: 15-28) as a way of describing God’s 

wrath. The Father’s judgement on all of humanity and its sins causes Jesus to be overwhelmed with 

grief and agitation (Mt. 26: 37).150 The Father is asking his Son to fully submit himself to the Father’s 

will that he die in repayment for the sins of all people. Earlier in Matthew’s gospel (20: 21-22), Jesus 

tells the sons of Zebedee that unless the Father wills it, they cannot “drink the cup that I am about to 

drink” (Mt. 20: 22). Just as with the Lord’s Prayer which he taught his followers, Jesus now makes his 

own personal prayer to his Father, praying “your will be done” (Mt. 26: 42). This image of God as silent 

Father in the Garden of Gethsemane can seem as though God is unwilling to listen to Jesus, which is 

contradictory to the “abba” who sought an intimate, compassionate relationship with Jesus and the 

community. Like Abraham’s God, the Father is a father who expects his children to do drastic, difficult 

things.      

A few perspectives from the Congregational Church of Samoa offer some insights into how Pacific 

people view this image of God as Father as a result of the meshing of Christianity and Samoan culture. 

Tavita Maliko’s Doctoral Thesis on the embodiment of God in the Samoan male body describes some 

of the feedback from his research participants in Auckland.151 God’s fatherhood is apparently often 

validated in the eyes of the congregation due to the recitation of the Lord’s Prayer during worship and 

the authority given to the minister who will lead this prayer.152 In the traditional lauga, or semon, the 

research participants said that God was nearly always referred to as Father and the high status of the 
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minister authenticated the teaching that God is literally male.153 Maliko also describes the idea that a 

matai or chief within the hierarchical Samoan social structure was understood in pre-Christian times as 

a family god.154 Naming the new Christian God matai demonstrates an interesting hybrid male image, 

where in the congregation’s lived experience, fathers were automatically the head of the family, male 

ministers the visual representations of God and different gender roles and tasks are assigned to non-

ordained males and females. As Maliko notes, “Every parishioner is a tautua [servant] to that matai. He 

is a father, a heavenly-earthly matai, and parishioners must serve him”.155 The interconnection of Pre-

Christian culture and introduced Christianity interconnects with references to God as Father in the New 

Testament. The image of God as Father has different consequences for different individuals. 

Finally, along with Genesis 1: 26-27, Matthew 5: 43-48 was a scripture passage which the focus group 

participants were asked to reflect and comment on, especially on verse 48. This passage comes in a 

series of teachings in Matthew 5, which Jesus offers after the Sermon on the Mount and the Beatitudes. 

He teaches about human behaviours such as anger, adultery, divorce and retaliation.   

“’You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’  But I 

say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,  so that you may be 

children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and 

sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love those who love you, what 

reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your 

brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the 

same?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.’”-Mt. 5: 43-48 

Ulrich Luz emphasises that here, Jesus demands that your love must extend so far to love even 

enemies – not just friends. The Hebrew translation of “perfect” (v. 48) in the NRSV is to be whole.156 

According to Gnadt, there are three parts to perfection: that the heart must not be divided and obedience 

to God through loving others and God must be its complete purpose.157 Perfection comes through 

keeping God’s commandments and is rooted in God’s goodness. In verse 45 God makes the sun rise 

on the both the good and bad – therefore all followers of God are called to love others even when it is 

extremely difficult. Again, feminist biblical scholar Gnadt describes an inclusive image of God the 

Father, as Jesus highlights the unequal relationship between those who are persecuted and the 

persecutors (v. 44).158 For Gnadt, love for the enemy is not a childish trust in the love of God, but a 

command to act maturely.159 “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect” also suggests that disciples 

are ready to carry out this command because they have an existing relationship with God the Father 

who supports and cares for them.160    
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3.2 Jesus Christ,  Son of Mary 

An image of God which the focus group interviews raised frequently was Jesus Christ as son of the 

Virgin Mary. They commented on the relationship between Jesus and Mary in the context of their family 

praying the Rosary and their own prayer relationship with Mary, which will be analysed in more detail 

in Chapters 6-9. As opposed to worshipping Mary, Catholics venerate her as being immaculately 

conceived without sin – therefore being able to bear God within her womb and becoming the first disciple 

to say yes to allowing Jesus to enter her life. Furthermore, Catholics believe that because of their 

mother-son relationship, Mary can intercede for them and swiftly carry their prayers to Jesus as her 

purpose is always to lead every person to Jesus. Three passages which demonstrate the image of 

Jesus as Son of Mary are the Annunciation, the wedding at Cana and Jesus’ crucifixion. The 

Annunciation is the moment when the Angel Gabriel greets Mary and proclaims, she is to be the Mother 

of God: 

 “’Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is with you.’  But she was much perplexed by his words 

and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.  The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, 

Mary, for you have found favour with God.  And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear 

a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most 

High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David.  He will reign over the 

house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’  Mary said to the angel, ‘How 

can this be, since I am a virgin?’ The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 

and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; 

he will be called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived 

a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. 37 For nothing will be 

impossible with God …’ 

Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’” -

Lk. 1: 26-25, 38 

It is important to analyse this whole passage here as it forms the first half of the ‘Hail Mary’ prayer that 

is repeated through the prayer of the Rosary which focus group participants discussed. Feminist 

theologian Johnson argues that it is precisely because Mary is a woman of the Holy Spirit, she can 

actively partner with God’s divine work of repairing the world in saying ‘yes’ to be the servant of the 

Lord.161 Johnson also stresses that the Annunciation is a calling and commissioning of Mary as a 

prophet: an angel appears to her, she is fearful, there is reassurance from the angel, a message from 

God, questioning from Mary, a sign of God’s power in Elizabeth’s pregnancy and the response from 

Mary.162 This Lukan passage reveals the image of Jesus as Son of Mary – fully human and fully 

divine.163 Whilst it illustrates Mary’s discipleship, this image of Jesus as the Son of Mary indicates that 

God chose to become human in the unlikely setting of first century, Roman occupied, Palestine through 
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a young Jewish woman. Mary is not given the message through her father, fiancé or a priest – God 

speaks directly to her.164 She acts with maturity, independence and attentiveness to the voice of God.165 

These attributes of Mary which point to a life of following Jesus remind us of Genesis 1:26-27; where 

women too are created in the image of God and work co-operatively with God to bring new life into the 

world through motherhood. The image of Jesus as Son of Mary was significant for focus group 

participants as it highlighted the humanity of Jesus. 

While the Annunciation highlights the humanity of Jesus, the account of the wedding at Cana highlights 

his divine nature and beginning of his ministry as Son of Mary. In this passage at the beginning of John’s 

Gospel (2: 1-12), Mary, Jesus and his disciples were invited to a wedding where the wine ran out. Mary 

informed Jesus this had happened: 

“‘Woman what concern is that to me? My hour has not yet come.’ His mother said to the 

servants “Do whatever he tells you.” - Jn. 2: 4-5 

Jesus then proceeds to change over 100 gallons of water into the finest quality wine which the 

bridegroom commented would usually be served first at a wedding (v. 10). Ruth Habermann underlines 

the Greek term which Jesus uses to address his mother gynai as being significant.166 Gnynai is the 

same term Jesus uses to address the Samaritan Woman at the well (Jn. 4: 21) and Mary Magdalene 

(Jn. 20:15) and it has no reference to her being his biological mother.167 Both the Samaritan Woman 

and Mary Magdalene play apostolic roles within John’s Gospel as they come to know, believe and trust 

in Jesus’ power as the Messiah.168 Mary, then, can be considered an apostolic figure. The image of a 

wedding feast and banquets are used throughout the Bible to signify the coming of the Messiah.169 The 

jars in which the water was held were likely to have been used for Jewish purification rites, therefore it 

is significant that Jesus transforms this water as it symbolises the change from God’s old relationship 

with humanity to a new one through Jesus.170 By describing the large quantity of wine, John also paints 

the picture that Jesus’ power and grace is unlimited.171 John portrays Mary as a mother filled with 

“exuberant belief in the ability of her offspring” which firmly places Jesus as both Son of Mary and 

Messiah who hears the cause of those who follow him.172 This image of Jesus as Son of Mary provides 

an example of discipleship for young Pacific women and those in the focus group interviews. Mary is 

persistent in her belief in Jesus’ ability, she is not silent, she speaks and acts pointing those who 

surround her to “do whatever he tells you”.173 The hour which Jesus refers to in verse 4 can also be 
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referring to the hour of his Passion and death. Mary follows Jesus’ way to the cross from this very first 

miracle at the start of his ministry, to the foot of the cross.                    

 At the scene of Jesus’ crucifixion at the end of John’s gospel, Jesus is dying on the cross: 

“Meanwhile standing near the cross of Jesus were his mother; and his mother’s sister Mary the 

wife of Clopas; and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he 

loved standing before her, he said to his mother ‘Woman, here is your son.’ Then he said to the 

disciple, ‘Here is your mother.’ And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.” -

Jn. 19: 25-27 

While Mary the Mother of Jesus does not appear in the Synoptic Gospels at the foot of the cross, it 

does offer another perspective on how we can understand the image of Jesus as Son of Mary. Jesus 

does not speak to the women as a group, but specifically to his mother and the beloved disciple (vv. 

26-27). George Beasley-Murray points out that the formulaic statements which Jesus uses to speak to 

these two individuals is more of a testament than a suggestion or commendation.174 It also highlights 

that neither Mary nor the disciple was more important to Jesus than the other.175 Roman Catholic 

exegesis of this passage interprets Mary as not only the mother of the disciple, but of all disciples and 

therefore the Church as a whole.176 Both Mary and the beloved disciple form a new relationship at 

Jesus’ word and their giving of themselves to the other is symbolic of the type of discipleship Jesus 

desires to see in the world.177 Jesus uses the same phrase as he did at Cana to address his mother – 

gynai. Since Mary stood confidently at Cana imploring Jesus to provide wine in abundance, his hour is 

fulfilled in his agony on the cross and his salvation is poured out for the world.178 This scene in John’s 

gospel underscores the unique relationship Jesus shared with his mother, one that for Catholics and 

the focus group participants continues to have an impact on their faith and how they image God. The 

image of Jesus as Son of Mary as exemplified in the Annunciation, the wedding at Cana and at the foot 

of the cross shows both the human and divine natures of Jesus.         

3.3 Jesus Christ – Merciful Messiah 

An image that the research participants raised which they found to be positive is Jesus as a merciful 

and forgiving Messiah. This may have been partly due to the “Divine Mercy” devotion prayed with the 

Rosary and also Pope Francis’ emphasis on mercy throughout his papacy as will be discussed in more 

detail in Chapters 6-9. A few passages which reveal Jesus’ divine nature as Messiah and a merciful 

side to his role as Messiah follow in this section of the chapter. As indicated in Chapter 2, Messiah 

comes from the Hebrew word mashiach, meaning “anointed one” in English, while the Greek equivalent 

is christos or Christ, also meaning “anointed one”.179 The messiah was understood as a redeeming 
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figure and leader, who would save and rescue people from the oppression they faced.180 Paul’s letter 

to the Philippians describes who Christ was for the early Christian community after Jesus’ death and 

resurrection and encourages them to be like him: 

“Though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 

exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death- 

even death on a cross. 

Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.” –Phil. 2: 6-11 

Paul is primarily concerned with unity of theological belief in verses 1-4 and wishes that the Philippians 

advance their faith in Jesus as the Messiah.181 Paul is also reassuring the Philippian community that 

Jesus has an exalted role, and is more powerful than the Roman authorities.182 Verses 5-11 are often 

interpreted as an early Christian hymn and are poetic in structure.183 Verses 6-8 and 9-11 are identical 

in structure and are a form of parallelism in that they acknowledge what “form” Jesus took, then explain 

what Jesus did and conclude with how Jesus completed his task (“taking the form of a slave/became 

obedient to the point of death”).184 The second part of the passage, verses 9-11, highlight that the 

humility and outpouring of life at the crucifixion exalts Jesus to a high status as the anointed one. Jesus’ 

pre-existent nature is pointed to in verse 6; that he existed before he physically lived on earth.185 The 

repetition of the word “form” (v. 6, 7) stresses Jesus’ shared identity of being both human (“form of a 

slave”, “human form”) and divine (“form of God”).186 Paul understands that Jesus is given the highest 

status in heaven and earth because of the complete self-giving of God for humanity.187 Quoting Isaiah 

45:23 in verses 10-11, Paul describes Jesus’ resurrection after the cross as the greatest possible 

victory.188 On the whole, this image of Christ as the humble slave for humanity, now exalted, is an 

example of self-giving generous love. While the letter to the Philippians was written in the context of a 

community in which slavery was a concrete reality, the portrayal of Jesus as a suffering servant is 

important in understanding the significance of Jesus as the Messiah and the third Person of the 

Trinity.189 Feminist biblical scholar Sheila Briggs writes that in the Philippians context, a free person’s 
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sense of honour was based on the humiliation of those who were enslaved.190 If you were a free person 

in this community, you had a life worthy of existence and if enslaved, you had the opposite.191 This 

image of Jesus points to a Messiah who reverses this understanding of freedom, that to be free means 

to give of yourself to others. Being both fully human and fully divine, Jesus as the Messiah offers a new 

way of life to the Philippian community and is an image of love and mercy for others.     

In the Gospels, Jesus openly befriends society’s outcasts and those deemed sinners and offers them 

salvation. Clearly, Jesus is also imaged as Saviour, one who offers spiritual salvation for all people. 

Hispanic theologian Virgilio Elizondo contends that Jesus’ ethnicity as a Galilean Jew indicates that he 

was already marginalised and thus can identify with those who have similar experiences.192 Galilee was 

known as a place where a different dialect was spoken and, infamously, as a community which was 

less strict about following Jewish customs.193 Jesus offers love and mercy to others marginalized within 

first-century Judean society, such as the meal where he dines with equally ostracized tax collectors and 

“sinners” (Mk. 2:15-17) and when a woman labelled a sinner washes his feet with ointment while he 

dines with Pharisees (Lk. 7:36-50). While Jesus is dining with tax collectors and “sinners” one of the 

scribes of the Pharisees questions Jesus’ motives for dining with these outcasts and he responds: 

“Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call 

not the righteous but sinners.” – Mk. 2: 16-17 

 Jose Pagola reminds gospel readers that, in Judean society at this time, being seated at a table with 

those in a different social class, ethnicity or religious belief was scandalous.194 In this way, Jesus himself 

acts as a deviant in that he diverts from the socially accepted norms and is labelled for moving into what 

others saw as a negative space.195  

A significant example of Jesus offering love and mercy to a Gentile, someone outside the Jewish 

community, is his encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well in John 4: 1-26. Jesus had travelled 

to Samaria to a town called Sychar and was tired from his journey, so asked a Samaritan woman coming 

to Jacob’s well in the middle of the day for some water (4: 4-8). She is shocked by Jesus’ questions as 

Orthodox Jews did not associate at all with Samaritans. The rift between Jews and Samaritans is 

because the Samaritans were not deported from Israel during the Assyrian conquest of Israel in 722 

BCE.196 Once the deported Jews were allowed to return to Israel after the Babylonian Exile, they did 

not accept help from the Samaritans to build the Second Temple of Jerusalem and consequently the 

Samaritans built their own temple at Mount Gerizim north of Jerusalem.197 From a traditional Jewish 
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perspective, the woman Jesus met was a Samaritan, a woman and a supposed sexual sinner due to 

her having five husbands (vv. 17-18) indicated by her gathering water by herself in the middle of the 

day rather than with all the other women in the community in the morning to avoid public ostracization.198 

Habermann argues that from a feminist perspective, serial marriages of women were not uncommon 

with a woman’s re-marriage to her each of her brothers-in-law if she was widowed, in order to produce 

a male heir for her deceased husband (Mk. 12: 18-27).199 Therefore, the main focus of John 4: 1-26 is 

not so much the common exegesis that Jesus offers mercy to the Samaritan woman regardless of her 

supposed sexual sin, but rather that a Jew wants to receive water from a Samaritan and a man wants 

to serve a woman.200 Jesus does not condemn her sexual behaviour, but rather, is critical of the use of 

marriage to exploit women in their society.201 This image of Jesus is one who offers mercy to the woman 

when her patriarchal community does not seem to. He meets her, and asks for water:   

“‘If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him 

and he would have given you living water.’ ‘Sir’, the woman said, ‘you have nothing to draw 

with and the well is deep. Where can you get this living water? Are you greater than our father 

Jacob, who gave us the well…?’ Jesus answered, ‘Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty 

again, but whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed the water I give them 

will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.’” –Jn. 4: 10-15  

Jesus uses the metaphor of living water to explain the salvation he offers to all people, from diverse 

ethnic backgrounds.202 In verse 10, where Jesus describes the living water as a “gift of God”, he 

highlights the freeness of salvation.203 The metaphor of “living water” also suggests that it is continually 

moving, flowing and is ultimately purifying.204 In the dry climate of Samaria where this scene takes 

place, the “living water” metaphor is particularly pertinent, emphasizing its life-giving qualities.205 Jesus 

also states that whoever drinks this living water will be permanently satisfied.206 Not only this, but the 

living water will surge and well up within one who chooses to receive it – it is not stagnant.207 Jesus is 

imaged as the Messiah who can see into any person’s heart and offer them love and mercy which 

continually flows out from him, and furthermore that he is divine in his ability to offer eternal life after 

human death. Jesus is thus imaged as being prepared to serve a woman.   

After the dialogue on living water, there begins a dialogue on worship of God as the woman calls Jesus 

a prophet and reminds him of the different places where Jews and Samaritans worship. Jesus says that 

there will be a time when worship will take place neither in the mountains or in Jerusalem: 
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“‘You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know for salvation is 

from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come when true worshippers will worship the 

Father in the Spirit and in truth for they are the kind of worshippers the Father seeks…’ The 

woman said ‘I know the Messiah (called Christ) is coming. When he comes he will explain 

everything to us.’ Then Jesus declared, ‘I, the one speaking to you-I am he.’” - Jn. 4: 21-26 

Jesus uses the term “Jews” in verse 22 in the sense that out of the Jewish tradition will come spiritual 

salvation.208 Jesus here also emphasises that true worship is not based on location, but sincere 

intent.209 The time coming which Jesus refers to as his Passion indicates how spiritual salvation would 

be achieved for all people.210 The woman recognises Jesus’ authority but is not sure if he is the Messiah. 

Jesus openly says he is the Messiah; however, within the Samaritan foreign context Jesus accentuates 

the personal pronoun ‘I’: “I, the one speaking to you – I am he.” (v. 26). Overall, Jesus’ encounter with 

the Samaritan woman at the well outlines his role as a saviour for all people. Firstly, he explains how 

the living water, or Holy Spirit, is to be a part of one’s journey to eternal life. Secondly, he demonstrates 

knowledge of the woman history intimately and how worship for God must be. This image of God is an 

affirming one as Jesus openly welcomes and offers mercy to all people regardless of what nation they 

belong to.       

3.4 Jesus as Judge 

It is interesting that when the focus group participants commented on God as judge, they primarily 

seemed to be referring to God as a judge in the Old Testament. In the Gospels, Jesus describes eternal 

punishment and the judgement of God. The image of Jesus as a judge was not often referred to, as 

Jesus was often imaged as loving and merciful. Two passages exemplify the image of Jesus as judge 

– the judgement of the nations in Matthew 25: 31-46 and the parable of the rich man and Lazarus in 

Luke 16: 19-31. The judgement of all the nations which Jesus speaks about in Matthew 25 is distinctly 

tied to the service of those in need and concludes three parables where Jesus urges his followers to be 

ready for God’s judgement and to help others.211 The image of Jesus in this parable is a shepherd king 

who separates sheep from goats – those who were true followers, the sheep, and those who were not, 

the goats (vv. 32-33). Jesus’ reference to God’s judgement being likened to a separation of sheep and 

goats is also evident in Ez. 34: 17 and a gathering of all the nations in front of a king for judgement 

“coming like the clouds of heaven” in Dan. 7: 13-14. In Jewish tradition, it was not expected that the 

Messiah would return to Earth after his death, however, this does not mean that Jesus could not give 

new meaning to these Old Testament passages.212 From a Catholic-Christian perspective, Jesus 
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therefore identifies himself as the fulfilment of these Old Testament prophecies and as the king who 

judges individuals based on whether they helped those on the margins of society at his second coming:     

“Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, 

and did not take care of you?’ Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do 

it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal 

punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” – Mt. 25: 44-46 

Biblical scholar Alistair Wilson argues that Matthew’s image of Jesus as a judge between chapters 21-

25 is depicted as he judges the Jewish leaders of the Temple in Jerusalem, debates what was 

considered holiness by Jewish society at the time and concludes with the three parables and the final 

judgement of all nations in chapter 25.213 Those who are accursed and did not serve those in need are 

ordered to depart from the king into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels (v. 41). While 

Jesus offers the mercy of God as discussed in the previous section of this chapter, all people are asked 

to show mercy to every person they encounter. It is significant that the righteous do not realise that they 

have ministered to Jesus by ministering to the hungry, thirsty, lonely, sick and imprisoned.214 Catholic 

biblical scholar Kathleen Weber points out that even a plea of honest ignorance that Christ was present 

in each person is not a good enough reason for not serving those in need.215 This discourse on the 

future judgement of all nations is rooted within a command to be in merciful, compassionate relationship 

with those on the margins of society. As will be discussed in Chapters 6-9, the image of God as a judge 

was perceived negatively by focus group participants, but the participants did not necessarily name 

Jesus specifically as a judge.  

3.5 Jesus as Priest 

Jesus’ agony in the Garden and his relationship with his Father is closely associated to the first image 

of God with Jesus as a priest. Hebrews 5: 5-10 connects his crucifixion on the cross to a divine office 

of priesthood:  

“So also Christ did not glorify himself in becoming a high priest, but was appointed by the one 

who said to him, ‘You are my Son, today I have begotten you’; as he says also in another place, 

‘You are a priest forever, according to the order of Melchizedek.’ In the days of his flesh, Jesus 

offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save 

him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.  Although he was a 

Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered; and having been made perfect, he 

became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him, having been designated by God 

a high priest according to the order of Melchizedek.” -Heb. 5: 5-10 

The discussion on Jesus as a priest is contrasted with the Levitical priesthood; part of the Jewish 

religious tradition. In the Old Testament, the high priest was appointed as the intercessor between God 
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and the people. Melchizedek is understood as the archetype of priesthood in the Old Testament within 

the Catholic-Christian tradition. In Genesis 14, Abraham meets Melchizedek, a King of Salem, who 

“brought out bread and wine; he was priest of God Most High” (Gen. 14:18). This aspect of offering 

bread and wine will be discussed further using the imagery of Jesus as “Lamb of God” and “Bread of 

Life”.  

Highlighting Jesus as a priest of the order of Melchizedek sets Jesus’ ministry as superior to the Levitical 

priesthood of the Old Testament.216 Koester states that if a priest within Jesus’ community was meant 

to offer sacrifices and gifts because of the people’s weakness in accordance with Jewish custom, Jesus 

understands such human weakness as he too cries out in tears with prayers and supplications (Heb. 

5:7).217 This allusion to Jesus’ weeping may allude to his prayer to God in the Garden of Gethsemane, 

given that his weakness was not sin itself as he is God, but of his fear of death and vulnerability to 

human fear.218 In Jesus’ weakness, the text indicates he is glorified because he chose to accept the 

Father’s will that he die for the people, and be resurrected from the dead. The suffering Jesus 

experienced in reaching perfection by dying and rising from the dead demonstrates his humanity.219 

This image of Jesus as a high priest indicates that those who want to be in relationship with God must 

show complete obedience. The high priest was someone who was a conduit to God, and also controlled 

the Temple cult, which was the way people reached out to God. It also proposes that Jesus’ existence 

is the fulfilment of Jewish religious tradition, rather than the abolition of it. Jesus as priest offers all 

people the chance to grow closer to God and to speak to God which Jesus also shows through teaching 

the Lord’s Prayer.  

3.6 Jesus as Bread of Life and Lamb of God 

The extension of the image of Jesus as a high priest is the image of Jesus as Bread of Life and Lamb 

of God. First, the Bread of Life image will be discussed. These images are of importance in the Catholic 

Church in relation to the Eucharist, which for Catholics is the “source and summit” of Christian life, 

spirituality and worship.220 The different arguments for and against transubstantiation will not be 

examined in full here. However, it is important to evaluate where images of Jesus as Bread of Life and 

Lamb of God connect with the image of high priest. When asked what images they thought the Church 

had of God, the focus group participants commented on the Eucharist. In John 6:22-59, crowds are 

following Jesus in Capernaum and begin a discussion with him on spiritual food as part of the process 

to eternal life. Some people in the crowd question him about the sign Jesus could give them that he 

was the messiah, since their ancestors were in the desert with Moses (Ex. 16) and God gave them 

manna – “bread from heaven to eat” (Jn. 6: 30-31). Jesus says he is the Bread the Life: 
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“Very truly, I tell you, whoever believes has eternal life. I am the bread of life. Your ancestors 

ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven, 

so that one may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. 

Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world 

is my flesh.” –Jn. 6: 47-51 

The crowd continued to question Jesus and he replied: 

“Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have 

no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them 

up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh 

and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.” –Jn. 6: 53-56 

Manna was considered the symbol of Jewish Torah law, and the law gave meaning to life for the Israelite 

community.221 Thus for Jesus to say that he himself is the Bread of Life suggests that Jesus might be 

declaring he is the source of life and offers a new way of understanding the significance of Torah.222 

The language which Jesus uses is absolute as he clearly states in verse 53 that without receiving the 

“bread of life” (his flesh and blood), a person has no life within them.223 In verses 54-57 the verb Jesus 

uses to describe eating the flesh of the Son of Man is trogo which has the nuanced definition of gnawing 

on food, emphasising the physical and tangible act of eating.224 Furthermore, the statement Jesus 

makes that people should drink his blood would have likely been repulsive to the Jewish audience Jesus 

was speaking to, given that blood and body fluids were considered a source of impurity.225 This image 

of Jesus as bread of life, and telling others that they must eat his flesh and drink his blood, sounds on 

the surface a very extreme way of showing belief in God. Perceiving Jesus in this way sees him as 

spiritual food needed for the mutual indwelling which Jesus says will happen upon receiving his flesh 

and blood and for eternal life after death. According to biblical scholar Marianne Meye Thompson, 

imaging Jesus as Bread of Life and Lamb of God paints a picture of Jesus as food for fundamental 

sustenance.226 She argues that John’s use of the Bread of Life image fits with the gospel’s overall 

presentation of “Jesus as the Word, through whom the world was created, in whom was life” (Jn. 1: 

13).227  

John’s Gospel does not offer a description of the bread and wine being offered at the feast of the 

Passover, although Luke’s Gospel does. The night before Jesus was to be crucified, he shared a 

Passover meal with his disciples: 
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“Then he took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, 

saying, ‘This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ And he did the 

same with the cup after supper, saying, ‘This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant 

in my blood.’” –Lk. 22:14-23 

In verse 19, Luke writes that Jesus had “given thanks”, in Greek, eucharisteo.228 The Passover, or 

Pesach in Hebrew, was a Jewish feast which commemorated the people’s liberation from slavery in 

Egypt (Ex. 12-28).229 During this event, the blood of an unblemished lamb was smeared over each 

Hebrew doorpost, and the lamb was offered as a sacrifice. These acts ensured that the angel of death, 

whom God sent to kill all the Egyptian first born sons, would pass over their homes.230 Rather than the 

sacrificial lamb, wine and unleavened bread were typically served at the Passover meal, here, Jesus 

indicates that his own body is the new sacrifice to be offered, while the liberation that this sacrifice will 

enable is freedom from sin.231 It is now not the sacrificial blood of animals which accomplishes this 

promise or covenant between God and humanity, but the blood of Jesus.232 In verse 19, Jesus says to 

his disciples that they should complete these actions in remembrance of him. By encouraging his 

followers to complete the ritual with the bread and wine that he performs at the Last Supper, Jesus 

shapes the Last Supper into a memorial sacrifice.233  

This image of Jesus who is the Messiah and the Lamb of God suggests that a lamb is innocent, without 

sin and is sacrificed for the betterment of humanity. Jesus himself becomes the sacrifice offered to God; 

he is both the high priest offering the sacrifice and the atoning sacrifice himself. African Catholic 

theologian Charles Nyamiti comments on images of God and the Eucharist from an indigenous African 

perspective by using their cultural beliefs around the presence of ancestors.234 The Mass is understood 

as the true ancestral ritual and Christ the Ancestor is present daily for communion with the people.235 

He also argued that people’s bodies are considered sacred living shrines imbued with our common 

divine ancestors – the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.236 This relationship with Jesus as the Ancestor is 

only possible with receiving the sacraments, especially the Eucharist, and having a devotion to the 

saints, our other ancestors in faith.237 In this case, Jesus is not necessarily imaged as the Bread of Life 

or Lamb of God, but an ancient ancestor who continued to be present in the Eucharist. As mentioned 

previously, the focus group participants commented that images of God linked to the Eucharist were 

not generally their own primary image of God, but how they thought the Church imaged God. This will 

be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7, and the key point at this stage in the thesis is to note that 
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imaging God as High Priest, Bread of Life and Lamb of God is often part of a Catholic understanding of 

who God is and formation of personal images of God.     

3.7 God as Holy Spirit 

The third Person in the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, also features in the New Testament. The Holy Spirit is 

understood as Jesus’ Spirit given to all people after his resurrection (Jn. 20:22) which will be elaborated 

on in this section of the chapter. This helps us helps us understand the Trinity has three divine Persons, 

each with a specific role and characteristics which are imaged differently throughout the New 

Testament. The focus on the Holy Spirit here will be on Jesus’ promises of the Holy Spirit in John’s 

Gospel and when the Spirit appears in the Acts of the Apostles. However, a brief overview of where the 

Spirit appears in Jesus’ life is important, and I have chosen to focus on parts of the New Testament 

which are most relevant to my thesis discussion. Jesus’ mother Mary is said to have conceived Jesus 

by the Holy Spirit, as even though she and Joseph were engaged they followed their cultural custom of 

not living together before marriage (Mt. 1:18). Much later in Jesus’ life when he is about to start his 

ministry, he is baptised by his cousin John the Baptist, and the Holy Spirit is said to have descended 

over Jesus in the form of a dove whilst a voice from heaven proclaimed “This is my Son, the Beloved, 

with whom I am well-pleased” (Mt. 3:17). The Holy Spirit was there as Jesus journeys at the beginning 

of his ministry into the desert, where he was tempted by the devil (Mt. 4:1). Whilst all the synoptic 

gospels recount that Jesus is said to have been led into the desert by the Holy Spirit, Jesus is driven 

into the desert by the Spirit in Mark’s gospel (1:12) which suggests the Holy Spirit in all its appearances 

moves things into action. 

John spends a significant portion of his gospel highlighting where Jesus explains the role of the Spirit 

in the life of the believer, as opposed to the Synoptic Gospels where the focus of the Holy Spirit is on 

actions of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ life and ministry. Jesus alludes to his death and resurrection in his 

farewell discourse (Ch. 14-16) and encourages his followers to keep God’s commandments even 

though he will at some point no longer physically be on earth:  

“I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. This is the 

Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You 

know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.” –Jn. 14: 16-17  

“The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, 

and remind you of all that I have said to you.” –Jn. 14: 26 

The Holy Spirit for the first time is referred to as an advocate (Jn. 14: 16) and that it will dwell in disciples. 

Jesus says that the Holy Spirit will be “another” Advocate; whilst it is not clear in this text who other 

advocates have been, John’s letter (1 Jn. 2:1) refers to Jesus as the advocate humanity was given in 

place of God the Father.238 Since Jesus also refers to the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of truth (Jn. 14: 17), 

this suggests that there may be an opposing spirit of deceit; the world does not know the Holy Spirit 
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because it has not chosen to be in relationship with God.239 The title of Advocate implies that the Holy 

Spirit will come to the aid of those who need defending from something.240 Thus, although there may 

be things in the world which oppose truth – a truth said to be found in God alone – the Spirit is a 

continuous source of support and defence, dwelling inside all people, yet only recognised by those who 

seek relationship with God. Therefore, when Jesus explains that the Holy Spirit will also be a teacher, 

in a sense witnessing to Jesus’ teachings (14: 26), he is also saying that the Spirit leads people to 

discern what is truth and what is not, but does not act independent of the Father and the Son:  

“He will testify on my behalf.” –Jn. 15: 26 

“When he comes, he will prove the world wrong about sin and righteousness and 

judgment: about sin, because they do not believe in me; about righteousness, because I am 

going to the Father and you will see me no longer;  about judgment, because the ruler of this 

world has been condemned.” –Jn. 16: 8-11 

“He will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the 

things that are to come. He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to 

you. All that the Father has is mine.” –Jn. 16: 13-15 

Within the farewell discourse, Jesus describes himself as “the way, the truth and the life” in journeying 

to God the Father (14:6) and as the “true vine” with the Father as the vine-grower (15:1). Thus, the Holy 

Spirit guides people into the truth through reminding people of Jesus’ teaching on earth. The legal 

metaphor of an advocate continues in John 15-16. Here, the Holy Spirit is able to both defend and 

accuse people.241 Specifically, Jesus says that the Spirit of Truth will show the world the sin of not 

believing in Jesus; it will show the righteousness of Jesus for returning to the Father and show 

judgement of Satan as ruler of the world (Jn. 16: 8-11).242 John 16: 13-15 highlights the in-dwelling 

within the Persons of the Trinity and that the Spirit glorifies Jesus through acting on what the Father 

commands. Overall, this image of God the Spirit as Advocate and Spirit of Truth is both comforting and 

confronting. On the one hand, the Sprit will continue to be a helping advocate forever yet is also has 

power to show people judgement. It is evident from the text that John contrasts the Spirit and the 

disciples’ purpose for existing as being different to the world’s purpose for living.    

The Spirit also moves Jesus’ followers into action, and Luke continues on from the end of his gospel in 

the Book of Acts where the disciples receive the Holy Spirit: 

“When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from 

heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where 

they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on 
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each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, 

as the Spirit gave them ability.” –Acts 2: 1-4 

Pentecost was a harvest festival on the fiftieth day after Passover and the disciples were gathered after 

seeing Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension into heaven (Acts 1: 6-11).243 Before Jesus had 

ascended into heaven, he also said his followers would “receive power when the Holy Spirit comes 

upon you” (Acts 1:8). Thus, the fact that the Holy Spirit is sent to the disciples on this significant Jewish 

feast indicates a fulfilling of the Law in the renewing of faith in God through the Holy Spirit.244 The images 

of the Spirit as wind and fire are presented in such a way that its effects are more pronounced: its sound, 

feel, and its spiritual effects of providing the disciples the ability to speak in other languages. From a 

metaphorical literary perspective, this theophany, or visual manifestation of God as Spirit in wind, 

alludes to a physically strong force. Similarly, the fire, while it may physically burn, symbolically ties to 

the newfound faith found inside each of the disciples present. As Donald Goergen points out, wind and 

fire can be gentle as well as violent and seemingly untameable.245 God is experienced as both 

“consoling and overwhelming”.246 The Spirit gives birth to the community and is a central figure in the 

rest of Acts.247 Nevertheless, by saying that the Spirit gives birth to community, this is not to say that 

the Spirit was not present before with its vivifying, creative power.248   

Feminist biblical scholar Ivoni Richter Reimer argues that it is significant that at the beginning of Acts, 

Mary and certain other women (Acts 1: 14) were present in the community of disciples who were 

constantly praying together waiting for the coming of the Holy Spirit.249 After Acts 1:14, Mary and the 

women seem to disappear from the text so to speak, as they are not mentioned specifically in the 

Pentecost narrative (2: 1) nor until Acts 5: 1-11.250 The gift of the Holy Spirit is not exclusive to men 

alone, but Reimer argues that the text makes it seem so even though women played key roles in being 

eyewitnesses of Jesus’ life, crucifixion and resurrection.251 Furthermore, in speaking of the Holy Spirit 

Johnson highlights that God who is Spirit cannot be used to legitimise patriarchal structures, but rather 

compels humanity to hold community as the highest good.252 In Chapter 2 of this thesis, I discussed 

how the Holy Spirit makes people “friends of God and prophets” (Wis. 7: 26-27) and offers a feminine 

image of God. The Spirit, which dwells in each person, is also a friend to each person, regardless of 

their gender. Johnson explains that a woman’s experience of being a sister both within the family and 

in friendship circles shows how the Spirit as friend, love and gift to the world can be life-giving images 
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and attributes for women.253 As the Spirit has been unleashed into the world at Pentecost, Johnson 

argues as a feminine image of God, the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead reminds and teaches 

people of all Jesus’ teachings, guiding them to all truth.254 Due to the Spirit being gifted to all people, 

each person is empowered to go out and preach as the disciples did after Pentecost.255 Although the 

focus group participants described God as being like a Spirit but could not describe the Spirit’s 

characteristics in much detail (as will be discussed in Chapter 7), they always saw the Spirit as a positive 

image of God.   

In conclusion, God is presented in multiple different ways in the New Testament and the images are 

dominated by how they relate to Jesus. The images of God as Father, Jesus as Messiah, Priest, Bread 

of Life, Lamb of God, and as Holy Spirit paint a complex picture of who God is. These images are not 

always harmonious and can contradict each other, where God is perceived at times as loving and 

compassionate but sometimes distant, or as one who judges and uses violence. The images provide 

the basis for theological understandings of who God is in the Trinity, which the following chapter will 

examine. 
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Chapter 4 The Trinity in Tradition 

The previous two chapters have briefly engaged with images of God in the Old and New Testaments 

within a Trinitarian framework. This chapter will discuss the Trinity within the Christian tradition, and is 

part of the second step of the Praxis Model. The second step requires the theologian to analyse what 

Christian tradition says about an issue and how this might contribute to proposing solutions in 

addressing the issue. The previous two chapters have discussed images of the three Persons of the 

Trinity in the Old and the New Testaments from a Catholic-Christian perspective, using a range of 

biblical scholars including feminist scholars. The Christian tradition draws on the Bible as a source of 

knowledge of God, thus it is significant for this thesis to analyse how the Catholic-Christian tradition has 

developed its understanding of images of the Trinitarian God. This chapter will focus on discussing 

views of the Social Doctrine of the Trinity and what it means to be created and live in the image of God 

who is intrinsically relational. The chapter will consider different Christian perspectives, predominantly 

drawing on New Zealand and Pacific theologians as well as feminist theologian opinions. Whilst images 

of God, from a Christian stand-point, originate from the Bible, this next part of the thesis examines 

Pacific and female views of how Western Christian tradition has developed these images of God 

through its theology. Overall, this chapter aims to share contemporary views on the relationality of the 

Trinity and how this might impact people’s everyday actions from a theological perspective.  

In this second step of the Praxis Model, the intersectional hermeneutic requires looking at images of 

God from different aspects of identity and as is associated with the demographic of focus group 

participants – primarily their ethnic identity and being female.  

There are few youth perspectives on the Trinity and images of God in scholarship. Metaphors for God 

can have significant impact upon women’s lives and can have varying degrees of influence in a person’s 

understanding of God. In Chapter 2, where I discussed Old Testament images of God, I introduced 

McFague’s argument on metaphorical language for God. According to McFague, the Western world is 

no longer a space where all that happens on a typical day is understood as connected to, and embedded 

in, God’s power and love.1 Therefore, metaphors for God may become meaningless when humanity 

forgets that our words can never truly express and comprehend who God is.2 Faith statements normally 

use symbols, metaphors and images to describe a being which is beyond understanding.3 Theologian 

Gustaf Aulen posits that these symbols and images do not stand between humanity and an allegedly 

distant God, but are a means by which people can carry a message about God, and are from God.4 

Images of God tell us who and what God is to us. Human language can hurt and damage, yet also have 

the potential to heal, encourage and inspire. Thus, according to New Zealand theologian Mary Betz, 

who conducted research into people’s images of God, the way God is spoken about and referred to has 
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significant impact on an individual’s life.5  This impact can be dependent on how directly the images 

connect with our human senses and how relevant they are to our everyday life.6 Ultimately, we cannot 

know who God is, but only who God is not - God is “positively known to be unknown and unknowable 

– which is a profound kind of knowledge”.7  

The unknowable nature of God, and the inability of images and metaphors to completely describe who 

God is, affords an introduction as to who God is in the Catholic-Christian tradition. As discussed in 

previous chapters, God in the Catholic-Christian tradition is understood to be three divine Persons in 

one Being; most often referred to as the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. God was not created, but always 

existed and has been revealed to humanity in different ways through history.8 In his Summa Theologica, 

Thomas Aquinas, drawing on Augustine of Hippo, argues that the Trinity is to be understood in terms 

of relationships. God the Father exists, God’s self-knowledge and awareness is the Son, while the Holy 

Spirit is, as Augustine also described, the love between God’s self-knowledge and God.9 Two of 

Augustine’s psychological analogies for the Father, Son and Holy Spirit were the Lover, the Beloved, 

and Love as well as memory, intellect and will.10 Thus Augustine’s argument is underlined by the belief 

that just as God knows and loves Godself, so too, all people created in the image of God can love and 

know themselves and therefore be able to know God within.11 By illustrating personal relationships 

within Godself, God desires to enter personal relationship with humanity and for humans to participate 

in relationship with one another.12 Sometimes church communities may focus or overemphasise one 

Person of the Trinity.13 However, the three Persons of the same essence may each have a different 

role and characteristics, but they are only this way because of their relationship to one another.14  

4.1 Social Trinitarianism   

Part of the goal of modelling the Trinitarian God as inherently social is to translate Trinitarian theology 

into the everyday contexts of people’s lives, thereby making it a meaningful testimony of the significance 

of the Trinity for Christianity.15 Social Trinitarianism focuses on analogy of three distinct human persons 

as its starting point, rather than the classical Western psychological analogy of a single person; in other 

words, a focus on the divine diversity of three Persons, as opposed to the divine essence of one Being.16  
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Social Trinitarianism, and the doctrine of perichoresis – the mutual indwelling of the divine Persons – 

indicate that there can be no possibility of individualism and conflict within the Trinity.17 Australian 

Catholic theologian Neil Ormerod argues that many modern theologians reject the classical Augustinian 

and Thomistic approach to understanding the Trinity and suggests that it is irrelevant to Christianity 

compared to Social Trinitarianism.18 For example, Aquinas argues that God’s act of being is not reliant 

or contingent on all created beings; God is self-sufficient and is not determined by any creature’s act of 

being.19 This is one reason theologians criticise classical Trinitarian theology as being “cold-hearted” 

towards creation.20 Ormerod goes on to say that both Social Trinitarianism and the classical 

Augustinian-Thomistic approach have elements of ontology and are not opposed to each other.21 I have 

chosen to use the Social Trinitarianism for my research as, in a sense, it is the perfect model of the 

intersectionality hermeneutic. While God is one divine Being, the different aspects of who God is are 

interwoven together in perfect harmony. I am not suggesting that the classical Augustinian-Thomistic 

approach is irrelevant. Rather, Social Trinitarianism is the most beneficial model of attempting to 

formulate a practical, theological offering of how young, multi-ethnic, Pacific women might understand 

how images of God can positively impact mental wellbeing and different aspects of their identity. 

4.1.1 Feminist and Pacific views on Social Trinitarianism  

The social Trinity has been viewed in a variety of ways by feminist theologians. Anne Hunt highlights 

that within the Trinity, the names Father and Son point to a relationship rather than the ontological 

essence of God.22 Hunt also bases her argument on Australian theologian Anthony Kelly’s review of 

Aquinas’ analogy of the Trinity described above.23 Trinitarian terms are used by church communities to 

explain the mystery of love, as there has never been a time when God has not been Love.24 The Father 

is the originating lover, the Son is the self-expression of that Love, and the Spirit is the “original and 

inexhaustible activity of this Love, drawing the created universe into itself.”25 This interpretation and 

image of the Trinity is a positive one as it suggests an intimacy and closeness; a relationship without 

conflict. The relationship is not a stagnant one. By being in relationship with the Father and the Son, 

The Holy Spirit – Jesus’ own Spirit given to the world – constantly enables, unifies and animates the life 

of the universe.26 The Spirit leads one to Jesus and to what Jesus did on earth, and thus the Son leads 

one to the Father.27 Within Western Christian tradition, it is this mutual indwelling and gift to each other 

which expresses the deepest of unions.28  
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Feminist theologian Catherine Mowry LaCugna also argues that Trinitarian theology must be grounded 

in the economic Trinity – the communion of God within the everyday life of humanity.29 How God relates 

to the world, termed as the “salvation history” of humanity or oikonomia (economy), is of paramount 

importance to LaCugna’s theology.30 She suggests that “the doctrine of the Trinity is not ultimately a 

teaching about ‘God’ but a teaching about God’s life with us, we in God, all of us in each other”.31 She 

argues there is little need for theology to discuss the Trinity by examining its immanent actions, namely, 

by focusing on the ontological essence of God. LaCugna suggests that God’s personhood is based 

completely in God’s relationality. For LaCugna, every human uniquely exemplifies humanity just as 

each Person of the Trinity exemplifies divinity.32 I agree with feminist theologian Janet Martin Soskice 

who is unsure of LaCugna’s argument that classical Augustinian-Thomistic approaches to Trinitarian 

theology were completely distanced from the oikonomia of salvation.33 Soskin reminds us that in the 

immanent Trinity we see that it is through God “being-to-other” and being relational that God is one.34 

Soskin concludes that Social Trinitarianism does not necessarily tell us anything new about how men 

and women should relate to one another, “but it allows us to glimpse what it is to most truly be: ‘to-be’ 

most fully is ‘to-be-related’ in difference”.35 Soskin also disagrees with Kasper who contends that God 

is relational whereas human beings, created in the image of God, choose to be relational.36 She argues 

that human beings are inherently relational and that the more we are in relationship with others, the 

more we are our true selves. A discussion on what it means to be and to live in the image of the Social 

Trinity is to where the chapter now turns its attention.     

Samoan Methodist theologian Reverend Upolu Luma Vaai offers the argument that the doctrine of the 

Trinity is always understood, interpreted and applied differently in different contexts.37 He uses 

Faaaloalo as a symbol to understand the Trinity. The term ‘faaaloalo’ has many translations and is 

commonly referred to as meaning “respect”. Vaai explains that its etymology is rooted in the word “face”, 

which in this context can mean that an individual is the face of the community; “face” also represents 

that the totality of the person is from their relationships in community.38 Further, it also means the 

direction of the face, namely that face-to-face relationships require mutual respect.39 Vaai reiterates 

German theologian Karl Rahner’s lament that Christian piety is often tied up in the doctrine of 

Incarnation and the Person of Jesus Christ, without the desire to make the Trinitarian God of mutual 

relationships the centre of everyday life.40 Further, in his own context of Samoa, when a person says 
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they believe in “God”, it is unlikely that they mean the Trinity.41 This is for various reasons but he 

highlights that it is not common in Samoan Christian theological discourse to grapple with the Trinity. In 

comparison to LaCugna’s argument that God being in relationship has an emphasis on human 

relationships, Vaai argues a Samoan understanding of relationship is cosmological.42 Vaai uses the 

symbol of Faaaloalo thinking of it as a way for Samoans to understand the Trinity, as Faaaloalo is 

“relationship itself”.43 Heaven, including Tagaloa – the supreme God of Samoa before European 

missionaries came – represents the father, Earth represents the mother and humankind are their 

children.44 Faaaloalo in this context is the relationship between the father, mother and children in a 

Samoan view of cosmology.45 Pacific individuals understand relationship by their understanding that an 

individual’s identity is only fully realised in terms of their relationship with the wider community and as 

a subsidiary of the cosmos.46 Vaai stresses that Faaaloalo symbolic thinking does not replace the 

symbol of the Trinity as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but causes people to meditate on the Trinity’s 

meaning more deeply.47 Faaaloalo thinking can be equated with Social Trinitarian thinking because 

both are framed around mutual inclusiveness and reciprocity, an emphasis on a dedication toward the 

other and the openness of relationship.48 To conclude his argument, Vaai surmises that Faaaloalo 

symbolic thinking does not equate humankind with God, but rather that God completely gives of Godself 

to humanity yet remains  indefinable and beyond human understanding.49 Vaai’s argument is relevant 

for my thesis as while he is speaking specifically to a Samoan context, he offers a uniquely Pacific way 

of thinking about the relationality of Social Trinitarianism and what it means to be created in the image 

of a God who is inherently relational.    

4.2 Views on naming God – New Zealand 

The second section of this chapter describes theological reflections on naming God, who, even though 

beyond all human understanding, can be imaged through the names that people use to speak about 

the deity. It is important to understand how humankind views its relationship with the Trinity. Names 

and images for God are closely tied together as has been evident in Chapters 2 and 3. Given the vast 

range of literature available on this topic and the context of my study, I focus on New Zealand and 

Pacific theologians’ discussions about humanity’s relationship to the Trinity, and where possible use 

feminist theologians’ perspectives. I have chosen these theologians perspectives as they are the closest 

to the intersecting demographical characteristics of focus group participants – given they are a mix of 

female, feminist and from the Pacific region. While the doctrine of the Trinity is held internationally by 

most mainline Christian churches, I chose to focus on these perspectives as they are more relevant to 
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these young women and may be helpful in proposing a practical solution for how religion can help 

maintain positive mental wellbeing.     

The way God is spoken about in human language primarily articulates God’s relationship with humanity. 

When discussing who God is for them, female theologians in the New Zealand context often look more 

specifically at pronouns for God and their impact. Ann Gilroy suggests that women may see that their 

personal relationship with God is enhanced by the way they are involved in their ordinary, everyday 

lives.50 Male names and images for God are so dominant that it is a surprise that in scripture, God can 

also be a mother (as in Is. 66: 13) or have any female attributes.51 In the same way, religious Sister of 

Our Lady of the Missions, Sr. Susan Smith describes that in prayer life, many Catholic sisters alongside 

other Christian women have shifted from using male dominated pronouns for God to speaking of the 

Trinity in ways that are less oppressive to women.52 Using male pronouns for God can be oppressive if 

God is seen as exclusively and literally male, or if female pronouns are considered too inferior to use 

when speaking about God. Smith says that the non-gendered imagery these women use draws on 

scripture, referred to in Chapters 2 and 3, such as mother, Wisdom and a mother hen caring for her 

chicks.53 From a Palagi (Samoan for a non-Samoan person) perspective, Trish McBride also argues 

that the exclusion of feminine images of God in communal Catholic liturgy can be very painful for 

women.54 Being able to name God as “She” in personal prayer was a “release” from naming God as 

Father, Lord and He at least fifty times in a usual Sunday Mass.55 It is important for women to be able 

to name God for themselves because of how deeply it can impact their identity.56  Not all women will 

want to identify God as feminine, but some may feel as though this is one way for believers to claim a 

sense of identity in God.  

Literature available on images of God from a New Zealand women’s perspective has largely been 

written from a Palagi viewpoint, however this provides an interesting cultural backdrop for the focus 

group interviews of this thesis. Catholic men and women in New Zealand have been entrenched in 

patriarchal culture, which is still expressed in Catholicism today.57 Often, women can be disregarded as 

less rational and more emotional.58 The continuous use of the terms Father, Son and (a male) Holy 

Spirit lead both men and women to believe that God is a male.59 A study by sociologist Christine Cheyne 

and commissioned by the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace in New Zealand was published 
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in 1990,  entitled Made in God’s Image: A Project Researching Sexism in the Catholic Church in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. 60 It affirmed the need for inclusive language within the church community. The 

study was based on 387 written submissions and 33 interviews of people across each Diocese in New 

Zealand in late 1989 and was largely framed around Palagi Catholic perspectives on sexism. Only two 

non- Pākehā (Māori) women participated in this study. The study was ground-breaking in its time, with 

the New Zealand Catholic Bishop’s Conference responding with a theological reflection and its findings 

being disseminated in all Diocese. It also stated that many women were not actively conscious of 

exclusively male language within Catholic culture, for example “mankind”, “man”, and “brothers”.61 

However, the study emphasised the importance of inclusive language and recommended that all 

parishioners and Catholics in New Zealand are taught that using inclusive language does not mean 

excluding all references to gender in Church liturgy, documents and theology.62 Rather, it should be 

acknowledged that God can have feminine and masculine attributes. The New Zealand Catholic 

Bishops Conference wrote a theological, reflective response the following year in 1991 and offered a 

guideline for using inclusive language in church worship and community.63 They stated: “Whenever or 

wherever women are diminished, unjustly treated or not accorded the reverence which Jesus paid to 

every person, there the Church is diminished and individuals within it are failing in discipleship”.64 

Although this was a positive response to the original study, Mary Thorne argues that the guide for using 

inclusive language was purely a guide, and there has been little movement seen in the 

recommendations put forward by the study.65 Overall, Thorne explains that the work of many feminist 

theologians has not trickled down to every day parishioners, even if there has been a shift in theological 

discourse of having more female perspectives heard.66   

Mary Betz’ research, mentioned earlier in this chapter, provides some insight into how Catholic women 

have imaged and continue to image God in New Zealand. Betz interviewed eleven Palagi women born 

in the 1940s on their images of God from their childhood through to “middle-adulthood” years.67 She 

argues that during nearly all her participants’ childhood, they understood God as loving and caring, 

authoritarian and punishing or a combination of all of these.68 These images were directly related to the 

women’s parents or significant attachment figures in their lives.69 As teenagers, the women who had 

formed fearful or controlling images of God from their childhood met new attachment figures whom they 

looked up to, and consequently their image of God changed to one that recognised God as close, caring 
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and freeing.70 Between the approximate ages of twenty and fifty-five, the women’s images of God 

changed again due to their experiences of working, starting families, volunteer work and being a part 

of their local parishes.71 Their images later in life were a synthesis of God being a healer, 

compassionate, a friend and source of energy as well as being non-gendered.72 Betz argues that the 

ordinary human relationships people have can significantly impact their images of God: “If people are 

uncared for in their families and communities, life may teach them that God is distant, judging and 

uncaring”.73 Secondly, the language which the Church uses to image God can reinforce both negative 

and positive life experiences, thus the images the Church uses for God in day-to-day parish life and 

worship needs to be expanded.74 Both of these findings are consistent with the focus group interviews 

in each of the analysis chapters.     

The image of God as a non-gendered, divine Planner has also been described as a useful image for 

women in New Zealand based studies. Diana Atkinson drew on the experiences of 50 lay women 

missionaries, now based in New Zealand, and 15 women from her local parish in researching images 

of God.75 These women were not concerned with speaking about God in gendered language.76 Many 

described God as their helper, and regardless of the problems or worries they may have faced, they 

did not blame God as they described having a loving relationship with God.77 Some of the women also 

explained their relationship with God in terms of God being a divine Planner and one who has a plan 

for all things.78 Atkinson asserts that having only one particular God image does not allow for growth.79 

She concludes that our language for God must depict a God who is life-giving, compassionate and all-

inclusive, otherwise it ceases to have relevance and may cause harm and does not make sense for 

women in their own lives.80 It is important to understand how women have named God, as well as 

understanding perspectives on God through Social Trinitarianism, as this can affect how women 

perceive what it means to be created and live in the image of God.   

Finally, Neil Darragh, a New Zealand Catholic theologian, offers some views on the need to broaden 

our ideas of how the Church and individuals image God.81 We might choose to name God in either 

female or male pronouns, as many parishes today emphasise gender-inclusive names for God who is 

only all-loving and forgiving.82 It is important that we do not limit God to being simply a personalised 

God who loves us, for this creates a self-serving and limited vision of a God who has little concern for 

others.83 Darragh then draws on responses from parishioners in seminars he facilitated, arguing that 
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the most common ways that people understood God was through nature, identifying God in non-human 

things such as light, the sky, ocean, trees, vegetation and mountains.84 Darragh’s main argument is that 

whilst God’s love for each individual is personal and unconditionally loving, this love is not limited to 

humanity alone and extends to all parts of creation.85 This is much like Vaai’s cosmological view of God 

where God is present in all parts of the cosmos and one’s identity is tied to being in relationship with 

the wider community and acknowledging one’s small place in the whole universe.86 If we make our 

images of God too narrow in definition, then we lose the mystery of God and the ability to be in wonder 

and awe of the expanse of God.87 He further adds that the common aim of New Zealand society, and 

indeed the international community, to live sustainably is not just a means of surviving and ensuring the 

planet thrives, but a way which we can glimpse the many aspects of who God is in action.88 Revitalising 

our understanding of images of God by remembering that God is much larger than our personal 

circumstances makes it all the more amazing that God chooses to love each person unconditionally 

and personally within the expanse of the universe.  

4.3 Views on naming God – The Pacific 

Female Pacific perspectives on the Trinity and images of God are difficult to find in the current available 

literature, however, Chantelle Kahn offers a young Catholic lay woman’s perspective from Fiji.89 Kahn 

tells of her experience one Easter when she was helping to plan a Palm Sunday Mass and creating a 

dramatization of the Passion – the story of Jesus’ journey to his death.90 She asked the group of women 

planning with her if they would remove the words “Father”, “He”, “His” and “Lord” from the Mass and 

replace them with female terms; the majority opposed this suggestion91 Kahn grew up in a family where 

she was forced to go to Mass and participate in church activities, which turned her away from a 

relationship with God.92 It was not until later on, after her teen years, that she developed a personal 

relationship with God and felt her personal image of God was different from the images that pervaded 

her upbringing in the church.93 Kahn argues that women in her Fijian context will shy away from 

pronouncing that God is both feminine and masculine.94 She also questions what women are thinking 

during Sunday Mass, who God is to women and why so many women unwaveringly believe that God 

is male.95 Just as her Pākehā New Zealand counterparts express, women are heavily influenced by 

patriarchy, not just within the church, but within society too. In the Pacific context, for Kahn, it is prudent 

to question how the Christian faith has or has not grown from its missionary beginnings.96 Christianity 
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should empower communities to stand up to theological and social injustices; Kahn therefore asks if 

the lack of desire to challenge current God language is a failure of Christianity in the Pacific.97  

Tongan theologian Valamotu Palu describes the making of the ngatu as a means for understanding 

who God is as ngatu maker and what it means to be created in the image of God.98 The ngatu is Tongan 

for a finished piece of material made from the bark of a mulberry tree and it is also known as tapa in 

other Polynesian cultures.99 The ngatu is held as one of the most valuable items to possess and is 

highly honoured at important ceremonies such as births, baptisms, marriage, death, appointing chiefs 

and among royalty.100 Most of the time, the ngatu is made by women.101 Once planted in the ground, 

the plant – hiapo –  is often weeded by women once or twice a week.102 After two years, the plant is 

harvested and there begins a significant process of “peeling, drying, soaking, beating, overlapping and 

unfolding, drying and trimming”.103 Palu describes God as the ngatu maker, out of her experience 

observing the women in her family making sure the children were ready for the day each morning to 

then return to the creative task at hand.104 Just as the ngatu print is designed and created, each human 

being is grown under God’s care, shaping the community by overlapping strands to make one ngatu.105 

The interconnection each person is called to have with each other is a reflection that God is living in us 

and has enmeshed humanity together.106 In the end, God as the ngatu maker creates a piece of material 

which deeply represents the relationship between God and creation. These views, although few, 

express some of the longings and anxieties of men and women in the Pacific and New Zealand in 

relation to the impact and importance of images of God.  

4.4 Imago Dei 

The final part of the chapter aims to discuss views from New Zealand and the Pacific on what it means 

to be created and live in the image of God. Whilst taking a Social Trinitarian view of the Trinity, and 

acknowledging different ways in which people name God, what does Imago Dei mean in New Zealand? 

Pope Francis offers a starting point for this discussion. In a recent (2018) Apostolic Exhortation (a formal 

message urging people to reflect and grapple with a particular issue), Francis considers the call to 

holiness.107 In this Exhortation, Francis encourages people  to “Gaudete et exsultate – rejoice and be 

glad” (Mt. 5:12), rejoicing in struggles and joyous moments in the journey to become holy and to become 

saints, rather than settling for a mediocre unchallenging lifestyle.108 Francis pinpoints that each person 
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is called to live a life of holiness in their own way. God chose to enter into human history in the flesh 

through Jesus, and this therefore shows that God acknowledges we are never our true selves unless 

we are in relationship with others.109 This call for holiness from God can be inspired by holy men and 

women throughout history, including the official saints of the church, but an individual’s call must not be 

an attempt to replicate someone else’s life.110 He also stresses that you do not need to be an ordained 

priest or religious brother or sister to be holy; holiness is found in the ordinary family home, in the 

workplace and in all relationships and encounters with others. He uses the example of a woman taking 

small steps to become holy, who is out and sees a neighbour but chooses not to gossip with them, she 

is tired from her work during the day but listens with patience and love when her children ask her that 

night to talk with them, and says a short prayer before sleeping.111 Each person can take small steps to 

holiness by reflecting God who created each individual to embody a certain aspect of the Gospel and 

Jesus’ work on earth.112 Essentially, Francis writes that each individual should let themselves be loved 

by God for who they are with all their imperfections, as “holiness does not make you less human, since 

it is an encounter between your weakness and the power of God’s grace”.113 Charitable and merciful 

love is at the heart of seeking holiness, loving all people especially those most marginalised by society 

where God’s image is also found. Here Francis mentions that the passage discussed in Chapter 3, “Be 

perfect as your father in heaven is perfect” (Mt. 5:48), is a little different in the Gospel of Luke, where 

“be perfect” is replaced with “be merciful” (Lk. 6: 36-38).114 Showing mercy to the disadvantaged in 

society has been a theme of Francis’ papacy so it is unsurprising that he highlights mercy over 

perfection in this instance. Finally, Francis reminds the reader that saints are differentiated by their need 

for prayer and communion with God.115 Holiness is not complete without prayer, however this prayer 

does not need to be long-winded or intensely emotional.116 He quotes St. John of the Cross, “Whether 

you eat, drink, talk with others, or do anything, always go to God and attach your heart to him”, for it is 

in doing this that we reach happiness.117 This provides a view from the institutional Church on what it 

means to live in the image of God of a socially Trinitarian God In this context, Francis connects striving 

for holiness with the need for genuine relationships in everyday life - which are crucial for mental 

wellbeing.           

4.4.1 Living Imago Dei – Māori & Pacific views 

In Chapter 2, where I surveyed images of God in the Old Testament, one of the scripture passages 

discussed was Genesis 1: 26-27 – the creation of humankind in the image of God, which when 

contextualised in different cultures, poses new insights into who God is. Both Māori as tangata whenua 

of New Zealand and Pacific peoples have similarities in languages, origin stories and cultural traditions 
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which signifies that it is pertinent to include Māori Catholic perspectives on Imago Dei.118 Religious 

Sister of Mercy, Sr. Tui Cadogan, suggests that for Māori broadly, God is not spoken about but rather 

related to, acknowledged and addressed.119 Māori have different approaches, understandings and 

starting points for spirituality. For example, there are some Māori Christians who are steeped in their 

culture as well as Māori Christians whose relationship with God “is a brown version of the white version” 

using Te Reo (Māori language) without contextualising Christianity with Te ao Māori (Māori 

worldview).120 On the other hand there are some Māori who cannot, or do not want to bring Christianity 

and God into conversation with their cultural heritage due to the overall damage colonisation inflicted 

on tangata whenua and the role Christianity played in colonisation.121 Catholic theologian and priest, 

Pa Henare Tate, explains that for Māori, God’s “being-in-relationship” causes love to flow forth, a 

spiritual mana, which sets up everything which is not divine, to be in relationship with God’s being.122 

The spiritual and social connections Māori have with God, one another and the land have dignity and 

worth and thus must be recognised in order to respect the whole person’s identity.123 Further, if God is 

the source and object of Māori spirituality then people are the focus of God’s love and gift of mana.124 

Hence the way God is used in human language primarily articulates God’s relationship with humanity. 

The call and desire for holiness can be contextualised in New Zealand and Pacific worldviews by 

discussing what it means to live in the image of God who is inherently relational. Tate conveys that 

within Māori indigenous culture there has always been the concept of Atua (Supreme Being) and aroha 

(love).125 The concept of the Trinity had to be introduced, and it challenged Māori Christians to connect 

Atua and aroha together in new ways.126 Tate describes the goal of life as a journey towards the fullness 

of tapu (being and its relationships).127 Figure 1 below demonstrates the process to be endowed with 

the fullness of tapu. Tate argues that all beings, created and uncreated, are defined by relationship with 

one another.128 For example, the husband who drinks and beats his wife is not pono (truth, integrity), 

both to his wife and to himself. He fails to accept the truth and face the reality that he has a drinking 

problem. The wife is not pono if she denies or covers up the truth and reality. She is not pono to herself 

or children when she does nothing or makes excuses for her husband. If in an encounter someone 

responds to tapu with a half-hearted exercise of their mana (spiritual power and authority), then their 

own tapu and mana are not fully acknowledged.129 Hohou rongo (principle and process whereby tapu 
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and mana are restored) is achieved when stages or a series of stages towards the goal have been put 

in place by the chosen kaiwhakakapi tūranga (roles, role players) and are completed. The tapu and 

mana of those in the negative state of noa (violation of tapu and mana) are thereby restored, right 

relationships are recovered, pono, tika (right order, response) and aroha again govern their actions, 

peace is regenerated and freedom from the state of noa is celebrated. This is the moment of te wā 

(time, stages, goal, fulfilment).130 Tate goes on to explain that Jesus can enhance everyone’s tapu as 

he is the head of the whanau (family).131 Individuals can become part of the whanau through baptism, 

and thus hapu and iwi (all races and cultures) are able to be connected through whanaungatanga 

(family relationships) through acknowledging a common tupuna (ancestor) and matua (father) in Atua, 

as well as Jesus as matamua (firstborn/eldest).132 Being on the journey to the fulfilment of tapu reflects 

Francis’ call to holiness and expresses what it means to live in the image of God from one Māori 

perspective.      

Figure 1: The Goal of Life: To Possess the Fullness of Tapu. Tate, Henare. He Puna Iti i te Ao 

Marama: A Little Spring in the World of Light. Auckland: Libro International, 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

Sharing a common faith ancestry and inter-connected relationships are also themes which Anglican 

Archbishop Winston Halapua uses in developing his Theomoana Oceanic Theology.133 While Halapua 

does not directly comment on the Trinity, he does use the image of God as the ocean – similar to 

Darragh’s views of non-human images of God.134 His theology reflects one Pacific perspective on what 
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it means to be created and live in the image of God. Theomoana or God the Ocean is based on theos-

God and the oceanic moana-ocean. For Halapua, using moana as a metaphor for God is derived from 

a welling-up within oneself to be deeply connected with others, just as the moana is a whole ecosystem 

of relationships.135 There is a sense of knowing one’s place in creation.136 The ancestors of Oceanic 

peoples started navigating the Pacific Ocean approximately between the fourth and fifth centuries BC 

and it is a source of life for humanity.137 Halapua argues that the use of moana illustrates that God is 

flowing unity, always life-giving and all-embracing.138 Moana as a metaphor is also gender-free and 

inclusive. Halapua then offers a few ancient Oceanic values to help individuals be embodiments of 

God’s love.139 Firstly, hospitality or manaakitanga: we are called to experience and receive 

manaakitanga revealed to humanity in Jesus.140 Manaakitanga occurs when love wells inside a person 

because of a real encounter with others.141 Next is identity and having an understanding of tikanga 

(protocol and ways of doing things), as having a profound sense of identity embraces all peoples of the 

Pacific Ocean.142 All the oceans of the world are created to be interconnected, thus knowing who you 

are allows you to seek to embrace and understand others.143 Third, Halapua describes unity in diversity-

kotahitanga – as important, which in this context is used to denote more than the tribal unity.144 The 

love of God cannot begin to be comprehended when the Persons of the Trinity are viewed in isolation.145 

Fourthly, Talanoa, or sharing stories, is significant. Jesus created spaces of interaction enabling God’s 

presence to speak through those present.146 Lastly Halapua says that each person is called to share 

their gifts – taonga – with everyone.147 Moana is the gift of the ancestors and is not property for an 

individual to have in separation from the community.148 Therefore, relationships are God’s gift and life 

ultimately is a taonga for all people to share.149 These five Oceanic values encompass what it means 

to live in the image of Theomoana.              

Earlier in the chapter, I discussed Samoan theologian Vaai’s contextualisation of the Social Trinity from 

a Samoan perspective. He stresses that how we understand what it means to live in the image of God 

is impacted by how attentive we are to the relationality of God.150 To some extent, Pacific peoples have 

normalised the ideology that there is more value in knowledge that has been borrowed from the Western 

world and Church than what is found in their itulagi, and contextualising Christianity for themselves. 
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Itulagi in Samoan means “side of the heavens”.151 The itu is everything a person carries with them in 

their worldview such as culture, family, religion, people, land, ancestors, language, and spirits.152 The 

lagi is a symbol which incorporates the forces which surround and connect with humanity: the sun, 

moon, stars, air and life.153 Every individual has different itu but the lagi is what connects them, thus by 

understanding oneself in one’s own context, one can also be in touch with the wider created universe.154 

Vaai also develops “tino theology”, where tino around the Pacific can mean “body” but is also embodied 

symbolically in relations, community, genealogies, individuals, birth, experience, truth and 

motherhood.155 Drawing on his ideas about the itulagi, Vaai says that a tino perspective of God has an 

intimate union with tino through Jesus in the Spirit.156 God was always in relationship before God 

became tino, therefore tino is God’s own way of being.157 Through Jesus, God moves into relationship 

with the whole tino: the natural environment, communities and ancestors.158 The strong emphasis Vaai 

places on relationality, heightens when he argues that relationality is opposed to living for God as 

though God were beyond the tino.159 This is what it means to live in the image of God from a tino 

perspective; recognising God’s relationship to all things and allowing every living thing to exist without 

suppression or domination.160 People’s relationships with the Earth, each other and God are meant to 

be loving and compassionate. Living in the image of God from a Social Trinitarian view is encompassed 

in Vaai’s theology. As with each of the theologians above, Vaai’s presentation of the itulagi and “tino 

theology” provide another dimension in understanding relationality from a Pacific perspective and will 

prove useful in developing a framework for future retreats and workshops on mental wellbeing and 

spirituality for young, multi-ethnic Pacific women.    

4.5 Conclusion 

Living in the image of God on the basis of these perspectives is ultimately relational. Humanity has free 

will, therefore there is always the choice to decline relationship(s). From a Catholic-Christian viewpoint, 

allowing the Holy Spirit to move in one’s life develops the faith first declared at baptism. Hope for the 

future goes beyond the present life and for this reason, love is offered – one’s life is given in charitable, 

merciful service of others. Francis reminds the world that holiness is found in our everyday lives. In 

finding one’s vocation or personal call to holiness, we are able to show the world who God is to us. 

However we image God – as ngatu maker creating a masterpiece of community, as masculine and/or 

feminine – our images of God are all embraces in the moana of love that God is. Although many Pacific 

cultures and church communities will identify God as male, this is not necessarily negative, as long as 

God is not reduced to being literally or exclusively male. The wonder of the mystery and power of God 
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is lost if this is the case. It is not useful for individuals to think about God as only existing above and 

beyond the universe. God, as Vaai stressed, is in every aspect of their itulagi. God does not prefer or 

favour one culture over another; God uses culture as the vehicle to express relationship with humanity. 

Just as the light of faith looks to the past in remembering Jesus, and looks to the future with his 

resurrection, Christians in the Pacific region may look to the past; to their ancestors as a source of 

knowledge, alongside their faith. Indigenous and Pacific ways of being and knowledge, affirm the work 

of the Trinity in the world. Yet in New Zealand and across the Pacific, our images of God must 

continuously be made and claimed within our own individual contexts. For it is in knowing God within 

our own personal context that a call to holiness will be a more meaningful driving force in everyday life.  

The mutual in-dwelling of the Trinitarian Persons appears to be the best model of intersectionality. The 

intersecting and interconnected relationship shared within Godself illustrates that each Person knows 

who they are, what their roles are and what makes up their Being. This model of intersectionality is an 

example people can utilise in their own lives. To know and to love God is to find one’s identity in the 

Person of Christ. Therefore, to know and love God by following Jesus who is Priest, Prophet, King, 

Bread of Life, Lamb of God, Teacher and Messiah, is to love others. Identity as a child of God in the 

Christian family acknowledges the uniqueness of each individual. Despite the fact that love and 

acceptance are not always practiced in reality, the grace of God prompts us to seek reconciliation, both 

sacramentally and in person with those we have hurt. The Spirit, the Advocate and Jesus’ own Spirit, 

moves us into action. The Love between the Creator and the Son is made visible in the fruits of 

meaningful encounters: joy, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control 

(Gal. 5:22-23). Overall, the images one has of God are influenced in some way by scripture and Church 

tradition’s understanding of God. If the relational, social nature of the Trinity is more greatly emphasised 

in the Christian community, this allows the opportunity for people to be open to relationships throughout 

their lives, which in turn can positively impact their mental wellbeing. Augustine wrote in the late third 

century BC: “You have made us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in You”, and it 

is in this restlessness in the individual struggle for holiness that humanity finds its purpose.161 To 

continue and complete the second step in the Praxis Model, the next chapter will discuss the impact of 

social media on images of God and Pacific understandings of mental wellbeing.   

 

161 New Advent, “The Confessions (Book I)-Augustine,” accessed April 12, 2018, 
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/110101.htm .  
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Chapter 5 Social Media, Catholicism and Pacific Mental Wellbeing 

The second step of the Praxis Model also evaluates literature on a few final strands which make up a 

young multi-ethnic Pacific, Catholic women’s sense of self. Firstly, social media is an integral part of a 

young person’s outlook on the world, even if they do not necessarily have personal social media 

accounts. Friendship circles are negotiated online and offline, while the way religiosity can be expressed 

and shared in these spaces influences how one perceives God and how one understands one’s place 

in the world. As I discuss in the following sections, religiosity can both nourish and harm an individual’s 

mental wellbeing, depending on how it is shared online and how an individual uses social media. 

Alongside social media use, another significant strand to consider is multi-ethnic identity, and what 

mental wellbeing means from a Pacific perspective. Having multiple ethnicities has both positive and 

negative impacts on mental wellbeing, and both international and local case studies provide some 

context for this.  

5.1 Social Media and Images of God 

The reciprocal relationships within the Trinity are not necessarily how God is portrayed on social media. 

To begin the discussion of how social media use might impact an individual’s images of God, I will first 

outline two Catholic perspectives on social media use. Pope Francis emphasises that social media must 

be used to foster a culture of encounter.1 The ease with which one can post things online means that 

there is not always time for reflection and judgement.2 Thus a culture of encounter is “neighbourliness” 

and recognising that each person we communicate with is a child created in the image of God. Human 

beings are social and cannot live isolated from each other, therefore social media should be another 

way of fostering and enhancing interactions in reality. Christian witness, as Francis argues, can reach 

a multitude of places around the world because of the internet.3 However, this is not necessarily about 

bombarding people with religious messages, but listening and engaging attentively to each other’s 

concerns for seeking the truth. Dialoguing means to genuinely believe that others we encounter on 

social media, and in all encounters, have something meaningful to say and can add something to our 

lives. This is about meeting people where they are in their own current situation. Overall, Francis says 

that social media must be used in order to share the beauty of God in all its forms.4   

American Catholic theologian, Bishop Robert Barron, uses new media “to draw people into or back to 

the Catholic Faith”.5 Frequently posting videos on YouTube on a range of faith-related topics, Bishop 

Barron has also commented on the impact of young people’s exposure to social media and more 

generally on social media’s impacts on how we behave. In society today, but especially for young 

 

1 Libreria Editrice Vaticana, “Message of Pope Francis for the 48th World Communications Day,” accessed  April 
12, 2015, http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-
francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html.    
2 Ibid.  
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Word on Fire Catholic Ministries, “About Bishop Barron,” accessed March 10, 2018, 
https://www.wordonfire.org/about/bishop-robert-barron/ .  

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
https://www.wordonfire.org/about/bishop-robert-barron/
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people, there is significant prominence given to personal choice in all aspects of life.6 This is adjacent 

to religion which says, “here is the truth on x, y, z”.7 Barron discusses the statistics of young people in 

America leaving Christianity behind in favour of more freedom in personal choice, and notes that Paul’s 

exhortation in Romans 14:8 (“whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s”) does not sit well 

with the millennial age group.8 Thus, within this group and also younger generations who have grown 

up with social media, some may always be aware of a potential audience and curate their real life 

experience in order that others may comment or critique it.9 Barron posits that social media is not 

inherently bad, however it can create an obsession, to different degrees, with the self.10 He also reflects 

on a blog written by a young woman which he had recently read; she was a writer who previously 

believed that, no writer in her profession could be taken seriously without surrendering to conventional 

means of expressing oneself online.11 The woman started to be aware of when she was in conversation 

with an audience online, and the impact she could have on the audience based on their reaction, 

therefore acting a certain way in conversation in order to gain more reaction.12 This, suggests Barron, 

is pride. After this realisation, she became immersed in what was happening presently in her life and 

changed what she posted online. Humility occurs when you are immersed in the moment and in 

conversation, not because you are trying to impress someone or you are concerned with your 

appearance, but because you are engaged in what Francis calls a culture of encounter. as For Barron, 

this is a deep spiritual lesson for all people.                

The second part of this discussion on social media’s impact on images of God and how it may impact 

an individual’s understanding of what it means to live in the image of God, will focus on Pacific people’s 

use of social media and some case studies of religiosity online. For Pacific young people, social media 

is one way of sharing common cultural jokes, stories and traditions.13 Tiresa Po’e engaged in research 

on the expression of Samoan identity on Facebook which has produced some interesting results.14 With 

over 600 respondents to her online questionnaire, Po’e was able to glean responses from both 

Samoans located in Samoa as well as those living in the diaspora. Over 70% of her research 

participants were female, 96% said they accessed Facebook at least once a day and 95% used their 

phone for internet use.15 Facebook users in both Samoa and the diaspora mostly posted online in 

English, including statuses, comments, photo captions and hashtags.16 Different social media platforms 

meant that individuals had to negotiate their identity online through separating different networks of 

 

6 Bishop Robert Barron, “Bishop Barron on Reaching the iGens,” YouTube Video, 10:22, posted on 16 
November, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYRnWuhSugs .  
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Bishop Robert Barron, “Bishop Barron on Pride, Humility and Social Media.” YouTube Video, 8:52, posted on 
May 18, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kFszRqu1oA0.  
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Amy Tielu, “Searching for the Digital Fāgogo: A Study of Indigenous Samoan Storytelling in Contemporary 
Aotearoa Digital Media.” (Master’s Thesis, Auckland University of Technology, 2016), 142. 
14 Tiresa Po’e, “Facebook and Fa’asamoa: Exploring the expression of the Samoan Identity online.” (Master’s 
Thesis, University of Auckland, 2017). 
15 Ibid., 40. 
16 Ibid., 53. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYRnWuhSugs
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friends and family by only revealing certain posts to certain people.17 The research participants also 

chose to network mostly with their family members in their offline, immediate social networks.18 

Sometimes, research participants felt compelled to add family members online, however, generally 

participants carefully managed their social media networks.19 Female participants felt more opposed to 

sharing their relationships online in order to keep relationships hidden from family members.20 This 

sense of control also dictated to a certain extent how information was shared online; private messaging 

was preferred over public posts to friends’ profiles in order to preserve their privacy.21 In terms of what 

people posted on Facebook, the most popular responses were as follows: Family news –  59.56%; 

Samoan cultural events – 41.67%; cultural opinions – 38.97%; only positive aspects of life – 37.25%; 

everyday activities – 37.01%; news about kids – 27.45%;  religion – 26.47%; emotions – 20.34%; and  

relationships –  11.52%.22  As indicated, people were less likely to discuss religion online, however, a 

later focus group discussed that White Sunday (Children’s Day church celebration) was a cultural event 

shared online by the majority of Samoans.23 Largely within this study, it is clear that social media for 

Samoans is a space where identity is constructed and constantly negotiated to appease offline 

relationships. 

Another study done in 2014 focused on secondary school students use of Facebook as a determinant 

of their readiness for e-learning in schools.24 This study had a total of 186 secondary school students 

(63 males, 123 females) from the capital of Nuku’alofa participate in a paper hard-copy survey.25 The 

majority of students checked their Facebook account more than their email.26 The three top categories 

of favourite uses of Facebook included chatting to other people online, commenting on posts and 

uploading photos.27 Depending on the availability of access to Facebook via their phone or their 

computer, these secondary school students would often use the search function to find family members 

online.28 Watching video content on Facebook and discussing things in private group discussions also 

stemmed from the two top categories of chatting to others and commenting on posts. The main 

conclusion of the study was that students’ online engagement with social media increased digital 

competency, as the schools that participants came from did not have access to the internet.29 It is clear 

that social media is an integral part of Pacific young people’s lives. It influences identity construction 

online, digital literacy and relationships formed and maintained online and offline.                 

 

17 Ibid., 66. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 67. 
20 Ibid., 74. 
21 Ibid., 82. 
22 Ibid., 132. 
23 Ibid., 76. 
24 H. T. Sopu, C. Yoshifumi and U. Tsuyoshi, “Use of Facebook by Secondary School Students at Nuku’alofa as 
an Indicator of E-Readiness for E-Learning in the Kingdom of Tonga,” International Review of Research in Open 
& Distance Learning 17, no. 4, (2016): 203–223. 
25 Ibid., 210. 
26 Ibid., 212. 
27 Ibid., 214. 
28 Ibid., 217. 
29 Ibid., 218. 
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In another study, Cresantia Koya-Vaka’uta analyses Pacific people’s use of social media as a means 

to nurture the vā.30 The vā can loosely be understood as sacred or relational space and it determines 

the way in which individuals and groups relate and communicate to one another and wider society.31 It 

is a life philosophy which points to all things being in harmony and respectful balance, and includes for 

example, the Feagaiga – Samoan sacred covenant between a brother and sister.32 The context in which 

the vā is cherished is continually changing and within social media, sometimes the clear boundaries 

and connections defined in real time and space are blurred in the digital space.33 Koya-Vaka’uta 

describes how over a four year period, her online “village” expanded rapidly from just immediate family 

to connecting with cousins she had never met in real life.34 The feagaiga  between brother and sister 

was clear throughout her entire life, where any discussions or entertainment that hinted at sexuality 

were forbidden.35 On social media, one must continually negotiate the vā  in the digital space, as often 

many users within the same family could be exposed to the same sexually fuelled jokes, advertisements 

and videos.36 Therefore, as Po’e argued in her Master’s research, nurturing the vā means to carefully 

manage online family connections with privacy settings and use of private messaging.37 The self-identity 

of young women is undoubtedly affected by social media use as it has a bearing on their real-time 

relationships.     

Although not a major feature of many Pacific people’s social media use, the sharing of religiosity on 

social media shapes the digital space and the digital space also impacts how users understand their 

own religious identity. The study of religion online ,where people have started to practice and share 

their religion in online discussion forums, began as early as the 1980s.38 Religious self-expression 

online has become more a part of religious identity and practice.39 There has also been a rise in different 

religious groups using social media for advertising as well as seeking to avoid moral dilemmas by 

developing religious framed alternatives to social media sites such as GodTube.com and Muslim 

versions of Facebook.40 The internet is in a sense the new Areopagus, a meeting place where ideas 

are given, reflected, argued and thought over with the people present.41 The internet and social media 

sites provide another space different to offline locations where identity can be formed.42 From a 

 

30 Cresantia Frances Koya-Vaka’uta, “The Digital Vā: Negotiating Socio-spatial Relations in Cyberspace, Place 
and Time,” in The Relational Self: Decolonising Personhood in the Pacific, eds., Upolu Lumā Vaai & Unaisi 
Nabobo-Baba (Suva, Fiji: The University of the South Pacific Press, 2017), 68.  
31 Ibid., 65.  
32 Ibid., 66. 
33 Ibid., 71.  
34 Ibid., 69.  
35 Ibid., 71.  
36 Ibid. 
37 Po’e, 67.  
38 Heidi Campbell, “Introduction: The Rise of the study of digital religion,” in Digital Religion: Understanding 
Religious Practice in New Media Worlds, ed. Heidi Campbell, (New York: Routledge, 2012), 5.  
39 Ibid., 10. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Emmanuel-Lugard Nduka, and John McGuire, “The Effective Use of New Media in Disseminating Evangelical 
Messages Among Catholic College Students,” Journal of Media and Religion 16, No. 3 (2017): 94. 
42 Lynn M. Baab, “Toward a Theology of the Internet: Place, Relationship and Sin,” in Digitial Religion, Social 
Media and Culture: perspectives, Practices and Futures, eds., Pauline Hope Cheong, Peter Fischser-Neilsen, 
Stefan Gelfgren and Charles Ess (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2012), 280. 
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Christian perspective, being created in the image of God is the basis of this personal identity, and social 

media is understood as the means to further nurture relationships with others.43 

Theological conversations, both academic and informal, do occur on social media.44 Users of social 

media are able to ‘curate’ their online profiles and re-imagine themselves and the way they relate to 

others.45 Knabb and Pelletier’s study of 187 undergraduate students at an American Christian university 

found that insecure attachment to God correlated with higher levels of depression, anxiety and stress.46 

Social media is thus a space where young people can express frustrations in life and turn to these social 

networks for relief from stress rather than seeing themselves as worthy of God’s love and care for their 

lives and engaging in prayer to God.47 This may be because social media may be like an extended 

family where youth feel as though they can participate in positive relationships with their online friends, 

instead of with their family and God.48  

Similarly, social media has been studied as negatively impacting self-esteem by exacerbating stress 

levels in a person’s life. As Wood et al.’s study demonstrates, repetitive, frequent use of Facebook and 

other social media sites can cause a person to become addicted to logging into social media and they 

may become distressed if they are  unable to access these sites.49 Individuals who frequently log into 

social media who experience distress in this way are generally also unable to reduce social media 

use.50 Passive social media use, where one does not post or react to anything online but simply 

observes, can lead to a decline in mental wellbeing over time.51 As a background to their research, 

Wood et. al. discuss that religious beliefs and practices firmly embedded into an individual’s identity 

were associated with lower rates of depression, in particular, and a higher quality of life.52 Their study 

of 209 mid-Western American students suggests that for these students, social media was correlated 

with higher levels of anxiety and stress as well as contributing to depression.53 However, results 

suggested that the stronger a person’s spiritual wellbeing was, the more spirituality could combat the 

negative impacts of social media use.54 The variety of results from this study suggested that while social 

media might affect an individual’s capability to cope with stress, it does not appear to impact too strongly 

on young people’s sense of purpose in life.55 From these two studies, spirituality and religiosity online 

 

43 Ibid., 278. 
44 Esther McIntosh, “Belonging without Believing: Church as Community in an Age of Digital Media,” International 
Journal of Public Theology 9, no. 2 (2015): 134.  
45 Karen Marie Yust, “Digital power: exploring the effects of social media on children’s spirituality,” International 
Journal of Children’s Spirituality 19, no. 2 (2014): 139.  
46 Joshua J. Knabb and Jospeh Pelletier, “The relationship between problematic Internet use, God attachment 
and psychological functioning among adults at a Christian university,” Mental Health, Religion & Culture 17, no. 3 
(2016): 240.  
47 Ibid., 246. 
48 Neal Krause, “Feelings of belonging in a congregation: a social psychological assessment,” Mental Health, 
Religion and Culture 19, no. 2 (2016): 165.  
49 Meghan Wood, Hayden Center and Stacy C. Parentau, “Social media addiction and psychological adjustment: 
religiosity and spirituality in the age of social media,” Mental Health, Religion & Culture 19, no. 9 (2016): 973. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid., 974. 
53 Ibid., 979. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
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appears to have both a negative and positive influence on social media use and on how individuals 

understand themselves in relation to their faith. It is evident that social media is a space where moral 

and social evaluations are made, whereas these may have previously been negotiated in an exclusively 

religious setting.56 

An older study of American college students in 2011 analysed MySpace users in the period of 2007-

2008 (before Facebook became dominant), alongside Facebook users at the time.57 This study 

concentrated on the level of religiosity shared on students’ personal online profiles and found that 

students agreed that being religious could be beneficial, but that they would not want to appear “too 

religious” online.58 In online spaces, individuals had to negotiate their religious identity with the different 

friendship networks with which they were engaged as they believed wider social norms looked down 

on being overly religious in a public arena.59 Another finding of the study was that different religious 

groups used social media in a variety of ways. For example, Evangelical Protestants might be more 

motivated to share their beliefs online as they recognise witnessing Christian faith as an important 

practice.60 Other similar studies have indicated that religious self-identification online was closely 

connected to self-monitoring.61 Religious disclosure on social media is largely based on how important 

a person believes sharing religious identity to be, and these participants indicated that they would 

generally have a positive view of organised religion if they did share their religious identity online.62 The 

impact of living in a predominantly secular culture and society highlights that the unplanned and 

spontaneous public sharing of religious beliefs is often rare.63 This is consistent with Po’e’s findings of 

Samoan Facebook users, described earlier in the chapter, where religion is not frequently shared in 

comparison to other aspects of identity. 

The availability of Christian and Catholic-Christian content on social media also impacts an individual’s 

faith development and how an individual might see themselves positioned in their faith and religious 

community. Nduka and McGuire’s study of 15 Catholic American university students aged 20-24 years 

old discussed their use of social media.64 The basis of the study incorporated the Uses and Gratification 

theory, which focuses on what people do with media rather than what media does to people, to 

understand the relationship between the producer of a message and the receiving audience.65 The 

students described feeling inspired, happy, focused and closer to God when they viewed or listened to 

religious content on social media.66 A particular aspect the students highlighted was music. Although 

 

56 Bruce G. Charlton, Addicted to Distraction: Psychological consequences of the modern Mass Media 
(Oxfordshire: The University of Buckingham Press, 2014), 107. 
57 Lisa Pearce and Piotr Bobkowski, “Baring Their Souls in Online Profiles or Not? Religious Self-Disclosure in 
Social Media,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 50, no. 4, (2011):744–762.  
58 Ibid., 744. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid, 747. 
61 Theresa Davidson and Lee K. Farquhar, “Correlates of social anxiety, religion and Facebook,” Journal of 
Media and Religion 13, no. 4 (2014): 219. 
62 Pearce and Bobkowski, 758. 
63 Ibid., 747. 
64 Nduka, 96.  
65 Ibid., 95., Annie Dayani Ahad, and Muhammad Anshari. "Smartphone Habits Among Youth: Uses and 
Gratification Theory," International Journal of Cyber Behavior, Psychology and Learning (IJCBPL) 7 (2017): 66. 
66 Ibid., 97. 
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students might not be able to physically go to a church and pray, these students felt like they could 

connect with and be affected by the Holy Spirit by listening to Christian music on social media.67 This 

genre of music contrasted sharply with the “sometimes vulgar messages in secular music”.68 The 15 

students commented that in general, they could not find engaging Catholic content on social media.69 

Protestant websites and social media pages were more interesting to the research participants as they 

were more geared towards young people.70 An issue that students reflected on was the credibility of 

sources; with the plethora of information on the internet being shared through social media, the 

multitude of information makes it difficult for the students to sift through and find reliable Catholic-

Christian sources.71 Lastly, the research found that the participants strongly desired for the church to 

be more readily available to followers online, given that they were comfortable in sharing their religiosity 

online, for example, in sharing prayer requests online.72 Thus, whilst it is clear there is Christian content 

on social media, this study suggests that the vast amount of information makes it difficult for Catholic-

Christian young people to find credible and quality resources that help develop their faith in some way. 

Social media has an impact on how images of God are formed and how one might think about God. It 

is another strand woven into the intersecting parts of a young, Catholic and Pacific woman’s identity in 

today’s world.     

5.2 Religion, Spirituality and Pacific Mental Wellbeing 

From a Pacific perspective, researching images of God provides a significant pathway into discussion 

around mental health and wellbeing; another strand to one’s intersecting identity. Positive mental 

wellbeing in a Pacific context is linked with being connected to, loved and supported by family.73 A 

young person’s positive, engaging and nurturing relationship with their family is crucial for achieving 

balance in their mental health.74 Within the New Zealand context, some young Pacific peoples navigate 

between the western world and their traditional Pacific worlds, attempting to fit in with the dominant 

western worldview and their parents’ traditional expectations.75 This may have different implications for 

multi-ethnic Pacific women living in New Zealand who navigate between multiple identities. Given these 

close ties and the importance of family relationships, strategies for positive mental wellbeing and suicide 

prevention must include the family.76 I have chosen this particular group as my focus, as the complex 

layers of intersecting identities that a young, multi-ethnic Pacific Christian woman has provides a 

 

67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid., 99. 
70 Ibid., 100. 
71 Ibid., 99. 
72 Ibid., 101. 
73 Eliza Tohoa Puna, “New Zealand born Cook Islands youth attitude towards positive mental wellbeing and 
suicide prevention,” (Master’s Thesis, The University of Auckland, 2013), 40. 
74 Ministry of Health, Taeao o Tautai: Pacific Public Health Workforce Development Plan 2012-2017, Ministry of 
Health & LeVa (Wellington: Ministry of Health, 2013), 5.  
75 Jemaima Tiatia-Seath, Suicide Prevention for Tongan Youth in New Zealand: Report to the Health Research 
Council of New Zealand and Ministry of Health for the Pacific Partnership Programme, (Auckland: University of 
Auckland, 2015), 30.  
76 Jemaima Tiatia-Seath, “Pacific peoples, mental health service engagement and suicide prevention in Aotearoa 
New Zealand,” Ethnicity and Inequalities in Health and Social Care 7, no. 3 (2014): 118.  



81 
 

beneficial contribution to theoretical frameworks and practice in which theology can contribute to mental 

health services.   

As well as having an in-depth theological and biblical understanding of how images of God can impact 

mental wellbeing, it is also important to understand how Pacific peoples in New Zealand generally view 

mental wellbeing. The 2013 New Zealand census found that 7.4 per cent of the New Zealand population 

identified with one or more Pacific ethnic groups compared with 6.9 per cent in 2006.77 Of those born 

in New Zealand rather than in the Pacific, the median age is 13 years old and across the whole Pacific 

population, the median age is 21 years compared to 36 years for the total New Zealand population.78 

The Pacific population in New Zealand is far from homogenous, with many ethnicities represented 

including Samoans, Tongans, Fijians, Tuvaluans, Tahitians, I-Kiribati, Niueans, Cook Islanders and 

Tokelauans plus many more smaller groups.79 Compared to the wider population in New Zealand, 

suicide deaths among Pacific peoples occur at a lower rate overall.80 However, in terms of suicide 

ideation, plans and attempts, Pacific peoples overall have higher rates compared to the rest of the 

population.81 Thus, it is evident especially for those who identify with one or more Pacific ethnicities that 

mental wellbeing is of pressing importance. As mentioned earlier, Pacific peoples see each individual 

holistically, meaning that each person is considered whole and complete when they have connections 

with God, the environment, family and cultural traditions.82 This outlook on life can be understood in 

terms of intersectionality, in that a person is considered to have many intersecting layers to their identity. 

Consequently, it is necessary to consider this complexity when studying the factors that may impact a 

multi-ethnic woman’s perceptions of God and its relation to her mental wellbeing.    

These perceptions of God which young multi-ethnic Pacific women hold are a part of their spirituality. It 

can be argued that spirituality is separate from religion.83 However in the context of the Roman Catholic 

denomination, it is impossible to do this, as the theology, rituals, symbols and traditions are considered 

part of the expression of spirituality, rather than simply guidelines by which to abide. Religion for New 

Zealand Catholics is not a private affair or only a relationship between God and an individual, but rather 

involves living and expressing Catholic spirituality within and outside of physical church walls.84  This 

will be expanded on later, yet is good to keep in mind when examining studies done of Pacific people’s 

spiritualities drawn from all different Christian denominations and indigenous beliefs. In a study of 

suicidal behaviours among Samoan young people, three Samoan youth who had attempted suicide 

 

77 Statistics New Zealand, “2013 Census QuickStats about culture and identity: Pacific peoples ethnic group,” 
accessed on November 14, 2016, http://www.stats.govt.nz/census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-
reports/quickstats-culture-identity/pacific-peoples.aspx.  
78 Jemaima Tiatia-Seath, “Pacific peoples, mental health service engagement”,113.  
79 Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs & Statistics New Zealand, Demographics of New Zealand’s Pacific population 
(Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs & Statistics New Zealand: Wellington, 2010), 11.  
80 Tiatia-Seath, “Pacific peoples, mental health service engagement”, 111. 
81 Ibid.; MA Oakley Browne, et. al. Te Rau Hinengaro: The New Zealand Mental Health Survey. 
82 Tohoa Puna, 40.  
83 Laura J. Praglin, “Spirituality, Religion, and Social Work,” Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: 
Social Thought 23, no. 4 (2004): 69.  
84 Michael Fitzsimons, “’The Kind of fire who does not cease to burn’ A personal reflection on Catholic spirituality 
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were asked if and how spirituality had helped them to choose life.85 The study found that there are 

various positive and negative effects that spirituality and religion can cause in a young Pacific person’s 

life. Religion and spirituality were considered a damaging influence if they were understood to be “fire 

and brimstone-like” – focused on warnings and the threat of punishment.86 There was also a negative 

impact if the individual chose to move away from religion and spirituality, because they felt that they lost 

God’s support; their withdrawal from religious and spiritual life could also isolate them from their family, 

given that culture and religion are so thoroughly intertwined.87 If a Pacific individual continued to remain 

in a state of disconnection from the spiritual aspect of their identity, this could damage their self-

esteem.88 In this study, then, spirituality proved a successful buffer against stress and built optimism 

within each person.89 The former Samoan Head of State Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taisi Efi sums the 

importance of spirituality within this worldview in a keynote speech regarding mental health, where he 

uses the example of traditional growing, harvesting and cooking of breadfruit:90  

“What does all this mean for mental health? Our traditional faasamoa (Samoan way-culture) 

emphasised the importance of knowing one's environment, of taking time to prepare well, of fully 

utilising our God-given talents and strengths, of acknowledging the source of our providence, 

and of taking collective responsibility for caring for the wellbeing of all in the village, the 

community, and aiga (family). Knowing the significance of the breadfruit is to know the 

significance of all this.”91 

Although referring directly to the Samoan context, this analogy is relevant to all Pacific cultures as it 

speaks of drawing on the environment, the wider community and a collective responsibility for wellbeing 

- each integral to Pacific people’s sense of identity. 

5.3 Multi-Ethnic Pacific Individuals 

For people who identify with multiple ethnic backgrounds, understanding their place in the world and 

their mental wellbeing can be even more complex. There is limited research in the area of multi-ethnic 

individuals and mental wellbeing; however a significant study carried out by Sam Manuela and Chris 

Sibley encompassed 586 individuals in New Zealand who identified as Pacific.92 Out of these, 89 had 
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multiple Pacific ethnicities and 118 had a Pacific ethnicity and a non-Pacific ethnicity.93 From the 

findings of this study, those who had a Pacific and non-Pacific ethnic makeup had lower self-esteem 

than those who had only one or multiple Pacific ethnicities.94 This study confirmed previous findings 

that multi-ethnic Pacific peoples face issues within their families which impact their mental wellbeing. 

Namely, these individuals faced different treatment from both sides of their family, disapproval of cultural 

practices by family relations from different ethnic backgrounds, feeling closer to their Pacific side due 

to greater contact, and feeling excluded due to lack of fluency in Pacific languages.95 When an individual 

has two (or more) very different ethnicities from minority and majority group ethnicities, and identifies 

with the majority group, tension can occur as the individual might internalise negative stereotypes 

relating to the minority.96 Statistically, being accepted by your own ethnic group/s and having pride in 

culture has better mental health outcomes.97 In terms of answering the aims of the research, 

understanding that multi-ethnic individuals straddle different cultural worlds and have different layers to 

their identity, such as religion, family and environment, helps frame the discussion around how images 

of God can impact an individual’s mental wellbeing through negative and positive life events as well as 

how family plays a part in the formation of images of God.     

A few international and Māori perspectives on the wellbeing of those who identify with multiple 

ethnicities also indicate that Manuela and Sibley’s results above are consistent in non-Pacific contexts. 

An American study of 3283 students from three different high schools in a southwest southern city 

focused on students with a mix of ethnicities including African-American, White, Asian and Latino.98 

Multi-ethnic adolescents had significantly lower self-esteem than students with only one ethnicity. 

However, the study also found higher levels of feeling a sense of ethnic identity than their fellow white 

peers.99 While the multi-ethnic students might feel and explore ethnic identity more so than their white 

peers, multi-ethnic students experienced greater confusion with ethnic identity and felt inconsistently 

positive or negative towards their different cultural backgrounds.100 The same results were also found 

with Arab-European children and teenagers in families living in Israel.101 Another international study of 

Venezuelan-Chinese high school students provides interesting results in terms of understanding multi-

ethnic identity through physical appearance.102 Students may often return to China to engage with their 

‘Chinese-ness’, and look physically similar to monoethnic Chinese students especially as they chose to 

 

93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid., 325. 
95 Ibid., 322. 
96 Ibid., 323.  
97 Karlo Mila-Schaaf, “Not another New Zealand-born identity crisis: Well-being and the politics of belonging,” in 
Pacific Identities and Well-being: Cross Cultural Perspectives, eds., Margaret Agee, Tracey McIntosh, Phillip 
Culbertson and Cabrini ‘Ofa Makasiale (Wellington: Otago University Press, 2013), 51. 
98 Jeana R Bracey, Mayra Y. Bamaca, and Adriana J. Umana-Taylor, “Examining Ethnic Identity and Self-Esteem 
Among Biracial and Monoracial Adolescents,” Journal of Youth and Adolescence 33, no. 2, (April 2004): 126. 
99 Ibid., 129. 
100 Ibid., 130. 
101 Hisham Motkal Abu-Rayya, “Ethnic self-identification and psychological well-being among adolescents with 
European mothers and Arab fathers in Israel,” International Journal of Intercultural Relations 30 (2006): 546. 
102 Sara Sterlinga and Ching Lin Pangb, “Managing multi-mobility and multi-layered identity in China: how ethnic 
Chinese-Venezuelan returnees cope with Chinese language, culture and identity,” Asian Ethnicity 14, no. 4, 
(2013): 511-524. 



84 
 

dress in line with Chinese popular culture much of the time.103 Yet for other students, outside of school 

hours and time out of school uniform provides an opportunity to express their Venezuelan identity 

through more tight-fitting clothes for females and in the reggaton/hip-hop style for males.104 For the 

female students, the Venezuelan and Chinese cultural norms for expressing femininity clash, which can 

be confusing. In Venezuela, to be feminine is often associated with being confident in one’s body and 

thus not being afraid to show off one’s body in more revealing clothes.105 Chinese understandings of 

femininity, meanwhile, are more characteristic of dressing “proper” with less revealing and tight-fitting 

clothes.106 The juxtaposing ideals of femininity and intersecting ethnicities can therefore create a difficult 

space for mental wellbeing to thrive. 

Differing understandings of femininity and complex cultural identities are also evident in one particular 

Māori case study. Tess Moeke-Maxwell describes her mixed ‘hybrid’ identity with Pākehā and Māori 

heritage in New Zealand.107 She writes of physically appearing more Pākehā than Māori, but at the 

same time she was influenced greatly by her mother’s Māori genealogy and tikanga.108 There are 

various ways individuals who are both Māori and Pākehā express their cultures; Moeoke-Maxwell 

argues that there is a sense of being a living contradiction, being both indigenous and a variant of 

Pākehā culture.109 She also argues that while Māori men can compete and work with Pākehā men in 

different spaces of society, Māori women symbolically embody traditional Māori culture and this socially 

constructed view of women itself is sometimes seen as unchanging.110 Women who are in this cultural 

dichotomy are always at risk of being thought of as not completely fitting into group norms and are 

therefore treated negatively.111 However, having multiple ethnicities can also have positive effects, 

particularly using social and cultural capital to move between both worlds. For example in applying for 

a job, a woman who is both Māori and Pākehā can use her cultural knowledge and beliefs as well as 

her Western education, and so might be more successful as she passes between two worlds.112 

Understanding that these individuals reside in their own space, without neatly fitting into cultural norms 

can result in a strong sense of resilience, despite cultural clashes they may encounter in their lives.113  

Cross-cultural psychologist Colleen Ward also writes about mixed cultural heritage individuals of Māori 

and Pākehā descent, arguing that they show a “pragmatically blended constellation of values, attitudes 

and self-perceptions.”114 Ward surveyed 447 New Zealand youth aged between 12-18 years old: 247 

Pākehā, 96 Māori and 104 dual heritage (Māori and Pākehā) students.115 Of these students, Māori 
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associated themselves with a stronger national and ethnic identity than Pākehā students, yet the multi-

ethnic students also indicated a similar level of ethnic exploration but did not associate clearly with one 

ethnic identity.116 In terms of familial relations, Māori conveyed that more importance should be given 

to parents’ authority and rights over a child’s.117 Conversely, those with dual heritage associated 

children as having a certain level of authority and rights more than Māori students, but still recognised 

parental authority over children more than Pākehā students.118 Lastly, with regard to self-esteem in 

relation to self-perception, Pākehā students overall had higher self-esteem while dual-ethnic individuals 

did not have a largely different level of self-esteem from the mono-ethnic students.119 From both Moeke-

Maxwell’s and Ward’s studies, the conclusion can be drawn that being multi-ethnic can have benefits 

and disadvantages which can depend on the immediate support network the individual has within the 

family and wider friendship circles. The clashes within a person’s intersecting cultural identit ies can be 

unified in a way that allows individuals to feel confident enough to navigate the different worlds they 

step into.  

Emily Keddell, social worker and lecturer in the discipline, discusses Samoan and Palagi adolescents’ 

experience of having multiple ethnicities.120 Keddell explores the idea of legitimacy required from 

Samoan culture as part of the post-colonial notion of authenticity.121 She interviewed four Samoan-

Palagi individuals born in the 1970s and 1980s who each spoke of feeling as though they had to be 

authentically Samoan for their family, yet could not be fully Samoan nor fully Palagi in identity.122  

Although this was a small study, Keddell argues that her participants illustrated in their lives the concept 

that cultural identity is created, it is a process of becoming, as they “improvised the culture in their daily 

lives”.123 Sociologist and poet Karlo Mila-Schaaf also comments on the same issue, but focuses more 

specifically on being New Zealand born and of mixed Pacific heritage.124 Mila-Schaaf  also refers to not 

speaking a Pacific language fluently as an indicator that you would not often be perceived as a “real” 

Pacific Islander.125 Acceptance within Pacific spaces is not always gained easily for those with multiple 

ethnicities; the question is often asked “which ethnic identity do you associate more with?” which is 

already loaded as seeking a singular answer.126 Mila-Schaaf’s research and the above case studies 

analysed in this chapter emphasise that having an intersectional outlook on personal identity is more 

conducive to positive mental wellbeing. Possessing multiple ethnicities can impact how one creates and 

understands images of God as cultural identity is an important strand in the interwoven strands of an 

understanding of self.    
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What it means to be a young Pacific woman is another strand interwoven with having a multi-ethnic 

background. Tongan linguist Melenaite Taumoefolau argues that Tongan women are moulded and 

shaped by their language and culture.127 In a traditional Tongan family, the father is the decision-maker 

in the family and the young members of the family would not be expected to join in with the 

conversations between adults.128 The relationship between a brother and sister is framed around 

faka’apa’apa (respect) and tapu (prohibition), similar to the brother-sister relationship and feagaiga 

described by Koya-Vaka’uta.129 Young women would grow up observing their mothers as molumalu – 

acting with dignity and calmness. Melani Anae comments that in indigenous Samoan society, the virtues 

of Samoan women are viewed as “special and different but complimentary to those of men.”130 The 

ideal of the Samoan womanhood in both pre-colonial and post-colonial Samoa is seen as virginal, 

motherly and one who carried the reputation of the family and the ability to carry life.131 Even today, 

women who do not keep this virginal status before marriage can often be disowned by family or even 

become pregnant on purpose to bring shame on their family’s name.132 Having multi-ethnic identity, as 

well as being a woman, therefore has many layers of meaning which inform how a woman sees herself 

and, as I discuss in Chapters 6-9, who she thinks God is.    

5.4 Catholicism and Images of God 

In this section, I consider the Roman Catholic context and background of my focus group participants, 

the final strand of their woven identity. This religious tradition is rich in symbols and rituals and has a 

mix of vocal, meditative and contemplative or silent worship. The Second Vatican Council in 1962-1965 

(Vatican II) created significant change and reform within the Roman Catholic Church.133 This particular 

age group of 17-24 year olds generally have no experience of Pre-Vatican II Catholicism and the cultural 

divisions Vatican II caused between conservative Catholics and more liberal, progressive Catholics.134 

There are a few key aspects which characterize the Catholic Church today. Overall, Catholicism ties 

together two strands: tradition and scripture.135 Tradition is comprised of rituals, symbols and the 

teaching of the church. Scripture refers to the Bible. Living as a Roman Catholic means being connected 

with the stories from scripture which reveal who God is, the history and story of Christianity, the stories 

of past members of the Christian community as well as its symbols and rituals.136 In the contemporary 

Roman Catholic Church, the image of God is largely a forgiving, merciful and loving God who desires 

to have intimate relationships with humanity; this is different to the image of an often judgmental and 
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harsh God previously experienced before Vatican II.137 Post-Vatican II, there has been a renewed 

emphasis that the image of God is within each person and each person is given individual gifts which 

are to be shared with others through their vocation in life.138 Love is seen as the ultimate expression 

and proof that God exists; loving others through a lens of social justice is therefore to be the foundation 

of every vocation.139 Furthermore, God gives each person free will but has a plan for each person, and 

faith in this broad plan is more important than how it specifically happens.140 In order to have faith, 

cultivating and maintaining a relationship with God is considered important in good and difficult times; 

this is also aided by practically putting faith into action within social justice issues.141 Within the Roman 

Catholic tradition, it is the human story, past and present, and the story of how God interacts with 

humanity which forms the basis of belief systems. Each person in this study will have a different 

experience of Roman Catholicism. The study aims to give an outline of how young multi-ethnic Pacific 

women might place themselves in their local church community, in the wider church and in society. 

These are likely to impact their perception of God.   

There are different forms of Catholicism between Western and non-Western countries, as well as within 

various cultures. Theologian Gary Riebe-Estrella argues that there is a collision between Latino 

Catholicism and North American Catholicism.142 Riebe-Estrella explains that many North American 

priests anguish over Latino Catholics having great devotion to Marian feast days, praying the rosary, 

saints and statue processions rather than on the Eucharist, which is seen as “the source and summit” 

of the Catholic faith.143 However, he also disputes the idea that the Western form of Catholicism is the 

only valid form of Catholicism.144 As the Catholic Church continues to exist in different generations, 

there is a deeper realisation that the church is increasingly multi-cultural and therefore it is not beneficial 

to streamline the numerous expressions of spirituality and faith.145 Many Latino youth born in North 

America have assimilated their culture there, but still worship God in a Latino style.146 Some do not like 

the traditional Spanish style of worship as it reminded them of their parents’ conservative strict 

Catholicism, yet at the same time they could not fully understand the English Mass.147 Latino forms of 

Catholicism show similarities to Catholics in the Asia-Pacific region. Some general and common 

characteristics of Catholicism in North America are that there is a focus on the institution and the 

hierarchy of the church.148 In Western dominated parishes, many Latino Catholics are highly educated 
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but they often do not take an active role in voicing their opinion.149 There are more religious vocations 

and an emphasis on popular Marian devotions, the feasts and festivals of the church calendar, as well 

as a theology of the cross.150 Just as other multi-cultural Catholics around the world make Catholicism 

their own, Pacific Catholics “hybridise” Christianity to their own ends.151    

In her Doctoral Thesis critiquing sexual pedagogies for young women in Catholic ethics, Karen Ross 

discusses gender and sexual norms from interviews of eight Catholic heterosexual women aged 18-25 

years old.152 The young women of various ethnic backgrounds gave a range of answers on what it 

means to be a young Catholic woman. Some spoke of the limited leadership roles within the Church 

hierarchy as women are not allowed to be ordained priests and they felt the two roles for women were 

either bring a nun or a mother.153 However, women normally take up the majority of paid and volunteer 

roles within a Catholic parish, but they are often not in institutional decision-making positions.154 The 

interview participants also commented on feeling as though there were two ways sexuality and gender 

could be played out: either remaining pure and virginal until marriage, or being impure and sexually 

active – there was no in-between.155 Dressing modestly was also a part of being a “good Catholic girl”, 

where one participant described taking note of what her family and others would say of other girls who 

were deemed as not dressing appropriately.156 These messages about sexuality and modesty were not 

as strictly enforced with males.157 Ross discusses the influential role of Mary, the Mother of Jesus, as 

a model of what it means to be a woman within Christianity.158 The paradox of being both a virgin and 

mother can be confusing for women as she is a model of both purity and holiness as well as being an 

unattainable sexual identity for all women.159 In Church teaching, and in recent Church history, Pope 

John Paul II emphasised an unchanging foundation of womanhood, where women are understood to 

be naturally the helpers and nurturers complimenting a universal male nature of being protectors.160 

Male and female were created equally in the image of God and complement each other when they are 

in union.161 Yet there are contrasting views from within the Church on what it means to be a woman, as 

described above. Ross’s participants’ interview comments are also relevant in light of the strong Marian 

devotions in indigenous cultures, as well as the complex issues around being multi-ethnic and what 

Anae and Taumoefolau describe as the meaning embedded in being a young Pacific woman.        

While young women have various opinions on womanhood, another topic of complex discussion is 

around sexuality and the LGBTQI+ community. Pope Francis’ 2018 Post-Synod reflection Christus Vivit 
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on “Young people, faith and vocational discernment” considered the issues young people of the world 

raised.162 Some of the key matters raised, pertinent to this research, were inter-generational 

communication, the role of parents in overall wellbeing and faith development, sexuality. In this 

Exhortation document, Francis stated that young Catholics explicitly want to “discuss questions 

concerning the difference between male and female identity, reciprocity between men and women and 

homosexuality”.163 At the time of Synod in 2018, there was much debate over the use of the term 

“homosexual” versus “LGBTQI+”, “gay” and “lesbian”.164 The debates over the importance of these 

terms were framed by conservative Catholics as being more of a pressing issue for the Western church 

as opposed to, for example, the expanding African church.165 Young people in the Synod sought to 

discuss with the Bishops how the Synod could acknowledge that gay couples can form a family whilst 

not challenging the Church’s teaching on marriage and LGBTQI+ individuals.166  Instead of entering this 

debate specifically, Francis affirmed the importance of heterosexual marriage and grandparents in 

family life, and spent much of the Exhortation reflecting on scripture with the theme that God loves all 

people of all backgrounds and denounces violence of all forms, including within the Church. 

The issue of sexuality for young people in a Catholic faith context is a continually challenging one. At 

this point in the chapter, it is useful to outline what the Church says concerning LGBTQI+ individuals. 

The Catholic Church currently teaches: “Basing itself on Sacred Scripture, tradition has always declared 

that homosexual acts are intrinsically disordered. They close the sexual act to the gift of life ... They 

must be accepted with respect, compassion, and sensitivity. Every sign of unjust discrimination in their 

regard should be avoided … Homosexual persons are called to chastity”.167 As mentioned earlier, the 

receiving the Eucharist during a Mass is a focal point of Catholicism. Any Catholic who is not living in a 

“state of grace”, that is, not having turned away from anything considered sinful, should not receive the 

Eucharist. This therefore includes sexual relationships outside of Catholic marriage between a man and 

a woman. Fr. James Martin, an American Jesuit priest who has been engaged in pastoral care for 

LGBTQI+ Catholics for several years, argues in his book, Building a Bridge, that parishes, Catholic 

institutions and families should at the very least be consistent in their treatment of those considered to 

be “sinners”; what about those who are less ostracised compared to LGBTQI+ people – such as women 

who bear children out of wedlock, those living together before marriage, those who practice birth control 

or who have had a divorce?168 Martin also states that the Church’s phrase “intrinsically disordered” is 
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unnecessarily harmful, as even if a person’s love for another is chaste and they can receive the 

Eucharist, that love is still officially termed as “intrinsically disordered”.169 Critically reflecting on Martin’s 

work, the questions of young Catholics in the 2018 Synod and Pope Francis’ Christus Vivit, it is clear 

that this is an issue young Catholics grapple with in discovering who God is for themselves and how 

this might impact others.         

As young Catholic women navigate issues of womanhood and sexuality, their faith is also influenced 

by the visual representations of God, saints and Catholicism. It is important to acknowledge that 

Catholics are exposed in their parishes to different forms of art depicting the divine, which alongside a 

theology of the Trinity impacts how young women might perceive God. Catholic art has changed and 

influenced believers over time and indicate where different cultures have hybridised images of God to 

their own contexts. In the first two centuries of Christianity, the underground church managed without 

images aside from the common ichthys fish symbol, with the letters of this Greek term for fish 

representing “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour”.170 After the Christian religion was officially recognised 

in the Edict of Milan (313 CE), Christian art begin to flourish.171 Icons were popular in the early Church 

as they were another means of teaching the Christian faith; they were for Orthodox Christians “windows 

into heaven”, as their purpose was not that saints were to be worshipped, but that they were a guide to 

meditative prayer.172 This was reaffirmed in 787 CE at an ecumenical council of Nicaea.173 The 19th 

Century saw romanticised images of God and the saints, consistent with the popular piety of the time, 

with a resurgence in Marian and saintly devotions.174 It is rare for a Catholic to walk into a church today 

without seeing images of what is understood as the “communion of saints”; physical reminders of holy 

men and women in heaven are still connected with human beings here on earth.175 There is likely to be 

a crucifix of some kind in prominent view, and sometimes stained glass windows and paintings.176 Many 

Catholic family homes may also have small shrines dedicated to Mary and the saints; Catholics may 

wear religious necklaces with saint’s images on medallions, or have rosary beads hanging in their car 

and a St. Christopher medallion on their car keychain.177 These physical, visual reminders of faith 

accentuate the individual’s desire to decide who God is in their own lives, including young Pacific 

women and I will be discussing the significance of these visual symbols of the divine for my participants 

in Chapters 6-9. 

Considering all these different strands: religion on social media, social media use, Pacific 

understandings of wellbeing and the wellbeing of multi-ethnic Pacific individuals, as well as images of 

God in Catholicism, a picture can start to be formed of how images of God are created. As Mary Lynne 

Mack  notes, “What we believe to be sacred, and what we identify as acceptable for prayer, ritual, myth, 
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sacred story, and ultimately ideas about God and divinity, are transmitted through religion.”178 In today’s 

society, Catholicism for young women can be expressed and understood through each of these 

intersecting features of identity. Having these compounded aspects of identity means that young women 

must continuously seek to find what it means to live in the image of God. Each individual has a different 

experience of Catholicism and how they see themselves as part of their community, the Church and 

wider society. After completing this section of the second step of the Praxis Model, the research now 

shifts attention to the findings from the focus group interviews, where I explore my participants’ images 

of God in light of how these images appear in scripture and tradition, and how the women’s intersecting 

identities shape their understandings of who God is.   

 

 

 

  

 

178 Mary Lynne Mack, “The Relationships between Images of God, Self-Esteem, and Spiritual Well-Being: A 
Study of Roman Catholic Women,” (PhD Thesis, Boston University, 2003). 
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Chapter 6 Family and Cultural Background Analysis 

Thus far, the previous chapters have spanned Old Testament and New Testament images of God, as 

well as looking at the Trinity in Christian tradition, Catholicism, social media and mental wellbeing. This 

chapter focuses on the family and cultural background of the 64 women interviewed, and part of the 

second step in the Praxis Model, before commitments to practical action are developed. The four 

sections of this chapter describe and analyse the women’s positive and negative experiences of being 

multi-ethnic, the importance of cultural identity to them, gender roles within their culture, and how these 

affected some of the women’s images of God. The main themes of the positive experiences of their 

multi-ethnic background included having multiple cultural perspectives for how to see the world and 

learning about their cultures. However, participants also felt isolated from their communities due to their 

disagreeing with certain practices, not being able to speak the language, and not completely fitting into 

each of the cultures they were descended from. The women also shared various perspectives about 

why and to what extent cultural identity is important to their lives. They discussed their understanding 

of the gendered roles they had to play, whether these clashed with what they personally believed, and 

positive or negative opinions about these roles. Predominantly, the women stated that their families’ 

influence on their lives has been and remains strong, regardless of whether they still live at home. 

Understanding where the participants locate themselves within their family and cultural communities is 

key to grasping how images of God impact their mental wellbeing within the framework of 

intersectionality. Culture and family background significantly affect how these women view the world 

alongside their religious beliefs, which shapes their view of the world and their lifestyles. It is difficult for 

some Pacific individuals to separate the intersection of one’s cultural and family background from 

religious or spiritual belief and mental wellbeing; the participants’ images of God are thus shown to be 

affected by family and cultural backgrounds.     

The ethnic makeup of the 64 participants was varied within the “multi-ethnic, Pacific” specification 

required of participants. As previously stated, the women who participated identified themselves as 

multi-ethnic, even if they only biologically had one ethnicity. There were 19 women of mixed Pacific 

descent where they had two or more Pacific ethnicities, eight women who had one or more Pacific 

ethnicities along with a non-Pacific ethnicity, 32 women who had one Pacific ethnicity but were born in 

New Zealand and considered themselves multi-ethnic, and five women who had one Pacific Island 

ethnicity, were born overseas but were predominantly raised in New Zealand (see Table 2 below).  

Table 2: Breakdown of Focus Group Participants Ethnicities 

Ethnicity Number of Participants 

Mixed Pacific 19 

Mixed Pacific & Non-Pacific 8 

NZ Born, 1 Ethnicity 32 

NZ Raised, 1 Ethnicity 5 

Total 64 
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Each of the focus group participants names have been changed to pseudonyms for confidentiality. The 

analysis in Chapters 6-9 was completed by reading each of the focus group interview transcripts in full 

and extracting common themes around family and culture, religious background, use of social media 

and mental wellbeing. I primarily used NViVo to code different themes which arose and compare 

answers from different focus group participants.1 After coding different themes, I was able to find 

patterns and connections between the women’s biographical background and their images of God – 

both in the past and at the time of the focus group interview, as well as how this impacted their mental 

wellbeing. 

6.1 Positive experiences of being multi-ethnic  

To begin with, the 64 focus group participants were asked to share their positive experiences of being 

a multi-ethnic individual. The four main themes which arose from this question were: being able to see 

at least two different perspectives on life; belonging to wider community networks; and being proud of 

having different cultures and gaining knowledge about their cultural heritage.  

6.1.1 Different perspectives on life 

Twelve women commented on being able to see the world from two or more perspectives. One Samoan 

woman, who was born in New Zealand, raised in Australia and returned to New Zealand in her teenage 

years said: 

“When I first came here, I was so happy to see the haka, people were asking why I was crying 

but I could feel it in my soul. Like OH MY GOSH I’m Kiwi…I’m happy my parents moved me to 

NZ because I feel closer to my culture.” –  Ena, 22 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Ena also went on to describe attending a high school with a predominantly Pacific student roll which 

was quite different to being one of a few Pacific people during her Australian school experience. She  

spoke about how the mix of Māori culture, returning to New Zealand and being in close proximity to 

more Pacific peers made her feel as though it was possible to be proud of being a Pacific person, and 

to be able to connect with another culture. Although she identifies as full Samoan, feeling welcomed 

into another community spurred her into wanting to learn more about her Samoan culture. As Mila-

Schaaf argues, being accepted by one’s own ethnic group and having pride in one’s culture has 

statistically better mental health outcomes for Pacific peoples.2 For Ena, moving back to New Zealand 

during her teenage years was therefore crucial to her mental wellbeing. 

Two other women, one NZ-born Tongan and the other NZ-born Samoan, made similar comments to 

Ena: 

 

1 Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research (3rd ed.): Techniques and Procedures for 
Developing Grounded Theory, (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2008), doi: 
10.4135/9781452230153. 
2 Mila-Schaaf, “Not another New Zealand-identity crisis”, 51. 
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“I feel when I look at any other culture and compare it to European or Kiwi culture, I feel like 

we’re a lot more advantaged in terms of being able to see things from two different lenses. 

We’re able to see two different world views.”  – Elisapeta, 23 yrs, NZ born Tongan 

“You still have that Samoan part in you, but you can step back and compare the different 

cultures and see what is right or wrong to you, the different taboos and norms. You have those 

two to contrast within yourself.” – Tulua, 18 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

For both Elisapeta and Tulua, it is clear that they saw being multi-cultural as something that enabled 

them to look at any situation with the benefit of having an understanding of two different cultures. For 

example, New Zealand is a Western country which values independent learning and success whereas 

Pacific peoples will often view education as an opportunity to benefit the wider family unit. In this context 

I am defining “Western” as being highly influenced by European culture. A young multi-ethnic Pacific 

woman is able to see how choosing to pursue tertiary education can benefit her personally, but that it 

can also help her gain employment which has higher pay to support her family. This appreciation of 

multi-ethnicity was a more common response from the women who were NZ born, but having one 

Pacific ethnicity. Their sense of being a multi-ethnic woman was influenced by how they believed their 

culture could mean different things in various contexts. Some examples offered included expectations 

around how women living in a Western country should dress; these expectations differed from Pacific 

standards of dress, and the women felt as though they had to dress more modestly than some of their 

non-Pacific peers. As individuals, they did believe it was possible to make their own decisions on how 

to react to different situations in their everyday lives. This differs from what Taumoefolau says happens 

in a traditional Tongan family, where the young members of the family are expected to follow the lead 

of their father and not question anything.3 Living in the diaspora of New Zealand, and identifying as 

multi-ethnic, these women felt more able to make decisions based on the varied values and beliefs they 

held. They saw this as something positive.  

Another NZ born Samoan woman, Cecelia, also commented that  relatives visiting from overseas would 

often experience a culture shock and be happy seeing new things which she would often take for 

granted: 

“When we have family visit from Samoa, they get happiness out of the littlest things like taking 

them to Mission Bay and seeing the fountain change colour for free.” – Cecelia, 24 yrs, NZ born 

Samoan 

Cecelia also recognized that she had more opportunities than her parents when they had first migrated 

to New Zealand. This theme was also raised by other participants. Being multi-ethnic was understood 

as an opportunity to learn about a foreign environment, to take advantage of education and employment 

prospects and to expand their knowledge of how, as Pacific women, they could be themselves in this 

environment.   

 

3 Taumoefolau, 140. 
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6.1.2 Belonging to wider community networks 

The second main positive aspect  about being multi-ethnic that participants brought up during the focus 

groups was their sense of belonging in wider community networks. Twelve women commented on this 

in particular, and stated that although they did not always regularly participate in the communities they 

had links to, they felt welcome there. Soana, a Samoan/ Tongan/ Tuvaluan woman, shared the 

following: 

“I feel like I belong in all three communities. I think it’s family, like they always show that you do 

have a place at family stuff. They make you feel important.” – Soana, 24 yrs, Samoan/ Tongan/ 

Tuvaluan  

The wider community connection was also described by Damelia as important in staying connected 

with her Rotuman grandmother. She already participated in her Fijian community church youth group 

and explained she wanted to balance out her participation in both:  

“She, like dragged us to a lot of Rotuman functions so we got to know our culture and she told 

me ‘I want you to continue this, I want you to be the one to pull your siblings in to know your 

Rotuman side.”– Damelia, 22 yrs, Fijian/Rotuman 

From the 12 responses to this topic, a theme emerged that it was natural for the women to participate 

and engage more with one side of their cultural identity due to location, involvement with their local 

church community or due to wider family living in close proximity to them. This is consistent with what 

Manuela and Sibley argue, that often it is physical proximity or more frequent contact with one, or in 

some cases more than one, other Pacific culture which makes an individual feel as though they belong.4 

Despite these 12 women being more strongly associated with one part of their wider community than 

the other, the belief that as individuals they were still linked to all of their wider family was significant. 

This in turn helped them gain more confidence and pride in their multicultural identity.  

6.1.3 Proud of having different cultures 

Intricately linked to feelings of belonging is the sense of pride in being a multi-ethnic individual, which a 

further 12 women commented on. As discussed in the next section of the chapter, women often felt 

ashamed they could not speak one of their native languages or felt as though they could not fully fit in 

with one of their cultural communities. Therefore, feeling a sense of pride in their mixed cultural heritage 

was often part of a process in discovering themselves and realising that it was not a bad thing to have 

multiple ethnicities. Margaret described coming to a place where she felt she could confidently share 

her cultural background with the world, after having grown up predominantly in her Tongan family: 

“One time I had a conversation with my cousin and she said when I introduce myself to say I’m 

just Tongan and that it didn’t matter. But I’ve learnt that it does matter, it’s who I am and it’s in 

my blood. It took a long time for me to get here.” – Margaret, 22 yrs, Tongan/Danish  

 

4 Manuela and Sibley, 322. 
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Similar to this experience was that of an 18-year-old, Mele, who said: 

“I can look back to my ancestors and how they shaped who my parents are and who I am” – 

Mele, 18 yrs, Niuean/Māori/Tongan/Samoan 

Furthermore, two young women described claiming their Chinese culture as part of their identity, even 

if they did not necessarily have strong connections to the country: 

“It’s something to be very proud of, even though I’ve never been to China I always say I’m part 

Chinese.” – Pauline, 24 yrs, Samoan/Chinese 

“My great, great grandfather is from China, and I don’t know anything about the culture really 

but its infused into things we do, like what we cook. I think it’s really cool hearing stories from 

our family members and their journey’s to different places and the connections they made along 

the way. We call ourselves fruit salads.” – Rhonda, 18 yrs, Fijian/NZ European/Chinese 

Acknowledging the various cultural components of their identity was important for the young women to 

know who they were. Knowing they had a genealogy and were part of something larger than themselves  

was important to their sense of wellbeing. Not being able to connect with or engage in all their cultures 

had a detrimental impact, as described later in this chapter. It was beneficial for the women to hear 

stories of their family history and to be able to explain this to others and share the legacy of their 

ancestors.  

The final positive aspect of  being a multi-ethnic person that participants identified, was their ability to 

learn about the different cultures they were descended from. Although twelve women commented on 

how learning about their different cultures could be a challenge, this was seen as something positive 

because it broadened their horizons through knowing their identity was composed of many parts. Three 

women commented on how they were able to learn about their culture through school with the ASB 

Polyfest annual Secondary School cultural performance competition, through church Pacific youth 

groups and university cultural clubs. Lilika commented on the differences between her two Pacific 

cultures and observing how her mother navigated the space between the two. She describes feminine 

roles being different, where in one culture her mother fulfilled all the “domestic” roles within the home 

of cooking, cleaning and looking after children, whereas in her father’s culture the males carried out 

these tasks. Being able to learn from her mother how to go about the various tasks was viewed as 

positive by Lilika. While Anae discusses Samoan women in her case study, her findings are applicable 

to Lilika’s example in the Tongan context –young women learn how to act with dignity and calmness 

from observing their mothers.5 Similarly, Anna aptly sums up this positive aspect of being a multi-ethnic 

individual: 

“The first eleven years of my life were in England because my dad was playing [rugby] league 

there. I was the only brown person in my school and people thought I was from Pakistan. I had 

a massive identity crisis not knowing what coming from New Zealand meant [laughs]. Then I 

 

5 Anae, 211. 
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came to New Zealand where it’s so diverse and all my ethnicities belong… At home it’s an older 

sister thing, where older siblings look after the kids, making sure nana and papa have a tea, 

doing the dishes. In Māori culture, it’s similar in that men are outside digging up the hangi, 

having a beer or playing with kids and women are in the kitchen. In a Māori setting I’ve had to 

do a karanga. With the Palagi side it’s different again. In Samoan village games, like knowing 

the protocol there – women always wear an ie lavalava. You just have adapt to each culture. I 

use what is right in every environment and act in that way. It’s doing what you can in the middle.” 

– Anna, 22 yrs, Māori/Samoan/NZ European        

As Anna stated, “doing what you can in the middle” can both be positive and negative. Doing what you 

can in the middle with all one’s intersecting cultures is challenging, yet at the same time, it  allows young 

women multiple lenses with which to discover the world. Doing what you can in the middle is belonging 

to expansive family networks, learning about traditions, language, customs and ancestral stories. This 

gives women the confidence to be proud of where they are from.  

The results of the focus group interviews in relation to positive effects of being multi-ethnic, Pacific 

individuals align with the studies discussed in Chapter 5 by Manuela and Sibley and Mila-Schaaf.6 Some 

of these positive effects, such as being able to straddle different worlds and feeling accepted by your 

own ethnic groups, resulted in having statistically better mental health outcomes.7 The women who 

shared their experiences of learning about their cultures and being proud of their cultures support 

Moeke Maxwell’s and Ward’s discussion of multi-ethnic Māori women.8 Women who have intersecting 

ethnicities can use their cultural knowledge and, in a Western context, can use this in everyday 

scenarios, such as applying for jobs and excelling in these roles by bringing diversity into the 

workplace.9 Although not as many women commented on the positive aspects of being multi-ethnic 

compared to the negative aspects, the results do support other studies.   

6.2  Negative experiences of being multi-ethnic  

What is concerning about this section of interview questions and answers was that more women in total 

commented on the negative effects of being a young, multi-ethnic Pacific woman. These were primarily: 

not being able to speak the language of where they come from; disagreeing with one or more of the 

values or practices upheld in their cultures; inter-generational differences in communication and 

understandings of culture; being put down by others from the same culture; and not completely fitting 

into their multiple cultural communities.    

 

6 Manuela and Sibley, 323. Mila-Schaaf, “Not another New Zealand-identity crisis”, 51. 
7 Mila-Schaaf, “Not another New Zealand-identity crisis”, 51. 
8 Moeke-Maxwell, 498, Ward, 255.  
9 Moeke-Maxwell, 504. 
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6.2.1 Language Fluency 

Language fluency was an issue for 24 out of the 64 women who commented that not being able to 

speak the language of one or more of their cultures was a negative aspect to their identity and wellbeing. 

Susana of Tokelauan/Wallis and Futuna/ Rotuman descent said: 

“Now that I’ve lost part of my language, I’m a bit plastic and also there’s a bit of confusion. Now 

everything I used to know I’ve forgotten. I still remember respecting elders and all but I can’t 

speak the language.” – Susana, 18 yrs, Tokelauan/Wallis and Futuna/ Rotuman 

This self-categorizing term of being “plastic” was common among the women who said they could not 

speak the language. This term “plastic” was associated with being fake or not legitimately part of their 

culture. The following short quotes illustrate this use of the term “plastic”: 

“I always feel really ashamed I can’t speak it… I don’t want to be a plastic for the rest of my 

life.” – Teuila, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

 “I grew up speaking Cook Island but I found English hard. I admire Samoans because wherever 

you go, you take your culture with you. I encourage my family at home to be proud of our culture 

we are gifted to be who we are. No matter [if] you’re plastic you try, but us-if we are plastic we 

just give up.” – Aneita, 18 yrs NZ raised Cook Islander 

Thus, it seems as though being “plastic” is used either by people to label themselves, or it might be a 

term used by family members to describe individuals. Aneita’s quote indicates that she feels there is 

differences across Pacific cultures in people’s attitudes to maintaining language use in New Zealand. 

Sometimes in the focus group interviews, when using the term “plastic”, women would use it in a light-

hearted, joking manner but in a sense also acknowledging their own short-comings as defined by people 

they knew. Manuela and Sibley also refer to language fluency as being detrimental to mental wellbeing 

for multi-ethnic Pacific peoples.10 The impact of not being able to speak the languages of one part of 

their multicultural identity depended on the young women’s wider family and how they were treated by 

them. The strong perception of what, for example, a “real” Tongan, Samoan, Fijian supposedly sounds 

like is epitomized in Naomi’s quote: 

“I’m not a great Samoan. A great Samoan is someone who lives it. I get jealous because of my 

other cousins they can hold conversations with my grandparents. It makes me feel like I’m not 

a good Samoan because I can’t do that.” – Naomi, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

As a result of these women’s inability to fluently speak one of their languages, they felt unworthy to 

name themselves as Samoan, Tongan, Niuean or any other culture they were descended from. Pacific 

Studies lecturer and researcher, Seuta’afili Patrick Thomsen, has written a thought-provoking piece on 

what it means to be Samoan but his points are applicable to other Pacific peoples.11 Thomsen argues 

 

10 Manuela and Sibley, 322. 
11 Patrick Thomsen, “Language, identity – and ‘real’ Samoans”, e-Tangata, https://e-
tangata.co.nz/identity/language-identity-and-real-samoans/.   

https://e-tangata.co.nz/identity/language-identity-and-real-samoans/
https://e-tangata.co.nz/identity/language-identity-and-real-samoans/


99 
 

that it is common on social media and in Samoan social circles for Samoans to argue that if you cannot 

speak Samoan, you are not a “real” Samoan.12 Thomsen posits that this argument is framed by the idea 

that there is only one way of being Samoan, which he disagrees with: “We learn our cultures in relation 

to those around us, and if you grow up in Aotearoa, you learn who you are as a Sāmoan in relation to 

what it means to be a New Zealander, all the while navigating your own status as a marginalised Pacific 

person.”13 He also writes about students he teaches at university who tell him they are “plastic” and are 

trying to learn more about their culture.14 Susana, Aneita, Teuila, and Naomi’s quotes are common 

experience for multi-ethnic Pacific youth in New Zealand and illustrate that feeling a part of one’s cultural 

communities is critical to positive mental wellbeing. 

6.2.2  Negotiating Values and Practices 

Seven women commented that they did not agree with one or more values or practices in their cultures. 

Vaelenoatia said that she felt between her Samoan and Tongan ethnicities, her Samoan culture could 

be overwhelming, because culture was the main thing which had to define who she was. Two NZ-born 

Samoan sisters Mokalagi and Fetuolemoana, aged 18 and 20 years old, said that they disagreed on 

two issues in Samoan culture:  the significant amount of money given to extended family when someone 

died and the use of traditional herbal medicine over Western medicine. The sisters said they loved their 

culture but did not agree with their parents who believed and practice these customs. Disagreements 

between parents and children about these practices is also connected to the lack of inter-generational 

communication. Mokalagi and Fetuolemoana felt their parents had not explained to them the 

significance of different aspects of their culture, and they did not have many other places from which 

they could learn about them. Therefore, it is not necessarily the women’s lack of knowledge of culture, 

through language, which is the issue, but rather their desire to distance themselves from certain 

elements of their culture. This lack of understanding between parents and children due to cultural 

differences was mentioned by two other women. Vaelenoatia shared the same viewpoint as Mokalagi 

and Fetuolemoana – that you should only give money at funerals with what means you have as opposed 

to creating debt for your family by giving more than you can afford. However, two women disagreed 

about changing parts of culture to align with your own lifestyle: 

“The foundation of the Samoan culture-it’s decreasing. Nowadays, this generation doesn’t 

always want to do the Fa’a Samoa [Samoan way] stuff. Like at a funeral, they won’t want to 

give fala’s [fine mats] and stuff. The mourners don’t want to do it because it’s boring or spending 

too much money. It might be true, but it’s something out parents have been brought up by. They 

know nothing outside of it. Culture wise it’s changing. If you look to the nearby future, I reckon 

we won’t have a culture.” – Mekesina, 18 yrs, Samoan/Tongan/Niuean 

“Being born in NZ, you think you know the Fa’a Samoa way as it is in Samoa. But when you go 

back to the islands it’s totally different. I think we Westernise our culture a bit too much here. 

 

12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
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It’s not that its fading away bit our traditions it’s not as practiced as it is back at home. Like 

when my grandpa passed away with the si’i [A formal visit to the mourning family by a group of 

people who have a connection to the deceased]…  Even the malu [traditional female tattoo on 

the upper legs], there’s many [women] that wear mini shorts with it. Back in Samoa you would 

get in so much trouble for that. Here people Westernise the meaning that that tattoo brings.” – 

Cecelia, 24 yrs, NZ born Samoan   

Mekesina and Cecelia raise interesting points in this discussion about how the meaning of culture can 

change over time in different contexts. This highlights that not all perspectives of young multi-ethnic 

women are homogenous. Cecelia also presented the issue of how the traditional female Samoan tattoo 

is displayed – in the traditional view, it would only be publicly shown in certain contexts, such as at a 

significant formal gathering (for example, at state gatherings for visiting overseas dignitaries), or certain 

entertainment performances. Cecelia commented that more women show off the malu in New Zealand, 

diverting from traditional Samoan culture. Thomsen says there are arguments within Samoan 

communities even over what instrument was used to create the malu or the men’s equivalent of the 

pe’a as though the traditional ‘au (handmade tattoo instruments of a comb, shell plate and wooden 

handle) makes it a “real” malu or pe’a as opposed to a modern needle gun.15 Clearly, what it means to 

be Samoan means different things in different contexts. But, while women may disagree or agree on 

how much culture can change, they feel a sense of agency in choosing what culture means to them as 

they attempt to navigate the clashes between Western and Pacific perspectives.  

Sifa pinpointed a Tongan custom of females having to cut their hair when a significant family member 

dies, in her case, her grandfather: 

“I was raised on my nana’s Niuean side…It was a very big dramatic scene and I was so young. 

My nana said I didn’t have to cut my hair, but my dad said, ‘you better cut your hair’. So that 

was it, I didn’t really have a say. I learnt from then on that you have to pick your fights. That has 

a really big impact, it made me really sad. I was in high school and it made me not want to be 

Tongan.” – Sifa, 20 yrs, Niuean/Tongan    

The conflicting views from different sides of Sifa’s family made it hard for her to discern the grieving 

process and to understand her sense of agency. Sifa’s quote, “you have to pick your fights”, suggests 

that for her, culture is a battle ground which is always being contested. How culture impacts a young 

person can also be gauged by the extent they want to distance themselves from their cultural identity. 

The hair-cutting event had a significant emotional impact on her and made her question her cultural 

identity. Another example came again from Margaret:  

“Sometimes I don’t get the Palagi way of thinking. Like right now they’re putting my grandma in 

a rest home and I don’t understand that.” – Margaret, 22 yrs, Tongan/Danish 

 

15 Ibid., Museum of New Zealand Te Papa, “Samoan tatau (tattooing),” accessed  October 28, 2020, 
https://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/topic/1560.  

https://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/topic/1560
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Margaret’s Tongan cultural values of keeping family physically close together, if possible, was clashing 

with her Palagi family’s worldview of how to best look after the elderly in the family. This questioning of 

cultural values again suggests a disconnect, a battle ground in light of Sifa’s negative haircutting 

experience. In Margaret’s worldview, she preferred that the family take care of grandparents.   

6.2.3 Feeling Put Down  

Nine women described being put down by people from their own ethnic groups for various reasons. A 

young Samoan/Tongan woman shared how she felt more connected to her Samoan family because of 

who she was brought up around, but still wanting to know more about her Tongan background: 

“I want to know my heritage and my history as much as anyone could. It’s annoying and 

frustrating, because I have a lot of friends [of the same ethnicities] who are like ‘Oh are you 

sure you are [Tongan]?’” – Vaelenoatia, 19 yrs, Samoan/Tongan    

Vaelenoatia explained that the question posed to her “Oh are you sure you are Tongan?” was said in a 

mocking tone, suggesting she was not a “real” Tongan, because of her closer relationship to her 

Samoan culture. She felt as though she had to prove her “Tongan-ness” in some way to her friends. 

Hanna was left hurt and feeling excluded after attempting to join a Samoan students’ association at a 

tertiary institution. The group was participating in an annual Samoan cultural dance competition 

between tertiary institutions. She felt as though the purpose of the group was only to win, as opposed 

to sharing culture and building up an academically successful student cohort. Although there were non-

Samoan international students participating who could not learn the dances quickly, she was the one 

who was removed from certain dance items and she felt it was because she was considered by the 

group as not “Samoan” enough. Another example given by Siatua was in regard to family gatherings. 

In a more light-hearted note, but no less hurtful than the previous story, Siatua’s family would joke about 

her being multi-ethnic: 

“‘Oh sorry, full Samoans first!’ like it’s just jokes, but I was like ‘oh ok then’. I really like both of 

my cultures, but it can get too much sometimes”. – Siatua, 19 yrs, Tuvaluan/Samoan  

Although seemingly not trying to cause any harm to her, Siatua’s story illustrates that when family 

members  make distinctions between themselves based on ethnicity, it does have a negative impact – 

even if it is momentary, as she remembered it clearly enough to recount it to the focus group. It must 

have hurt at the time, or perhaps later when she reflected on it.  

6.2.4 Fitting into Community 

The last theme participants brought up about their negative experiences of being multi-ethnic was 

feeling unable to fit completely into the two or more worldviews their families had. Nineteen women 

explained that this was a significant issue for them, making this theme one of the most commonly 

mentioned negative experience of being multi-ethnic, along with not being able to speak the languages 

of their different ethnicities. Mia found it difficult to navigate different world perspectives:  

“I find it a struggle, because I was brought up in a Tongan family with the Tongan customs and 

way of acting, but growing up I felt like I didn’t deserve to call myself Tongan because I was 
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raised here, so it was hard for me to have a desire to be proud to be Tongan.” – Mia, 18 yrs, 

Tongan/Wallis and Futuna    

Mia was raised predominantly according to Tongan tradition but has always lived in New Zealand, 

feeling as though she is also a New Zealander but belonging and connected to the wider Pacific 

community. This impacted her Tongan identity and made her feel as though she was not able to be 

“authentically” Tongan. Three women communicated that going to high schools which largely had a 

New Zealand European student body conflicted with the cultural beliefs and worldviews entrenched in 

their family homes. For example, Luseane explained: 

“At school they tell you to speak your mind, speak for yourself, but I tried that at home and it 

didn’t go down that well. You just do what you’re told. At one point I even moved out of home 

because of the clash, but I’m back at home now. That was really hard for me.” -Luseane, 22 

yrs, NZ raised Tongan 

All three women defined themselves as New Zealanders as well as Samoan and Tongan. They 

mentioned that while they felt free to share their opinions within New Zealand culture, the schools they 

went to did not agree with cultural performances organized by students or recognize how integral their 

Pacific culture was to their identity. The women felt as though the school was de-legitmising their 

identity, and that they were only able to voice their opinions in certain areas of school life. When their 

Pacific identity clashed with the Western framework of education and the norms in their schools, they 

felt they did not belong. This time the values clash was not with their parents, but with their school, 

which in some cases, as with Luseane, affected their home lives.  

Among the rest of the 19 women, others commented on the colour of their skin supposedly not 

“matching” what ethnicity they were: 

“When I tell people that I’m Fijian, the reaction 9 times out of 10 that I get is ‘Oh really? You 

don’t look Fijian’ – that’s the reaction I get so I think like people probably have this perception 

that Fijians are like – what am I supposed to look like then?  But it’s nice then to explain to them 

like where Fiji is and what our traditions are like.” – Karlina, 22 yrs, NZ raised Fijian 

“At uni, I did Pacific Studies and because I look light-coloured, people asked what I was doing 

there. I didn’t care, I was there to learn. Those were a few times when those things happened.” 

– Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

Before conducting the focus group interviews, I had not strongly considered Colourism as a negative 

experience of being multi-ethnic in New Zealand. However, it is clear from the above two quotes, and 

that of two other women who spoke of this in a similar fashion, the experience of Colourism is a relevant 

issue. Multiracial-identity scholar Tanya Kateri Hernandez argues from her context in the United States 

that “misrecognition of one’s identity is social subordination”.16 Colourism is when a person is 

 

16 Tanya Kateri Hernandez, Multiracials and Civil Rights: Mixed-Race Stories of Discrimination, New York: NYU 
Press, 2018, accessed July 14, 2020. doi:10.2307/j.ctv12pnr5b. 
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discriminated against for the colour of their skin and is an additional layer to understanding the dynamics 

of race and identity. It is biologically based on skin tone, and as Ozaki and Parson put it, “conceptually 

different to race, which is socially constructed”.17 They further argue that when multiracial individuals 

do not easily fit, at least visually, into racial categories, they feel as though they must legitimize 

themselves, explaining how they physically look when this does not match what another individual 

expects.18 At the same time, as has been suggested in previous sections of this chapter, identity is fluid 

and expressed in various ways in different contexts. The multi-ethnic Pacific women interviewed in this 

study show resilience in the face of intersecting layers of their identity which sometimes make others in 

society feel uncomfortable. 

As discussed above, in contrast with the positive aspects of being multi-ethnic, far more of the women 

in the focus groups shared negative experiences associated with their multi-ethnic identity. This signifies 

that within their own families, in wider ethnic communities and generally in New Zealand society, these 

women face unique challenges. As described in Chapter 5, Manuela and Sibley’s study of 586 Pacific 

individuals in New Zealand found that multi-ethnic Pacific people’s faced issues within their families 

about their identity.19  Their findings were consistent with the focus group interview results. Mia’s quote 

above, about not feeling as though she was “authentically” Tongan because she was multi-ethnic, as 

well as Hanna who tried to join a tertiary Samoan student group and was put down by those who were 

full Samoan, illustrate the tensions within families and the wider community of those who are multi-

ethnic. There is a sense that one can sometimes be “too ethnic”, and at other times “not ethnic enough”. 

Given that Pacific notions of family are not necessarily tied to a Western nuclear structure, and are 

more about being a part of a wider extended family, when multi-ethnic individuals experience these 

tensions within their wider extended family it can negatively affect their mental wellbeing.20   

6.3 Gender roles within their families & cultures 

Forty-two of the 64 interview participants described their cultures as integral and important to their 

identity. Within their cultural background, 23 of the 64 stated they disliked the gender roles they had to 

perform within their families and wider cultural communities, while 42 said they disliked these gender 

roles but understood why they had to perform them, and thus accepted them. Only one woman said 

that she liked the gendered cultural roles that she was expected to adopt. The roles and tasks which 

women disliked and most frequently commented on were having to do domestic cleaning and cooking 

tasks while their male family members did not have to do anything, as well as not being able to go out 

of the house without being under close surveillance of some kind: 

“We’re more restricted in terms of there’s more supervision on us. Especially me and my sister, 

but my brother is allowed to go out. Whereas with us we have to stay home, be the good girls 

 

17 C. Cased Ozaki and Laura Parson, “Multiracial College Students and Colorism: Oh What a Tangled Web We 
Weave,” in Race and Colorism in Education, ed. Carla Monroe (New York: Routledge, 2016), 99, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.4324/9781315746227 . 
18 Ibid., 102. 
19 Manuela and Sibley, 323.  
20 Ibid., 322 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.4324/9781315746227
https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.4324/9781315746227
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and not participate in you know behaviours like drinking or like seen as immoral. But if my 

brother does it, it’s seen as a manly thing. For us you just can’t do it.”  – Apaula, 20 yrs, NZ 

born Samoan 

For Apaula and many of the other focus group participants, the different treatment of male family 

members was regarded as unfair in comparison to the expectations for women in the family. Apaula 

also shared how her parents would want to know exactly where she would be at all times, while this 

level of monitoring was at a far lower level for her brother. The girls and women in the family were 

expected to stay within the safety of the home, and if they did go out somewhere, they were not allowed 

to be seen doing anything that suggested they had been corrupted by common behaviour in the 

“outside” world. On this topic, the women did not mention any justifications offered by their parents or 

say why they were policed more than their brothers or male family members, other than it was because 

they were female. In her Doctoral Thesis, Joan Alleluia-Filemoni Tofaeono states that in pre-Christian 

Samoa both young men and women were expected to remain chaste before marriage; however after 

Christianity became entrenched in Samoan society, the same level of chastity was not as enforced or 

expected of young men.21 Traditionally, Samoan young women were required to learn the value of 

hospitality, respect, keeping their dignity as women as well as keeping the vā-tapuia, or respectful and 

relational space between all things.22 These notions of protecting women and expecting them to perform 

domestic duties are cross-cultural phenomena, although they may currently be seen more sharply in 

some cultural communities than others.23  

Overall, the women in the focus groups who commented strongly about disliking gender roles were New 

Zealand born women of one ethnicity or who had multiple Pacific ethnicities. I chose to categorise the 

next section on gender roles and tasks in terms of “understanding and accepting” these roles and tasks. 

Lilika, another young Tongan woman said that within her family, she was able to express her opinion 

freely on any topic. However, when it came to attending events in the wider Tongan community, where 

women were not expected to speak, she noticed the contrast between her New Zealand identity and 

personal experiences and the cultural values she saw being practiced. To my ears, the tone of Lilika’s 

voice when she was sharing her views about gender roles sounded less frustrated and angry compared 

to other women speaking on the same topic. Perhaps being in the space of the focus group, she felt 

freer to air her frustrations, as she said she also felt empowered by her family and mentioned her 

Tongan father allowing her to do what were considered male tasks within the domestic household.  

As mentioned, 42 of the 62 participants said they disliked, but understood and accepted their gendered 

roles and tasks. Women in this category were New Zealand born/one ethnicity, had multiple Pacific 

ethnicities and were a mix of Pacific/non-Pacific ethnicities. Many of the women in this category said 

their parents were more aware and understanding of being in a New Zealand context as opposed to a 

Pacific context. In cases where the women did not have a father figure in their lives, or they were the 

 

21 Filemoni-Tofaeono,119.  
22 Ibid. 
23 Judith Gere and Charles Helwig, “Young Adults’ Attitudes and Reasoning about Gender Roles in the Family 
Context,” Psychology of Women Quarterly 36, no. 3 (2012): 304. 
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youngest sibling, or mostly had sisters as siblings, the traditional domestic roles and tasks within the 

home were shared out:  

“Yea a lot of it is the day to day cleaning, cooking. Even that role of us older ones having to do 

the work for the young ones [younger siblings and family members]. A lot of the time the young 

ones need money for this and that. Before I left school, my mum and I had a big talk about the 

older ones looking after the young ones. She planted in us that they will never forget that, and 

that what we do will impact them. We have a lot more of the ‘in house’ things, when it comes to 

the celebrations, we girls are always the backhand. Even though I’m the eldest granddaughter, 

the boys are always doing the speeches, the girls are always doing the backhand stuff.” – 

Mataua, 20 yrs, Fijian/Samoan 

Mataua came from a large family and, along with her sisters who were also interviewed, exhibited a 

sense of pride in having to take on these roles within family and community life, even though she disliked 

that she was limited to those roles. There was an awareness of duty to the family, but she mentioned 

twice that girls were meant to be in the background to serve in certain circumstances regardless of 

whether or not they were capable of taking on more public roles. Mataua’s quote also aligns with 

Taumoefolau’s argument that in traditional Tongan culture, the special relationship between brother and 

sister is framed on faka’apa’apa (respect) and both males and females have specific tasks they must 

perform.  

Akosita, an 18-year-old New Zealand born Tongan said: 

“For Polynesians in general, females have the role of not being able to do things because of 

their gender. For my dad, he knows that there’s curfews and certain chores and tasks that we 

have to do because they want to keep us safe as females, we’re the ones most targeted by the 

outside world. Back then all you saw was females doing domestic things. But since the world 

is changing, females are now making a change. For your parents to give you certain tasks, it 

starts you off because you become independent later and they’re a head start.” – Akosita, 18 

yrs, NZ born Tongan 

Akosita understood that in her family, the gendered roles and tasks she was given around the home 

were to make sure she and her sisters were not harmed by anyone or anything outside of the family 

unit, and that this would help them all later in their lives to be independent. Many of the women who 

accepted gendered roles also described mothering younger siblings and family members, which was 

considered a more positive aspect of cultural gender roles. They were expected to be a mother figure 

for the younger members of the family, including making sure they ate, did their homework, were bathed 

and had time for play. This was for a range of reasons, but largely because parents had to work long 

hours and were not able to pick up children from school, or some parents were much older when they 

first had children and were less able to look after the younger ones. The women who talked about this 

in the focus groups felt that they did not have a choice, but they understood that this was their part to 

play in everyday family life – to keep the family functioning regardless of how difficult this could be at 

times. Mataua’s quote above makes an interesting point about this, noting that her own mother makes 
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it clear that this mothering role was especially important for both herself and her younger siblings – it 

impacts them all as a family. 

Lastly, women’s gendered roles and tasks in their culture were sometimes intertwined with their faith. 

Moana said that due to her older siblings’ past ill-behaviour, there were higher expectations of her at 

home and at church:  

 “My parents expect me to be the daughter that goes to church and serve in everything. My 

siblings didn’t have to do that. My sister played up in school, so my dad was like “you’re going 

to do this, this and this.”, but sometimes he doesn’t ask what I want. Like church-how I read 

almost every Sunday. I want to, but the reason why I want to, is because it will make my dad 

happy.” – Moana, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Whilst having a close relationship with her father, Moana wanted to both please him and serve in 

different areas of church life because of her own faith. It was unclear if her father was expecting Moana 

to act in this way because he wanted to protect the reputation of the family. In this situation, her father 

defines her role in the church, although she herself notes that she wants to take on this role; she did 

not clarify during the focus group whether or not this was only to please him. Nevertheless, what it 

means to be a young woman of faith is, in this case, largely defined by the family.  

6.4 Family religious background 

Moana’s story leads into the section of this chapter where I describe the women’s family background. 

Table 3 shows a breakdown of how the women answered the interview questions about their 

relationship with their parents and the extent of the influence this had on their lives. The data also 

indicates if the relationship to one or both parents was distant, and if the relationship with their parents 

was strict but loving. If women were raised by their grandparents, they answered seeing the “parent” 

role as carried out by them.  

Table 3: Focus Group Participants Relationship to Parents 

Theme 

Ethnicity = 

Mixed 

Pacific 

(19) 

Ethnicity = 

NZ Born 1 

Ethnicity (32) 

Ethnicity = 

Mixed 

Pacific 

European 

(8) 

Ethnicity = 

NZ Raised 1 

Ethnicity (5) 

Total 

 (64) 

Current Influence not strong 1 2 0 0 3 

Current influence strong 15 23 8 4 50 

Distant to one or both parents 4 10 4 1 19 

Past influence strong 12 21 4 1 38 

Strict, loving 7 11 3 0 21 
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Josephina described that her family taught her how to be hospitable. It was in her family home that she 

learnt to welcome any other families who came to visit, to serve food and drink, and to have 

conversations with visitors. She describes this below: 

“I’ve been taught to put family first over all other things. Family is always there and they’ll never 

leave you and it really helped strengthened my faith-they taught me that God will always be 

there too.” – Josephina, 18 yrs, Fijian/NZ European/Chinese   

For Josephina (and 49 other participants), her parents were still very strong authority figures in her life 

and influenced decisions she made. Zita, a Samoan/NZ European 18-year-old, was predominantly 

raised by her solo mum:  

“She’s my best friend. I don’t see my dad that often. I see him like once a month. But he’s quite 

sick, I just leave him be. My mum and I are really close and she knows everything about me. 

My dad and I, we’ve become a lot closer and even though we don’t see each other that often, 

we talk every day. My mum had a huge influence over me, everything I have done or did, I’ve 

always had my mum in mind. I’m very much a comfort zone person and my mum would push 

me to try things. I wouldn’t be a Catholic or as into God without my mum. Since she was a solo 

mum, I’ve always known what it’s like to be a strong person and woman, and to have an 

example of being independent.” – Zita, 18 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

It is clear from both examples above that the role of the family in the lives of Pacific multi-ethnic women 

is significant. The family unit  is an important factor in personal decision-making. Therefore, strategies 

for positive mental wellbeing and suicide prevention among this cohort must be interwoven with the 

family in mind.24  

As indicated in Table 3, 21 women said that their relationship with their parents was strict but loving. 

Emma shared how her older sister had a baby at a young age: 

“My parents always want to know what’s going on in our lives now-so that if something happens, 

like getting pregnant or something that will drastically change our lives, they won’t be so 

surprised. They know the path we’re walking and what we’re doing. Since then I feel I can talk 

to my parents about anything. I’m in a relationship, I’ve been with my boyfriend for almost 4 

years now. That’s a touchy topic for my dad. My mum was out of the country and I wanted to 

talk to my dad about this, I said we’ve been together for ages and we’re wanting to take the 

next step. I spoke with my mum before she left for Fiji about me spending nights at his house 

or him staying at our house and them being ok with it. My dad hugged me, and said ‘I know 

 

24 Tiatia-Seath, (2014), 118.  

Total  19 30 8 4 61 
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you’re there in your relationship, and I support you but I’m just not ready just give me some 

time.” – Emma, 21 yrs, Fijian/Rotuman 

Emma shared that she had an especially close relationship with her dad, and that over time the family 

had grown to communicate more clearly with one another. Although she was still not allowed to do 

certain things, such as staying with her boyfriend overnight, it was clear that her parents wanted to love 

her and protect her from the things they believed would cause her harm. Many of the 21 women 

described being happy in hindsight despite the fact that their parents were strict with them. They felt 

more freedom within the boundaries and values their parents had engrained into them when they were 

younger. The actions and decisions they had taken in their lives as they had grown older were made 

within a trusting and communicative relationship with their parents.  

Four of the 21 women commented on their parents being strict in terms of their education pathways 

after high school. When they were interviewed, two women were in the stages of trying to convince their 

parents their study pathway was still going to help them gain employment, even though it was not a 

“traditional” career of becoming a doctor or lawyer. The other two women said they were committed to 

completing their tertiary qualifications because of the influence of their family: 

“My granddad used to drop me off to primary school in the morning, and we always used to 

listen to 531 P.I. for some reason they always used to bring up Helen Clark when she was 

Prime Minister. He said I should be like her, work in an office, drive my own car. Because he 

used to be in his overalls as he used to work at Stagecoach buses. Now they’re both retired 

and getting old, it’s more of a choice now. They really influence and push me to be involved in 

the church. I willingly want to do it now, but they really influence that. They always say it’s 

because of God that our family has stayed together and got through everything. Education and 

church are the big areas.” – Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

Iutita’s story of her grandparents continuously pushing her to be involved in church and gaining a 

successful career were important in how her identity was formed and what it has become today. She 

now considers that her success in education and her participation in church are things she chose to do.   

6.5 Importance of Cultural Identity 

The different facets of identity discussed thus far, including the influence of family, cultured gender roles 

and the positive and negative experiences of being multi-ethnic, each impacted how important the 

women considered their cultural identity to be. Forty-two of the 64 women specifically explained how 

cultural identity was important to them. Although many of the women commented on not being able to 

speak the language of their ethnic group, as detailed previously, they shared it was important to keep 

trying to learn the language as this was integral to future generations in their family having knowledge 

of their culture. For example, Lupe said: 

“I never found out that I was part Uvea until I was 16 and that was the first time I met my father's 

mother. It was sad because we could not communicate with her or speak the language- she 

could not speak English we just had to smile and nod. For me, that was sad.  When the Fijian 
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youth [group] started in the parish my parents made sure that I joined it. My mum can speak 

both Samoan and Fijian. I can understand Fijian but I cannot speak it and my parents made 

sure that we went to that group because they didn't want a repeat of the situation with our 

grandmother. When our grandmother passed away all these people came and we didn't know 

them and we couldn't speak to them.  You feel like you are not connected.  When we go to 

Uvea functions because we don't know anybody we still think there's no point because we can't 

understand. Cultural identity is really important because we are trying to fix the mistakes of 

being disconnected.” – Lupe, 20 yrs, Samoan/Fijian/Uvea  

Although it was regarded as positive that many of the women’s parents or grandparents had moved to 

New Zealand for better opportunities in education and employment, there was a sense of cultural 

disconnection which many of the participants wanted to overcome. Lupe, unlike other women who were 

interviewed, did not find out about having another ethnicity until later in her life. Despite not being able 

to be fully engaged or participate in Uvean community functions due to language proficiency, she felt 

incomplete without this part of her ethnicity. Lupe’s experience highlights that cultural identity is 

important to the sense of feeling “connected”. Rather than feeling as though cultural identity has to be 

performed and surface-level, feeling “connected” comes from a space where one can hold multiple 

cultural identities at once, and feel at ease with their intersection, even if one is still on the journey to 

learning about one’s cultural identities.25  

Zoe commented on how her cultural identity has changed over time: 

“Definitely I’m proud to be Tongan especially when Mate Ma’a Tonga [national rugby league 

team] came over, but I’m also really proud to be a New Zealander. I guess it’s like the way I live 

out my Tongan-ness. I used to be the ideal Tongan girl a few years ago, but I’ve changed a lot 

now, and I don’t see myself completely meeting all of those requirements.” – Zoe, 24 yrs, New 

Zealand born Tongan 

After maturing and having more life experiences in her family, church and education, Zoe’s cultural 

identity was no longer completely based on other people’s expectations of what a young Tongan woman 

should be. Zoe’s understanding of culture changing in the diaspora over time resonates with Keddell’s 

argument in her study on post-colonial authentic cultural identity.26 Keddell argues that identity is formed 

through a process of an individual discovering what it means to carry out cultural practices their 

everyday life.27  

The interview participants’ stories of their family and cultural background provide concrete examples of 

ideas around identity, being multi-ethnic and female. While they did express that there were positive 

aspects of being multi-ethnic, the negative aspects such as language proficiency, being put down by 

 

25 Tina Berking, Caroline Salumalo Fatialofa, Karen Lupe, Seilosa Skipps-Patterson and Margaret Agee, “Being 
Afakasi,” in Penini Uliuli: Contemporary Challenges in Mental Health for Pacific Peoples, eds., Margaret Agee, 
Tracey McIntosh, Phillip Culbertson and Cabrini ‘Ofa Makasiale (Wellington: Otago University Press, 2013), 60. 
26 Keddell, 121. 
27 Ibid. 



110 
 

others from their culture and self-identifying as “plastic” were thought-provoking findings. The influence 

of family was a strong feature of the participants’ lives, and the family’s immersion in culture often meant 

that the participants’ gendered roles within their homes were already defined for them.  

6.6 Images of God – Gendered Understandings 

The final section of this chapter centres on the women’s perspectives on gendered images of God which 

were influenced by their family and cultural backgrounds. One of the questions in the focus group 

interviews asked what the women’s thoughts were on naming God as male or female, and whether this 

mattered to them or not. Out of the 64 women interviewed, four women stated that they were unsure 

whether God has a gender. Thirty-two said it did not matter if God was described as male or female in 

prayer, church life and in their families. The 32 women acknowledged that they had grown up in their 

families associating God with being a Father or male, but that they currently did not think God was 

literally male. There were a few interesting issues raised through this question that the women referred 

to God as male because that was what they were taught in their families. Secondly, at the time of the 

interviews in 2018, Ariana Grande’s song “God is a Woman” had raised some discussion in popular 

culture about the gender of God.28 Thirdly, there were comments on the gender diversity discourse in 

society. Lastly, some women spoke generally of distancing themselves from feminism – which suggests 

that feminism within a mixed-Pacific ethnic context is perceived differently to feminism in other cultural 

contexts. 

6.6.1 Gendered Images – Do not matter 

As indicated above, the majority of women interviewed said that they disliked being limited to the gender 

roles within their families and cultures, but accepted them and still completed them as their way of life. 

Lusia shared that it made more sense in her life to refer to God as “He” because of the hierarchy within 

her family and culture:   

“I always question that. God – what does he or she look like? It’s so weird saying ‘she’. It’s more 

common in our families to refer to important people as ‘he’. There’s our dads, grandads as 

leaders in our family. God in the Bible, that God is love and a part of everyone. So everyone 

has God. Gender doesn’t matter.” – Lusia, 24 yrs, NZ born Samoan  

While Lusia felt more comfortable referring to God with a male pronoun, she also affirmed that it did not 

matter to her whether God was called by a male or female name, as each person is created in the 

image of God. In total, 18 women out of the 32 would still refer to God with male pronouns, however 

they did not think it mattered whether God was named as male or female. As discussed in Chapter 4, 

the pronoun with which Catholic women wanted to refer to God was a significant issue for Palagi, New 

Zealand Catholics. Thus the responses to the question of God and gender in this section of the chapter 

are considerably different to Palagi, New Zealand Catholic views, such as Trish McBride who argued 

that the exclusion of feminine images of God in communal Catholic liturgy and Catholic life could be a 

 

28 Ariana Grande, “God is a Woman (Official Video),” YouTube Video, posted on July 13, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHLHSlExFis .  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHLHSlExFis
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source of pain for women.29 Smith noted that women have moved on from speaking about God and the 

Trinity with male dominated pronouns, which were suggested as often being oppressive to women.30 

On the other hand, Lusia’s quote is consistent with Betz’s findings on women’s images of God – that 

images of God are directly linked to women’s parents or significant attachment figures in their lives.31 

In terms of mental wellbeing, this suggests that if a multi-ethnic, Pacific, Catholic woman does not have 

a strong and positive relationship with her parents, their image of God is similarly likely to be understood 

in terms of a distant relationship; this in turn causes two parts of her holistic mental wellbeing to be out 

of sync. Lusia’s quote also reflects the gendered roles of males and females within Pacific cultures, and 

that she saw these as being positive. Therefore, calling God by a male pronoun was positive for her 

and not a significant issue in her relationship with God. 

Five women remarked on Ariana Grande’s song “God is a Woman”, which depicts women as wielding 

immense social and spiritual power. It also sexualises God in the sense that once Grande, or perhaps 

any woman, has sex with someone, they too have immense power like God. For example, Grande sings 

“Boy, I like that you ain't afraid. Baby, lay me down and let's pray. I'm tellin' you the way I like it, how I 

want it…You love it how I move you. You love it how I touch you. My one, when all is said and done. 

You'll believe God is a woman.”32 Susana commented that her mother was angry when hearing this 

song on the radio, as her family strongly thought of God as being male – but she on the other hand 

believed God could be referred to as either male or female. Susana observed the following:  

“Did you see Ariana Grande’s new album and song ‘God is a Woman’? For me personally, I 

feel like it shouldn’t be the most important thing we should worry about because God is both 

male and female. He has feminine and masculine qualities. I still say Father not because I think 

he’s male but because it’s what I grew up saying. I think it feels better if I say Father.” -Susana, 

18 yrs, Tokelauan/Wallis & Futuna/Rotuman  

For Susana it is incorrect to say God has solely masculine or feminine qualities or characteristics. This 

was similar to other participants who stated that ultimately human language cannot comprehend who 

God is, we can only see aspects of who God is in the world around us – therefore, it was not a serious 

issue for the women that God was named male or female. Susana’s comments coincide with McFague’s 

argument that humanity’s metaphors for who God is mean nothing when humanity forgets that God is 

ultimately incomprehensible, even though we may have preferred metaphors.33  

Lilika brought up the discourse in society on gender diversity. In the context of her group interview, 

another woman present said that often people can put God into a box by getting caught up in what 

particular pronouns to use to refer to God. Participants also shared in this interview that it was easy for 

 

29 McBride, 233. 
30 Smith, 185. 
31 Betz, 200. 
32 Ariana Grande, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHLHSlExFis . 
33 McFague, 2. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHLHSlExFis
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people to assume they know everything about God, and people could take pronouns of God found in 

the Bible literally without considering the historical, patriarchal context of when the Bible was written.  

“Yea especially in this age when there’s people having preferred pronouns and we question 

everything. There’s those that don’t have mothers and fathers, but they find that in God and 

strength.” – Lilika, 23 yrs, Tongan/Fijian  

Given the women in this particular focus group were all currently involved in youth ministry within the 

Church, they  felt able to discuss particular experiences more openly: walking alongside women who 

had an abortion, those who were non-heterosexual, those who came from dysfunctional families and 

were considered “on the margins” of society. These women participants were acutely aware of issues 

which young people in the Church face, and as youth ministry leaders, were pointing them toward a 

God who was all inclusive. Lilika’s quote recognises that from her experience, young people question 

all aspects of society, including the Church. For Lilika and the other women in this focus group, it did 

not matter if God was male or female, that God should not be limited by people fitting God into a certain 

mould to meet their needs, but should be seen as a God who seeks relationships with everyone. Lilika’s 

quote hints at Social Trinitarianism, which will be discussed in more depth in the following chapter in 

relation to women’s religious backgrounds and focus group interview questions on the Trinity. God, as 

understood in Social Trinitarianism, constantly seeks dynamic relationship with humanity which is 

intimate and close.   

To conclude this section, I will discuss the focus group participants’ views on feminism. Maria suggested 

that feminist views outside of a multi-ethnic Pacific cultural view were not appropriate in speaking about 

God: 

“Gender hasn’t really been a big thing. God is within everyone, I see Him as a supreme being. 

When I come across questions like that, a lot of times people come in with their ideas of 

feminism and that really puts me off. Don’t bring your ideas to something we respect so highly. 

I’ve always seen Him as just God.” – Maria, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan  

While Maria did not expand on her definition of feminism in the above quote, it was consistent with 

findings earlier in the chapter where although women did not necessarily like the gendered roles within 

their families and cultures, they accepted and completed them. In turn, they experienced a sense of 

being empowered and proud of being a multi-ethnic Pacific woman practicing a different way of life to 

mainstream society. Maria did not see feminism as positive, nor as something that should mix with 

Christian faith. Perhaps Maria was not aware that feminist theology exists in Christianity and within the 

Catholic Church, but her comments are in line with Thorne’s explanation of feminist theology in New 

Zealand; namely, that academic feminist theology does not often trickle down to everyday parishioners, 

even though it is now more widely accepted in academic theological circles than it was after its 

emergence a few decades ago.34 Maria’s comments also illustrate that feminism means different things 

in varying cultural communities. Often, women from the Pacific can speak about their various struggles 

 

34 Thorne, 99. 
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through Western frameworks of understanding the world, yet at the same time they “attempt to disrupt 

them”, as Anae puts it.35 Feminist theology which draws on Pacific women’s narratives is an area of 

academia and Church life which is still developing and emerging. 

6.6.2 Gendered Images – God is Male 

The second most common response to the question of women’s thoughts on gendered images of God 

was that God is male. Fourteen women responded in this way and each of these women had close 

relationships with their own biological fathers whereas on the other hand, two women who did not have 

a close relationship with their fathers were adamant that God was not male. 

“When I think of God, like He just reminds me of my dad. You know, because out of my parents, 

I’m mainly close with my dad. And I feel like I have comfort, if God was a man, I guess, in 

comparison to God being, I don’t know a female. For me, it wasn’t a big deal, even though today 

there’s always like a big conversation about gender and everything, all that stuff and putting a 

label to it. For me, I find comfort you know like in my dad I guess and that relates, and I feel like 

that’s the kind of relationship that I want to maintain.” – Tiana, 19 yrs, Tongan/Samoan/Wallis 

& Futuna 

“I think because I’m close with my dad I don’t mind that He’s male. It’s really relevant now with 

feminism and everything. Growing up I didn’t really give a gender for God, Jesus was male, but 

God had male traits.” – Luseane, 22 yrs, NZ raised Tongan 

The quotes from Tiana and Luseane were in the same vein as the other 12 women who said God was 

male; they each had close relationships with their fathers. This is consistent with Betz’s findings, 

referred to earlier in this section of the chapter.36  

The family and cultural backgrounds of these multi-ethnic, Pacific, Catholic women intersect to form 

unique life experiences for them – both in positive and negative ways. This complex web of experiences 

show that cultural identity and family connections are important to mental wellbeing. The findings in this 

chapter demonstrate that gendered roles in family and cultural life impact how the women image God. 

Gendered names for God were not a significant issue for these women. The following chapter will 

expand on the findings of what kind of influence the Church’s images of God and the women’s religious 

background had on how they perceive God, thus weaving more strands together.    

 

 

 

35 Melani Anae, “Review: Bitter-Sweet Indigenous Women in the Pacific,” The Journal of Polynesian Society 114, 
no. 2 (June 2005): 171. 
36 Betz, 200. 
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Chapter 7 Religious Background Analysis 

This chapter discusses participant views around religious background. Thus far, the thesis has woven 

together the intersecting strands of biblical images of God and theological understandings of God as 

the Trinity. It has also reviewed the current literature on Pacific mental wellbeing, religion in the social 

media space and what it means to be a multi-ethnic, Pacific female. This chapter addresses the 

experiences of women who considered themselves practicing Catholics or were unsure of their beliefs 

but identified as Catholic. Most interview participants were born and raised into Catholic families, and 

they identified both negative and positive experiences of having to participate in Catholic prayers and 

parish life, Catholic education and key, single events which impacted their faith. The discussion of the 

participants’ religious background draws a lot on cultural identity and cultural norms; thus, it intersects 

with, and shapes their religious identities. While still in the second step of the Praxis Model of critical 

reflection on the interviews, the religious backgrounds of the interview participants provides information 

of how these women view themselves within the Church as well as how their own images of God are 

formed.              

7.1 Religious Background 

Out of the 64 interview participants, 49 stated they were currently practicing Catholicism, eight were 

questioning if ‘religion’ meant the same as ‘faith,’ and five were unsure altogether if they had a faith, yet 

identified as Catholic in choosing to participate in the interviews. Those who commented on the 

difference they saw between religion and their faith seemed to imply in the interviews that it was their 

family and cultural practices within Catholicism which made them differentiate between religion and 

faith.   

 “It’s really important – my faith. It’s my fallback plan, I always have my faith to come back to. 

Religion is different, we don’t see eye to eye right now, we are on shaky terms.” – Lupe, 19 yrs, 

Samoan/ Fijian/ Uvea 

“There are times when my faith and religion aren’t strong, but I know that doesn’t reflect my 

relationship with God. Coming from a very sheltered upbringing I was so close-minded then 

had all these encounters and learning about other religions. [My] religion has come to a halt, 

but I still go to Church though I don’t want to focus on all the stuff we have to do to be Catholic, 

but I really want to focus on my relationship with Him.” – Elisapeta, 23 yrs, NZ raised Tongan 

Both Lupe and Elisapeta came from stricter conservative Catholic families, thus it is interesting they 

made distinctive comments about their religion and relationship with God as being separate. The 

women were not clear about what exactly they pinned their faith on. Their responses are similar to 

people who identify as being spiritual, but not religious. Mercadante argues that as a result of Western 

individualism, “spiritual but not religious” individuals reject social hierarchy, feel free to decide what 

beliefs to reject or accept, decide how to practice faith and a create criteria for judging themselves in 
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and others in moral terms.1 This is contrary to Catholic teaching and beliefs, which as described in 

Chapter 5, is based on tradition and scripture that lay out the set of communal practices, beliefs and 

teachings.2  

Of the six other participants who gave similar answers to Lupe and Elisapeta, three came from more 

conservative families where the women generally were not allowed to question their families beliefs, 

one came from a family where their parents had divorced and they left the Church for a time, and two 

had siblings who were judged by others in their parish community for identifying as LGBTQI+ or falling 

pregnant before marriage. These women did not feel a connection to the institutional church, which is 

similar to what Marzheuser described as the experience of Latino Catholic youth.3 Marzheuser argues 

that young Catholics who have more conservative families did not like certain prayer forms and rituals 

within the Church because it reminded them of their parents’ understanding of Catholicism, which they 

disliked and thought was too strict.4 Given that Marzheuser wrote this in 1995 illustrates it is not a new 

issue for the Catholic Church. For my interview participants, the lack of meaningful communication with 

their parents about how practicing Catholicism shaped their relationship with God affects how they 

image God. For example, the two sisters, Mokalagi and Fetuolemoana, described participating in their 

family’s evening prayer, which was mostly in Samoan. They described their father being angry at them 

for not being able to pray a section of the Rosary in Samoan, but they responded by saying that no one 

had ever taught them how to do this and therefore they felt distanced from the Church. In a similar way, 

some of the women felt left out and judged by their parish community and this affected how they 

understood their place within the Church and consequently, also affected their image of God.    

Five women felt unsure of their faith in God: 

“I like to say I put God first but I don’t think I do. Right now I’ve been focusing on work and 

school. God is there, but it evolves.” – Selueni, 19 yrs, NZ born Tongan 

“I’ve stopped going to Church and I just feel that it’s because my view on God and religion as 

a whole has really shifted throughout the time I was at high school. So yea, I don’t know.” – 

Caitlin, 18 yrs, Samoan/Irish 

As indicated by Selueni and Caitlin, these five women described their relationship with God as being 

different to when they were in high school. In the past, their whole daily structure had some element of 

prayer and connection with God, or their family was involved heavily in the parish. As the women 

finished high school, other things became a priority, or they were deciding whether the Church had 

anything relevant to offer their lives.  

 

1 Linda A. Mercadante, “Common Themes,” in Belief without Borders: Inside the Minds of the Spiritual but not 
Religious (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. Oxford Scholarship Online, 2014), doi: 
10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199931002.003.0004. 
2 Vinskie, 20. 
3 Marzheuser, 18.  
4 Ibid. 
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7.1.1 “Cradle Catholics”  

A “cradle Catholic” can be defined as someone who was born and raised into a Catholic family. In total, 

there were 58 women who were raised in a “cradle Catholic” background, which includes 43 women 

who were currently practicing as six of the total 49 “currently practicing” participants became Catholic 

later in life. It also includes all who described a difference between religion and faith and those who 

were unsure of their faith, as these women were still regularly attending Mass despite their reservations. 

Two women had no comments in this section of questions.  

In this group of “cradle Catholics”, 42 women discussed having to participate in the Church, either in 

parish activities or family prayer. When they were younger, they took it for granted that they had to 

participate in their family’s Catholic traditions. However, as they grew older, the women recognized that 

their participation was culturally expected, due to traditions, gender norms and respect for elders. 

Nevertheless, all 43 of the currently practicing “cradle Catholics” had chosen to keep doing so because 

their relationship with God had developed from what they were taught as children.     

 “I didn’t have the guts to say I couldn’t go to church, if I woke up late it would be the end of the 

world even though there were two other Mass times that Sunday- we always had to go to the 

8am one. If we didn’t go, I’d get the silent treatment from my grandparents. Then at our 

fortnightly family talks, I would get a lecture for an hour and a half for not coming, waking up 

late, wearing pants to church instead of a skirt.” – Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

“My upbringing in Fiji was very strict. When we moved to NZ it kind of changed. When my Nana 

comes, she puts her foot down like Rosary every night… I think the only time we ever sit down 

for the Rosary every night is when we have Our Lady’s statue which goes around our Fijian 

community.” – Damelia, 22 yrs, Fijian/Rotuman 

Taumoefolau argues that for Tongan women, identity is formed by their language and culture.5 This 

may also be applicable to other Pacific cultures. Modest dressing for women in Pacific cultures is a 

means of maintaining and respecting their dignity; it is also commonly practiced in families to protect 

girls from encounters with the opposite sex which would violate the vā – the respectful boundaries and 

relationships between all people and things.6 It is interesting to see the connections between religious 

life and what is considered female gender norms that shape Pacific cultural identities, as Iutita 

describes, wearing skirts to church instead of pants.7 This was also consistent with Ross’s Doctoral 

research, where older family members would often critique them if they were not dressed “appropriately” 

for Mass.8 Although it is not an official Church teaching for women to wear skirts, the cultural norms 

 

5 Taumoefolau, 137.  
6 Koya-Vaka’uta, 71. 
7 Sterlinga and Pangb’s case study of multi-ethnic Chinese and Venezuelan young women style of dress in 
Chapter 5 discusses how different ideals of femininity and intersecting ethnicities can mean mental wellbeing 
suffers.   
8 Ross, 202. 
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within each part of the world where the Church is located dictates how a woman would be viewed by 

those in the Church community – either negatively or positively.  

The role of grandparents in religious life was stressed as significant for Iutita, Damelia and other women 

who either lived with their grandparents or spent a lot of time with them. Whether it was attending Mass 

on a Sunday or praying the Rosary, respect for the wisdom of grandparents and their place in the 

hierarchy of family was influential in how young women formed their self-identity within their families 

and in the Church. As discussed in Chapter 5, as well as the 2018 Catholic Youth Synod and Pope 

Francis’ 2019 post-Synod comments, inter-generational communication within families was a key issue 

which arose for young Catholics.9 Francis emphasises that both young and old can learn from one 

another; it is important to have roots in order to foster a relationship, not only with one’s own 

grandparents, but any elderly people in the community.10 Francis’s points reinforce the belief that an 

individual’s family is critical in the formation of young Catholic people’s images of God.  

Other young women in my focus groups explained how their culture and faith were intertwined in terms 

of practicing their language and participating in parish life was understood as honouring their ancestors.    

“We used to be really involved in church things and we couldn’t understand why we had to be 

so into church commitments, and we couldn’t do other things. We had this obligation; we felt 

our parents decided this. We’d sit and groan about everything. Church is a big part of being 

Samoan. Being so involved, it’s our way of giving back to our ancestors, recent ancestors.” – 

Reina, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

 “Our family is hard-core Catholic. Growing up, we’d get in trouble if we slept in church or during 

family prayer. We’d always have to do our faiga lotu [family night prayer] properly and 

pronounce words correctly. I hated looking at my parents saying it, like those death stares when 

you stumble over words.” – Ena, 22 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Reina’s quote follows on from this idea of parents and grandparents being significant role models of 

faith and these women’s images of God. During the interview, Reina explained that her family’s 

involvement in the parish Samoan community was extremely frustrating for her growing up, when she 

felt her parents spent more time engaging in church activities at the parish than with their children. Over 

time, she grew to understand that this was the way her family had chosen to keep the Catholic faith 

alive and passed onto them in order to honour their ancestors. For Ena, however, family night prayer 

was sometimes a cause for anxiety as she cannot speak Samoan fluently, but it was an expectation for 

her to do so in prayer. Ena’s example aligns with what Manuela and Sibley argue, namely that multi-

ethnic individuals can have a lower level of mental wellbeing, with one of the major factors being the 

ability to speak their various ethnic languages.11 It was important for these women to learn from their 

 

9 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Christus Vivit” 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html.. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Manuela and Sibley, 322. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20190325_christus-vivit.html
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families what Catholicism meant, yet at the same time, the women felt ambivalent about this as it often 

brought on anxiety.  

7.1.2 Catholic Education 

The theme of faith education was also evident in 12 interview participants’ comments on Catholic school 

education:          

 “I thought going to a Catholic school we wouldn’t learn about these things, but we went to a 

mosque, Buddhist temple, the synagogue. And it wasn’t them versus us, it was about learning 

what similarities we have. I realised we can actually all co-exist. It really challenged me, like 

why can’t we all get along?” – Anna, 22 yrs, Māori/Samoan/NZ European 

“It’s important growing up and going to Catholic schools, it made me proud to be Catholic. 

Especially with Religious Education.” – Jean, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan  

“I’ve been to a Christian school where they were all against Catholics and it tested my faith. 

Then I went to Catholic schools and it made me appreciate all the Religious Education classes. 

I’ll be like “Omg they’re wearing purple now” [at Mass], and they’ll tell you what time of the 

liturgical calendar we are in.”12 – Rhonda, 18 yrs, Fijian/ Chinese/ NZ European 

There were three themes which arose from the 12 women who commented on attending Catholic 

primary and secondary schools; appreciation for the “Religions of the World” section of the Year 12 

Religious Education curriculum in New Zealand Catholic schools; forming a sense of pride in Catholic 

identity; and having a sense that faith was a part of the rhythms of everyday life.13 As Anna explains 

above, she valued not only being able to learn about different aspects of Catholicism, but how the 

Catholic Church responds and interacts with non-Christian religions. This idea of learning about non-

Christian religions in a positive way was thought-provoking for them; it contrasts with the six women 

who described experiencing anti-Catholic verbal abuse of varying degrees of severity. Six women 

discussed having extended family members who were anti-Catholic or having attended another 

Christian church service at some point in their lives which expressed anti-Catholic sentiment.  

Attendance at Catholic schools challenged and encouraged these women to look at issues in the world 

and mundane daily activities through the lens of the Catholic faith. The Catholic “special character” of 

a school may be fostered by various factors, such as social justice activities, regular prayer, Mass and 

the ability to talk about God and religion without constraint.14 Jean’s remarks indicate that Peloso’s 

argument mentioned in Chapter 5 – that putting faith into action with social justice work fosters a 

 

12 The Catholic Church has ‘seasons’ within the Church liturgical calendar which have symbolic colours. Purple is 
used during Advent - before Christmas and Lent - before Easter. 
13 National Centre for Religious Studies, The Secondary Religious Education Bridging Document: A focus and 
discussion document for Catholic Schools Teaching Year 9-13 Young People in Aotearoa New Zealand, 
(Dunedin: National Centre for Religious Studies, 2018), 32.  
14 Sian Owen, “How the Principals of New Zealand Catholic Secondary Schools Understand and Implement 
Special Character,” (PhD Thesis, Australian Catholic University, 2018), 130. Owen also discusses at length the 
issue of Catholic parishes declining in different areas of New Zealand while Catholic school rolls are at capacity.  
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relationship with God – is true for these interview participants.15 All 12 who described Catholic education 

as being an integral part of their faith development and relationship with God were at the time of the 

interviews also actively involved in parish life. Thus, the liturgical church calendar that Rhonda 

describes, which indicates what church celebrations were imminent in their weekly calendar, was 

intertwined with their family calendar. This was a strand which contributed to their development of 

images of God and understanding their place within the Church and society.   

7.1.3 Key moments 

Aside from the 58 women who were born and raised in a Catholic family, six women became Catholic 

later in their lives and were currently practicing at the time of the interview.   

 “I was only baptised into the Catholic Church four years ago, I did it for my grandma. I went to 

church with her. My relationship between God is between the two of us, I do appreciate the 

Catholic religion and the things I’ve learnt from it.” – Luseane, 22 yrs, NZ raised Tongan 

“In Tongan culture, whatever your Dad is-that’s where your whole family is. We were all 

baptised Methodist. Then my Mum and Dad split, we got baptised into the Mormon Church, 

went to Seventh Day Adventist then the Wesleyan Church. We moved to so many different 

places so we would go to different churches. We started going to the local Catholic Church, I 

used to think Catholics were a cult. I started attending Mass because I wanted to. This year I 

got Confirmed.”16 – Mesalina, 19 yrs, Tongan/Niuean 

Again, in light of both Luseane and Mesalina’s experiences, it is clear that the role of grandparents and 

parents in the hierarchy within their families are integral to how these women image God.17 Whether or 

not the women were simply following the lead of elders in their family, after becoming Catholic in their 

teenage years or early-twenties, they also commented on accepting and believing in Catholic teaching 

and spoke positively of the contemplative aspects of prayer as well as the history of Catholic tradition 

to draw on as a source of stability.  

Drawing on their faith as a source of stability was also the case for 18 women who described having a 

key moment in their faith journey, which in turn, impacted how they grew to see God. These key events 

either had a positive or negative impact upon their mental wellbeing. Most of the 18 women had come 

to the realisation that what their families were trying to teach them had finally made sense. For a few 

women, this key event involved them being physically healed from a sickness after both prayer and 

professional medical care. For example, Vaelenoatia believed that there was no medical explanation 

for her healing:  

 

15 Peloso, 241.  
16 The Sacrament of Confirmation is believed to be a completion of the Sacrament of Baptism and is associated 
with Christian maturity – confirming the beliefs of your Baptism (which most often takes place in infanthood in the 
Catholic Church). In the New Zealand Catholic Church, Confirmation takes place about the age of 10-12 years 
old whereas overseas it can be celebrated in the latter teenage years. It can also be received as an adult if one 
was not born and raised Catholic.   
17 Taumoefolau, 137. 
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“When I was in Year 7, I got really sick, going in and out of hospital, losing weight and 

deteriorating. They couldn’t find what was wrong with me. The doctors thought I was doing it to 

myself psychologically. We went to Samoa for a week-long Divine Mercy thing and I slowly 

started getting better. There’s a witch doctor guy on my Tongan side, and he came to fofo 

[traditional massage] me along with prayers. After a week of his massages I just threw up all 

this stuff after that I got better. We believe Divine Mercy cured me and so my family believes in 

miracles. I believe it did too.” – Vaelenoatia, 19 yrs, Samoan/Tongan 

The Divine Mercy prayer devotion is a popular prayer that is said alongside the Rosary while reflecting 

on an image of Jesus with blue and red rays emitting from his heart. These rays represent the blood 

and water which flowed out of Jesus’ side after he was crucified (Jn. 19: 34).18 The women who said 

their families spoke about and saw God as being merciful were from the same families who regularly 

prayed the Divine Mercy prayer and the Rosary. This devotion to the Rosary is consistent with 

Elizondo’s argument that in non-Western cultures there is a higher prevalence of Marian devotions.19 

Two women also commented that their primary past image of God was the Divine Mercy image of Jesus 

based on how often they would use this devotional prayer. Further, in Vaelenoatia’s scenario, where 

Western medicine did not cure her, her family turned to indigenous healing practices,  which is separate 

from Catholicism, as well as their Catholic faith – a mix of traditions at work. This points to former 

Samoan Head of State Tui Atua Tapua Tamasese Efi’s observation that Samoans, and indeed all 

Pacific Islanders, adapt to their new environments, acknowledge the source of their providence and 

draw on their collective cultural identity to ensure the wellbeing of the family.20    

While most of the interview participants’ families understood faith and culture as inseparable strands 

interwoven together, some women interviewed did not recognise this connection. Alyson, a 23-year-old 

Tongan/Fijian woman shared that her father started teaching her about the connection between Catholic 

beliefs and her Tongan culture when he was shocked that she could not say the Rosary in Tongan in 

the presence of her extended family, and she felt ashamed. This, for her, was a defining moment. On 

the other hand, some women spoke of having a positive key moment when they were in prayer or an 

experience in the Church which made them want to research on their own about the Catholic faith.  

“I went to Church but didn’t get it. I had my First Holy Communion when I was younger, but 

never my Confirmation. I got it at the same time as my nine-year-old sister. It was awkward with 

all the kids. Even though they were teaching at a kid’s level it finally clicked for me. Everything 

in the Catholic faith has a meaning. It’s not nonsense out of habit. That’s when I started doing 

my own research and I was from then a proud as Catholic.” – Margaret, 21 yrs, Tongan/ Danish 

Although both Alyson and Margaret describe single events as turning points in their faith journeys, their 

stories echo Reina’s and Ena’s comments made earlier in this chapter, where they explained how both 

 

18 Marian Fathers of the Immaculate Conception of the B.V.M., “The Divine Mercy: How to Recite the Chaplet,” 
accessed on April 20, 2020,  https://www.thedivinemercy.org/message/devotions/pray-the-chaplet .  
19 Elizondo, 4.  
20 Tui Atua Tupua Tamesese Ta’isi Efi, http://www.headofstate.ws/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Tui-Atua-SMA-
Address-TUI-ATUA-VERSION-LARGE-FONT.pdf.  
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culture and faith were entrenched in their everyday lives. However, both Alyson and Margaret each 

needed to learn for themselves what these two aspects of their identity meant in their lives and how 

they were integrated. Each of the women who spoke of their religious background said that God was in 

some way present through their childhood and family lives.  

7.2 Past Images of God 

With the backdrop of their religious contexts, the women shared some of their past images of God which 

differed to their current images of God. These were “Male”, “Non-Existent”, “Judge”, “King”, “Comforter”, 

and a range of images from creation and the natural world.  The most common image of God women 

grew up with was God as male, with 14 women sharing this from a variety of perspectives: 

“Growing up you think God is male, and white with the big beard. But as I grew older, you 

experience Him yourself.” – Apaula, 20 yrs, NZ Born Samoan 

“I used to think he was a father figure and that’s where my problems starts. I project so much 

of my own Dad onto Christ. It took so long to realise that it’s probably why I have so many 

problems with that relationship because of my relationship with my real dad. Like if I don’t do 

well, he’ll get upset and then he’ll make me feel guilty.” – Susana, 18 yrs, Tokelauan/Wallis & 

Futuna/Rotuman 

Apaula’s mention of the colour white and God having a large beard were typical of a few responses 

made by the focus group participants. Ena likened God to looking like Dumbledore, the popular fantasy 

fictional character from the Harry Potter book and film series. Similarly, others commented that God, 

with a large beard, was in the sky or the clouds. Given the growth of Roman Catholicism in the Western 

Church, it is not unusual for Jesus and male images of God to be depicted as having white skin.21 Aside 

from depicting male images of God with what was familiar in Western culture, artists also used the 

symbolism of the colour white in Catholicism: it symbolises purity, hope, is the closest to light so is 

associated with heaven and is therefore a reminder of Jesus’ triumph over death with his resurrection.22 

Typically Western art, brown skin by default is not associated with any of these things. Various pieces 

of art in contemporary times have sought to illustrate God and Catholic saints from different cultural 

perspectives and it is generally seen as positive.23 

Susana raises the point that she would often associate God with the same characteristics and reactions 

of her own father. Susana also specifically spoke about Christ when referring to her image and 

relationship with God throughout her group interview. This indicates her faith was quite Christocentric, 

 

21 Fehren, 28. 
22 Jeanne Heiberg, “Symbol Talk: Symbol #4: The White Robe,” Catechist 39, no. 4 (01, 2006): 42-45. 
http://ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/login?url=https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/docview/213788764?accountid=8424 . 
23 Ciaran Freeman, “Looking for new religious art? Check your local high school,” America Magazine, June 07, 
2019, https://www.americamagazine.org/arts-culture/2019/06/07/looking-new-religious-art-check-your-local-high-
school . ; Kathleen J., Martin, “Jesus was not an Indian: Encountering Native Images in the Catholic Church,” in 
Indigenous Symbols and Practices in the Catholic Church : Visual Culture, Missionization and Appropriation, 137-
162, eds., Kathleen L. Martin, Afe Adogame, Graham Henry and Ines Talamantez (Farnham: Taylor & Francis 
Group, 2010). ProQuest Ebook Central. 

http://ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/docview/213788764?accountid=8424
http://ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/docview/213788764?accountid=8424
https://www.americamagazine.org/arts-culture/2019/06/07/looking-new-religious-art-check-your-local-high-school
https://www.americamagazine.org/arts-culture/2019/06/07/looking-new-religious-art-check-your-local-high-school
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but she also discussed Christ as being one Person in the Trinity. Susana spoke of being anxious of 

upsetting and disappointing her own father and thought of God in the same way. For her, God is both 

male and easily upset if one does something wrong. As Birky and Ball argue, the way individuals will 

image God most often reflects the individual’s relationship with their parents and has a direct impact on 

mental wellbeing.24 Similarly, Steenwyk et al. provide examples in their study that a controlling God 

image was associated with authoritarian parents who control but do not support their children; also 

those who imaged God as a punishing judge experienced negative self-esteem, while those who 

imaged God as accepting, loving and forgiving had positive self-esteem.25   

Nine women described their past image of God as being non-existent or distant. Out of these nine, 

three women described being angry at God for a significant, traumatic experience in their lives, while 

Naomi said she felt God was non-existent and distant because God picked who he loved and favoured:  

“When things went wrong, I felt he wasn’t there for me. He only focused on those who obey his 

commands. My image of him was ‘picky’, He’ll pick the ones he cares for. Seeing it now, I had 

a lot of doubt in Him. I had a lot of things to say about him, like he wasn’t there when I was 

down as he promised.” – Naomi, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

For Naomi and for three other women, their image of God and faith did not help maintain a positive 

state of mental wellbeing. In turn, they felt more alone than comforted. This may have been because of 

their age and maturity level and being unable to process traumatic events, such as the passing of a 

close family member. Naomi’s quote is akin to the Old Testament image of God as judge and is also 

similar to Job who thought he was being treated unfairly by God (Job 23: 2-7). However, unlike Job who 

had faith that God would eventually treat him fairly and positively, Naomi describes completely doubting 

God was there or would help her. In experiencing negative or traumatic life events, an individual’s 

images of God can be impacted. 

7.3 Church – Images of God 

When asked what images of God participants thought the Church held, and what images they saw 

within the Mass, the most common response was the Eucharist, with 17 women describing this image, 

including Moana:  

“When we kneel, because it reminds us that God gave up his only Son and then that reminds 

me of the Last Supper. Jesus was telling his disciples that he was going to die for the whole 

world.” – Moana, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the image of Jesus as High Priest, Bread of Life and Lamb of God are 

commonly associated with the Eucharist – “the source and summit of Christian life” in the Catholic-

Christian tradition.26 Moana’s quote shows she connects Jesus’ death with the Eucharist as instead of 

 

24 I.T. Birky & S. Ball, ”Parental trait influence on God as an object representation,” Journal of Psychology 122 
(1988): 134. 
25 Steenwyk et al., 87, 93. 
26 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd. ed., 1324, accessed September 6, 2017, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p2s2c1a3.htm . 
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the traditional Passover lamb, Jesus becomes the Lamb of God sacrificed and offered to God.27 He is 

both the priest and the offering; something which she visually has a picture of each time she attends 

Mass. Her mention of kneeling in this context suggests that it is a sign of humility before something 

holy, and which is for all people in the world. 

Hanna described a heavenly banquet and drew on her own images of heaven and what she learnt from 

studying the Book of Revelation: 

“I remember in primary school, this stuck out. I remember our teacher telling us to close our 

eyes and imagine what paradise looks like. From there I guess that’s what I’ve always seen 

Mass as revolving around. It’s happiness, colour, mother nature, the ocean, that’s what I see, 

heaps of flowers and greenery. For me, it’s the way they described the Garden of Eden, no 

fighting. I’ve read a bit about the Book of Revelation, it’s a book we focused on in Year 13 

[religious education]. Mass is like heaven and earth joined together.” – Hanna, 23 yrs, 

Samoan/Māori/NZ European 

Hanna’s description, while being very rich in imagery, hints at Catholic theology about the Eucharist in 

relation to the Book of Revelation. Alice Camille explains that for Catholics, “the Eucharist is both 

memorial and proclamation. It remembers the past sacrifice of Jesus and brings it forward to the 

present. It also proclaims the future banquet of God’s reign and initiates it.”28 The book of Revelation 

also refers to the Lamb and a banquet feast (5:6-13; 19:9) with a multitude of people and all “creatures” 

on heaven and earth worshipping the Lamb, who was slaughtered. This joining of heaven and earth 

which Hanna describes reflects a very Catholic approach to understanding the book of Revelation and 

the image of God as the Lamb.  

The second and third most common responses from focus group members were the image of God in 

the crucifix and the people present as being an image of God. Lastly, there were a mix of responses of 

seeing an image of God as light or lit candles or light through stained-glass windows, and also in various 

depictions of God, biblical scenes and saints in artwork. Priests exercising their ministry in the Mass or 

other sacraments were also described as an image of God as they revealed the beauty of God. The 

combination of these images of God which women said the Church held, summarise quite accurately 

the different aspects of the communal side of Catholicism: corporate worship with the Eucharist, the 

centrality of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, the people, the priests,  physical artwork and other symbols 

found within the Church. For example, Jean stated: 

“I think we see God in the priests. And during Holy Communion. And when you walk into the 

church there’s a sense of holiness and God’s presence there. It’s to do with the tabernacle 

being there.” – Jean, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

 

27 Dennis E. Johnson, 338. 
28 Alice Camille, “Taste and see: if you want to feast on the Eucharist, take a big bite out of the Bible,” U.S. 
Catholic, June 2011, 44+. Gale Academic OneFile (accessed July 27, 2020). https://link-gale-
com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/apps/doc/A258131589/AONE?u=learn&sid=AONE&xid=5275bede.  
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Jean’s remarks highlight that it is difficult to separate the corporate worship of the Church from its 

ministers and the people, as well as the type of Christian worship which typifies Post-Vatican II 

Catholicism; this is the belief that the Church is the Body of Christ, comprised of the hierarchy and the 

people who receive the Body of Christ in the Eucharist, and who are present in the world but on a 

journey to eternal life.29 On the other hand, Rhonda, described that she could associate some priests 

as an image of God more so than others: 

“God is in the priest. I’ve had a few priests in Fiji where he would say Mass really quickly so he 

could go and drink kava after. Others are so good where he breaks down the Word and you 

get it straight away which makes you want to come to church.” – Rhonda, 18 yrs, 

Fijian/Chinese/NZ European 

For Rhonda and a few other women, the way the priest preached significantly helped them learn about 

their faith, and thus they classified these men as good priests and a main source of spiritual nourishment 

for them.  

Angela describes the beautiful aesthetics of Catholic churches, such as artwork and stained-glass 

windows:  

“Big stained-glass windows, statues and stuff, big places like the Vatican, beautiful pieces of 

work that show what God is when you can’t use words to explain.” – Angela, 19 yrs, NZ born 

Samoan 

The physical artwork and symbols were how some participants, such as Angela, thought the Church 

imaged God, including lit candles and symbols linked with sacraments, such as fire and wind for the 

Sacrament of Confirmation. As Pope John Paul II wrote in a letter to artists, “Beauty, like truth, brings 

joy to the human heart and is that precious fruit which resists the erosion of time, which unites 

generations and enables them to be one in admiration… Art must make perceptible and as far as 

possible attractive, the world of the invisible God”.30 Further, Cynthia Bacon Hammer argues that beauty 

within the Church allows the worshipper to begin a journey of realisation to know more deeply who they 

are and who the Church is as created in the image of God.31  

The images of God which participants believed are held by the Catholic Church are linked with the 

Trinity; thus the next section of this chapter will focus on what the women understood about the Trinity 

in their own lives. 

 

29 Massimo Faggioli, True Reform: Liturgy and Ecclesiology in Sacrosanctum Concilium (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 2012), 63, 65, ProQuest Ebook Central. 
30 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II to Artists,” accessed July 27, 2020, 
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1999/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_23041999_artists.html.  
31 Cynthia A. Bacon Hammer, “Discovering beauty, discovering God,” (PhD Thesis, University of Dubuque 
Theological Seminary, 2015), 4.  
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7.4 Understanding of the Trinity – Images of God 

As a focal point of this research, it was important to ask the women what they understood about the 

Trinity, and if/how they considered the Trinity in their prayers. Out of the total 64 women interviewed, 

19 said that when they pray, they are praying to all three Persons of the Trinity. Others commented on 

praying to one or two Persons of the Trinity specifically: 15 prayed to God the Father, 15 to Jesus and 

7 to the Holy Spirit. Nine women said they would pray to “God in heaven” without further defining this, 

but in the context of their interviews, this was more associated with God as a creator. Women who 

prayed to two or more Persons most often said they prayed to God the Father and Jesus.  

One woman who became Catholic in her teenage years said: 

“I really admire about the Catholic Church that we acknowledge the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

I used to go to this church called Breakthrough. They’ll be like oh we’ll just focus on the Holy 

Spirit, let it envelop the room, praise and worship music. Now so many youth are drawn to the 

Protestant churches because of what they offer, even I’m drawn to that sometimes. I 

acknowledge the Trinity in the sign of the cross.” – Mesalina, 19 yrs, Tongan/Niuean 

Similarly, another woman who also became Catholic in her teens noted the difference between the 

Methodist church she grew up in, where the emphasis was primarily on Jesus, whereas her experience 

of Catholicism was more Trinitarian. One NZ-born Samoan woman described the interconnection of the 

Trinity with her understanding of scripture and praying the Rosary in her family: 

“Sometimes it’s ‘dear Heavenly Father’ unless you’re praying the Rosary. Then like ‘we pray 

you send your Spirit’ and end with ‘in the name of your Son Jesus Christ’. It kind of comes back 

to the Bible, how Jesus says no one can come to the Father except through me, so it makes 

sense that I pray like that.” – Milasa, 21 yrs, NZ born Samoan  

Milasa describes the scripture passage examined in Chapter 3 on New Testament Images of God: John 

14: 6-11. As she explains, Jesus and the Father are one, and this intimacy was contrary to a culture of 

patriarchal dominance in Jesus’ time.32 Most of the 15 women who specifically said they would pray to 

God as Father said that it was out of habit and what was familiar to them in their home life and in their 

parishes. Also, when asked what their own personal image of God was, 13 women said it was God as 

Father.   

Mekesina questioned how the Church, God and the teaching on the Trinity were interwoven: 

“The Catholic Church – we have the Trinity, but then we have God as Father itself where God 

controls the Trinity?” – Mekesina, 18 yrs, Samoan/Tongan/Niuean 

Mekesina’s question reveals two things: that the Trinity is a mystery beyond human understanding but 

that there is also still a need for more depth in faith formation for young people in the Church to 

 

32 Hilkert, 341. 
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understand the Trinity further. There is a sense that God is beyond the world, but also a part of it and 

the Church.33  

Unsurprisingly, the 15 women who said that would specifically pray to Jesus felt he was superior to the 

Holy Spirit and equal to God the Father. As Johnson explains, this absence of the Holy Spirit derives 

from being the last Person of the Trinity to be named as divine in the fourth century.34 Further, historically 

in Catholic theology, the power of the Holy Spirit has often been confined and associated as a gift to 

those in ordained ministry or substituted with the Virgin Mary.35 Whilst contemporary Catholic 

pneumatology has grown from its absent past, the Holy Spirit still remains the “half-known, homeless, 

Cinderella” of the Trinity in Catholicism.36  

Iutita, who prayed mostly to God as Father and the Holy Spirit, said the following: 

“I focus on the Father and Holy Spirit part. The Holy Spirit because everyone has that in you 

and it helps you make decisions. It’s your built-in intuition, sometimes it’s conscious and 

sometimes it’s not. But then at the same time I feel the Father part but because I’ve never really 

had a dad. I’ve had a grandad, but we’ve very firmly established that he’s my grandad in cultural 

terms.” – Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ European  

Iutita went on to speak of the Holy Spirit as a gift that each person was given, and that it was a helper 

and someone to help guide you. Her comment on not having a Father figure and liking the image of 

God as Father, differed to another woman raised by a single mother who refused to call God Father. 

The difference in their two stories was that Iutita explained the many positive male figures she had in 

her family, including her grandfather and uncles. The other woman had experienced many domineering 

male figures in her family who stressed that males were the head of the household.  As Steenwyk et 

al.argue, women who image God as controlling can internalise beliefs about women being submissive 

in contrast with men perceiving God as male to justify exercising control over others in relationships.37 

It is clear there is a connection between authority figures in one’s life and how one images God. 

Lastly, nine women said they would pray to saints such as St. Christopher, St. Anthony and the Virgin 

Mary for intercessory prayers. An additional nine women said they pray to “God” who was in Heaven 

without clarifying exactly which Person of the Trinity they were meaning. For example, Anna said: 

“I’ll be honest, there’s a lot more of God and Jesus. It’s not that I don’t like the Holy Spirit. For 

a long time it was just rolled off the end of my prayer acknowledging the Trinity. It’s not until I’m 

in space where I’m completely retreated away from what I’m doing. After receiving communion 

I’m definitely more Jesus and God focused. But the Trinity has always fascinated me. Like 

Pentecost, that was when I thought wow Holy Spirit is so cool. When I see a dove, fire, wind 

 

33 Johnson, She Who Is, 210. 
34 Ibid., 128. 
35 Ibid., 129. 
36 Ibid., 131. 
37 Steenwyk et al., 93. 
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it’s so cool. It’s something that I’m still going through.” – Anna, 22 yrs, Samoan/Māori/NZ 

European  

Anna also shared that her parish was focusing on an image of God which was more maternal and 

merciful. I argue that this is linked to her naming “God” as someone she prays to as opposed to God as 

Father and Creator. Similarly, Maria said: 

“God is an overseeing all powerful being, and Jesus is our role model and the Holy Spirit is 

what guides us in our everyday life and choices. When I pray, it’s mainly to God for guidance. 

Most of the time it’s to God.” – Maria, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

While each of the women had different understandings of the Trinity, it is evident that the women’s 

family backgrounds and various life experiences have impacted their images of God and how they pray. 

The final section of this chapter will analyse the current positive and negative images of God which the 

women held at the time of the interview. 

7.5 Negative Images of God 

The main negative image of God which 13 women commented on was God as one who is judgemental 

of LGBTQI+ individuals. The image of God being a harsh judge of non-heterosexual individuals was 

not necessarily an image that the women held themselves, but one they believed other people held. 

One woman’s experience in her family and her parents’ image of God had left a negative impact on her 

life: 

“My younger sister is lesbian and I felt sorry for her with what my parents say-that she’s going 

to hell. Being hard-core Catholics, they think that all gays are going to hell. They’re like what 

did we do wrong in our parenting? Like that’s your daughter. In my own heart I know that in the 

Bible it says that she will go to hell, but I know God is merciful and forgiving and stuff like that. 

I know for her she shouldn’t think of the negative stuff she should focus on her relationship with 

God. She is in the phase of religion being man-made, and I tell her even if you don’t want to 

put yourself with a religion, make sure your relationship with God is strong. Focus on you and 

God, because God will judge you. I encourage her that God is merciful, loving and forgiving.” – 

Ena, 22 yrs, NZ born Samoan  

Ena describes a separation between religion and a relationship with God to ensure her sister did not 

abandon a relationship with God altogether. While Ena herself does not separate her Catholic faith from 

her relationship with God, she cedes this for her sister and shares her own positive image of God as 

merciful, loving and forgiving. Ena’s conservative parents’ vindictive image of God had impacted her 

sister’s mental wellbeing negatively and is consistent with Martin’s argument that non-heterosexual 

individuals are often targeted for their actions being sinful more than other things deemed as sexual sin 

in the eyes of the Church – such as heterosexual couples who live and sleep together before marriage, 

and use of artificial birth control.38 The analysis in Chapter 2 on the image of God as judge in Leviticus 

 

38 Martin, 29. 
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20 seems to be how Ena believes her parents image God and how they understand God‘s feelings 

towards LGBTQI+ individuals – they did not believe that her sister should be condemned to death, but 

rather that her sister was not worthy of the “inheritance” of heaven.  

Renee and Iutita discuss this negative image of God from the perspective that Catholic teachings are 

open to interpretation: 

“I don’t agree even though in the Old Testament it says not to marry the same sex as you for 

you will be condemned and sent to hell. People don’t realise the purpose of the New Testament. 

After Noah and God washed everyone, it was a cleansing then Jesus came and sent as our 

Saviour to look a new perspective and new way. He talks about forgiving, accepting outcasts 

and those outcast from society.” – Renee, 21 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“I also don’t like when people say God hates gays and stuff. You can’t say what God hates or 

likes, are you God? Did Jesus come down and tell you? Our faith is something that does evolve 

with times. If you looked for it in our faith, the Bible and doctrines, the Catholic faith is open for 

interpretation, and even though we have a Pope who directs us as a shepherd, it’s not to say 

this is the only way.” – Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ European  

On the one hand, Renee describes a view which is not in agreement with Catholic teaching on how 

Catholics are to understand the Old and the New Testaments; “Christians should receive them [the 

books of the Old Testament] with reverence”.39 From a Catholic perspective, the purpose of the Old 

Testament is to reveal how God has acted throughout history and to prepare humanity for the coming 

of Christ, the Messiah.40 Although Renee identifies as a practicing Catholic, this may reflect either a 

lack of faith formation, a development in her own personal views on how to interpret the Bible or perhaps 

both. On the other hand, Iutita describes a God who does not hate LGBTQI+ individuals and that while 

the Catholic tradition can be slow-moving in reacting to contemporary issues, Catholics can form their 

own conscience and decisions. Some of Iutita’s other comments indicate she prays to the Holy Spirit 

for guidance. From a Catholic perspective, the Holy Spirit does guide one’s conscience, as well as three 

non-negotiables: never doing evil so that good results from it; the rule “whatever you wish that others 

would do to you, do so to them”; and not doing anything which would cause harm to others.41 By drawing 

on her relationship with God, teaching of the Church and the Bible, Iutita felt she had the ability to act 

with her own conscience.     

The second negative image of God which women disliked was God as distant and absent. Again, like 

the above image of a judgmental God, this God-image was not their own, but one that they were aware 

 

39 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation Dei Verbum,” accessed August 2, 2020, 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651118_dei-
verbum_en.html. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd. ed., 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s1c1a6.htm. See 1786-1789. 
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others used to describe who God was. Eleven women considered this image in the context of people 

blaming God for things that were going wrong in their lives: 

“I don’t like it when people are like, He’s the reason for all the bad stuff in the world. One of the 

girls at school, her dad had died and she was saying God was the reason for that. I didn’t like 

that.” – Seraphine, 17 yrs, Samoan/Fijian 

‘Why does God let bad things happen to people?” is a perennial, deeply human question and not limited 

to Catholicism. The punitive image of God, often described by these women as God the Father of the 

Old Testament such as in Psalm 2, was something they could not marry together harmoniously with 

their own positive images of God. From this section of the focus group interviews, 11 women articulated 

that their image of God was one that brought them hope and that it helped them get through difficult life 

situations; this will be analysed in the final section of this chapter. Four women also described disliking 

“white-washed” images of Jesus and feeling as though the Church or other Christians believed that 

Jesus was European. Three disliked God as being a judge to fear, and two spoke about the image of 

an Anti-Catholic God. The women who commented on negative images of God offer interesting 

perspectives on contemporary issues which young people face and which they conclude are not helpful 

for maintaining positive mental wellbeing. 

7.6 Positive Images of God 

There were a large range of positive images of God which were held by the women in the focus groups. 

While Chapters 8 and 9 will analyse more closely whether the women believed these images of God 

helped them maintain a positive sense mental wellbeing, this final section will examine the most popular 

responses. Table 4 reveals the most common responses to women’s images of God were that God is 

Ubiquitous, a Father, and, as discussed earlier in the chapter, Love, Creation and Forgiving.  

Table 4: Focus Group Participants Positive Images of God 

Image of God Number of responses 

Ubiquitous 20 

Father 13 

Love 12 

Creation 9 

Forgiving 8 

All-Powerful 7 

Friend 7 

No visual or name 7 

Saviour/Protector 7 

Light 5 

Family Member 4 

Other 10 
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Some women commented on holding multiple images of God – such as God being ubiquitous and also 

in Creation. Twenty women responded by saying their way of imaging God was that God is ubiquitous 

and spoke to their own contexts: 

“I work on a medical ward and our patients are from Emergency or ICU so they’re really sick 

people. Every week we have deaths on our ward. Going to work for me, seeing all these 

vulnerable people, and at the moment we have this prisoner on the ward, that’s how I see the 

Lord when I see all these people. I thank Him for family, good health, giving me another day to 

live.” – Pauline, 24 yrs, Samoan/Chinese  

“When I’m talking to God I’m not up in heaven, but I feel like he’s right next to me. I see God in 

different ways, like someone may say something, and sometimes I take that as a message from 

God, there’s a reason that person has said. Somebody will say something to lighten me up and 

I think that’s God talking to me. God is everywhere, there with me and I can talk to him 

whenever. God is at the centre of everything. Even when I have a moody day, if I play a song 

then I’ll feel much more calm.” – Mataua, 20 yrs, Samoan/Fijian 

Pauline and Mataua felt as though they could encounter God in everyone and everything they were 

doing. God was portrayed as a listener and always close at hand, even when things were not going well 

during their day. Pauline’s employment vocation is a reflection of Matthew 25:44-46, analysed in 

Chapter 3 – while Jesus is portrayed as a judge, he says he will question each person after they die 

whether they cared for the hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, sick or imprisoned, for everywhere these 

people were, God was there. God was ubiquitous for Pauline in her workplace and in her family. For 

women who  imaged God as ubiquitous, God was present in their everyday situations, in their requests 

for “daily bread”, and forgiveness for their wrongdoings against God and others – they believed that this 

was a part of their journey to Heaven (Mt. 6: 10-12).42 Donald Goergen maintains the Holy Spirit as a 

gift to all humanity is both gentle and untameable and we can experience God as both consoling and 

also all-encompassing and overwhelming.43 Zita sums up what the women who imaged God as 

ubiquitous thought: 

“God is in everything and everyone, and that in itself is enough to empower someone to keep 

going.” – Zita, 18 yrs, Samoan/NZ European  

A total of 12 women described their image of God as Love itself and some explained how they linked 

this image of God to their mental wellbeing, similar to Zita’s quote above: 

“One thing about God that gives me hope is His love pretty much. That’s a very big word when 

it comes to God. He’s got unconditional love. Because you don’t realise how much he loves 

you until you go through things in life and after going through difficult times and realising that 

you may not be perfect, and you may have veered off the path, He still loves you at the end. 

And no matter what happens in your life, there’s always hope for the future because He’s the 

 

42 Senior, 86 
43 Goergen, 35. 
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one that will be guiding you. And I always hold on to that, lately, it’s been my guiding light but 

yeah His love is all I need.” – Karlina, 22 yrs, NZ raised Fijian  

Karlina’s image of God as Love is expressed as constantly being present, as unconditionally and always 

being in relationship with her  as she looked ahead to the future. From her worldview, God has indeed 

prepared a place for every person in Heaven and she is not afraid (Jn. 14:2).44 Karlina’s image of God 

as unconditional Love is different to God in Psalm 103, where although God’s hesed and mercy are 

longer-lasting than God’s anger, it is dependent on the people’s willingness to obey God’s 

commandments.45 Karlina also ties in the image of God being a guiding light; God as Love illuminated 

the dark areas in her life.  

The image of God in Creation and as Creator was another popular image with nine young women: 

“The God that is important to me now is the image of God who is Creator, source of life like 

those things. I see that everywhere and when I see each person I try to see like oh wow God 

made that, that’s amazing or like today in Psychology we were looking at the structure of eyes, 

like wow that’s so amazing who designed that? So I’m always in awe about God. I’ve been 

watching a few videos lately where God is the intelligent design behind the creation of the world 

and the Big Bang and the science vs God debate. It just makes me really appreciate nature 

even more, just how beautiful everything is like God made this like this didn’t come from nothing. 

The more I think about it, the more I think of God as a mother, just life-giving, nurturing, loving.” 

– Zoe, 24 yrs, NZ born Tongan 

Other women who said they saw God in creation described the beauty of creation as drawing them to 

believe in the existence of God and to be in awe of the power of God to create everything in nature. 

Without the power of God’s word and voice, nothing is created, moves or has its being, as discussed in 

Chapter 2; God’s commands in Genesis 1:1-24 emphasise that what God says always comes to fruition.  

Zoe’s quote is fascinating as she associates creation and God being Creator as a more feminine image 

of God. She was also the only woman to name God specifically as “Mother”, was one of three women 

who had studied Theology and was also raised by a single mother. The way her mother spoke about 

God in her household growing up was very different to the domineering, punitive God which the males 

in her family described to her.46 This is an example of how the intersection of one’s family, cultural and 

religious background influence images of God and in turn how images of God can benefit or harm 

mental wellbeing.   

The image of God as forgiving and merciful was another common image and was strongly associated 

with the image of God as Love. Christine sees God as unconditionally forgiving: 

“I see him as this Being that is merciful, I always ask for mercy in all that we do. I’m afraid a lot 

of the time that I’m not doing the right thing, or thinking the way I should so I ask him to be my 

 

44 Morris, 567. 
45 Schaefer O. S. B., 256. 
46 Steenwyk et.al., 85. 
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support and that I’m sorry if I am. I pray the Lord’s Prayer and I just pray.” – Christine, 19 yrs, 

NZ born Samoan   

Christine explained that she felt afraid she was acting immorally in the eyes of God – yet at the same 

time felt that God was merciful and forgiving. Later in her interview, Christine also mentioned going to 

the Sacrament of Reconciliation, thus it makes sense that this image of God seemed prominent for her 

at the time. Christine had a sense that Jesus had sacrificed his life for her and that she was always 

aiming to live a life worthy of this sacrifice. Another woman described God as forgiving, based on 

reading parables in the Bible: 

“Growing up, I found Him a bit more scary. Like not as loving. Like whenever I did something 

bad, He would be angry at me, or something like that. But then I realised growing up he was 

forgiving. Especially like with the parables, like the prodigal son and stuff.” – Beatrice, 23 yrs, 

NZ born Samoan 

Beatrice explains that her image of God changed over time from being someone to be fearful of to being 

loving and forgiving. Pagola raises the point that Jesus interacting with those on the outskirts of society 

was scandalous to Jesus’ own community.47 When Jesus acts with forgiveness to an extent that people 

in his community had not seen or experienced, this image of God deviates from socially accepted norms 

and seeks an intimate relationship with all people.48   

The range of images of God which women described as being both negative and positive in their lives, 

both past and present, illustrate how different aspects of their lives intersect. The mix of experiences in 

religious background – from being raised as a “cradle Catholic”, becoming Catholic or having a key 

moment impacting their lives and understandings of God, offer a rich context for analysing images of 

God. Their perspectives on the Trinity and the Catholic Church’s images of God again present different 

ways of understanding how Pacific women in New Zealand perceive their position within the Church 

and society, as well as how images of God can impact their mental wellbeing. The next two chapters 

will discuss the images of God women came across on social media and the extent the women believed 

mental wellbeing is impacted by images of God.     

 

 

 

 

 

47 Pagola, 198. 
48 Malina and Neyrey, 40. 
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Chapter 8 Social Media Analysis 

This chapter examines the interview participants’ social media use and if they believed this impacted 

their images of God. It was important to question the young women about how they thought social 

media and images of God interplay with each other as it was such a dominant part of many of their daily 

lives. The topic of Church responses to sexuality and LGBTQI+ issues also arose again out of the social 

media interview questions. Given that regular, daily social media use was common for many of the 

focus group participants, this was another aspect of their lives which contributed to how they imaged 

God. This ties closely with the previous chapter – the women’s religious backgrounds – as in a sense, 

social media is a public arena to potentially discuss theological topics. As a part of the second step of 

the Praxis Model, the focus group participants experience of images of God on social media offers 

insights into the intersecting parts of their identity.  

8.1 Use of Social Media 

The questions in this part of the interviews focused on how frequently participants would access social 

media, whether they believed their faith impacted their use, if they would post faith-related things and 

what kind of Catholic and broader Christian content they saw online. Out of the 64 total interview 

participants, 47 said they accessed social media more than once a day and were very aware of the 

ability to curate their real-life experiences. This is consistent with what Barron argues in Chapter 5,1 that 

while social media is not necessarily bad, the ability to curate real-life experiences can determine 

whether one's online actions are guided by pride or humility. Once personal posts online gain popularity, 

it is easier for an individual to act a certain way to increase their popularity.2 It is not necessarily a 

negative thing when sharing a personal image or post to boost popularity for a good cause. However, 

Barron’s argument is that when social media is used to create a façade of a perfect, happy life and is 

used to say things to please others, it is disingenuous. On the other hand, when a person is authentically 

engaged in friendships online, and is not portraying themselves in order to impress others – this is 

humility and maintaining a “culture of encounter”.3 This culture of encounter described by Barron here 

is linked to Pope Francis’s Exhortation ‘Gaudete et exsultate-rejoice and be glad’, discussed in Chapter 

4, and what it means to be created in the image of God.4 Namely, each person can grow in holiness in 

everyday situations, including on social media, by, for example, not gossiping about others online and 

recognising that all others are also made in the image of God. 

Only seven participants said they made little or no use of social media. The fact that 47 interview 

participants extensively use social media justifies its inclusion in this research and in the discussion on 

how images of God are formed, impacted and impact mental wellbeing. Nineteen women did not 

 

1 Bishop Robert Barron, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYRnWuhSugs.  
2 Ibid. 
3 Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-
francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html.  .  
4 Libreria Editrice Vaticana,  http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html .  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYRnWuhSugs
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html
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discuss social media and its impact on faith. Po’e’s research on the expression of Samoan identity on 

social media is relevant here, where 96% of her 600 research participants stated they used social media 

at least once a day.5 Social media, smart phones and tablet use have become so intertwined with 

everyday life that the women in my research did not grasp at first that it would have an impact on their 

faith and their understanding of who God is for them both offline and online.   

When questioned about whether their faith impacts what types of content they engage with online and 

the type of things they post, 22 of my participants agreed that faith did impact their social media use, 

while six said it did not. The 22 women who said it did felt as though their faith and the values of 

Catholicism – such as respect and love for neighbour, mercy, and forgiveness – impacted all aspects 

of their life, including what they chose to view and respond to online and post on their own profiles. Out 

of those who said they posted things on Facebook, Instagram or Twitter, there was a relatively equal 

amount of those who said they would and would not post faith-related things online: 19 stated they 

would, while 20 said they would not. Elisapeta and Christine are two women who did post faith-related 

content: 

“I do sometimes but only if it hits me. I would say not really on Facebook, it’s more on Instagram 

on my story. If I’m going through something or if one of my girls is going through something and 

I wake up to do my devotions, my prayer is specifically talking about the issue and I have to 

write a little bit about it and the scripture and to post it up. Hopefully it would hit someone else, 

and sometimes people message me, and it would start a conversation with whatever they’re 

going through.” – Elisapeta, 23 yrs, NZ raised Tongan 

“I’ll say stuff like I’m going to church, or I’ll say stuff like I went to church and feel happy.  Have 

a lot of friends who have different beliefs, and some who are atheists and I don’t want to stir 

trouble.” – Christine, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

These 19 women who posted faith-related material on social media, including Elisapeta and Christine, 

wanted to share things in the hope that it would positively impact someone else’s faith and help them 

get through their day. As Heidi Campbell proposes, social media can be a space where Christian youth 

can feel safe to engage in positive relationships with online friends where the sharing of religious identity 

is encouraged.6 Both Elisapeta and Christine explained that they felt secure enough in their religious 

identity to publicly post something faith-related. Elisapeta made a distinction between what platforms 

she was more willing to share religious content on – Instagram “stories” disappear after 24 hours of 

being posted, compared to personal Facebook posts, which stay on a profile permanently unless later 

deleted. It was unclear whether or not Elisapeta preferred to share on her Instagram story because it 

would be deleted within in a day. Religion offered a sense of purpose and stability, was a central part 

of their self-identity, thus perhaps Elisapeta wanted to share this with others  but only in a temporary 

way using Instagram stories.7 Outside of traditional ways of expressing religious identity, such as 

 

5 Po’e, 40. 
6 Campbell, 10. 
7 Pearce and Bobkowski, 758. 
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attending Mass or going to a youth group, social media provides a tool for understanding and 

reconstructing spirituality and religious identity in daily life.8 On the other hand, Christine was slightly 

uneasy about the potential to offend some of her online friends who were atheist or had other religious 

beliefs. While she was happy to share that going to church had a positive impact on her life, she would 

not necessarily enter debates about religion on controversial topics such as sexuality, or frequently post 

Bible passages. The 19 women in this category reflected what Pope Francis described as fostering a 

culture of encounter on social media – that sharing your faith online is not about bombarding one’s 

online friends with religious messages but sharing how faith positively impacts one’s life and genuinely 

engaging with others’ responses to that.9   

However, the 20 women who said they would not post faith-related things online also had a strong 

sense that religion was a main part of their identity: 

 “I don’t want to be like, my friends might think like ‘what the hell? You’re not this person, you 

swear’ [laughs]. Because not many people post that kind of stuff. They might think I’m a 

hypocrite.” – Sina, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“I feel you don’t have to post those things to show your faith. But some people post to make 

people aware of the faith. When I read religious posts it doesn’t really affect me, ‘like we get it 

you’re religious’. But I think religion is something you don’t need to broadcast to everyone, you 

go to Church. I feel like if you’re so grounded in your faith then you don’t need to broadcast it 

to everyone.” – Vaelenoatia, 19 yrs, Samoan/Tongan  

For these 20 women, sharing faith online on their personal social media pages was seen either as a 

negative thing to do, as your faith was between an individual and God alone, or were concerned they 

might be perceived as hypocrites if they ever did something considered wrong or sinful in real life. Again 

this is consistent with Po’e’s findings of her Samoan research participants, that they were less likely to 

share religious content online in comparison to more popular topics such as family, daily activities and 

cultural opinions on various topics.10 Like Sina who expressed that she felt others would not see her as 

authentically Catholic if she posted about faith-related things online, Tulua said she once posted 

something of this nature and lost followers on Instagram, leading her to take her post down. She felt 

that her faith was special to her and did not need to be shared publicly, but also did not want to be 

judged if she ever acted contrary to the Catholic faith. Vaelenoatia’s comments and those of other 

women in this category cohere with Pearce and Bobkowski’s argument, that living in a secular country 

and navigating multiple cultural identities in an online space is difficult for young, Pacific women.11   

 

8 Heidi Campbell, “Understanding the Relationship between Religion Online and Offline in a Networked Society,” 
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 80, no. 1 (2012): 66. 
9 Libreria Editrice Vaticana, “Message of Pope Francis for the 48th World Communications Day,” accessed  April 
12, 2015, http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-
francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html.    
10 Po’e, 132. 
11 Ibid., 747, Krause, 165. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
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8.2 Types of content online 

While the interview participants may or may not post faith-related things online, they did have in 

common some Catholic and Christian content they saw on social media, even if they did not necessarily 

post about it. Only four saw no Catholic or Christian content online at all. The most widespread type of 

Catholic and Christian content they came across was quotes and passages from the Bible, often 

accompanied by a photo of an inspiring natural landscape. Twenty-six women reported regularly seeing 

scripture passages in their social media feeds, posted by friends who would share how the passage 

was positively impacting their lives, or that  it was a reminder from God to choose how to act in their 

daily life.  

“A lot of my friends from school post Bible passages, especially on a Sunday [laughs]. It’s 

always Sunday when you see all those verses.” – Lupe, 19 yrs, Samoan/Fijian/Uvea  

Lupe explained she found it funny that some of her online friends would share scripture verses on a 

Sunday, and then the rest of the week may act differently, for example, drinking excessively later in the 

week. Some women also observed that people they knew would not often share about their faith offline 

but would share about it online: 

“When you follow friends that have personal posts, they open up about their relationship with 

God. For example, some say their relationship with God wasn’t as strong before, but they would 

never open up about that stuff in person. They’re completely different in person.” – Moana, 19 

yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“It’s not really much for me to have an opinion on. You know your friends well, and you know 

they don’t go to church that often but they post stuff about Jesus. I’m like ‘ok that’s you, you do 

you’ You’re still involving Him in some way even though you’re not going to church. Going to 

church is a big part of being a follower of Christ. I feel so bad if I don’t go. I have to go the 

following day.” – Sifa, 20 yrs, Tongan/Niuean 

Both Moana and Sifa described that some of their online friends portrayed themselves as authentic 

followers of Christ and were more open about their faith online in comparison to how they acted in real 

life. Sifa expressed a level of annoyance that some of her online friends would say they have a 

relationship with God, but do not participate in corporate worship which was a crucial part of her own 

relationship with God. Moana did not say that it was negative that some of her online friends would 

openly share about their relationship with God on social media but was more critical of them not sharing 

this in real (offline) life. This curation of individual identity expression online indicates how individuals 

want to relate to others online and offline.12 People take time curating their online profile, then they see 

it as an important part of their lives, including sometimes their religious lives, but others may see it as 

inauthentic. By simply viewing their friends online posts without initiating some dialogue with the person 

about it is in some ways opposed to the culture of encounter which Bishop Barron and Pope Francis 

 

12 Yust, 139. 
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argue is necessary in social media interactions. This culture of encounter is challenging to live out, 

including for the focus group participants, as it could seem as though they were judging others online 

for their actions and may consequently lose that friendship.   

The second most frequent type of faith-related content seen online were “chain posts” and these were 

considered in a negative light by all 15 women describing them:   

“There are a few who say, ‘share Jesus’ or ‘type Amen or keep scrolling and you won’t get to 

heaven’. Sometimes it frustrates me because you have to prove you love God on social media. 

Because I don’t post anything, I scroll, I can show I believe and love God in different ways, 

rather than posting this or sending a chain mail. Sometimes I do send it because I get scared, 

other times I question why they do it.” – Rhonda, 18 yrs, Fijian/Chinese/ NZ European 

“A lot of, like my overseas family, they post all this stuff about like how if you don’t post this 

thing about Jesus, you’ll die in ten days and all that stuff. And all the chainmail. A lot of it is from 

my family in the islands, I just don’t think they have much education about that stuff.” – Soana, 

24 yrs, Samoan/Tuvaluan/Tongan 

Much like the interview participants who do not like to post faith-related things, Rhonda’s quote 

articulates her frustration with having to demonstrate her relationship with God on a public forum. 

Religion on social media is often informed by some characteristics of the internet, such as “flattening of 

traditional hierarchies…and widening access to sacred or once private information”.13 Lewis argues 

Christians take different approaches to sharing faith-related content online; where some would argue 

that faith should be evident in all aspects of one’s life, others such Rhonda are more critical of 

“performing” faith online, arguing that Jesus tells his followers to pray in secret (Mt. 6:6).14 Soana stated 

that in her experience it was generally an older demographic and those in a non-Western overseas 

context who would share chain posts. Po’e‘s and Koya-Vakauta’s observations about Pacific people’s 

use of social media is pertinent here, as they both argue that navigating hierarchy within families is 

played out differently online.15 When an older family member adds a younger one on social media, 

Pacific people often feel they have no choice but to accept them out of respect and engage in things 

they share, including religious chain posts, as mentioned above.  

In addition to scripture and chain posts, 11 women commented on scrolling through their social media 

feeds and seeing specifically Catholic videos or memes, as opposed to actively seeking them out. It 

was clear that for these 11 women, social media videos were a key means for them to learn about the 

Catholic faith, about how others practiced it, and about other Christian denominations and religions. 

 

13 Campbell, “Understanding the Relationship between Religion Online and Offline in a Networked Society,” 68. 
14 Bex Lewis, “Social Media, Peer Surveillance, Spiritual Formation, and Mission: Practising Christian Faith in a 
Surveilled Public Space,” Surveillance & Society 16, no. 4 (2018): 26, 
http://ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/login?url=https://search-proquest-
com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/docview/2161044416?accountid=8424. 
15 Po’e, 66, Koya-Vaka’uta, 71.  

http://ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/docview/2161044416?accountid=8424
http://ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/docview/2161044416?accountid=8424
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“I really enjoy those short clips. It’s a short testimony. I’ve found myself also watching- there 

are a lot of different denominations, that’s more for me to know their viewpoints.” – Elisapeta, 

23 yrs, NZ raised Tongan 

“I love watching debates like religion and God. It’s like debates about religion, does God exist, 

morality.” – Milasa, 21 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

While no women commented on creating videos with faith-related content of their own, 11 women did 

enjoy watching this type of content online where there were various Catholic perspectives on an issue 

or if there were Catholic and other Christian perspectives debating a topic within one video. New 

Zealand theologian Stephen Garner outlines how different aspects of Christian discipleship are evident 

in digital mediums, including social media.16 Garner questions, “how do we find the wisdom to make 

good decisions leading to this ’good life’ for ourselves and for others as we negotiate faith and life in 

offline and online spaces?”17 There are various ways young Catholic women can use social media to 

lead this “good life” and learn more about how they fit into their faith community as disciples of Christ 

and about the Catholic faith. Faith formation through digital storytelling (with short films, video and 

photography) as a reflective, spiritual practice on phone and tablet devices are more common online 

and in social media.18 Further, da Silva argues from a Catholic perspective that the authority of 

catechists (those who teach about the Catholic faith in person) is no longer respected because of the 

role given to them by the institutional Church, but due to how adept they are at using social media to 

share their personal witness.19 The focus group participants said they were unfamiliar with high quality 

Catholic videos online. However, the videos which the 11 women commented on seeing in their social 

media feeds, including Elisapeta and Milasa, informed their faith and in turn was a factor in their 

personal image of God.         

8.3 Sexuality 

Sexuality was an unexpected yet significant topic which consistently arose out of the questions on faith-

related social media content. As McIntosh argues, both academic and informal theological 

conversations are held in social media spaces, and in this case, dialogue about Christian beliefs and 

teaching about sexuality.20 Fifty-seven women out of the total 64 interview participants shared 

comments on sexuality and how they understood themselves as women in the Church, their families, 

and wider society. Out of these 57, 31 opened a talanoa once again on how the Church and social 

media users respond to the LGBTQI+ community and related issues.  

The set of questions on social media were towards the end of the focus group interviews, as indicated 

in Appendix 2. Thus far in the interviews, I had not offered my own remarks to their responses, in order 

 

16 Stephen Garner, ‘"Imaging Christ in Digital Worlds: Continuity and Discontinuity in Discipleship," 
Communication Research Trends 38, no. 4 (2019): 21-30. 
17 Ibid., 21. 
18 Ibid., 24. 
19 Aline Amaro da Silva, “Catechesis in the Digital Age: From Transmission to Sharing.” Communication 
Research Trends 38, no. 4 (2019): 16, https://link-gale-
com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/apps/doc/A621689785/AONE?u=learn&sid=AONE&xid=9518222e. 
20 McIntosh, 134.  

https://link-gale-com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/apps/doc/A621689785/AONE?u=learn&sid=AONE&xid=9518222e
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to remain unbiased and avoid giving an indication of whether I agreed or disagreed with them. But with 

many interview participants becoming highly emotional on this subject in particular, I had to offer some 

personal experiences to maintain the vā between us, as a reassurance I was not simply aiming to 

procure stories of their life experiences from them without being invested in the subject matter myself. 

At the beginning of the interviews I introduced myself, which included describing my volunteer 

involvement in my local Catholic parish. Perhaps the focus group participants who wanted to share 

about sexuality were anxious that I would be judgmental of them, however, I was able to reassure them 

that the focus group interviews were a safe, non-judgemental and confidential space to share. 

Sustaining the vā, as explained previously, is a life philosophy of keeping all relationships in harmony 

and in respectful balance.21 It is also consistent with the Praxis Model of Theology employed for this 

research, where theology is a collaborative process between the theologian, those dealing with a 

particular issue, and God. It is based both in lived experience and reflecting on scripture and tradition 

within the Church.22  

The 31 interview participants described seeing on social media what they believed were negative 

images of God as being vengeful, exclusive and hateful of anyone who did not identify as heterosexual. 

At the time of the interviews, a prominent Australian rugby union player, Israel Folau, had recently 

shared a quote from the Bible on his social media account and an image that read, “Drunks, 

Homosexuals, Adulterers, Liars, Fornicators, Thieves, Atheists, Idolaters – Hell awaits you. Repent! 

Only Jesus saves”.23 The public disagreement over his post was evident in the interview participants’ 

social media feeds. Ena and Caitlin brought this up: 

“I have this one chick in my law classes, all her posts are about God. There was that Israel 

Folau incident, the backlash was quite strong. She spoke about it, it hurt me because my sister 

is gay.  For her to say my sister is going to hell, I said that’s your opinion, I’m going to respect 

that, and I won’t bad mouth you.” – Ena, 22 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“I think it’s more of the radical Catholics who are like posting things like God hates fags and 

things like that. Especially because I do have a gay brother so it hits close to home and so I 

think that’s kind of where, I was kind of like I don’t want to be associated with that, I don’t want 

to consider myself Catholic because of what the radical Catholics were posting and saying.” – 

Caitlin, 19 yrs, Samoan/Irish 

As well as Ena and Caitlin who both described having a sibling who was gay, many women shared 

about having a family member or close friends who were LGBTQI+ and Catholic, and one woman 

described being bisexual herself. Twenty-nine out of these 31 women who had a talanoa on this topic 

still considered themselves practicing Catholics but did not know how to dialogue with the Catholic 

Church’s teaching on sexuality and the Folau media storm. Thus, Caitlin’s hesitancy in belonging to the 

Catholic Church over the issue is an outlier. The personal experience which I shared with these 31 

 

21 Koya-Vaka’uta, 65. 
22 Bevans, 76. 
23 Izzy Folau, “Warning.” Instagram photo, April 10, 2019.  https://www.instagram.com/p/BwEWt2uHcLI/. 
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women was about a gay friend of mine, raised in the Catholic tradition, who had left the Church for 

another Christian denomination. Before knowing the friend, I had felt called to pray for their faith and 

strength over an extended period. After a few months, a close family member of theirs passed away 

and I shared with the friend that I realised I had been praying for them to get through their grief. We had 

also attended Mass together, and although they would not receive the Eucharist because of their 

relationship and engagement at the time, they still participated fully in the Mass.24 I shared with the 

interview participants that I could understand the love and adoration they had for their future spouse 

through the love and adoration they expressed for God in the Mass and that God had a purpose for 

starting this friendship in my life.  

After exchanging our stories we also discussed Fr. James Martin’s argument mentioned in Chapter 5, 

that those who are LGBTQI+ and Catholic are often treated worse than others who are also acting 

immorally in the eyes of the Church.25 There are different pastoral approaches to supporting people in 

these cases, but Martin argues there needs to be more support for LGBTQI+ Catholics. Martin quotes 

the Catechism saying “they must be accepted with respect, compassion, and sensitivity”.26 In this 

talanoa, the women felt as though the Church was overall more welcoming of non-heterosexual 

individuals than some conservative Christian views they had seen on social media; as Zoe says: 

 “People saying “Ugh go kill yourself” or stuff like “Oh you guys are going straight to hell” - there 

were so many likes and love hearts and emoticons on their post. I did a post as well and so 

many people hated my post because the Bible says they will go to hell and to hate them. I know 

what our Catholic church stance on that is and I understand why because you know that’s the 

way the Church is and you can’t change the Church, but I like how respectful the Church has 

made their place to be especially how Pope Francis is.” – Zoe, 24 yrs, NZ born Tongan 

For the interview participants such as Zoe, although the Church was not doing enough towards fully 

including both celibate and sexually active LGBTQI+ individuals, they felt progress towards better 

inclusion was occurring.  

The focus group participants felt more equipped after the focus group interviews with some tools for 

grappling with the issue for themselves. Each of these women tended to image God as loving and 

merciful towards all people. Therefore, they were frustrated and felt the public perception of who God 

is would be affected by the backlash from Folau’s post. The focus group participants responses hinted 

at the dichotomy of how individuals within the institutional Church respond to LGBTQI+ issues. The 

institutional Church and many individuals within the Church will view this issue through the lens of 

sexual ethics, as with Lusia’s comment below, whereas some like Maria will see this as a social justice 

 

24 Chapter 3 expounds the scriptural significance of the Mass and Eucharist for Catholics as source and summit 
of Catholicism. 
25 Martin, 29. 
26 Ibid., 47. 
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issue.27 Lusia seems to dislike hateful posts despite her own disapproval, while Maria seems more 

tolerant of LGBTQI+ lives: 

“It’s like I don’t want people to read it [social media posts] and say God is a hateful God. He 

won’t accept people in heaven like that. That sexuality is wrong, but you can still be kind to 

them, you don’t have to write hateful comments like that.” – Lusia, 24 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“That whole Folau debate, it brought out the worst and the best in people. There was one status 

that I saw, it was so hateful I didn’t read the whole thing because the first sentences were so 

mean. How can you say you love God and then at the same time say that he’s an exclusive 

God?” – Maria, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Overall, the 31 women agreed with Martin’s arguments for a more pastoral approach to the LBGTQI+ 

community and Sr. Jeannine Gramick’s position that sexual ethics should never trump social ethics in 

the Church.28 Both Martin and Gramick praise Pope Francis for his attempts thus far in changing the 

focus of pastors; structural and organizational change is needed but they are not as important as a 

change of heart first and a more pastoral approach.29 The mercy of God has been a continuous theme 

throughout Francis’ papacy, and alongside the prevalence of the Divine Mercy devotion in Pacific 

Catholic communities, examined previously in Chapter 7, it may contribute to how women respond to 

issues around sexuality. While Francis is wary of queer theory and defends the Sacrament of Marriage 

being kept as a union between a male and female, he is more open than his predecessors to publicly 

dialoguing about the dignity of LGBTQI+ individuals and how they may or may not have been listened 

to by the Church. Some recent examples in August-September 2020 include his telling a group of 40 

parents whose children were LGBTQI+ that “God loves our children because they are all children of 

God.”30 A mother in the audience requested that the church change so that no one feels excluded. 

Francis reassured her saying, “The church loves our children as they are”.31 He also shared support for 

an Argentinian nun providing pastoral care and accommodation for transgender women living in poverty 

through a housing complex she started.32 After sending a letter to Francis about the new complex, Sr. 

Mónica Astorga Cremona received a reply from him which was picked up in Catholic news media. He 

told her that “God who did not go to the seminary or study theology will repay you abundantly”.33 Open 

 

27 Sr. Jeannine Gramick, “From Conflict to Coexistence: The Catholic Response to the LGBT Community,” in 
Religious Freedom, LGBT Rights, and the Prospects for Common Ground, eds., William N. Eskridge Jr and 
Robin Fretwell Wilson (Connecticut: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 119. 
28 Ibid., 125. 
29 Ibid., 129. 
30 Gerard O’Connell, “Pope Francis to parents of L.G.B.T. children: ‘God loves your children as they are,” 
accessed September 20, 2020, https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2020/09/17/pope-francis-parents-lgbt-
children-god-loves-your-children-they-
are?fbclid=IwAR233Gp5hVQf3QcgUZeffW2zNFEF3EHiGIWXVCdAud4U2eTD6eEUBcobROg . 
31 Ibid. 
32 Elise Ann Allen, “Pope tells nun helping transgender women, ‘God will repay you’,” accessed  September 20, 
2020, https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-americas/2020/08/pope-tells-nun-helping-transgender-women-god-will-
repay-you/?fbclid=IwAR3_ypCcfaF2JPoLPpnSjp9w4oibrU7RhuFCuAsCW3CUy9jzY5MaGxyz9PE .  
33 Ibid. 

https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2020/09/17/pope-francis-parents-lgbt-children-god-loves-your-children-they-are?fbclid=IwAR233Gp5hVQf3QcgUZeffW2zNFEF3EHiGIWXVCdAud4U2eTD6eEUBcobROg
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2020/09/17/pope-francis-parents-lgbt-children-god-loves-your-children-they-are?fbclid=IwAR233Gp5hVQf3QcgUZeffW2zNFEF3EHiGIWXVCdAud4U2eTD6eEUBcobROg
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2020/09/17/pope-francis-parents-lgbt-children-god-loves-your-children-they-are?fbclid=IwAR233Gp5hVQf3QcgUZeffW2zNFEF3EHiGIWXVCdAud4U2eTD6eEUBcobROg
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-americas/2020/08/pope-tells-nun-helping-transgender-women-god-will-repay-you/?fbclid=IwAR3_ypCcfaF2JPoLPpnSjp9w4oibrU7RhuFCuAsCW3CUy9jzY5MaGxyz9PE
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-americas/2020/08/pope-tells-nun-helping-transgender-women-god-will-repay-you/?fbclid=IwAR3_ypCcfaF2JPoLPpnSjp9w4oibrU7RhuFCuAsCW3CUy9jzY5MaGxyz9PE
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dialogue around sexuality is critical to how my participants image God and how they see themselves 

and those close to them within the Church.     

Theologian Damiano Migliorini argues that, perhaps more intensely than any other group within the 

Church, LGBTQI+ Catholics must face “the necessity to discern between what is illusory and what is 

real in their life, relationships, beliefs,” and their personal life narratives.34 As explained in earlier 

chapters, LGBTQI+ Catholics are able to receive Holy Communion if they remain celibate – which also 

applies to unmarried (hetero)sexually active individuals, as sexual intercourse is taught in official 

Catholic teaching as being for married heterosexual couples only. Migliorini goes beyond Martin and 

Gramick with regards to interpreting Church teaching, when he argues that LGBTQI+ individuals do not 

act contrary to Natural Law in sexual relationships.35 Migliorini states that LGBTQI+ Catholics are not 

denying their physical nature, but rather the current traditionalist interpretation of the nature of their 

bodies.36 He proposes a de-idealized vision of the Church where Church doctrine is considered more 

important than personal relationships.37 Ultimately, Migliorini articulates that LGBTQI+ Catholics can be 

a fully participatory part of the Church without rejecting ethical teaching or Catholic beliefs.38  

While this is a more liberal Catholic view, Migiorini’s perspective that Catholics must always discern 

how they understand their personal relationships and beliefs is much like the different views of the focus 

group participants toward the LGBTQI+ community. Forming a conscience and making decisions after 

discerning Church teaching and personal experience are informed by women’s images of God as loving 

and merciful. The intersecting identities of the focus group participants meant that how they viewed 

God, their culture and their faith impacted how they viewed the Folau social media incident. Indigenous 

scholar Patrick Thomsen commented on Folau’s initial social media post and the media saga which 

followed, arguing that the issue impacted the Pacific community in New Zealand in complex ways.39 

Thomsen writes from the perspective of his own worldview saying, “I am not Sāmoan and gay, I’m a 

gay Sāmoan. There is no ‘and’. I am both at the same time”; this echoes the experiences of the women 

in this research, who understand they have intersecting parts to their identity which cannot be 

separated.40 Despite disagreeing with Folau completely, Thomsen points out that Pacific peoples in 

both Australia and New Zealand are still marginalised in general in society; such as with equity issues 

with access to education and racial stereotyping; being a collective community, when one part of the 

community suffers, so do all.41 Thomsen further argues that the Folau saga symbolises a “re-

entrenchment of colonised thinking”, as Folau refused to maintain and respect the vā between the 

Christian Church as a whole, the rugby community and the Pacific LGBTQI+ community.42 Harmony 

 

34 Damiano Migliorini, “LGBT Catholics: a paradigmatic case of intra-confessional Pluralism,” Theology and 
Sexuality 25, no. 1-2 (2019): 112. 
35 Ibid., 115. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., 122. 
38 Ibid., 125. 
39 Patrick Thomsen, “Israel Folau’s demise is also partially ours,” e-Tangata, https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-
and-analysis/israel-folaus-demise-is-also-partially-ours/ .  
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 

https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/israel-folaus-demise-is-also-partially-ours/
https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/israel-folaus-demise-is-also-partially-ours/
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between all people in the community is more important than free speech.43 The comments from Maria, 

Lusia and Zoe in response to the questions about social media reflect an authentic Pacific worldview, 

where despite having differing opinions on the issue, they would rather there is restoration of the vā 

and respect for each person made in the image of God, regardless of sexual orientation.  

8.4 Impact of Social Media on Images of God 

The final question for this section of the interviews asked the women if they believed their personal 

images of God had been impacted by what they had seen on social media. There was an equal split 

between those who agreed and disagreed, with 20 respondents saying “yes” and 20 saying “no.” Those 

who disagreed with the statement said they felt social media content only solidified the images of God 

they already had and reminded them to stay positive during the day. Therefore, it had not impacted 

their image of God in any way. On the other hand, comments such as these from Mele and Iutita below 

indicate online videos had more of an impact on how they saw God:       

“I saw this video of this miming thing, between God and the devil. They were arguing over 

choosing right and wrong, it’s helped me in some decisions in my life and helped me to see 

God as more of a counsellor.” – Mele, 18 yrs, Niuean/Māori/Tongan/Samoan  

“I see a lot of videos and images of Jesus being crucified on Facebook. I always watch those 

knowing it’s going to make me cry. I see them but watch it anyway. [laughs]. I see videos of 

people helping others, and I see God in that.” – Iutita, 23 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

“Yes, this one video I saw was a personification of Jesus’ passion. There was man who was a 

train driver and a son. It made me cry. The train is going and the son is going down to where 

the grinds go and the father had to decide whether to go forward and save his son but kill all 

the people on the train or leaving the bridge and killing his son but saving all the people. That’s 

what the Father did for us, giving us his only Son. That was the beginning of like when I knew 

this means stuff.” – Margaret, 21 yrs, Tongan/Danish 

Both Mele and Iutita’s video descriptions are consistent with Emmanuel-Lugard Nduka, and John 

McGuire’s study of 15 Catholic American university students, where students felt closer to God, more 

inspired and happier when they viewed or listened to religious content online.44 While Mele’s image of 

God changed to see God as more of a counsellor, Iutita shared that her image of God was broadened 

in that she could see God in more images and ways than she had before. Margaret’s image of God was 

impacted in that her image of God went from a perception formed through routine family attendance at 

church, which did not have an impact on her mental wellbeing or life in general, to seeing God as a 

caring father. She also explained that she went on a journey of learning about Catholicism and what 

God meant to her in her life. The ubiquitous nature of social media use provides the context for followers 

 

43 Ibid. 
44 Nduka and McGuire, 97. 
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of Christ to “bring the riches of Scripture and Tradition into dialogue with their experiences of this media 

world”.45 

In the process of questioning, dialoguing, responding and talanoa, the interview participants revealed 

much about their religious background and how social media can impact their images of God. What it 

means for these women to be Catholic is heavily influenced by their family experience, culture and 

issues in wider society. These interwoven strands form the contours of the women’s religious identities 

both online and offline. This chapter has examined what types of content women see on their social 

media profiles, what faith-related content they might post online and how they grapple with theological 

issues in a public platform.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

45 Garner, 30. 
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Chapter 9 Mental Wellbeing Analysis 

The previous chapters have considered Old and New Testament images of God, Social Trinitarianism 

and the theology of Imago Dei in Christian tradition, Pacific cultural perspectives on mental wellbeing 

and the interplay with social media. In this chapter, I endeavour to weave these strands together and 

analyse my participants’ responses to issues of mental wellbeing. Most of the young multi-ethnic, Pacific 

women in the focus group interviews shared that they believed their images of God maintained a 

positive sense of mental wellbeing. This chapter will discuss the women’s definitions of mental 

wellbeing, what resources they thought women could draw on to maintain positive mental wellbeing and 

whether they considered God in their responses to both good and negative life scenarios. Analysis is 

also provided around their immediate reflections upon reading two Bible passages examined in Chapter 

2 and 3 – Genesis 1: 26-27 and Matthew 5: 43-46, 48. Finally, this chapter explores the women’s 

responses to why they thought their images of God facilitated positive wellbeing. This concludes the 

second step of the Praxis Model, where one critically reflects and analyses different sources of 

information – the penultimate step before offering future recommendations.    

9.1 Definitions of Mental Wellbeing 

During the interviews, the women were asked how they defined mental wellbeing, after discussing their 

cultural identity, family, and religious background, and their use of social media. Each of the women 

described a holistic understanding of mental wellbeing as being linked to spirituality and physical 

wellbeing, as well as the influences of culture and family life.  

“Mental wellbeing ties into my whole wellbeing. If my mental wellbeing is good, then everything 

else is good. In my cultural understanding of wellbeing, it’s staying connected to the people 

who care about you the most. I know my faith and my family and friends play a major role in my 

mental wellbeing.” – Maria, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“We all have a mental wellbeing but it’s on a spectrum as to how we look after it. We have our 

physical and spiritual wellbeing. Because it comes from our mind it has a lot of control over how 

we treat our spiritual, physical and emotional wellbeing.” – Anna, 22 yrs, Māori/Samoan/NZ 

European 

“I think of mental wellbeing as just being well balanced, like I wanted to say positive and happy 

but then no one is really happy all the time or positive all the time so yeah balanced.” – Zoe, 24 

yrs, NZ born Tongan 

Unlike some of the other participants, Zoe’s understanding of wellbeing is not necessarily where one 

always has to feel happy, but rather, that there is balance between spiritual, physical and mental 

wellbeing. Similarly, Anna defines mental wellbeing as impacting how one would feel about other 

aspects of wellbeing, including the spiritual, physical and emotional. Maria’s definition is broader, and 

like Anna, she considers that mental wellbeing is the driving force behind how positive an individual 

feels about their spiritual and physical wellbeing. Maria goes on further to explain that from her NZ-born 

Samoan perspective, to be mentally well is to be connected to family and faith. Maria’s perspective 
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aligns more explicitly with Tohoa Puna’s view, that from a Pacific perspective, to be mentally well and 

complete is to have connections with God, the environment, family, and cultural traditions.1      

On the other hand, Lilika explicitly offered a more clinical definition of mental wellbeing, mentioning the 

World Health Organisation definition as observed through her own cultural lens.2 

“In uni, you learn that mental wellbeing and health is your ability to cope with stress and how 

you can productively and fruitfully live your life in community. But it’s very holistic. Once you 

say wellbeing it’s including every other wellbeing.”  – Lilika, 23 yrs, Tongan/Fijian 

In Lilika’s view, being resilient and able to manage both positive and negative life events also depended 

on being able to connect with family, culture, spirituality and physical wellbeing.   

Out of the 64 women interviewed, four women said that mental wellbeing was synonymous with spiritual 

wellbeing. Lusia provides one example of this opinion:  

If you’re connected with God mentally spiritually physically you should be ok. I’ve studied in 

health, and I’ve come across so many people with a mental illness. The majority of people I’ve 

known, they’re not Christians and they don’t know about God. If God was to be in their lives 

and they knew about God and they had the relationship I had-would their illness be the same? 

I’m always convicted to pray over them but not for everyone to see obviously. I always pray, 

‘God if these people are unstable, and they don’t know you-would that be of consequence of 

us not knowing you’ Or if you just work in our lives then everything will fall into place. I feel if 

you’re unstable it’s the devil attacking you, he can get into everywhere and he can hear our 

thoughts too. He can manipulate us too.” – Lusia, 24 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

At the time of the interview, Lusia had almost completed her studies to become a paramedic, but had 

also experienced depression and credited her Catholic faith as a significant part in her recovery. Lusia 

describes spiritual warfare with the devil as being the cause of mental unwellness, and that the devil 

could take over one’s mind especially if one did not have a strong relationship with God. Harold Koenig, 

a psychiatrist and researcher into the connection with religion and health, discusses the impact of 

religiosity on mental health, using evidence from his study of 865 Northern American patients diagnosed 

with depressive symptoms.3 He found that Christian patients (14 per cent of the 865 participants), who 

attended weekly religious services, prayed daily, read the Bible and other religious texts at least three 

times a week recovered from their depression over 50 per cent faster than other patients who were not 

overtly religious.4 Lastly, Koenig maintains that with regards to mental wellbeing in general, religion 

 

1 Tohoa Puna, 40. 
2 Mental Health Foundation New Zealand, “Fact Sheet: Mental health and wellbeing definitions,” accessed 
August 18, 2020, https://www.mentalhealth.org.nz/assets/Working-Well/FINAL-Working-Well-FS-Mental-health-
and-wellbeing-definitions-approved.pdf . The World Health Organisation definition is a state of well-being in which 
every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively 
and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community. 
3 Harold G. Koenig, Medicine, Religion and Health: Where Science and Spirituality Meet (West Conshohocken: 
Templeton Press, 2008), 71. 
4 Ibid., 72. 

https://www.mentalhealth.org.nz/assets/Working-Well/FINAL-Working-Well-FS-Mental-health-and-wellbeing-definitions-approved.pdf
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fosters hope for the future, a sense of joy, creates a social support network of other believers, and gives 

meaning to life.5 Tim Jauncey and Esben Strodl also explore how Christian love of God, love of others 

and self were associated with positive mental wellbeing and overall life satisfaction.6 They argue that 

loving God may improve mental health by fostering love of others; they conducted a case study of 323 

American adult Christians, basing their findings largely by measuring their participants’ religiosity.7 They 

found that religious involvement could have a negative impact on mental wellbeing if it was not 

“mediated” by the individual having a person relationship with God.8 It is clear the combination of 

religious belief and religious practice has an impact on mental wellbeing in both of the above studies. 

While not a focus of this research, the types and frequency of religious practice also has an impact on 

the mental wellbeing of the focus group participants. The intersecting strands of mental wellbeing, 

culture, age, religion and life experiences coincide in different ways for each of the women in this study. 

9.2 Resources for Mental Wellbeing 

Each focus group was asked to describe what resources they thought a Pacific woman needed to be 

mentally well. The four main resources identified were family (with 33 responses), friends (with 24 

responses), faith (with 19 responses) and community programmes or groups (with 13 responses). Many 

of the women listed all these categories in one answer.   

9.2.1 Family 

Mataua described the young Pacific peoples she saw around her workplace: 

“For us we’ve been so family orientated, we’ve always been quite strong in our mental 

wellbeing. There’s those young ones that are really distant. They don’t have someone to talk 

to, it’s their surroundings. They’ve got these friends but they’re not good friends. A lot of the 

time I think it’s your family and your surroundings. But I think that a lot of our young people 

need a mix of people, not always to be surrounded by people of the same age. They need to 

be around those who are older and younger.” – Mataua, 20 yrs, Fijian/Samoan 

Mataua went on to explain that these young people she observed hanging around outside her workplace 

sometimes came in and spoke to her – as her role was in customer service – and they would share that 

they did not have stable family backgrounds, or that they felt excluded from their families. In comparison, 

Sina told the story of some of her other female Pacific friends who lived in stable family homes but their 

families did not understand the pressures of study, and this was harmful to their mental wellbeing: 

“Seeing my other friends who are Pacific and they like do like study groups and they can’t stay 

back because they’ll have to go home early because they have to go and cook and clean before 

studying. They don’t have enough money for food. That’s a lot on their minds when studying. 

 

5 Ibid., 78. 
6 Tim Jauncey and Esben Strodl, “Love of God, others, and self and their association with satisfaction with life 
and mental health for Christians,” Journal of Spirituality in Mental Health 20, no. 3 (2018): 239. 
7 Ibid., 244, 246. 
8 Ibid., 252. 
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It’s hard because there’s a cultural barrier-that island mentality like you can do it-it’s not even 

that hard. You need a family that understands.” – Sina, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

For some Pacific youth, there is tension between what is taught in the Western school environment – 

that you should work hard on your own to succeed on your own – and what is taught at home: that each 

person contributes to the wellbeing of the collective family unit which, for example, could be in the form 

of financial support.9 The focus group participants shared that family support and connection are 

important resources for mental wellbeing, but that the family must have clear communication around 

daily stresses and attempt to traverse the contours of Western cultural values and Pacific cultural 

values.  

Mesalina describes how a positive and supportive family environment is the foundation from where all 

other aspects of wellbeing can develop, grow and be maintained:  

“Especially for young women, the home is your first sense of society and your mum helps you 

ground yourself and plants that seed, helps you grow in yourself in what you need to know. 

Even for girls in our youth [church group], the Bible isn’t an easy resource. You learn to love 

and know God through your family. If you’re not the eldest sibling then you learn from your 

parents. If not then good friends.” – Mesalina, 19 yrs, Tongan/Niuean 

Mesalina explains that even though faith and the Bible are key resources for sustaining positive mental 

wellbeing, the family is the main way in which young women learn about faith. Mesalina was also raised 

by a single mother. Family is seen as an equally important part of wellbeing as being connected to the 

wider Pacific community, having religion and spirituality, and also a connection to culture.10 Marsters 

argues a strength of the Pacific community is that family ties can help an individual alleviate stress they 

are experiencing.11 This is echoed in Pope Francis’s 2016 statement, that “Mothers often communicate 

the deepest meaning of religious practice in the first prayers and acts of devotion that children 

learn…Without mothers, not only would there be no new faithful, but the faith itself would lose a good 

part of its simple and profound warmth”.12 Moreover, from a Catholic perspective, the Church views the 

individual as part of a family, and the family as a miniature version of the entire Church.13 These views 

of the Church dovetail with Pacific views around the value of family life as a source of strength for mental 

 

9 Siautu Alefaio, “Supporting the Wellbeing of Pasifika Youth,” in Penina uliuli: contemporary challenges in mental 
health for Pacific peoples, eds., Philip Culbertson; Margaret Nelson Agee; Cabrini `Ofa Makasiale (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2007), 9. 
10 Joanna Minster, Holly Trowland, Te Kaveinga - Mental Health and Wellbeing of Pacific Peoples: Results from 
the New Zealand Mental Health Monitor & Health and Lifestyles Survey (Wellington: Health Promotion Agency, 
2018), 20. 
11 Caleb Panapa Edward Marsters, “Young Pacific Male Athletes and Positive Mental Wellbeing,” (Master’s 
Thesis, University of Auckland, 2017), 17. 
12 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Amoris Laetitia (The Joy of Love): Apostolic Exhortation of Pope Francis on the 
Family,” accessed on August 21, 2020, 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf .  
13 Cardinal William J. Levada, “The Family in the Catechism of the Catholic Church,” accessed on  August 21, 
2020, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20060707_levada-
valencia_en.html .  
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wellbeing and a key component of faith formation. However, at the same time there is a juxtaposition 

between these positive findings and the tensions within families which do not help mental wellbeing. 

9.2.2 Friends 

Friends were another strong support resource which 24 of the focus group participants believed Pacific 

women could draw on for sustaining positive mental wellbeing.  As Anna explained: 

“She just needs someone to listen. You can surround yourself with good friends, but they need 

support too. Being a young woman is so hard let alone being a Pacific young woman. Especially 

today with the media, social norms, and expectations you can get caught up in your own world. 

People who listen, whether it be an older sister figure, a youth leader, a parent. In Pacific 

culture, parents probably find it hard to have the conversations because it’s a new concept to 

understand because you might think they don’t believe you. It’s got to be someone who listens 

and hears the person.” – Anna, 22 yrs, Māori/Samoan/NZ European 

As with Sina’s description of the difficulties some Pacific women face in their efforts to straddle both 

Western and Pacific cultures, Anna explains that sometimes it is easier for Pacific women to speak to 

their friends or a close support person they trust, as parents have different ways of viewing and 

embodying the concept of mental wellbeing. Pacific peoples do not always believe that mental 

unwellness originates from within an individual; for example, it may be traditionally considered by some 

to be of spiritual origin from a breach of tapu (being and its relationships) perpetrated by the person or 

someone in their family against other people or spiritual forces.14 It may be difficult for young Pacific 

women to divulge the stresses of everyday life and still accomplish all the tasks their families expect to 

be completed – especially when they may not feel listened to. Ula also commented that she felt speaking 

to a male would not be helpful and that female perspectives would be more useful in dealing with 

challenging life events. She did not volunteer any further reason as to why she preferred to seek a 

female perspective over a male one.   

9.2.3 Faith 

Faith was the third most common resource mentioned by participants, which Pacific women can use to 

maintain positive mental wellbeing, with 19 women communicating this. For example, Caitlin stated: 

“Family support 100%, maybe support of friends and the people around her, that may include 

the church community and even if she does believe in God, because if she doesn’t have the 

friends, family or community to talk to she’s always got God that’ll listen.” – Caitlin, 19 yrs, 

Samoan/Irish 

Caitlin indicated earlier in her interview that she was not a practicing Catholic and described herself as 

more agnostic, but nominally identifying as Catholic. She emphasised that God would always be there 

to listen, even if all other support people in an individual’s life would not. In contrast, Elisapeta spoke of 

 

14 Christina Faalogo-Lilo, “Barriers and Supports Pacific People Experience in Using Mental Health Services,” 
(Master’s Thesis, University of Auckland, 2012), 18. 
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faith as a resource for mental wellbeing in terms of belonging to a faith community much like Koenig 

describes religion as fostering mental wellbeing15: 

“Maybe groups within our churches-parish. It’s ok to have the youth, but it would be good to 

have girl’s group to share things and get it off their chests. Fellowship together as well. I feel 

like it will be a lot more safer and comfortable environment, as well as for guys-having that 

separation [of gender].” – Elisapeta, 23 yrs, NZ born Tongan 

Elisapeta identifies that in her experience, it is more appropriate and better for Tongan youth to be 

separated by gender when speaking in a public space about personal, mental wellbeing issues due to 

Tongan cultural sensitivities around conversations. As Ping-Ann Aldo explains, the specific kinship roles 

for Tongan males and females delineate what topics of conversation are appropriate for those of 

opposite genders to discuss together and how they should relate to one another.16 Elisapeta’s 

suggestion of more female-only, youth-based groups in churches would be key to addressing these 

issues and how they might impact mental wellbeing.     

Angela described God as being the main priority in her life and how her mental wellbeing was framed: 

“I can’t function or live a good life if I don’t put God first.” – Angela, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Some women found it difficult to describe what was more important to them in supporting their mental 

wellbeing – God or their family. I asked them to visualise how they might prioritise all the different 

aspects of their lives, and whether they would make a list with their family at the top, or God; 

alternatively, would they place God at the centre of their lives with all other aspects of their life, such as 

family, around and connected to God. For Angela and the other 19 women who said faith was an 

important resource for mental wellbeing, visualising God at the centre of their lives was an easier way 

for them to describe how faith was intertwined in their whole lives, because they saw different aspects 

of their identity (including their spirituality, family life, and cultural backgrounds) intersecting rather than 

being separate   

9.2.4 Community Support 

As well as family, friends and faith, 13 women said that community-based mental health and wellbeing 

programmes and resources were a resource available to young Pacific women. Two women disclosed 

that they had been sexually abused, which had a significant negative impact on their mental wellbeing:  

“I was a victim of sexual abuse and my mental wellbeing was shifted to the max. I’m so glad 

I’m talking about this because it’s another release. What helped me throughout my journey was 

speaking to people who went through the exact same journey. I thought I would never come 

across someone like me and I prayed about it and my best friend went through exactly the 

same thing. With that relationship and our conversation, it led us to other people who went 

 

15 Koenig, 78. 
16 Ping-Ann Aldo, Creating a Nation with Cloth: Women, Wealth, and Tradition in the Tongan Diaspora (New 
York: Berghahn Books, 2013), 120. 
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through the same thing. Being strong in my faith helped me on my journey in mental wellbeing.” 

– Lusia, 24 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“Family should be at the forefront but as I mentioned early on, but there may be a situation that 

comes up where the family doesn’t know how to handle it because they’ve never encountered 

it before. I would love for counselling to happen, I do wish I was counselled. I would never 

blame my parents for what happened to me. We should encourage counselling and I was 

talking to my older sister, we had the same experience-of sexual abuse. I didn’t realise how 

common it was for Pasifika women.”  – Ena, 22 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

For Lusia, her relationships with God and her best friend (who had also been sexually abused), as well 

as attending community therapy groups, helped her mental wellbeing. While not explicitly divulging the 

details of her sexual abuse experience or whether it was someone in her family or a family friend, Ena 

said she did not blame her parents for it happening, and that although she would turn to her family, they 

did not know how to deal with it. In 2012, Pacific youth were twice as likely to have experienced sexual 

abuse in their lifetimes compared to NZ-European youth, including abuse that occurs within families.17 

Often, as in Ena’s case, Pacific female youth may not feel able to tell someone about their sexual abuse 

until they are older, or if something has prompted them to do so.18 There are also multiple reasons why 

Pacific women might not access professional mental health and wellbeing community services; some 

barriers includes cost, service opening hours, the women themselves lacking understanding of how 

these services function, community support workers lacking engagement with their clients, and if their 

family does not support them seeking external support.19 In turn, even though women might access 

professional services, they may feel shame about their situation and not want to tell their family and 

friends – who, from a Pacific perspective, are integral to the healing process.20 Pacific researcher 

Sesimani Havea argues that from a Tongan perspective, faith-based approaches to understanding and 

preventing family violence are vital, given the centrality of the Church to Tongan wellbeing.21  In 2015-

2016, Havea developed a programme that could be facilitated by churches to understand the issue of 

family violence after meeting and discussing with Tongan church leaders of different denominations.22  

A key theme which arose from Havea’s research was that even in Tongan society, which is highly 

stratified, Christian faith was a great equaliser where each member of the family and community could 

sit on the same fala (mat) and freely share their personal issues, including family violence, because 

each person is equally loved and healed by God.23 For both Lusia and Ena, faith proved the most useful 

way of dealing with their traumatic experiences and Havea’s research indicates that faith-based 

approaches can be positive for restoring and maintaining mental wellbeing.   

 

17 Sarah Ann McLean, “Depression in young Samoan females: The views of mental health service providers,” 
(Master’s Thesis, University of Auckland, 2019), 33. 
18 Ibid., 101. 
19 Ibid., 107, 108, 110. 
20 Ibid., 108. 
21 Sesimani Havea, Tongan ethnic-specific approaches to family restoration: scholarship research report 
(Wellington: Pasefika Proud, 2018), 5. 
22 Ibid., 8. 
23 Ibid., 10. 
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Conversations around mental wellbeing can occur outside the professional mental health sector. Iutita 

shared about being a mentor in a programme for Pacific high school students which offered more 

informal and spontaneous discussion around mental wellbeing and what it meant to be female. 

“When I was a mentor in a programme, we had teu le vā sessions and girl talk, some of the 

girls had real bad shit-storms, things had really affected them and the way they were. It’s real 

threatening for their mental wellbeing. If you’re also religious, it’s like oh why is this happening 

to me, but also that you must have done something wrong. Just speaking to them causally and 

often enough about random things, sometimes it was deep sometimes it wasn’t, but at least the 

conversation was happening and they open up later.” – Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

 The culturally safe space offered by this programme, where the vā was nurtured between each of the 

young women present, was important, as Iutita built up a relationship of trust with the students. She 

also raises the point that it would not be uncommon for Pacific women to question why God was allowing 

negative life events happen to them, which could impact young women’s images of God.  

Overall, family, friends, faith and community support were seen as beneficial resources for the mental 

wellbeing of Pacific young women, and often a combination of these resources was considered by the 

focus group participants as the best way forward. 

9.3 Positive life events 

Participants were asked about how they reacted and coped with positive and negative life events, and 

if they considered God in this process. When something positive happened in the women’s lives, 39 

women said they thanked God or spoke to God about it and only one woman said that she did not. 

“I think sometimes my friends don’t think I’m serious if I say ‘Thank you Jesus’ and they’ll like 

laugh. But I’m like no I’m seriously thanking the Lord. It took me a long time to figure out that 

we have God not just in the really crappy moments but in the really good ones too. I didn’t figure 

that out last year, until someone brought up a quote saying ‘in everything praise God’. So no 

matter what I thank God for my position in life regardless.” – Zita, 18 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

“I feel like we’ve been taught that God doesn’t lead you to something without being able to do 

it. Or he doesn’t give you a talent for you not to do anything with it. So I feel like when things 

are hard, I’ll be like ‘haha you’re funny God, what’s this for?’. He is always there, good or bad.” 

– Ruci, 19 yrs, Samoan/Fijian 

Both Zita and Ruci were of the opinion that God guided and walked beside them in all life events, both 

mundane and significant. Essentially, God is with them always, and they felt called to see God in all 

things.24 Ruci’s quote resonates with Tongan theologian Palu’s work (described in Chapter 4), where 

the relationship between God and creation is likened to the process of making ngatu.25 After two years, 

the hiapo plant is harvested and there begins a significant process of “peeling, drying, soaking, beating, 

 

24 Grenz, 54.  
25 Palu, 62. 
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overlapping and unfolding, drying and trimming”.26 As the ngatu is designed and formed over a long 

period of time, all people in God’s creation are encouraged to grow and are fashioned into something 

more beautiful than its initial form.27  

Other women commented on praying to God when good things happened in their lives – sometimes 

after being reminded by their parents, and other times of their own accord: 

“Sometimes I forget to thank God. It’s not ‘til sometimes mum says to me in Samoan thank God 

for everything that he’s done.” – Mekesina, 18 yrs, Samoan/Tongan/Niuean 

Similar to Mesalina’s quote earlier, Mekesina’s remarks are a reminder of the strong influence of family, 

and indeed mothers, on faith formation and images of God. This is to be expected given that 50 out of 

the 64 focus group participants said that their parents continually had a strong influence on their lives 

and the decisions they made, as discussed in Chapter 6. Conversely, Sifa described her relationship 

with God as being one of reciprocity and exchange, where she acts in a way which pleases God in 

order to receive God’s blessings and positive things in life:  

“If I’ve done something that I’ve haven’t earned, I can’t just ask and receive. It’s more like you 

need to do good things to get good things. I must have done something good along the way to 

get blessings.” – Sifa, 20 yrs old Niuean/Tongan    

Sifa’s comments reveal in part Catholic theology around God’s grace and what this looks like in 

everyday life. God continually and freely offers unmerited grace through Baptism, and in the words of 

the Catechism, “grace is the help God gives us to respond to our vocation” and human beings are free 

to respond how they wish.28 After this initial gift of grace in the form of forgiveness due to Jesus’ death 

and resurrection, “moved by the Holy Spirit and by charity, we can then merit for ourselves and for 

others the graces needed for our sanctification,” or, in other words, by acting with charity towards one’s 

neighbour and dedicating time to prayer, one is living out God’s call to holiness in one’s everyday life.29 

Chapter 4 discussed Pope Francis’ views on everyday holiness – that while God loves each person 

regardless of their actions, holiness does not make people less human but is an encounter between 

human weakness and God’s grace.30 The way Sifa thinks about good things which happen in her life 

indicates she has an image of God who is at once powerful, loving and asking her to act in a way which 

constantly renews her relationships with others around her and God. Although, at the same time, her 

comments seem to suggest she sees God's blessings as contingent on her doing “good things” rather 

than being freely given. 

 

26 Ibid., 66. 
27 Ibid., 70. 
28 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd. ed., accessed August 24, 2020. 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s1c3a2.htm  
29 Ibid. 
30 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Gaudete et Exsultate: Apostolic Exhortation of the Pope Francis on the Call to 
Holiness in Today’s World,” http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html . 

https://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s1c3a2.htm
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html
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9.4 Negative life events 

The focus group participants were also asked about how they reacted and coped with negative life 

events, and if God helped them cope with these scenarios. In total, 40 women said they would pray or 

talk to God about their situation, 32 women said they would talk to a close family member or friend, and 

12 women said they would prefer to deal with it alone. 

9.4.1 Prayer 

Susana explained that when she was angry at Christ, or experiencing something negative in her life, 

she would first talk to him about the issue and be as honest as possible, before talking to family and 

friends about it: 

“When I am angry at Christ, I really push it. In my heart of hearts, I know that if I want to know 

Christ, I have to be as honest as I can with him. That way he can not only shine a light on my 

own problems, but he can help me heal. Because you have to tackle those really dark dark 

moments in your life to bring some sort of light and truth to it. I used to talk about how I used to 

even swear at God, and people used to ask why I would do that. I say ‘Well it’s my way of 

healing and if you don’t say it out loud, he already knows it’s in your heart. You might as well 

say it so he can say ‘its ok, I love you’. Be able to go to a quiet room or place and just be able 

to cry and express everything to Christ. But that’s not something we always do unless we are 

really desperate. Christ always number one, but then family/friends.” – Susana, 18 yrs, 

Tokelauan/Wallis & Futuna/Rotuman 

Susana’s image of God is of a God who is constantly loving and healing her, regardless of how she 

may feel about God, and who is the source and cause of everything – that without him, nothing would 

move or have its being. While she would personally seek a private place to pray in all situations, she 

notes that not all people would do this unless they were wanting to find solace or answers to why they 

were experiencing negative life situations.  

Two women clarified that depending on what kind of negative life situation they were facing, they might 

or might not pray to God about it:  

“I think it’s good if you have something wrong in your family, you know you can go and pray by 

yourself and let your thoughts out. Especially praying for people in need. Usually I would tell 

my cousin or my other close friends. If it’s really bothering me I tell my parents but I’m not 

usually a person to go tell others, I’ll keep it inside, I won’t get depressed.” – Josephina, 18 yrs, 

Fijian/NZ European/Chinese   

“Like if I was going to fail a paper, I wouldn’t tell my mum. Or I’ll pray, oh you should see me 

pray once it hit 3pm “Jesus I trust in you” [laughs] I’m not even joking I do the Divine Mercy so 

hard man [laughs].” – Margaret, 22 yrs, Tongan/Danish 

Josephina found talking to God particularly useful if she was facing issues within her family, as she 

described throughout her interview that she did everything with and for her family. Margaret remarked 

that at times where she could not turn to her family to deal with stressful and negative life situations, 
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the Divine Mercy devotion was something she considered to be “fail-proof” and always reliable. Chapter 

7 explained the significance of the Divine Mercy devotion to many of the women’s family prayer, 

including the traditional prayer at 3pm. Thus, at times of more traumatic events where women felt as 

though they could not turn to anyone else, they would turn to God in an attempt to regain a positive 

state of mental wellbeing. 

“I have a foundation of family, youth [group] and faith. Self-love grew last. I found it weird loving 

yourself. I analyse what I did, that’s what makes me depressed. Like ‘omg I’m such a horrible 

person’, and that’s when I do my self-check. It’s learning to love yourself and asking God for 

help. It’s getting up in the morning and saying ‘you are a daughter of the Creator. And start 

moving. I start to think ‘dang I might start changing how I act to a positive way’, you just do you 

and whoever stays by you stays by you. Reaching for God is so strong, when you’re numb and 

not even the love of your family can pull you out. Sometimes you just have to fall asleep crying 

to God, praying. The next morning you’re like ‘ok let’s just get through today’ then self-check 

and note all the positive things to be grateful for.” – Sina, 21 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Sina said that it was through reminding herself that she was created by God, as well as learning to love 

herself and doing a mental “self-check” of positive things to be grateful for, which helped her cope with 

difficult life situations. While Sina knew that she had a strong support network in the form of family, her 

church youth group and faith, she still found it difficult to love herself and found she was hard on herself, 

and over-analysed things she had done. Spirituality and religious beliefs are an effective buffer for 

stressful life events as it fosters optimism in an individual’s outlook on life.31 One woman said that the 

only confidante she could truly trust in was God: 

“There’s no judgement from God. He’s the only person I can confide in.” – Lesieli, 19 yrs, NZ 

born Tongan 

Stroope argues that God can be understood as an attachment figure and their confidence in God’s plan 

for their life offers them hope for the future and assurance that they can deal with negative life events.32  

Finally, Aneita spoke about prayer, church support and her faith as helping her through a period after 

one of her friends died by suicide and her peers were openly considering taking their lives as well: 

“It's really important for me because like now today there are so many people who commit 

suicide if there is depression.  My cousin is 16 years old and he is in prison. I'm happy that I 

grew up with my faith in God.  When I'm in a situation when I can't handle life, I go on my knees 

and pray.  It's really important for me and for all teenagers. I lost a close friend to suicide last 

year.  When I was surrounded by all my other friends a lot of them wanted to be depressed as 

 

31 Tiatia, “New Zealand-born Samoan Young People, Suicidal Behaviours, and the Positive Impact of Spirituality”, 
101. 
32 Stroope, et. al., 28.  
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well and commit suicide.  I was in a depressed state as well and my friend told me to come to 

youth at church.” – Aneita, 18 yrs NZ raised Cook Islander 

Tiatia-Seath conducted research into Pacific families and individuals who were bereaved by suicide in 

2016.33 A totally of 397 participants contributed to the research, including Pacific mental health service 

providers.34 Findings identified that family and spiritual guidance after a suicide death were two of the 

most important preferences for both short and long-term support.35 Even though church support groups 

could be complex to initiate due to privacy issues, it was still recommended that specific training should 

be provided for church leaders if they were seeking to start a support group for those bereaved by 

suicide.36 In Aneita’s situation, she decided to attend her parish youth group and while this was not a 

specific support group for suicide postvention, it was enough to help move from a state of depression 

to positive mental wellbeing, as well as having family support. 

9.4.2 Talking to family and friends 

The second most common response to how women dealt with negative life events was talking to family 

or friends, with 32 focus group participants mentioning this. 

“I always talk to someone. If it’s not family it’s one of my close friends. There’s like three who 

know everything about me. Like there just needs to be a balance between alone and having a 

lot of people around you.” – Soana, 24 yrs, Samoan/Tongan/Tuvaluan 

“I don’t really turn to my family, but I always go to my priest. He’s helped me quite a lot and has 

encouraged me to open up with my family. I have a huge family, and sometimes they say things 

I don’t want to hear.” – Akosita, 18 yrs, NZ born Tongan 

Soana raised the point that while it is important to speak to people you trust, it is also important to have 

time alone, and that sometimes talking to peers of a similar age is more helpful than talking to elders in 

the family. On the other hand, Akosita found it more useful to talk to one of the priests at her parish who 

was also a spiritual mentor and helped her to have more open communication with her family about 

things that were happening in her life. As with Anna’s observations earlier in this chapter about friends 

being a key resource for mental wellbeing which Pacific women could access, women needed someone 

they could trust and to talk to.  

9.4.3 Deal with it alone  

Another 12 women said that they would face negative life events by dealing with it alone initially, 

however this was also dependent upon the “severity” of the life event. Zoe provided an interesting 

 

33 Jemaima Tiatia-Seath, Suicide Postvention: Support for Pacific Communities. Report for Waka Hourua - 
National Suicide Prevention Programme for Māori and Pasifika Communities (Auckland: Hibiscus Research Ltd, 
2016), 9. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid., 11. 
36 Ibid., 12. 
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explanation as to why she felt prayer was no longer useful in dealing with negative life events, as it had 

been so in the past: 

“I guess like me before, I would’ve prayed immediately because I felt a lot of solace in that – 

just confessing to someone I need help, help me and waiting a few seconds and then I feel 

peace and I remember that feeling but I don’t do that anymore and I kind of miss that feeling 

but at the same time because I’m ambiguous about my faith, I feel like oh should I go back? 

Like backsliding to Jesus but you know, I still think of God as important I just don’t see God as 

the source of my motivation. Like if I’m in shit I need to do it myself.” – Zoe, 24 yrs, NZ born 

Tongan 

While Zoe still identified with being Catholic, she was in the process of understanding what that meant 

for her at the current stage of her life. She considered that God was still important to her wellbeing, but 

not someone she would go to immediately or frequently for help. At the same time, she felt a sense of 

agency and confidence in her resilience and navigating her own way out of situations which were 

negatively impacting her. This may have been due to the damaging experiences she had faced in 

relation to the Church, where male figures in her family would continuously reinforce that the male was 

the head of the Christian home and should be obeyed. This influenced how she was treated, and when 

making suggestions in a parish prayer group, she did not feel listened to.  

Thus, the three main responses from focus group participants on how they face negative life situations 

included praying or doing something in connection with their faith, talking to family or friends, and 

dealing with it alone. In both positive and negative life events, talking to God was a reaction and a 

coping mechanism for many of the women. This suggests that overall, their images of God are 

compassionate, one who is a listener and merciful.   

9.5 Scripture Passage 1 – Genesis 1: 26-27 

The focus group participants were then asked to share their initial reactions to two scripture passages: 

Genesis 1: 26-27 and Matthew 5: 43-46, 48, as analysed in Chapters 2 and 3. I chose the Genesis 

passage to focus on as the Catholic teaching about Imago Dei emphasises the dignity of each person 

as being totally loved into existence by God. This links to mental wellbeing in that young multi-ethnic 

Pacific women do not always see their inherent dignity and worth.  

“Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and 

over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’ 

So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female 

he created them”. – Gen. 1: 26-27 

The second passage from the Gospel of Matthew was chosen as it challenges the audience to be 

perfect. Since it is sometimes difficult for young multi-ethnic Pacific women to maintain positive mental 

wellbeing, I wanted to observe how they thought Jesus was defining perfection. 
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“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’ But I 

say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be 

children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and 

sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love those who love you, what 

reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your 

brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the 

same?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” – Mt. 5: 43-45, 48 

The focus group participants responded to the Genesis passage with a range of responses, detailed in 

Table 5 below, which included feeling self-worth, a call to love others, equality between all peoples, 

remembering that God is close and seeks a personal relationship with them, Catholic Social Teaching 

– particularly in relation to abortion and euthanasia – and a reminder of the power of God.  

Table 5. Focus Group Participants Responses to Genesis 1: 26-27 

Response to Genesis 1: 26-27 Number of Responses 

Self-worth 28 

Love others 13 

Equality  9 

God is personal and seeks relationship 9 

Catholic Social Teaching 4 

God is powerful 4 

Other 5 

 

9.5.1 Self-worth 

As indicated, 28 women said they felt reminded of their self-worth after reading Genesis 1: 26-27. 

Mesalina described how a priest explained to her the dignity and value of women in discussing why 

God created the universe: 

“We had this one priest, his name was Fr. Geremy, and he was telling us how beautiful and 

how amazing women are. Even though we were God’s last creation, we were his first thought. 

He used the analogy of someone making a tea, like you have the tools to make a tea, and the 

end result is a tea. When God created the world, he created the heavens, the earth and 

everything then he created the woman last. If it wasn’t for that, I don’t think I’ve ever appreciated 

who I am like that, I am who God made me to be.” – Mesalina, 19 yrs, Tongan/Niuean 

Essentially, Mesalina explains that from her understanding, women are considered precious in the eyes 

of God. As mentioned in Chapter 2, biblical scholar Brueggemann argues that male and female being 

created in the image of God reveals ancient Israelite theology that being created in the image of God 

seems to bestow both males and females with a royal status, in that they are given ‘dominion’ over the 
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earth (1:28).37 However, in this context, Mesalina is not so much focusing on being given dominion over 

the earth, but rather believes that God seeks a special and different relationship to women in 

comparison to men. Human dignity and equality in the eyes of God is contrary to social and religious 

myths about women being “moral paragons or temptresses, superwomen or helpless housewives”.38 

Church can be a source of mental wellbeing, but it can also reinforce certain gender discourses that 

some young women find hard to navigate, or that bring stresses of their own. In Chapter 5, I discussed 

womanhood in the eyes of the Church, including Pope John Paul II’s teaching that women are the 

natural helpers and nurturers in families complimenting a universal male nature of being protectors.39 

In contrast, young Catholic female participants from Ross’s doctoral research felt that in the eyes of the 

Church, they were judged as being pure or impure according to their sexual status.40 Pacific feminist 

theologian Ilisapeci Meo also says that cultural practices and beliefs about purity and womanhood affect 

women differently island to island.41 As has been previously discussed, Taumoefolau and Anae point 

out that women are generally expected to act with dignity and calmness and are set apart with virtues 

complimentary to men.42  Meo maintains that the image of God in each man and woman deserves equal 

recognition and respect and that there needs to be more partnership and dialogue between Pacific 

males and females in particular.43   

It was also common for the women who discussed this idea of self-worth to do so in relation to 

individuals they had seen discriminated against in society, including members of the LGBTQI+ 

community. For example, Christine said: 

“It relates back to how I was saying that people highlight these verses in the Bible about God, 

and something being sinful. Being gay or something. But he created us so we’re all perfect in 

His image. That confirms that for me.” – Christine, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan   

Christine also disliked the image of God as judge – as is evident in texts analysed in Chapter 2, such 

as Leviticus 20: 13. Christine could not reconcile the image of a God who lovingly created all men and 

women as equal, with a God who would command his people to put to death a “male that lies with a 

male, as with a woman” (Lev. 20:13).  

Lastly, one woman – Zoe – commented on how Genesis 1:27-28 has justified pillaging of the earth for 

its natural resources throughout Christian history, and how individuals can interpret the passage to 

mean they live in a state of hubris:   

 

37 Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy, 452. 
38 Anne Carr, “Feminist View of Christian Anthropology,” in Women’s Spirituality: Resources for Christian 
Development, ed. Joann Wolski Conn (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1996), 399. 
39 Ross, 73. 
40 Ibid., 178. 
41 Ilisapeci Meo, “Asserting Women’s Dignity in a Patriarchal World,” in Weavings: Women Doing Theology in 
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151. 
42 Taumoefolau, 141, Anae, 211. 
43 Meo, 157. 



160 
 

“It’s been the reason why people see themselves as the highest point of creation which is what 

it means like made in God’s likeness, but then they don’t have any regard for any other form of 

life, so like the domination of the world instead of like being a steward and just how, well I see 

it as how humans have tried to assert their superiority in creation by saying they are made in 

God’s image and trying to make themselves God. But it still makes me feel special.” – Zoe, 24 

yrs, NZ born Tongan 

As mentioned in Chapter 4 Darragh argues that it is important for the Church and individuals to share 

images of God that are non-human related, such as oceans, trees, sky and light which emphasise that 

just as God’s love for humanity is unconditional, this is extended to the whole of creation.44 Zoe 

highlights that for her, humanity is not superior to other parts of creation. Further, Halapua’s Theomoana 

oceanic theology (discussed in Chapter 4) stresses that relationships with others, including all things in 

creation, are God’s gift, and that life is ultimately a taonga for all people to share.45 Zoe was aware of 

the mistakes of humanity in mis-interpreting the passage but also recognised her own self-worth within 

reading and reflecting on the passage. Darragh’s and Halapua’s theologies offer Catholic youth, such 

as Zoe, new and potentially valuable ways of interpreting “stewardship” in the Genesis creation 

narratives.   

9.5.2 Love Others 

There was a total of 13 focus group participants who felt that Genesis 1:26-27 called them to make a 

deeper and more honest attempt to love others. Ula, Susana and Zita described God’s gift of free will 

and the ability people have to choose if they wanted to love others:   

“He’s creating us and our whole society how he plans it to be. It depends on the way we take 

in the scripture and the ways he teaches us. He’s teaching us, and then people take that 

teaching in different ways. However, we take it and incorporate it into society; it’s a choice.” – 

Ula, 18 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“God loves us so much that he’s willing to give us free will to do whatever we want. That’s what 

it means to be created in the likeness-free will and image it’s to understand more about the 

world and how God is. His mercy for us is the ability to choose whether to serve him or not.” – 

Susana, 18 yrs, Tokelauan/Wallis & Futuna/Rotuman 

“Because God created us in his image, we are all called to be His face on earth. To do good, 

be good people, create good for others and everyone that you see is another face of God-no 

matter what they might be going through or what person they are. That means to respect and 

love everyone around you.” – Zita, 18 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

While Zita is responding to Genesis 1:26-27 here, her answer also resonates with  one of the scripture 

passages discussed in Chapter 3 –  Matthew 25: 44-46 – where Jesus identifies himself as a judge at 

 

44 Darragh, “Where in Earth is God,” 9. 
45 Halapua, 29. 
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the Second Coming and questions those at the gates of heaven whether they helped those on the 

margins of society. Biblical scholar Weber explains, it is not enough to plead ignorance that Christ was 

present in the hungry, thirsty, lonely, sick and imprisoned.46 As Pope Francis describes, serving others 

and spending time in prayer, seeking communion with others and God all help one strive for holiness.47 

It is also acting in the spirit of Social Trinitarianism, where one has the choice to pursue radically equal 

and loving relationships with God and all people one encounters, as Zita’s comment illustrates. 

9.5.3 Equality 

While self-worth and loving others were two dominant themes in response to Genesis 1:26-27, nine 

women also commented on how it affirmed their belief that all people were equal regardless of gender, 

ethnicity or any other social indicators. 

“We’re all created in God’s image. No matter what nationality you are, we were all made in 

God’s image. We are equal.” – Moana, 19 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“It’s like we’re all connected through God and we’re all there in Christ.” – Margaret, 22 yrs, 

Tongan/Danish 

Moana specifically discusses equality between people of different nationalities as something she 

considered important in reflecting on this passage from Genesis. Halapua’s oceanic theology again is 

relevant here with the ocean as metaphor for God; one of the aspects to this theology is that individuals 

should strive to know and learn about their own cultural identity in order to share this with others that 

are encountered in the ocean.48 For Margaret, Christ is the peace who breaks down dividing walls 

between all peoples (Eph. 2: 14), the head of the Body (Col. 1:18) and cornerstone which holds all 

things together (Eph. 2: 20-21).       

9.5.4 God is Personal 

Along with the nine women who said that Genesis 1:26-27 made them think of equality between all 

people, another nine said that it made them feel as though God knew them intimately and sought a 

personal relationship with them. According to Beatrice: 

“I think it makes us feel closer to Him. Like in other religions, their gods are like totally different. 

The fact that He made us in His likeness, makes us feel much closer to Him.” – Beatrice, 23 

yrs, NZ born Samoan 

While commenting on Social Trinitarianism, Soskin makes the case that in reflecting on the Immanent 

Trinity, we see God “being-to-other” and being relational, that God is one.49 She further argues that to 

be alive is to be fully in relationship and can glimpse an example of this in how God relates intimately 

 

46Weber, 659. 
47 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Gaudete et 
Exsultate,”  http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html . 
48 Halapua, 27. 
49 Soskin., 123. 
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to humankind.50 In Beatrice’s opinion and understanding of other world religions, she felt that Gen. 1:26-

27 highlighted that God is more personal and chose to create each human in God’s own image. For 

her, humankind was created to be in relationship with God and others. 

9.5.5 Catholic Social Teaching 

Another response voiced by four women was that the Genesis text incited them to reflect on doctrine 

of Catholic Social Teaching about the dignity of life. For example, Josephina said: 

“I’ve used this quote so many times in my essays in R.E., like talking about abortion, euthanasia. 

God made us in His own image so we are perfect his eyes. We have to realise that we are 

created this way and that every life is sacred and we can’t take that away from anyone. We 

have to be ourselves. Whenever we’re feeling down, we have to remember we were created 

this way.” – Josephina, 18 yrs, Fijian/NZ European/Chinese   

Catholic Social Teaching has several themes. The doctrine outlines beliefs about the dignity of life, 

solidarity with all people, stewardship of the environment, working towards the common good for 

humanity, participating in civic society, having a “preferential option for the poor”, empowering 

communities, fair distribution of the world’s resources and the promotion of peace and justice.51 The 

teaching on human dignity is central to all other aspects of Catholic Social Teaching as comes from the 

recognition that God is present in every person and which affirms the right to living a fulfilling life and 

the responsibility to work toward the common good for all humanity. Two of the four women who spoke 

about the dignity of life and shared their negative views of abortion and euthanasia spoke about these 

in relation to learning about this in Catholic secondary schools. Each of the four women echoed 

Josephina’s sentiments that if each person is created in the image of God, no person has the right to 

take life away. 

9.5.6 God is Powerful 

Finally, four women explained that reading Genesis 1:26-27 made them think of God as powerful. Thus, 

for Soana: 

“God made everything how He wanted it to be and how He thinks it should be. So like God 

made me the way he planned it out to be.” – Soana, 24 yrs, Samoan/Tongan/Tuvaluan 

The entire creation story in Genesis 1 emphasises God’s power through the repetition of God’s 

commands for each part of the universe to come into being, as discussed in Chapter 2.52 What God 

says, actually occurs – God’s words have power, and the creation of male and female in the image of 

God is significant as it highlights that humankind has guardianship over creation and humans become 

co-creators with God through procreation.53 

 

50 Ibid., 124. 
51 Caritas Aotearoa New Zealand, “Catholic Social Teaching,” accessed August 26, 2020, 
https://caritas.org.nz/catholic-social-teaching .  
52 Boadt, 117. 
53 Ibid. 
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9.6 Scripture Passage 2 – Matthew 5: 43-45, 48  

The second biblical passage women were asked to react to and comment on was Matthew 5: 43-45, 

48, and what they thought Jesus meant by his use of the word ‘perfect’. There were three main themes 

which arose out of these discussions which included the necessity to love all other people, that it was 

challenging to do what Jesus was commanding, and that being ‘perfect’ also meant forgiving all people. 

9.6.1 Love others 

The most common answer that focus group participants gave when asked what Jesus meant by “be 

perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt. 5: 48) was to love all people. Thirty-five participants 

offered this explanation, including Luisa: 

“Being perfect, in the Western world is on the outside. Being perfect is you having that constant 

love for people and whatever, whoever you come across, even though people may dislike you 

or treat you badly you treat them with love. That’s an amazing person if you can do that.” – 

Lusia, 24 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Lusia differentiates her definition of perfection in this text from what she perceives to be a modern 

Western definition of perfection. This Western definition in Lusia’s eyes was deemed superficial, 

whereas the passage from Matthew challenges each person to think beyond themselves and love 

others deeply. As Gnadt maintains, to love even one’s enemies is not childish, but acting out of 

maturity.54   

Iutita offered a quite complex answer in her response to the excerpt from Matthew’s gospel.       

“You know in the Old Testament where God was kinda like angry there. In the New Testament 

when Jesus came-saying you need to love. At the time, the Jews were focused so much on the 

Ten Commandments and the Law that they were acting so righteous and stuff. Jesus said that’s 

not real. To be perfect you have to love other regardless, he died on the cross for everyone. 

The church really preaches about charity and grace. Loving your neighbour and praying for 

those who persecute you, that’s how you’re graceful. Every Pope has always said to have grace 

in everything you do because that’s where real love stems from.” – Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ 

European 

Iutita makes a clear distinction between her image of a compassionate Jesus and that of the wrathful 

Creator God of the Old Testament. She also notes that people in Jesus’ time were too focused on 

obeying the Mosaic Law as opposed to loving other people and nurturing a relationship with God. As 

considered in Chapters 3 and 7, when the focus group participants described disliking the image of God 

as an angry judge, they were often referring to God the Creator in the Old Testament without much 

regard for the many times God appears as loving in the Old Testament. The focus group participants 

did not often refer to Jesus as a judge in the New Testament, nor discuss the many times throughout 

the gospels that Jesus talks about condemning those to hell who do not obey God’s commands. Iutita 

 

54 Gnadt, 613. 
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also responds with her understanding and experience of how the Church has taught about charity and 

grace. Earlier in 2018, a few months before the focus group interviews, Pope Francis wrote the Apostolic 

Exhortation Gaudete et Exsultate – Rejoice and be Glad, which I mentioned in Chapter 4. In reflecting 

on what it means to be holy, he writes that charitable and merciful love of others is at the heart of what 

it means to be holy – especially those on the fringes of society.55 

Caitlin also agrees that perfection is to love and forgive others unconditionally: 

“I’m not a fan of the word perfect. Just because I feel especially on social media, everyone 

these days needs to be perfect and I feel like that’s an unattainable idea because everyone 

does wrong at some point in their lives. I agree that being perfect, he meant like loving one 

another even when they do something wrong to you and to forgive even if you might not want 

to.” – Caitlin, 19 yrs, Samoan/Irish 

She argues that definitions of perfection which people express on social media by regularly posting 

about the best parts of their lives are not the same as Jesus’ definition of perfection in Matthew’s gospel. 

Caitlin explained that on social media, being viewed by others as aesthetically beautiful, do not define 

perfection. Social media spaces may offer opportunities for a genuine encounter with other people, but 

this was not often what Caitlin saw.56 

9.6.2 Challenging and Forgiveness 

The other two key themes which women described upon reflecting on Matthew 5: 43-45, 48 was that it 

was a challenging passage to abide by, and that it also required them to forgive others.  

“It’s meaningless to love someone who loves you, you can but it’s easy. It’s a sacrifice to love 

someone who hates you or puts you down. It’s all about that sacrifice in the end. Jesus 

sacrificed himself-it all links. Catholicism is hard.” – Tulua, 18 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“I feel like it’s all about acceptance and love and without that, most importantly forgiveness. 

Like if I’m not able to forgive others, or forgive myself, who am I to expect Him to do the same 

to me, you know.” – Tiana, 19 yrs, Tongan/Samoan/Wallis & Futuna 

A total of 15 women believed it was a challenging passage, and 13 felt that to be perfect meant to 

forgive others. Tiana’s explanation of her image of God as forgiving, led to some level of anxiety of not 

being forgiven for mistakes she would make in the future, which could have possible ramifications for 

her soul in eternal life if she could not be forgiven. Tulua links Jesus’ command to love others to the 

sacrifice of his life at the crucifixion. Tate’s reflections on possessing the fullness of tapu are pertinent 

here, as events in real life can both harm and heal relationships with Atua and other people.57 The 

 

55 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Gaudete et 
Exsultate,”  http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html . 
56 Libreria Editrice Vaticana, “Message of Pope Francis for the 48th World Communications Day,”  
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-
francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html.    
57 Tate, 41. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20180319_gaudete-et-exsultate.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/communications/documents/papa-francesco_20140124_messaggio-comunicazioni-sociali.html


165 
 

process of hohou rongo, of reconciliation with each person involved in an issue, is challenging as Tulua 

indicates above. However, as Tiana points out, it is only in restoring right relationship with others that 

right relationship with Atua can occur. This challenge is a life-long journey. Perfection, as with the 

Hebrew translation explained in Chapter 3 and Tate’s explanation of possessing the fullness of tapu, is 

to be whole and have the sole purpose of loving Atua and others.58  

9.7 Image of God and Mental Wellbeing 

After offering their own definitions of mental wellbeing, sharing what resources they believed could 

support Pacific women’s mental wellbeing, and responding to two Bible passages, the focus group 

participants were asked whether they thought their images of God helped maintain positive mental 

wellbeing and why. All 64 focus group participants were asked this question, to which 52 answered yes, 

one woman said no, five did not know, and six offered other answers, where it was not their image of 

God, but rather something else about their faith that maintained positive mental wellbeing.   

Two women who said their image of God was linked to non-human metaphors in nature said that this 

helped maintain a positive mental wellbeing: 

“If you’re going through a hard situation, cause my image of God is nature, I just look outside 

and I’m like wow this is pretty. It just empowers me. It’s nice to look at and I just feel better.” – 

Apaula, 20 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

“My image of God in the clouds, having this open relationship with God is most definitely positive 

for mental wellbeing because I know I can talk to him. I’m able to get things off my chest and 

he talks to me through people. It gives me hope for the future because as I grow, my relationship 

will grow with God and that image will change but in a positive way.” – Ruci, 19 yrs, 

Samoan/Fijian 

Pacific theologian Upolu Vaai stresses that through Jesus, God moves in deep relationship with the 

whole tino – translated as ‘body’ but also as embodied symbolically in relations, community, 

genealogies, individuals, birth, experience, truth.59 This relationship includes the natural environment, 

communities and ancestors.60 Surrounded by their own families, Apaula and Ruci felt connected to God 

through the natural environment and felt confident they could speak to God at any time. Ruci adds that 

experiencing the presence of God in other people also helped maintain a positive mental wellbeing.  

Iutita commented on the image of God as Trinity as helpful for her mental wellbeing:  

“Yes because God is Father Son and Spirit. The Son went through a lot of shit and we do too. 

There’s one Bible verse that sticks with me; ‘he that endures til the end shall be saved’. And 

that’s what Jesus did and what I try to do. Jesus and Mary were always ‘yes’ people, even 

though they were under pressure.” – Iutita, 22 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

 

58 Luz, 346. 
59 Vaai, “Tino Theology,” 223. 
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Iutita again poses a few thought-provoking points to analyse: her Trinitarian image of God, the Bible 

verse mentioned – Matthew 24:13 – and the example of Mary, Mother of Jesus. Hunt underlines that 

the Trinitarian images are a way to understand the mystery of love as there has never been a time when 

God has not been Love.61 With the Father as the originating lover, the Son as the self-expression of 

that Love, and the Spirit as the “inexhaustible activity of this Love, drawing the created universe into 

itself”, we can see the link between Iutita’s Trinitarian image of God and her understanding that Jesus 

provides a model of sacrifice for humanity and being able to look to Jesus in times of distress.62 In the 

wider context of the scripture passage she mentioned (Mt. 24: 13), Jesus is speaking to his disciples, 

foretelling persecutions they will face because of following him. Jesus warns that false prophets will 

come, and lawlessness will increase (vv. 11-12), and because of this many people’s love for God will 

grow cold. However, those whose love endures to the end will be saved (v. 13). As Koenig raises in a 

case study of 155 middle-aged to late-life American patients suffering from anxiety, those who believe 

in an afterlife but do not participate in religious practices or have religious beliefs were more likely to be 

anxious about the future.63 Consistent and firm views about religion thus appear to be important in 

relieving anxiety about the future and death.64 While Koenig was discussing a different age group and 

demographic, Iutita seemed unafraid of what the future held for her due to her image of God and 

conviction in her faith. She described drawing courage from the example of Jesus and Mary, the Mother 

of God, who were willing to say yes to God’s will in their lives. As at the Wedding at Cana, Mary is 

unwavering in her confidence in her son’s ability and says to “do whatever he tells you” (Jn. 2: 4-5), and 

thus Iutita communicated similar trust in God’s will for her own life. 

Zita specifically said in response to this question that her image of God helped her through a mental 

illness and to continue to maintain a positive state of mental wellbeing:          

“Romans 8:18, the idea that whatever you’re going through will be nothing compared to the 

glory you will feel when you meet the Lord and go to heaven. That helped me a lot when I was 

diagnosed with depression. It gets me through. Anywhere and anything, God is hope and love. 

My personal idea of God helps me get through anything.” – Zita, 18 yrs, Samoan/NZ European 

As Zita says, the author of Romans 8:18 believes that no sufferings Christians are currently 

experiencing are worth comparing to the glory they will experience when they are in complete 

relationship with God in heaven. Jesus’ complete self-giving in his death and his resurrection are 

believed to be the fundamental victory over all suffering in the world.65 Zita expressed feeling confident 

to face the realities of everyday life with her belief that God was ubiquitous and walking with her.  

The hope of Christ’s resurrection and Cecelia’s image of God were enough to help her maintain positive 

mental wellbeing and to weather extremely difficult life events. According to Cecelia: 

 

61 Hunt, 66. 
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“When my grandpa was dying, I left it up to God.  Having my image of God and knowing there 

is an afterlife was enough, and it helped me a lot and my grandma. My grandparents went to 9 

a.m. mass everyday they said rosaries and they waited for everyone to be there for night prayer.  

Knowing that it is all for a greater purpose got us through.” – Cecelia, 24 yrs, NZ born Samoan 

Cecelia recognised when her grandfather was dying that the combination of religious practices – such 

as going to Mass, praying the Rosary and family night prayer – as well as who she perceived God to 

be gave her hope for the future. By understanding the power of Christ’s resurrection over death, she 

trusted in God to look after her grandparents after they died. Cecelia went on to make connections 

between seeing her grandparents regularly participate in the Eucharist, and Jesus’ instruction in John 

6: 53-56, that those who eat and drink of the flesh and blood of Christ will have eternal life, and she 

wanted to follow her grandparents example.    

9.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that for the 64 focus group participants, images of God were 

overwhelmingly an important factor in maintaining a positive state of mental wellbeing. The women were 

able to weave together the different strands they could see as being common experiences between 

Pacific women to offer their own definitions of mental wellbeing and describe resources they thought 

most useful for mental wellbeing. Reflecting and responding to excerpts from Genesis and Matthew’s 

gospel revealed what women thought it meant to be created and live in the image of God and to live a 

“perfect” life. Ultimately, this meant being in genuine relationship with God and other people. As Krause 

has argued, a person who believes in an all-powerful, universal God who cares for each individual, has 

a plan for them, and still allows their free will, may have a more hopeful outlook about the future.66 This 

was evident in the results from the focus group interviews that engaged with multi-ethnic, Pacific, 

Catholic women’s perspectives. Complex issues such as sexuality, dealing with sexual abuse or other 

negative life events, womanhood and who women may or may not want to seek support from in times 

of distress all spoke to the participants’ ability to be resilient in their everyday lives. Analysing biblical 

images of God, images of God in Church tradition, Pacific understandings of spirituality and mental 

wellbeing and how social media and religion interplay have all evidently impacted the focus group 

participants’ images of God. This chapter is crucial in weaving together each of these strands and 

answering the research aim which questions to what extent women’s images of God can help positively 

or negatively impact mental wellbeing. The following and final chapter will move to the last step of the 

Praxis Model, offering some practical solutions to move forward after critically reflecting on scripture, 

tradition and the issue. 

 

66 Krause et.al., 1507. 
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Chapter 10 Proposals for the Future & Concluding Remarks 

This thesis has attempted to interweave the different strands of young, multi-ethnic Pacific, Catholic 

women’s identity to understand how their images of God impact their mental wellbeing. An analysis of 

Old Testament and New Testament images of God provided a scriptural basis for forming this 

contextually based theology. Examining Social Trinitarianism and definitions of Imago Dei constructed 

by feminist, New Zealand and Pacific theologians has offered local perspectives on what it means to 

be created and live in the image of God. Other significant aspects of identity which have been explored 

are Pacific definitions of mental wellbeing, understandings of how mental wellbeing and spirituality are 

connected, as well as the challenges and benefits of being multi-ethnic. Social media also plays a role 

in how women define God, given they can be exposed to various Christian theological conversations 

and content online. The focus group participants had different experiences of Catholicism in their 

younger years and were all at different stages in their own faith formation, their relationship with God 

and how they chose to practice Catholicism. The results from the interviews have illustrated the beauty 

and complexity of the unique views of young, multi-ethnic, Pacific women defining who God is for them. 

It has also demonstrated the need for more research into mental wellbeing and religion in the New 

Zealand and Pacific context in order to best inform churches, other religious groups and mental health 

service providers with information on how to support young people and their mental wellbeing. This final 

step in the Praxis Model will outline the suggestions the focus group participants made for the future, 

some existing Catholic resources on mental wellbeing, as well as presenting my own suggestions for 

further research and praxis. The final step in the Praxis Model is not to come up with the ultimate solution 

for fostering mental wellbeing among young people, but rather, it is the starting point for further reflection 

if the proposed solutions are actioned.       

10.1 Existing Catholic Mental Wellbeing Resources 

Overall, the focus group participants thought there needed to be more visible connection between faith 

and mental wellbeing in the local Catholic Church environment, whether it be through workshops, 

retreats, or any of the other proposals put forward. Table 6 summarises the focus group participants’ 

suggestions for the future. 

Table 6. Focus Group Participants Proposals for the Future 

Proposed idea Number of 

Responses 

Proposed idea Number of 

Responses 

Retreats 39 For Pacific only 11 

Workshops 27 For all ethnicities 9 

Faith Mentoring Programmes 11   

Online Presence 9   

High Schools 2   
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While not all participants offered suggestions for the future, the women did comment on how dialoguing 

about mental health and wellbeing was seen as increasingly important in society. They felt that due to 

their faith being an integral part of their identity, it would be of great benefit to not only young, female 

Pacific Catholics, but all young Catholics, that there are more initiatives encouraging dialogue about 

mental wellbeing from a faith perspective. While participants offered their own suggestions of how this 

thesis could be used practically in the community, assessing what Catholic mental wellbeing resources 

or initiatives currently exist aids in creating dynamic proposals for the future. The literature review of 

Pacific perspectives on mental wellbeing in Chapter 5 aimed to outline these perspectives, rather than 

list the many community mental health and wellbeing initiatives for Pacific peoples. The next two 

sections aim to weave together Pacific perspectives on mental wellbeing, the analysis from the focus 

groups and their suggestions for the future with Catholic-specific ideas for promoting mental wellbeing.  

Many of the recent informal discussions in the New Zealand Catholic Church around the interplay 

between mental wellbeing and faith has arisen out of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. There is much 

space to grow this area of church life, especially in supporting young Pacific women to be mentally well. 

However, in the New Zealand Catholic context, there are a few programmes or resources specifically 

supporting mental wellbeing from a faith perspective. For example, Catholic Social Services in different 

diocese of New Zealand provide support in accessing counselling as well as programmes for those 

experiencing grief.1 In 2020, The Logos Project, a Marist Youth Development project based in Auckland, 

launched a new regular publication of reflective self-guided journals for year 7-13 students in the midst 

of the COVID-19 pandemic.2 Filled with reflective activities, the Logos Project defines the journals as 

focusing on building resilience for the long term and forming good habits for sustaining mental wellbeing 

rather than bouncing back immediately in the short term from the COVID-19 pandemic. The journals 

have themes of nourishing the physical body, mental wellbeing, family relationships, spirituality and a 

connection to the environment. Each issue has three versions for different age groups and has an 

associated Facebook group where young people can connect. The resource is sent to Catholic high 

schools with which The Logos Project has existing relationships. The project’s use of social media is 

worth noting, as nine focus group participants suggested having an online presence for mental 

wellbeing resources on social media. Some suggested creating high quality video content covering 

Catholic-related topics from a Pacific female perspective, including mental wellbeing from a Pacific, 

Catholic, female perspective. Two women recommended targeting high school students and if possible, 

spending time in high schools running workshops on faith and mental wellbeing. The work which the 

Logos Project is doing with the self-reflective journals and the associated social media pages is clearly 

something along the lines of which the focus group participants believe would be successful with young 

Catholics.  

 

1 Catholic Social Services Dunedin & Central Otago, “Counselling,” accessed August 29, 2020. 
https://www.cathsocialservices.org.nz/counselling/.  
2 The Logos Project, Re Discover, Issue 2. 
https://simplebooklet.com/publish.php?wpKey=JdzJnDJ4TMhB6Lf98lE0BE#page=0.  

https://www.cathsocialservices.org.nz/counselling/
https://simplebooklet.com/publish.php?wpKey=JdzJnDJ4TMhB6Lf98lE0BE#page=0
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The focus group participants wanted to do things that offered space for community and to dialogue 

about mental wellbeing and faith. Another existing example of faith-based support for mental wellbeing 

is the support group called “Stepping Out”, run by the Diocese of Hamilton at Hamilton’s Cathedral of 

the Blessed Virgin Mary.3 The patron of the group was Our Lady of Mental Peace, a little-known private 

devotion to Mary, Mother of God, approved and blessed by St. Pope John XXIII and St. Pope Paul VI.4 

According to Cardinal Cushing of Boston, who had a great devotion to Our Lady of Mental Peace, “If 

Christ and his Blessed Mother were on earth today, he would spend much time among the mentally 

ill”.5 The main purpose of this Hamilton group was for reflection and discussion; it would often have 

guest speakers from the community, including  psychiatrists, pharmacists, psychologists and social 

workers, who spoke about mental health issues.6 I was unable to find out if this group is still currently 

active in the Hamilton Diocese. Given that many of the focus group participants spoke of having a 

devotion to Mary through praying the rosary and the Divine Mercy in their families, theming workshops 

or retreats with some Marian flavour could resonate strongly with young multi-ethnic Pacific women.    

In the international Catholic community, there are some examples of resources and programmes which 

promote dialogue of mental wellbeing and Catholicism. In the United Kingdom, the Catholic Mental 

Health Project funded by the UK Catholic Bishops Conference, has a comprehensive approach to 

supporting the Catholic community to develop spiritual and pastoral care for mental health.7 Some 

examples of the work they do includes running annual retreats for those involved in mental health-

related pastoral care. The retreats have explored themes such as using the Benedictine Rule for a 

balanced life, scriptural themes such as “Come to me and I will give you rest” (Mt. 11:28) and Pope 

Francis’ 2013 Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium – The Joy of the Gospel.8 They also provide a 

small grants fund which has supported various projects in different diocese’ in the United Kingdom. This 

includes facilitating training sessions for parishes and Catholic pastoral care workers, wellbeing weeks 

in community spaces used by various Catholic groups and other charities and creating online 

resources.9 Other project include supporting Catholic centres who provide mental health care for 

prisoners and victims of human trafficking, dementia sufferers and the homeless as well as setting up 

a café for the community to welcome those with mental health challenges along with their family and 

friends.10 The Diocese of Chicago in North America offer a programme which allows those experiencing 

a mental illness to meet regularly for prayer, reflective activities and discussion.11 Each of these projects 

 

3 Michael Otto, “A Marian devotion for mental well-being,” NZ Catholic, November 24, 2016, accessed 29th 
August, 2020. https://nzcatholic.org.nz/2016/11/24/marian-devotion-mental-well/ .  
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 The Catholic Mental Health Project, “What we do,” accessed August 29, 2020. 
http://www.catholicmentalhealthproject.org.uk/what-we-do/annual-retreats  
8 Liberia Editrice Vaticana, “Apostolic Exhortation: Evangelii Gaudium,” accessed October 28, 2020. 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html  
9 Ibid., “Small Grants Fund 2018-19,” accessed August 29, 2020. 
http://www.catholicmentalhealthproject.org.uk/what-we-do/small-grants-fund 
10 Ibid. 
11 Mental Illness Ministry Diocese of Chicago, “About Us,” accessed 29th August, 2020. 
http://www.miministry.org/aboutus.htm 

https://nzcatholic.org.nz/2016/11/24/marian-devotion-mental-well/
http://www.catholicmentalhealthproject.org.uk/what-we-do/annual-retreats
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html
http://www.catholicmentalhealthproject.org.uk/what-we-do/small-grants-fund
http://www.miministry.org/aboutus.htm
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often target those who are in leadership roles or in charge of pastoral care and work with those 

experiencing mental health challenges. One participant questioned whether the practical action that 

would be taken after the completion of the thesis would be based in one region of New Zealand or be 

launched on a national level. The examples above suggest that financial funding from a national body 

could both be useful in implementing mental wellbeing projects at a smaller local level and on a larger 

national scale.   

10.2 Proposals for the Future 

New mental wellbeing initiatives within the Catholic Church of Aotearoa must be attentive to the 

nuances of their target audiences. As has been evident through the results of the focus group 

interviews, each woman’s experience of Catholicism is different; one can be a "devout" Catholic, an 

"active" Catholic, a "practicing" Catholic, a "marginal" Catholic, or a "disaffiliated" Catholic and one can 

move back and forth among the various positions along the affiliation continuum. One can be angry at 

one's Catholic past, ignore it, be militant about it, be fascinated by it or endeavour to forget it 

completely.12 Each of the women identified as Catholic but expressed their faith in different ways, 

including the way they grappled with issues such as sexuality. At the conclusion of the focus group 

interviews, the connections between their family, cultural and religious upbringing, use of social media 

and their understanding of mental wellbeing with their images of God were evident. It became clear 

through the focus group discussions that opening spaces of dialogue to discuss these topics in more 

depth would be beneficial for young Catholics, and indeed should be adapted to cater for different age 

groups, ethnicities, and other social factors. It is important that initiatives not only target those individuals 

and groups charged with pastoral care and those living with a mental illness, but to also include the 

average parishioner on their journey in understanding who God is for them and navigating positive and 

negative life events. This need for spiritual formation also came up several times in Chapters 6-9 as a 

necessary part of developing successful mental wellbeing initiatives in Catholic communities. 

The top recommendation from focus group interviews as indicated in Table 7 was to have some kind of 

regular retreat – whether it was annually or more than once a year. This would offer a space for Catholic 

women to talk, reflect and pray about their faith and mental wellbeing. For example, Beatrice said: 

“We’re always failing at doing our parish youth retreat. Especially like when you finish high 

school, it’s usually based on teenagers, but there’s never anything based on young women as 

adults. Like even our priest who was doing the youth stuff, it was mostly just high school stuff 

and related issues. So we were just sitting there like ‘sooo what are we doing?’.” – Beatrice, 23 

yrs, NZ Born Samoan 

This was a common theme for the 39 women who said a retreat was a good idea, as they spoke of 

positive memories of retreats they had attended in the past – but these were often at Catholic high 

schools or were dependant on their parish having a thriving youth ministry which catered to different 

 

12 Nancy Clare Kehoe, “Religion and Mental Health from a Catholic Perspective,” in Handbook of Religion and 
Mental Health, ed., Harold Koenig, (San Diego: Academic Press, 1998), 214. 



172 
 

age groups. Participants also made it clear that retreats should be offered and framed as a time of 

growth for women. It was also suggested that a retreat of this nature should be more than one day, and 

if possible, at a location which was outside the women’s day to day norm. The women also 

acknowledged that it might be difficult to get people to commit to coming to a one-off retreat, so 27 

women said it would be ideal to run workshops building up to a retreat. One woman suggested having 

structured sessions over a period of about six weeks which culminated into the retreat so that women 

knew others participating in some capacity and would be able to grow spiritually with them. Eleven of 

the women also advocated for some kind of faith mentoring programme, which could involve older 

Catholic women mentoring young Catholic women throughout the year.  

It would be ideal if the New Zealand Catholic Bishops Conference follow the example of their fellow 

Bishops in the United Kingdom and develop a Catholic Mental Health Project. As with the Small Grants 

Fund in the Catholic Mental Health Project, grants could be offered at a nationwide level specifically 

targeting mental wellbeing projects in each Diocese.13 The suggestions by the focus group participants 

of retreats, workshops and a regular mentoring programme could be advertised and resourced more 

effectively with adequate funding. This would allow for Diocese-specific, local approaches to tackling 

mental wellbeing and to be facilitated by people within their own Diocese. More funding needs to be 

allocated to research into how faith can impact mental wellbeing to inform mental wellbeing projects 

and ensure they are robust, evidence based, monitored and evaluated. Groups such as Catholic Social 

Services do an excellent job of connecting Catholics to counselling and other support services, yet this 

is not enough. While I understand that the Catholic Church in New Zealand and the Bishops’ 

Conference have numerous funded projects aimed at social justice for those in need, youth 

development, faith formation, family life, bioethics, and many other areas of community life, the mental 

wellbeing of ordinary Catholics is as important as these other areas. I am also aware that it is always 

challenging to secure people to assist with new projects, whether it be at a parish or Diocesan level. 

Aside from the youth suicide rates and suicide attempts in New Zealand discussed earlier in this thesis, 

the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of maintaining a positive state of mental 

wellbeing, and from a faith perspective, having trust and hope in God for the future. It is important that 

a united message comes centrally from the Bishops’ Conference as opposed to one or two Diocese 

attempting to deal by themselves with the issue of mental wellbeing from a faith perspective.           

Interestingly, 11 focus group participants said any practical solutions going forward should be tailored 

to particular ethnic groups and having a Pacific-specific option while nine said solutions could mix 

women of all ethnicities together. The 11 women who felt that future programmes should be tailored for 

particular ethnic groups said that this was important, as not all Pacific Catholic women are keen to 

participate in wider “multi-cultural” church activities as they are too shy to share about their faith. The 

women who thought solutions should be for Catholic young women of all ethnicities often belonged to 

parishes that were more multi-cultural and not Pacific dominated. These nine women thought it would 

 

13 The Catholic Mental Health Project, “Small Grants Fund 2018-19,” 
http://www.catholicmentalhealthproject.org.uk/what-we-do/small-grants-fund.  

http://www.catholicmentalhealthproject.org.uk/what-we-do/small-grants-fund
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be more beneficial to share cultural experiences in a multi-cultural environment. This illustrates again 

how a woman’s personal experience of religion, culture, family, gender roles and social media each 

influence how she views the world.  

New Catholic initiatives in New Zealand around mental wellbeing do not have to look far for inspiration 

and it is not necessary to develop something completely new. Aside from participating regularly in 

sacraments and faith formation programmes to better understand images of God and Catholicism, the 

following section will outline some existing Catholic sources to draw on. Given that the devotion to Mary, 

Mother of God, is highly prevalent in Pacific Catholic communities and is common across all Catholic 

communities as detailed throughout Chapters 6-9, the devotion to Our Lady of Mental Peace would be 

worthy of further exploration.  

Exploring the devotion to Our Lady of Mental Peace would incorporate the belief in the motherly 

protection of Mary as she leads them to the crucified Christ, may be an alternative to the Divine Mercy 

devotion which many of the focus group participants were familiar with. Different types of prayer, 

especially more contemplative prayer forms, may also be useful. Since 40 of the 64 focus group 

participants described one of their responses to negative life experiences was prayer, these forms of 

prayer could be introduced as a means of spiritual formation and more structured way of approaching 

prayer. These could include Lectio Divina – a process of meditating on scripture that originated in 

ancient Catholic monasteries. If carried out in groups, participants can break open together what the 

passage means for them in their own lives and what practical actions they can do after meditating on 

it.14 Ignatian spirituality, based on the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola, is another useful 

source of contemplative prayer which has been utilised for the last 400 years.15 The Daily Examen, as 

part of Ignatian spirituality, is a technique of prayerful reflection on the events of the day in order to 

detect God’s presence and discern God direction.16 The Daily Examen includes being aware of God’s 

presence, reviewing the day with gratitude, paying attention to one’s emotions and what God might be 

saying in these emotions, choosing one part of the day to pray about specifically and looking forward 

to what God will do tomorrow in all the challenges that may arise.17 Taizé is yet another form of 

meditation which may be beneficial.18 While these would have to be incorporated somehow into a 

mental wellbeing context, they provide a useful basis to draw upon. The focus group participants 

commented in their interviews that they enjoyed attending retreats in the past because it allowed them 

to re-focus on their relationship with God away from the busyness of everyday life. Each of the 

 

14 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, “Ever Ancient, Ever New: The Art and Practice of Lectio 
Divina,” accessed August 29, 2020, https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-we-
teach/catechesis/catechetical-sunday/word-of-god/upload/lectio-divina.pdf .  
15 Loyola Press, “What is Ignatian Spirituality?” accessed August 29, 2020, 
https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/what-is-ignatian-spirituality/ 
16 Ibid., “How Can I Pray?” accessed  August 29, 2020, http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-
examen/how-can-i-pray/ .  
17 Ibid. 
18 BBC, “Taizé,” accessed August 29, 2020, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/priests/taize_1.shtml .  

https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-we-teach/catechesis/catechetical-sunday/word-of-god/upload/lectio-divina.pdf
https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-we-teach/catechesis/catechetical-sunday/word-of-god/upload/lectio-divina.pdf
https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/what-is-ignatian-spirituality/
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen/how-can-i-pray/
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen/how-can-i-pray/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/priests/taize_1.shtml
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contemplative forms of prayer described above could be used in workshops or retreats and brought into 

their everyday life practice.  

The focus group discussions also raised that a key resource young Pacific women could utilise to 

maintain a positive state of mental wellbeing is talking to friends. They remarked that friends are trusted 

support figures, people who walk alongside them in their own experiences of suffering and to whom 

they can relate. From a Catholic perspective, saints are considered friends in heaven, and people who 

you could ask to pray for you just as one can ask one’s friends here on earth to pray for you. New 

initiatives could draw upon Catholic saints who have experienced mental illness, to various degrees, 

and continue to be honoured as examples of Christian discipleship. St. Josephine Bakhita (c. 1869-

1947) who was born in modern-day Sudan was abducted as an 8-year-old by slave traders and was 

believed to have been traumatised by the event and suffered from dissociative amnesia.19 After being 

traded in Italy she found refuge in a community of nuns and eventually became one herself.20 St. Teresa 

of Kolkata (c. 1910-1997), internationally known for her work for the poor in India and Nobel Peace 

Prize winner also suffered from severe bouts of depression as is evident in her private writings.21 St. 

Benedict Joseph Labre (c. 1748-1783) lived most of his life homeless and was rejected by three 

religious orders in his desire to become a priest due to his mental illnesses.22 He is now the patron saint 

of those experiencing mental illness, homelessness, and societal rejection.23 These are just three 

examples of the many possible saints lives to introduce to participants in workshops, retreats or online 

content. There is no one-size-fits-all solution moving forward, but these are some possible starting 

points.  

10.3 Areas for further study 

The case study size was initially anticipated to be 42 participants, and the focus group participants 

eventuated to be 64 in total. This narrowly focused cohort had different types of responses and it could 

be useful to compare to women of different age groups and other ethnicities. A further limitation of this 

research is that it only focuses on one Christian denomination, Roman Catholicism, and for a richer 

understanding of how images of God relate to mental wellbeing for multi-ethnic youth, comparisons to 

other denominations would be helpful. Similarly, it would be beneficial to have research completed on 

those who used to attend a Christian church and have since stopped participating altogether and those 

who felt forced into Christianity by their families. 

10.4 A Catholic theology for mental wellbeing in New Zealand 

As has been made clear throughout this thesis, the Trinity is the fundamental example of 

intersectionality and is the centre of how humanity can understand what it means to be created in the 

image of God. Each Divine Person – Creator, Son and Spirit – in radical, harmonious relationship with 

 

19  Catholic Mental Health, “About Us,” accessed  August 29, 2020, https://catholicmentalhealth.org/about-us. 
20 Ibid. 
21 David Van Biema, “Mother Teresa's Crisis of Faith,” Time Magazine, August 24, 2007, 
https://time.com/4126238/mother-teresas-crisis-of-faith/ .  
22 Catholic Mental Health, “About Us,” https://catholicmentalhealth.org/about-us. 
23 Ibid. 

https://catholicmentalhealth.org/about-us
https://time.com/4126238/mother-teresas-crisis-of-faith/
https://catholicmentalhealth.org/about-us
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one another, aware of the tasks they each perform both within Godself and in the universe. The Creator 

brings life to all things, and is still in the process of creating through evolution and in the wonderous gift 

of childbirth. God is reconciled with humanity through the death and resurrection of Jesus the Son, who 

offers friendship, salvation and compassion to all people. The Holy Spirit continually offers life as being 

the Advocate, leading each person in truth and moving individuals into action. Each Person of the Trinity 

has been represented in different ways through scripture: Father, Mother, Creator, Judge, Friend, Son 

of Mary, Merciful Messiah, Priest, Bread of Life, and Spirit of Truth. However, these are only glimpses 

of who God is – as God is ultimately a mystery and beyond human understanding. At the same time, 

God is constantly present in each person’s life, calling each of us to “love the Lord, your God, with all 

your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut. 6:5). In doing so, we are able to love 

all others we encounter, as irrespective of their background, they are made in the image of God.  

The love of the Triune God for the universe and the special relationship with humanity can be 

understood through different cultural lenses. The young, multi-ethnic Pacific women who participated 

in this research expressed unique perspectives of how they experienced religion throughout their lives, 

what their cultural identity meant to them, the significance of family, how social media makes an impact 

on everyday life and grasping who God is for them. From Māori and Pacific worldviews, Tate, Vaai and 

Halapua each emphasised a vision of God as being itself and the source of relationships, and the 

struggle of reconciling with God and humanity is part of striving for holiness. God meets people where 

they are and it is important that parishes, Catholic schools and families are able to reflect on culturally 

relevant and contextual interpretations of various images of God. Understanding God from a multi-

ethnic, Pacific, female and Catholic worldview sees God as one who is complete, whole and at peace 

in the diversity within Persons of the Trinitarian Godhead. It sees God as the origin of our ancestors 

from each of our cultures. God is one who is truly present in the Eucharist and present in the stars and 

the oceans our ancestors used to navigate the globe. It sees God as the love which binds together all 

the relationships within our families, who are so important in each of our lives, and propels us forward 

to serve them and our communities with vigour. God is ever-ancient and ever-new, compelling us to 

delve deeper into a connection with each of these different aspects of our intersecting identities.        

The title of this thesis draws on Matthew 16: 13-20 where Jesus questions his apostles who others say 

he is, and he probes them further: “But who do you say that I am?” (v. 15). Simon Peter responds: “You 

are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (v. 16).  It has been highlighted throughout this thesis and 

using the Praxis Model that the process of doing theology is not only theoretical but also based in lived 

experience. The relevance of theology to mental wellbeing has been key to my thesis and research and 

the proposals for the future have the potential to positively impact young women. God constantly reveals 

Godself to the theologian in different ways and inspires how we can move forward into the future with 

God. Whilst writing this conclusion, the above excerpt from Matthew’s gospel happened to be the 

prescribed Sunday gospel reading and Pope Francis reflected on this during the weekly Sunday 
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Angelus.24 He said, “if I were to ask you right now ‘Who is Jesus for you?’ there would be a little 

hesitation… And each one must not give a theoretical answer, but one that involves faith, that is, life, 

because faith is life! ‘For me you are….’ And confess Jesus. Who is Jesus Christ for me? Who is Jesus 

Christ for you, for you, for you? An answer that we should give every day.”25 Whilst it is important that 

this research has been completed, and I have been able to present some insight into why women have 

certain images of God and how this impacts upon their mental wellbeing, Christian theological research 

has little substance if it does not point individuals to a deeper relationship with the living God. This 

snapshot of how Pacific multi-ethnic, Catholic young women voyage through their different cultural 

worlds and weave together strands of their identity is one small part of the Body of Christ and a vibrant 

glimpse of the glory of God.         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

24 Vatican News English, “August 23 2020 Angelus prayer Pope Francis,” YouTube Video, posted on August 23, 
2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5auxOpnAevU 
25 Ibid. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5auxOpnAevU
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Appendix 1. Bishop Patrick Dunn Letter of Support 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 

 
Letter of Support - Therese Kiely 

 
I have known Therese Kiely and her family for many years. Therese is a parishioner at St 
Anne's Parish in Manurewa and is undertaking research for her Doctoral Thesis on the images 
of God held by Pacific young women and how this image impacts on their mental wellbeing. 
 
Therese hopes to interview young Catholic women, among others, for this research and I 
am very happy to encourage any such women to participate in the project. 
 
Therese assure s me that participation in this project will not damage the relationship the 
women concerned have with the Church and will not compromise their posit ion in it. 
 
Therese hopes to identify some ways in which young women can be empowered to have 
healthy mental wellbeing through engaging in faith and spirituality, and I have confidence 
that her findings will be very helpful for all who are involved in the life of the Church. 
 
 

 
 
Patrick Dunn 

Catholic Bishop of Auckland 
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Appendix 2. Focus Group Interview Questions 

LIFE EXPERIENCE - FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS 

Where are you from? Where is your family from?  

How would you describe your relationship with your parents/caregivers? 

How much of an influence have your parents had on your life growing up? 

How much of an influence do your parents have on your currently? 

Did you have specific roles to perform as a young female in your family in the past/currently? 

CULTURAL IDENTITY (MULTIPLE ETHNIC BACKGROUNDS) 

How would you describe your cultural identity? 

Is your experience of your cultural identity – having multiple ethnicities – positive/negative? Why? 

Do you feel as though you belong in each of the ethnic communities you are descended from? Why?  

Why not? 

RELIGIOUS BACKGROUND 

What was your experience of religion growing up? 

What is your place in the church currently as a young woman?  

How important is religion in your life and self-identity currently? 

How important is your relationship with God currently compared to other aspects of your life?  

IMAGE OF GOD 

How has God been talked about in your family? 

What is your current image of God? 

Has your image of God been different in the past? If so, how? 

Do you understand God to have a gender? Does this matter to you? 

What images of God come to mind when you think of church? 

What images of God do you dislike? Why? 

What images of God do you like? Why? 

What images of God give you hope for the future?  

SOCIAL MEDIA  

How often do you use social media? 

What do you use social media for? 

Does religion impact the way you use social media? How? 

Do you have online friends who post faith-related things? 

Do you share faith-related posts online? 

What images of God do you see on social media? Positive/negative? What do you think of these? 

Has your image of God ever changed because of something you have seen on social media? 

MENTAL WELLBEING 

What does the term ‘mental wellbeing’ mean to you? 

What resources do you think a young Pacific woman needs to have mental wellbeing? 

What support do you seek if something goes wrong in everyday life? 

Does God matter to you if something goes wrong in everyday life?  

Does God matter to you if something good happens in everyday life? 



179 
 

How does this scripture verse make you feel?  

“Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness… 

So God created humankind in his image, 

in the image of God he created them; 

male and female he created them. 

Genesis 1:26-27 

What do you think being perfect means when Jesus says: 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’  But I say to 

you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your 

Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 

righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have?... Be 

perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 

Matthew 5: 43-46, 48 

Would you say your image of God empowers you and helps you maintain positive mental wellbeing? 

Why? Why not? 
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Appendix 3. Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET – FOCUS GROUP 

 

Project Title: Young Pacific Women’s Images of God and Mental Wellbeing 

Researcher: Therese Kiely, PhD student, Theology, University of Auckland 

tkie654@aucklanduni.ac.nz  

Supervisors: Dr. Caroline Blyth and Dr. Jemaima Tiatia-Seath  

c.blyth@auckland.ac.nz / j.tiatia-seath@auckland.ac.nz 

My name is Therese Kiely. I am studying Theology in the School of Humanities at the University of 
Auckland. I am conducting research for my Doctoral Thesis on young Pacific female’s images of God 
and how this impacts their mental wellbeing. In particular, the study will focus on young Pacific women 
with multiple ethnicities. As part of this study I want to conduct focus group discussions to find out how 
these young women perceive God and what influences their images of God. I hope that this research 
will: 

• help make the perspectives of young Catholics available to the wider church, 
• identify some ways in which young Pacific Catholic women can be empowered and have 

healthy mental wellbeing through engaging in faith and spirituality. 
If you are a young Pacific woman of multiple ethnicities, between 17-24 years old and involved with the 
Catholic Church in Auckland, I would like to invite you to participate in this research through joining one 
of the focus groups. You are under no obligation at all to accept this invitation. However, if you give 
your consent, the information you provide will help me to gain a better understanding of young Pacific 
Catholic women’s perspectives on God and mental wellbeing.  

Project procedure 

If you choose to participate, you will be invited to participate in a focus group of 6-7 individuals after 
signing the consent form. The location of the focus group discussion will be at an agreed time and 
location in Auckland between participants and myself. The group discussion will also be recorded with 
a digital voice recorder and will take up to 2 hours. If you are uncomfortable with any questions you do 
not have to answer and you can leave the group at any time without having to give a reason. However, 
because of the nature of the group situation, the recording device cannot be turned off during the 
discussion and, if you choose to end your participation in the research, information you have contributed 
up to that point cannot be withdrawn.  

Focus group discussions will be transcribed by myself. You can request to see a copy of your responses 
in the transcript. A transcript of the focus group discussion can also be provided if requested which will 
only be seen by myself.  

After my thesis is finished an electronic version of it will be sent to any parish that requests one. Findings 
will be presented at seminars, conferences, fono, and publications. You can also contact me directly if 
you would like me to send you a copy of the thesis by email. My email address is: 
tkie654@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

Research participants will be offered a $30 grocery voucher as a koha for participating in the focus 
group. Participants still have an absolute right to withdraw from the focus group at any time, regardless 
of receiving this koha. 

Confidentiality 

The preservation of confidentiality is paramount. I will do my best to preserve the confidentiality of all 
the information you share in the focus group. While confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in a group 
setting, all group participants will be reminded that group discussions should not be shared with others 
outside the group. When my thesis is completed, the information you have provided in the focus groups 

mailto:tkie654@aucklanduni.ac.nz
mailto:c.blyth@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:j.tiatia-seath@auckland.ac.nz
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will be recorded in a way that does not identify you as its source. Thus, any potential identifying material 
(including your name and other personal details) will be removed from the group discussion data 
included in the final version of the thesis. A copy of the research findings will be made available to 
participants if they wish. 

Storage and destruction of the focus group recordings and transcripts 

Written transcripts of focus group discussions will be stored for six years in the primary supervisor’s 
secured cabinet in the School of Theological and Religious Studies in the School of Humanities, Faculty 
of Arts. 

Digital files from the digital voice recorders will be stored on a password protected laptop to which only 
I will have access. These will be kept separate from transcripts of the recordings.  

Digital files will identify the participants by key words and code names. There will be an audit trail of 
who can, has and has tried to access the data. The data will be securely deleted from my personal 
computer at the end of the research.  

Support for Participants 

Talking with others about faith and wellbeing can sometimes cause feelings of discomfort or 
embarrassment. To minimize this happening, participants can refuse to answer any questions or leave 
the group at any stage without giving a reason.  

If participants do experience any distress as a result of taking part, I will facilitate participant access to 
free support services, such as Youthline free phone 0800 37 66 33/ 
https://www.youthline.co.nz/contact-us/ and The Lowdown free TXT 5626 or https://thelowdown.co.nz/.  

Contact information 

If you have any questions, or wish to know more before deciding to participate, please contact me by 
telephone on 09 267 1981/ mob. 021 2636812 or by email at: tkie654@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

My supervisors are Dr. Caroline Blyth and Dr. Jemaima Tiatia-Seath and they can be contacted at the 

following address: 

Theology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 1142 

Ph: (09) 923 7067 / (09) 923 6719 

Email: c.blyth@auckland.ac.nz / j.tiatia-seath@auckland.ac.nz  

 

The Head of the School of Humanities is Associate Professor Malcolm Campbell, and he can be 

contacted at the following address: 

Head of the School of Humanities 

University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92010 

Auckland 1142 

Ph: (09) 923 5073 

Email: mc.campbell@auckland.ac.nz  

https://www.youthline.co.nz/contact-us/
https://thelowdown.co.nz/
mailto:c.blyth@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:j.tiatia-seath@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:mc.campbell@auckland.ac.nz
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For any queries regarding ethical concerns please contact: 

  
The Chair 
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, 
The University of Auckland 
Research Office – Office of the Vice Chancellor, 
Private Bag 9201 
Auckland 

Ph. (09) 373 7599 extn: 83711 

 

Your assistance and time in considering this invitation are greatly appreciated.  

Yours sincerely, 

Therese Kiely 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 

ON 26th September 2016 for 3 years, Reference Number 018046  
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Appendix 4. Participant Consent Form 
 
 

CONSENT FORM: FOCUS GROUPS 
 

This consent form will be held for a period of six years. 
 

 
Project Title: Pacific Young Womens’ Images of God and Mental Wellbeing 
 
Researcher: Therese Kiely, PhD student, Theology, University of Auckland 
 
 
I have read the Participant Information Sheet, and I have understood the nature of the research and 
why I have been selected. I have had an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my 
satisfaction. 
 

• I agree to take part in this research. 
 

• My participation is voluntary. 
 
• I understand that the focus group interviews will be digitally voice recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher. 
 

• I understand I do not have to answer every question in the focus group discussion 
and can leave the group at any stage without giving a reason. 

 
• I understand that because of the nature of the group situation, the recording device 

cannot be turned off during the discussion and, if I choose to end my participation in 
the research, information I have contributed up to that point cannot be withdrawn. 
 

• I understand that all data collected from members of the participants will be 
confidential, and that all names and other identifying information will be removed from 
any data published in the thesis or any other form.  

 
• I understand that findings will be presented at seminars, conferences, fono, and 

publications. 
 

• I agree not to disclose confidential information shared by participants during the focus 
group discussion to anyone outside the group. 
 

• I understand that data collected for the purposes of this research will be kept for six 
years and be securely destroyed after the completion of this project 
 

• I wish to receive a copy of the of project findings in electronic form which can be sent 
to me at this email address: _________________________ 
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Name: _______________________________ 

(Print clearly) 

 

 

Signature: ____________________________        

 

 

Date: ____________________________ 

 

 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 

ON 26th September 2016 for 3 years, Reference Number 018046  
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