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The systems of domination, then, aré smale” only in the historical
and sociological sense that males have shaped and benefited from
them, not in the sense that they correspond to unique, evil capaci-
ties of males that women do not share. Women have no guaran-
tees, because of 2 different “nature,” that they will act differently.
They do have some different experiences that may help them avoid
acting in the same Way, but only if they can develop the grounded
self that avoids both timidity and reversed egoism.” '

Most Christian feminists believe that women sin differently than men
do, but few are willing to say that women do not sin at all.

S
Sin has COV}%@’H@E as well as individual, dimensions

Femminist theologians critique the individualistic definitions of sin that
are 5o common in the Christian tradition. They agree that sin can be par-
tially explained as a proken relationship with God or as Wrong attitudes,
such as lust, pride, and unbelief, but insist that sin affects all human
relationships. Aruna Gnanadason desc ‘bed sin as the distortion of what
should be a mutual relationship into one characterized by domination
and control. Tt can also be seell in Woren's passive ACqUIeSCEnce before

also be seen 1N Wiisiiees =

such distortions. Tm%g;mmusbbe»seeamn@t\mereLyg@sﬂmemimdimde

Ny

uw%@ﬁﬂlawyjn&hmﬁxﬁgm.thualu@gggij,usxicg.\andmpeace,_hux asa

collective, sy§tegggig destruction Q_i_thﬁ‘,QOmmunit—y-t-hat‘-—is-"art-The-‘"Ee‘[Trt'da—

o oF God: ‘ A i i i
tion of %9%5%&2@.%%’5101\3 % Feminist theologians parnculaﬂy name

ns sinful those actions against other human beings that the church has
often ignored or downplayed, such as abuse, incest, and domestic vio-
lence. They have pointed out that not only the perpetrators are sinful,
but also the individuals and institutions who enable such behavior, pro-
tect it with silence, OF offer easy forgiveness without real repentance.
Community is dest@edﬁghggﬁgggglg h othl}g;,.y:gfg_irly,_grjaﬂic

| Tecogmize the humanity of another per T I

Feminist theologfaﬁ?é?:iﬁﬁdge the persistent presence of structur-
al and systemic sin, such as racism, sexisnl, and classism. Regina Coll
explained, #Systenuic cin is that sin which exdsts in the structures, institu-
tions, customs, and laws of society. It is the sin for which no individual
tends to feel responsible because it is the result of decisions, judgments,
and actions of so many- It is the sin that results when TEFT%CQ and
respect for the human beings involved is missing.” % E,Xs_e:ﬁﬁilc_ﬁfl or
oppression 0ccurs when one Egggp_fﬂ,p_mple_hasmthei;ieet_ommegks

Sfdg;tdhg;s,;,to..use.NSargh_.,g;gﬁkef s image. Or as Letty Russell put it, sin is

not giving others 100 to preathes Oppression occurs when “human
beings attempt tO play God over other human beings”? by refusing to
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sider themselveg free of gin, They Tecognize their own Passive obedience

Some feminigts are more likely to describe sin ag Rita Nakashimg
Brock does, ag damage that heeds healing, In contrast to the traditionaj
doctrine of original sin, Brock Wrote that
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Human Nature and Sin

FURES

sinfulness is neither a state that comes inevitably with birth nor
something that permeates all human existence, but a symptom of
the unavoidably relational nature of human existence through
which we come to be damaged and damage others. . . . Sinemerges

~ because our relaﬁgnships,haxﬁdthempmjgyu,j:o«.zd,estmymusf_mdwwe
participate in destruction when we seek towgggLr_gy.@urwselves*ﬂr%ethn.~.,—4«

cre:-Hlercd in is a sign S st brokeRheartedness, of how damaged
weare, not of how evil, willfully disobedient, and culpable we are.
Sin is not something to be punished, but something to be healed.”

For Brock, sin is most accurately imaged, not as a stubborn child
yelling no, but as a wounded child shrinking from harsh words or pun-
ishment. Sin is more like a terminal illness than a destructive self-chosen
behavior.

Sally Purvis offered a useful definition of sin when she wrote,

wer of love

Sin is to be understood as the incapacity £0. trust - the p ls
and thus thgﬂgeggﬁ@g_iﬁt,yy.ta.ny_ta»@emtaf-@l« relationships- Vthggdthe
ehavidt of others. . .. Sin, in this view, is not a set of inappropriate
or iliegal or immoral behaviors but the odd incapacity to love, to
choose love, to trust love. .. . Sin is the painful, frustrating, damag-
ing process of wanting to heal—oneself or another or a relation-

ship—and of continuing to wound and to be wounded.®

e

Jﬁb&gj,&bl&:@itmmmcﬂlg@g:ibeshsmhip terms 9_fj‘ J;y&llf@ as when the
laraclites chose to follow other gods, OF when the Corinthian Christians
thumbed their noses at the weaker members of their community, or
when religious legalists preferred rules over relationships. It is equally
clear from Scripture that these behaviors aros ly distorted
undeérsta {{ife and relationships. The Israelites found it very diffi-
calt to trust God. The Corinthians needed to prove their superior
Christian faith. The legalists found it safer to deal with a God of rules
and regulations than with a God of surprising grace and mercy.
Arrogant and willful behavior sometimes arises out of inadequacy, fear,
and anxiety rather than out of pride. Even people who want to do good
often do not, as expressed poignantly in Paul’s awareness that despite
his best intentions he chose to do evil rather than good (Rom 7:15).

Ferninist theologians believe that sin pervades.all human ; relationships

and al‘giﬁt;cs_lr_damgggsmse Feonfidenee,-it fosters. pride and.arrogance,
it distorts what should be ;rggmaligyh@gu;,ust.int@,d,omination,,mdﬁub.-
jecﬁéﬂ;god grieves for the ways that human beings distance, emselves
hy Fejecting or ignoring the divine presence, but God also grieves for the

damage that human beings do to themselves and others. The failure to
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injustice is a sin against God. Sin exists in structures and individuals, in
women and men, in good people and bad. Sin affects thought, actions,

attitudes, and relationships. It is everywhere, but it does not have the
last word.
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CHAPTER D

Christology

cartoon drawing of a traditional manger scene showed the sta-
Able, the wise men, the star, and a few sheep. A voice from the
stable announced, “It’s a girl!”

Artist Edwina Sandys created a sculpture of a female form, arms out-
stretched as if hanging from a croSs. The sculpture, entitled Christa, has
created controversy wherever she is displayed. Critics say the statue
defies the historical fact that fesus was a man. Someg, viewers feel that the
symbol of the cross is degraded or even blashhémed by a Christ in
female form. Others are disturbed by the sexual overtones of the naked
woman. Some people are troubled by yet another violent image of
female suffering. A few people see in the sculpture the message that the
death of Jesus symbolizes the pain of all human suffering.

The response to these visual images reveals various theological
assumptions. Some people dismiss the cartoon and the sculpture because
they are literally false. Jesus was a man. Yind of discussion. Other people
consider these images offensive and uncomforiable. It insults Jesus, and
them as well, to think of him as a woman. These imaginative reconstruc-
tiong of important even}imllg}}fgof Jesus pose an jmportant theologi-

cal question:[What difference does it make tha:clgségsnyggmsmrggle__?f

iy it e et e AR

Some feminists conclude that if the central truth of Christianity is that
God became a man, then men are o be considered superior to Women. If
the central figure of Christianity is a heroic male figure human beings
must obey, worship, and adore in order to receive salvation, then this
religious tradition is simply another example of a man telling women
what to do, which cannot be good news for women. i a man is the most
important figure in Christianity, then women can never be equal to men,
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because if the starring role must be played by a man, women will always
be limited to Supporting roles.

The maleness of Jesys may seem so obvious that further discussion is
irrelevant, Some of my students have asked, with more than a trace of
frritation, “Jesus was a man. Why are we talking about this?” The historj-

time permitted only a male Messiah,

Another explanation for the maleness of Jesus ig that God the Father
naturally and necessarily chose to reveal “himself” in male form,
because God is a male and because maleness more adequately represent-
ed God. If women were bioclogically and intellectually defective and nat-
urally in a state of subjection, as many theologians argued, then of
course Christ had to take on male nature because female nature was not
only inadequate, but unreasonable and even somewhat revolting,

Christian feminists have been unwilling to dismiss Christianity as

During the next twenty centuries opinions about Jesus became even
more diverse. He was portrayed as a peacemaker and a warrior, a mar-
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tyr and a judge, a king and a shepherd. In the first three centuries of its
history, Christianity was illegal and therefore had relatively little power
and influence in the secular world. The government periodically perse-
cuted Christians who refused to renounce their faith, During this period
artists often portrayed Christ as the good shepherd who comforted suf-
fering Christians. After the conversion of the emperor Constantine in
312 ¢k, Christianity became the accepted religion of the Roman Empire
and gained enormous power and influence. Artists now portrayed
Christ as a powerful king or judge. A fifth-century mosaic in a Roman
church shows Christ seated on a throne, holding a sword and looking
fierce and dangerous. When Christianity was weak and struggling,
@.ﬂgyﬁﬁpprtraved as a comfortmg presence who did nof threatenthe
establighed political pewers, When Christianity gain d power, the image
of Christ became more thyreatening, as if to compel belief, The perception
TF.\Téﬁs_fs““’asSﬂnapeclibycul,tun:alreahtles R
There has been a great deal of variety in the ways people understand
and experience Jesus. In the early twentieth century Albert Schweitzer
- read a number of biographies of Jesus and «concluded that each author's

personality and interests helped to shape the ]esuslggggégriﬁed.ﬁ life of
@re about 1ts author than abotit its subject.! Nearly a Celifiry

ater, it 13 not surpriﬁﬁ”ﬁfﬁﬁﬁ“&“ﬁﬁfﬁeneﬁﬁfﬁéﬁogians consider the
implications of Jesus’ race and the meaning of a black Messiah, and that
ferinist theologians consider the implications of Jesus’ gender. Jesus has
been a powerful and influential symbol in Western culture, and various
groups and individuals find that they need to discern his significance for
their lives.
Despite all the diverse perspectives on Jesus, not everything was com-
pletely open to interpretation. Some distinctive claims about Jesus were
made and often vigorously debated. For almost two thousand years

most Christians agreed that Jesus was 10 ordinary human being. He was

od’s only begotten Son and the Word who “became flesh and lived
among us’ (ohn 3:16; 1:14). He possessed miracuious powers to heal
and 6 cast out demons, and he also claimed the ability to forgive sins.
He jdentified himself with God, even calling God his Father, which infu-
rinted many of the Jewish people he encountered, who believed there
was only one God. He also identified himself as the Messiah, or Christ,
the anointed one who the propheéts Had promised would bring salvation
to Tsrael. After he died on the cross he rose from the dead and later
ascended into heaven to be with God. Several centuries later, in 325, the
Council of Niaea tried to settle a fierce debate by affirming that Jesus
was not a created being and not merely human, but of the same sub-~
stance as God.
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Christians also claimed ’fhafxigg},a&\..m@ﬁ,,f}gi_%)_{,,m,_@gg- Humanity was

not a maskoraa_lggylsethatgrgb_l_gd a divine being to prefend o be
Wahﬁy. Jesus experienced hunger, thirst, exhaustion, 3%

temptation, He tiffeted from human beings oaly in his perfection. He
was tempted, but never sinned. This mix of human and divine in Jesus,
like his relationship with God, is not easy to fathom. In 451 the Council
of Chalcedon attempted to resolve debate by affirming that Jesus was
both fully human and fully divine.

Both of these doctrinal statements have been challenged, but during
the past two centuries an increasing number of questions have been
posed about the identity of Jesus. Can he be fully human if he is perfect
and sinless? Can a divine figure be fully human if he continues to pos-
sess divine powers? A number of scholars have suggested that Jesus was
a very good man who lived an exemplary life, but he was not divine, He
may have been particularly aware of and connected to God, but he was
not God himself. Some scholars question the divinity of Jesus because it
seems irrational and impossible. Others suggest that if he really was
divine he would have possessed more power and could have attacked
the status quo more effectively than he did. Jacquelyn Grant asked, for
example, “If Jesus was more than human—that is, also divine, why did
he not miraculously or directly overthrow the evil powers which keep
women in oppression?”?

Other Christians refuse to assert that Jesus is divine or unique because
it leads to the assumption that Christianity is the only, or at least the
best, way to encounter God. This claim has led to various forms of cul-
tural and religious imperialism, The Crusaders in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries believed that they were justified in murdering Muslims
and destroying their property because they did not believe in the divin-
ity of Jesus Christ. The Nazis and other groups throughout history
offered a similar rationale for the murder of Jews. Missionaries preached
Jesus Christ to the “heathen” or the “pagans,” but did not respect the
cultural and religious beliefs of the world's people. Carter Heyward con-
cluded that “Christian faith and practice is necessarily destructive to
most people in the world insofar as it is cemented in the insistence that
Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior of all.”?

If Jesus is simply another human being, though, why are his opinion
and example so important? Why spend a chapter on Christology if he is
simply one of us? Why debate the meaning of his maleness if Jesus was
simply an ordinary human being? Why do his teachings matter twenty
centuries later? Eleanor McLaughlin observed pointedly, “If Jesus is not
something more than a first—century Jewish rabbi, this enterprise is more
trouble than it is worth.”* In the past two centuries Christian feminists
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and others have argued that Jesus was a very good person who models a
relationship with God, inspires the development of community, and
encourages people to resist the powers that enslave them. This claim.
poses the question of whether an ordinary human being has such pow-
ers. Certainly there are heroic martyr figures like Martin Luther King,
Jr., who serves as a role model despite his human limitations. Or was
Jesus unique, then and now, because he provides rot only an example of
a good life, but also the power to live it?

Was Jesus a Feminist? Biblical Perspectives on Jesus

A common Christian interpretation of Jesus and his relationship to
women asserts that he called only men to be his disciples. He never
ordained women or made any radical changes in the status of women.
He spent far more time with men and regularly affirmed male leader-
ship. If he had wanted women to have a different role in church and soci-
ety, he certainly would have made a point of it. Jesus was nice fo women,
but he never expected them to be treated as equals in the church. Such a
reading tends to support the status quo and traditional roles for women.

Others interpreters draw from the Bible a profoundly different picture
of Jesus. In 1971 Leonard Swidler wrote an article entitled “Jesus was a
Feminist”® in which he noted that Jesus cared for women and elevated
their status by taking them seriously. He resisted patriarchal structures
and traditional assumptions and clearly demonstrated his support for
women. Other feminist biblical scholars have argued that the word femi-
nist may be anachronistic when applied to Jesus, but they agree that he
treated women well.

In a culture where men did not speak with women on a regular basis,
Jesus held theological conversations with them. In a culture where men
were not supposed to touch women, jesus encountered a woman who
had been bent over for eighteen years, touched her, and healed her
(Luke 13:10-17). When a woman with a bleeding disease that made her
ritually unclean touched his clothing (thereby making him unclean also),
he was not offended, but praised her great faith (Mark 5:34).

In a culture where women were supposed to be silent and docile,
Jesus encountered a foreign woman who talked back. She asked him to
heal her daughter, but he refused, explaining that he had been sent to
the Israelites. Her courageous and thought-provoking reply encouraged
Jesus to change his mind and expand the scope of his ministry to the
gentile world (Mark 7:24-30).

In a culture where women had little education and some religious
leaders believed that it was blasphemous to teach sacred texts to women,
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Jesus affirmed Mary of Bethany for her desire to study and learn, even
when her sister Martha complained that Mary neglected her kitchen
duties (Luke 10:38-42}.

In a culture where women were not trusted to testify as witnesses, Jesus
appeared to women after his resurrection and charged them to go and tell
what they had seen. Though some of the disciples dismissed their words
as an “idle tale,” the Gospels assert that women first proclaimed the good
news that Jesus Christ was risen (Mait 28:1-1 0; Luke 24:1-12), Barlier in his
career Jesus encountered a Samaritan woman and asked her for a drink,
even though that was against the religious and social customs of his time,
After a theological conversation in which she recognized that he was the
Messiah, she went and told her people about him, and “many believed in
hirr because of the woman's testimony” (John 4:1-42),

In a culture where women were sometimes distrusted for their sexual-
ity, Jesus related to women in an open, honest way. To the woman
caught in adultery he simply said, “Go, and sin no more” (John 8:1-11
KJV). When a woman came uninvited to a dinner party and washed his
feet with her tears and anointed his head with expensive ointment, he
received her gifts without revulsion or discomfort (Mark 14:3-9).

The Gospels suggest that Jesus cared deeply about women and valued
their contributions. He encouraged women to learn and to speak. He
healed women, learned from them, and accepted their financial and
emotional sustenance, He affirmed women as valuable and fully human,
so it seems legitimate to conclude that he was and is a positive figure for
womern. Dorothy Sayers summarized this perspective in an essay writ-
ten in 1947:

Perhaps it is no wonder that the women were first at the Cradle
and last at the Cross. They had never known a man like this Man—
there never has been such another. A prophet and teacher who
never nagged at them, never flattered or coaxed or patronized;
who never made arch jokes about them, never. treated them either
as “The women, God help us!” or “The ladies, God bless them!”;
who rebuked without querulousness and praised without conde-
scension; who took their questions and arguments seriously; who
nhever mapped out their sphere for them, never urged them to be
feminine or jeered at them for being female; who had no axe to
grind and no uneasy male dignity to defend; who took them as he
found them and was completely unself-conscious. There is no act,
no sermon, no parable in the whole Gospel that borrows its pun-
gency from female perversity; nobody could possibly guess from
the words and deeds of Jesus that there was anything “funny”
about women’s nature.®
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If Jesus can be understood so positively, why is there a problem? He
seems relatively egalitarian for his time, What's not to like? Feminist the-
ologians have highlighted. three problems that stem from the claim that
Jesus was a feminist.

First, the fact that Jesus was nice to women does not mean that he
actually challenged the structures of patriarchy and sexism. He support-
ed Mary of Bethany, put he did not publicly affirm the right of all
women to study and learn. He did not encourage men o share domestic
work and child care in order to give women more freedom. He did not
teach the importance of equality in a clear and unambiguous manner.
Jesus’ kindness to women was not continued by the church, which has
been ambivalent and even hostile toward them. Church leaders have
argued that just because Jesus was nice to women does not mean he
wanted them to be ordained or to told leadership Toles. Feminists won-
der why Jesus did not have a more lasting influence On the church,
which developed in his name. 1f Jesus really cared about women, why
hasn't that concern been clear in the history of Christianity?

A second problem is whether a truly feminist Jesus would expect
women to look up 0, worship, and obey a male role model. Mary Daly
argued that woraen do not need either piblical texts or role models from
the past to justify their struggle for equality. In response to the claim
that Jesus was a ferninist, she said tartly, “Fine, great, but even if he
wasn’t, 1 am.” She advised women to trust the validity of their own
experience, not 10 imitate someone from a very different world.?

Other feminists argue that the problem is the male role model. Carter
Heyward noted the expectation in Christianity that women “must con-
stantly look up—for inspiration, leadership, role-modeling, and
redemption—to & man.”’ Jesus is portrayed not only as a matn, but also
as a perfect, sinless, divine man. Can women live up 0 his example?
Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza doubted that Jesus could be a role model
for women, “since feminist psychological liberation means exactly the
struggle of women 10 free themselves from all male internalized norms
and models.”*

Feminists have also questioned the kind of role model Jesus embodies—
obedient, subordinate, submissive, suffering without complaint. Women
have been taught all t00 well by the Christian tradition that although
they do not resemble Jesus enough to be priests, they can imitate his sac-
rificial love, humility, meekness, and passive acceptance of suffering.
Women do not need more encouragement to deny themselves and live
for others, from Jesus or from any other model.

A third problem with the claim that Jesus is a feminist is that scholars
sometimes justify their arguments by pointing out the perceived defi-
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teachings and practices of Jewish law. During his ministry Jesus criti-
cized the rigidities and Excesses of religion, especially legalism and
exclusivism; but he would probably be equally critical today of some of

Can a Male Savior Save Women?
The Meaning of Maleness

The most‘ggx_i_chagtjfgrrtinist_\g{iticism is not directed at the person of

e inly

Jg‘gg_sﬁiggg@se, as the previous dﬁﬁz@"ﬁiﬁ“ﬁ'@‘ﬁggéSf‘éfli?";ﬂ?as‘“’gmrerally

Supportive of yywomenf'_fTTié_}ifBBTé““”“ﬁ“ﬁﬁé‘?ﬂfﬁﬁ“’ﬁﬁlﬁﬁ&?ﬁ*ﬁ been

says that Jesus “became man for us men and for our salvation,” which
Implies that the important theological issye was that Jesus became g
man, particularly for the salvation of men, A more accurate translation
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one common Way of putting the matter in the early chuxch said,
~Nhatever 18 not assumed, 18 not redeemed.” 1 Jesus had assumed only
male nature, in a way that did not fully include ferale nature, it would
be impossible for women 10 pe saved. Cleasly, that is not the case. Those
Christians who insist that Jesus uod to be a man and that maleness was
somehow essential to the Incarnation may be yreading ont thin theologl-
cal ice.

The maleness of Chuist 18 also misused when the church claims that
those who represent Christ must be male. Aquinas and others believed
that although women could be redeemed by Christ, their female natire
made them essentially different from him and (herefore they could not
represent him in the priesthood. The Vatican stated explicitly in 1976
that priests must bear & physical resemnblance {0 Chyist in order 10 yepre-
sent him. Priests need not be young OF Tewish, but they must be male.
Rosemary Radford Ruether observed,

Since this strange new version of the imitation of Christ does not
exclude a Negro, & Chinese O & Dutchman from representing &
{irst-century JeWs or a wealthy prelate from representing & carpen-
ter's Son, OF ginners from representing the saviout, W€ must
assume this imitation. of Christ has nOW been reduced o ON€ essen-
tal element, namely, male sex.t

Early in the nineteenth centurys Jarena Lee made a similar point to those
who wanted 0 deny het the right 0 preach based on the maleness of
Jesus. “If the man may preacky, because the gaviour died for him, why
not the woman? seeing he died for her also. Is he not 2 whole Savioux,
instead of half one? as those who hold it wrong for a woman 0 preach,
would seem 0 make it appear.”13

Feminist theologians do not deny that Jesus was & marn, as i some”
times assumed, but they refuse to use maleness in ways are theologically
jnappropriate- Elizabeth Johmson wrote:

The fact that Jesus of Nazareth was 2 man is not question. His
maleness 18 constitutive for his personal identity, part of the per-
fection and limitation of his historical reality, and a8 such it is t0
be respected. His sex is a8 intrinsic to his historical person 2% are
his Tace, class, ethnic heritage culture, his ]ewish religious faith,
his Galilean village roots, and so forth The difficulty arises,
rather, from the way this one particularity of sex, untike the other
Jistorical particularities, is interpreted i sexist theology and prac-
tice. Consciously 0f anconsciousty’ Jesus’ maleness 18 lifted up
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Christology

Positive Models of Jesus

Feminist theologians have spent much tixne and energy criticizing
erroneous interpretations of Jesus, but they have also made many
creative contributions to revisioning the way he is understood. Many
feminists theologians have found Jesus to be a positive and empowering
person and symbol.

Liberator

The Gospels contain many stories in which Jesus liberates or sets a
person free from the bondage of sin; physical or mental illness; or social,
aconomic, or religious oppression. Like the prophets before him, he criti-
cized the institutions that perpetuated poverty and human suffering and
challenged them to change. Rosemary Radford Ruether wrote of this
role: “His ability to be liberator does not reside in his maleness but, on
the contrary, in the fact that he has renounced this system of domination
and seeks to embody in his person the new humanity of service and
mutual empowerment.”"

Feminist theologians from the Third World also speak frequently
about Jesus’ ability to liberate from all the oppressions that affect
women and men of different taces and classes throughout the world.

In the person and praxis of Jesus Christ, women. of the three conti-
nents find the grounds of our liberation from all discrimination:
sexual, racial, social, economic, political, and religious. .. . This
means that Christology is integrally linked with action on behalf of
scxcial justice and the defense of each person’s right to life and to a
miore humane life.’®

Despite what they have sometimes been told about Jesus as primarily
' the Savior of their souls, these women have a vivid sense of Jesus as a
very present help in trouble who does not sit unconcerned in heaven but
participates in their struggle. He does not support the status quo and the
oppression it often fosters, but actively worked in his own time, and
works now, to liberate people from apartheid, racism, poverty, and
exploitation.

It is possible that emphasizing the liberating work of Jesus could pro-
duce passivity and discourage human efforts for justice. If Jesus will fix
everything or if transformation will not occur until heaven, then human
beings have little role to play. Carter Heyward warned that women,
black, poor, and gay and lesbian Christians
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participate in the perpetuation of our own oppression insofar as
we allow our visions and energies to be drawn toward a heavenly
man and away from our human situation as sisters and brothers,
by fixing our attention on the spiritual accomplishments of a
divine Savior rather than on the spiritual possibilities of a concert-
ed human commitment that can be inspired by the Jesus story as a
human story: a story of human faith, human love, and human pos-
sibility as the agency of divine movement in history.*

Jesus liberates the soul from sin, but his work does not end there. He
liberates human beings from the oppressions that bind them and

encourages, empowers, and enables their continued efforts for their own
liberation and that of others.

Co-sufferer

What about those women whose liberation is incomplete and who
continue to suffer from racism, sexism, and economic oppression? Many
feminist theologians, especially from the Third World, find in Jesus’ suf-
fering, death, and resurrection a meaning for their own suffering. The
suffering of Jesus gives them courage. A South African woman wrote,
“There are times when I want to give up, but the pain that Christ went
through gives me the strength to go on preaching the good news of a lib-
erating God,”%

Jacquelyn Grant and other womanist theologians also emphasize the
role of Jesus as divine co-sufferer. In the midst of their experience of
slavery, African American women developed the conviciion that
because Jesus had suffered unjustly he was particularly able to under-
stand their unjust suffering and to give them comfort and strength. This
vision of Jesus did not encourage passivity, as Grant observed;

To affirm Jesus’ solidarity with the “Jeast of the pecple” is not an
exercise in romanticized contentment with one’s oppressed status
in life. For as the Resurrection signified that there is more to life
than the cross for Jesus Christ, for Black women it signifies that
their tri-dimensional existence is not the end, but it merely repre-
sents the context in which a particular people struggle to experi-
ence hope and liberation.?!

Korean women also spoke of the presence of Jesus in their suffering,
emphasizing that he does not merely share their misery, but transforms
it. They described their particular experience of suffering as han, a con-
cept that unites their resentment and indignation about injustice with a
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deep sense of resignation, defeat, and powerlessness. Jesus not only
offers healing and comfort, but also transforms the sense of defeat into
an “energizing force for social change.”” He chose to live in poverty
and humility, and therefore is particularly able to be in solidarity with
those who suffer and to give them strength and courage, not to passively
accept their lives, but to survive and to resist.

Feminine imagery for Jesus

The final image of Jesus is drawn, not from contemporary feminist the-
ology, but from the fourteenth century. Julian of Norwich described sev-
eral ways in which Jesus Christ can be imaged as Mother. First, he gives
birth to humanity through his death. “He carries us within him in love
and travail, until the full time when he wanted to suffer the sharpest
thorns and cruel pains that ever were or will be, and at the last he died.”
Jesus wanted to continue working in human lives, so he nourished them.
“The mother can give her child to suck of her milk, but our precious
Mother Tesus can feed us with himself, and does, most courteously and
tenderly, with the blessed sacrament, which is the precious food of true
life. . .. The mother can lay her child tenderly to her breast, but our ten-
der Mother Jesus can lead us easily into his blessed breast through his
sweet open side.” Mothers then rear their children, changing their meth-
ods as appropriate to the age of the child. When children get in trouble
they go to their mothers for help, and Jesus asks that human beings come
to him in the same way. Julian wrote, “So he wants us to act as a meek
child, saying: My kind Mother, my gracious Mother, my beloved Mother,
have mercy on me. I have made myself filthy and unlike you, and T may
not and cannot make it right except with your help and grace.”*

This powerful imagery is not without its difficulties. To speak of
Mother Jesus with male pronouns causes the same sort of disjuncture as
did the “breasts of God the Father” in the discussion of God language.
Linking the feminine so explicitly with maternal qualities has the poten-
tial to create limiting stereotypes of women as mothers and nothing else.
Using maternal imagery to describe the suffering and sacrifice of Jesus
may reinforce the notion that mothers should sacrifice everything for
their children. Still, Julian’s language is profound and provocative and
offers an intriguing way to image the role of Jesus in human life*

Does Maleness Matter?

Brian Wren reflected on his attempt to understand the questions femi-
nist theologians have posed about the maleness of Jesus.
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How would we feel about praying to a female Savior? What would
it mean for us if 2 woman had been crucified for our sins? How
would it feel to be taught, from boyhood, that God became Woman
for the salvation of all women?. .. Asking myself these questions, I
found a residual prejudice: the idea of God becoming incarnate in a
woman startled me more than the idea of God becoming incarnate
in a man. ... I realize that if God’s Anointed One was a woman,
then however deeply saved and called I was by her life, death, and
resurrection, | would always be aware that she was she and | was
he. Her femaleness would highlight the differences between us and
would be (potentially or actually) an obstacle to faith.?

Wren went on to describe a Jesus who challenged patriarchy and
chose to live as a servant without the trappings of power. He chose to
care for the poor and marginalized. He spent his ministry offering free-
dom, healing, forgiveness. He gave people courage. He listened and
cared. He was a remarkable presence in his time and continues even
now to enable, encourage, and heal, Wren wrote a hymn that summa-
rizes this understanding of Jesus. :

Great God, in Christ you call our name and then receive us as your
own,

not through some merit, right or claim, but by your gracious love
alone.

We strain to glimpse your mercy-seat and find you kneeling at
our feet.

Then take the towel, and break the bread, and humble us, and call
us friends.

Suffer and serve till all are fed and show how grandly love intends
to work till all creation sings, to fiil all worlds, to crown all
things,

Great God, in Christ you set us free your life to live, your joy to
share,

Give us your Spirit's liberty to turn from guilt and dull despair
and offer all that faith can do while love is making all things
new %

The role of Jesus in human life and in the Christian tradition ultimately
has little to do with maleness and everything to do with a love that is
making all things new.
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CHAPTER 6

Salvation

twelve-year-old Ninah Huff, a Southern girl who belonged to the

Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind,
a family church that her grandfather began and led. The church had a
long list of rules and strict punishments for disobedience. Salvation
came to those who knew their place, did as they were told, believed as
Grandpa IHerman did, and occasionally “got the spirit” and spoke in
tongues.!

Salvation through obedience and correct belief has been a common
theme in Christian tradifion, The apostle Paul told his jailer to “Believe
on Tie Tord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household”
(Acts 16:31). Revivalists preach that people can be saved by coming for-
ward, confessing their s, and accepting Jesus.into- theis-hearts.

Other deeply religious people have recognized that their faith and
good works have not been enough to save them from oppression. The
psalmists repeatedly ask, “How long, O Lord? How long will God
leave them in despair and trouble before rescuing them? This cry has
been heard from places such as South Africa or El Salvador where peo-
ple are oppressed and enslaved because of their race or political opin-
ions. In the movie Romero a young woman named Lucia told Archbishop
Oscar Romero that her people in El Salvador needed to hear a message
of hope from the church, because “it’s so bad here.” Lucia combined her
faith in God with political activism against an oppressive government,
as did Romero, and eventually both were murdered by those who wanted
to preserve the government’s power. They sought a salvation that would
affect both the soul and the body.

American culture, on the other hand, offers a vision of salvation and

I n her novel The Rapture of Canaan, Sheri Reynolds tells the story of
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the good life that emphasizes the body rather than the soul. Television
commercials and news and fashion magazines illustrate the good life:
Prozac, alcohol, cigars. Money, lots of money. A hot car. A thin, fit body.
The latest self-help book. A cruise to an exotic island. The government
promises salvation through the right welfare program, tax reform, or
peace initiative, Pop psychology says that salvation comes from healing
the inner child or becoming assertive,

Myths and fairy tales offer vivid images of salvation. Snow White
awoke from her deathlike trance when the prince kissed her. The dying
Beast was transformed back into a prince when Beauty (Belle) said she
loved him. Simba found his vocation, his place in the circle of life.
Pinocchio became a real boy. In fairy tales evil is punished or destroyed,
truth and love win in the end, and the good people live happily ever after,

I seems to be Part of the human condition to hope for things to be dif-
ferent and to pray for inirdcles.And thihgs do chan*gé’@”ﬁ‘d’?ﬂags
sOHigtires come TronT bayd sitiations. Deeply wounded people do sur-
v1vemrr1Wﬁgs that happen to them. People receive incredible
surprises and undeserved gifts. They are loved and love in return. Such
experiences of grace and goodness begin to illuminate the Christian doc-
trine of salvation.

Traditional and Biblical Views of Salvation

Many. Christians helieve.that salvation rescues individuals from the
_conseguences of sin and _permits- their-souls-to-enter-heaverr when-they
die.The unsaved person is estranged from God. The saved person has a)
relationship.with. God, that provides happiness and future security,/

w,,_..

@i}l__@tion affects the soul.more than the body: It offers heavenly rewards
to the individual, not earthly improvements to social structures.
Salvation makes people right with God, but says little about right rela-
tionships within society.

The definition of salvation i3 closely linked to the.definition of sin. If
M&_@en pgla.uonsmph between ﬁmmdlyldual and God, then the
__bbvieus-selution is xecongiliation,. which-occurs, by repentance, conver-
sion, “getting. rlght with God,” and developing a :sonal relationship
“with-Christ, If sin is defying God through pride; self-seeking, and arro-
gance, then salvation requires a breaking of the self. Sinful people must
recognize their weakness and failure, confess their need for God, and
admit their inability to save themselves or their world, Salvation comes
when the self is broken and gives up its own desires. Saved people will
Egge&~§acrﬁic1ng, unselfish,-and.not-demand.their-ewn- “way.
"~ The biblical understanding of salvation is actually much broader than

108



Salvation

this and includes the well-being of both individuals and society. The
Hebrew Scriptures emphasized the salvation of a people or a nation. God
made a covenant with Abraham and Sarah and promised they would be
ancestors of a great nation. When the people of this nation became slaves
in Egypt, God saved them and delivered them from oppression (Exod
14:30). God chose to save Israel in part so that individuals could develop
relationships with God, but primarily so_that Tsrael would be a Jight to
the naBons and a means by which God related to the whole world, God
blessed Israel in order to-bless all the nations (Gen 12:2-3).

Later in the Israelites’ history, after they repeatedly broke their
covenant with God and failed to live as God’s people, the prophets /
called them back to right relationships. Religious faith meant not simply
believing in and obeying God, but also doing jusfice for the neighbor
anﬁéﬁtimg fhe stranger with compassion. When the Israelites were

defeated Tn battle and exiled from their land, the prophets promised that
individuals and as a nation. Jeremiah 31:7-14, for example, contains many
images of salvation. The scattered people will be gathered. They shall be
watered garden. They will rejoice and be merry. Other biblical texts sug-
gest that shalom will include economic equity, justice, and healing.
every aspect of life. He forgave sins.and invited people to repent and
enter 1ifo.a relatiohiship with God; but he als ysical ¢

t out demons, cared fo a iengod The el
gious and social customs of Kis fime. He announced that in the kingdom
of God the old rules about hierarchy, power, and wealth will be
of honor at the banquet table. Salvation for Jesus involved wholeness,
healing, and reconciliation for individuals and for society. He did not
radically new social structures.
became clear that society had not yet been radically transformed, the
apostle Paul tried to articulate the meaning of salvation for the early
stressed the need for individual reconciliation with God. “God proves
his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.
will we be saved through him from the wrath of God” (Rom 5:8-9).
Salvation for Paul meant that individuals are forgiven and offered new

in the future they would find shalom, or wholeness and peace, both as
radiant over the goodness of the Lord. Their life shall become like a
Similarly in the Gospels, fesus made it clear that salvation affects
b aled physical diseases,

cast out demons, cared for the and o e
reversed. The meek will inherit the earth, and the poor will have a seat
promise instant transformation, but the hope of the Kingdom and its
Twenty years aftet thedeath and resurrection of Jesus, when it
Christians. He introduced the concept of justification by faith and
Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his blood,
life and hope. When they encountered the grace of God, Christians
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would live responsibly with their neighbors and begin to break down
the barriers that divided Jews and Gentiles, slaves and free, and men
and women.

Later in the church’s history, especially when it struggled against the
powerful Romar Empire, salvation was often understood even more
narrowly as the arrival of the soul into heaven after death. For
Christians living with a government that sometimes killed them for their
faith, this view was comforting and realistic, but it represented a major
shift from the Israelite notion of shalom.

Despite the variety of images and the broad scope of salvation evident
in the Bible, this individualistic, future-oriented view has dominated
Christian thinking for most of its history. It allowed white slave owners
to encourage slaves to be saved without questioning the legitimacy of
slavery, It allowed wealthy businessmen to donate large sums of money
to Christian institutions without paying their workers a living wage. It
allowed the church fathers to pronounce that women could enter heav-
en, but not the pulpit. In response to this (mis)understanding of the tra-
dition, femirist theologians have posed three questions.

Christian Feminist Critique of the Tradition

Can women be saved?

At first glance this seems like an outrageous question, Discussions
about salvation in the Christian tradition usually emphasize that all men
are sinful and need to be saved. The Nicene Creed affirms that Jesus
became man “for us men_and_for our salvation.” Are en included?
They are usually assumed to be a subset of men, but in light of Christian
behefs thanomen are not fully Jhuman, that Women are_rnespp\r_lﬁ;ble for
bu‘c reasonable to. Wonder 1f*sa1vatzon 15 fully effeetwe for\,@en or if
they caii be saved at all. Most C\Jxkstlans would insist that women can be
R/d but 8. cloge look at their practlces suggesi:s”‘that’sal,vatmn may

though they continue to sin; but in some traditions women still have
restrictions. Most of the Sout\hern Baptlst Convention refuses to ordain
_women because of Eve's sin, Balvation is apparéiitly able t0 transformt

% them a sacramental role at the altar. Salvatlon offers sp1r1tua1 equali
‘but.not equalroles, .o S

Such arguments are rooted in Scrlpture, espec;ally in 1 Timothy.? The
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