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CHAPTER 2

- Feminist Perspectives
on the Bible

magine a conversation between three students that occurs the first
day of a course in Christian Feminism. Susan says she attends a

.<~Bible-believing church. “I've been taught that the Bible is God’s word
- and everything in it is true. The man was created first and the woman
sinned first, so it is clear that men are meant to lead and women are

meant to be submissive wives and mothers. The Bible does not allow
women to be leaders of the church.”

Barbara introduces herself as a women'’s studies major and says, “I
think that the Bible has caused most of the problems women have in our
society. It blames women for causing sin in the world. It treats women
like property, not persons. It does not allow women positions of power
and influence. The Bible was obviously written by men, about men,

promote a male agenda. It is not a good book for women.”

Jenny says, “I grew up in the Presbyterian Church, and I've always
considered myself both a Christian and a feminist. I am beginning to
wonder if that is possible. If it is, what do Christian feminists do with
the Bible?”

How can the same book provoke such different interpretations? Some
readers think that the Bible imprisons women and restricts the options

..,\tfney have for their lives. Others conclude that the Bible empowers

‘ ~Zomen to resist oppression and ultimately sets them free. The Bible is a
siymbol and a source of oppression for some women and a positive
resource for others. This chapter will explore the underlying assump- |
tions of these interpretations of the Bible and describe someof the ways-

 that Christian feminists understand the Bible.

to
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—they must obey the whole Bible,

-~

- Feminism and Christianity: An Essentig| Guide
The Bible Is the Word of God

~Some Christians.believe that the-Bible.is.literally a collection-of-God's
~Wwords. A painting by Caravaggio sh itti

ently"that proclaimed: “The Word of God
;irth/eMLoLGod.” The Bible provides true, trustworthy, and absoiute

exercise authority, he is expressing God'’s intent
church as well as for his own, The Bible is God’
and places,

Many Christians believe that if the B

for the contemporary
s rule book for all timeg

ible is the Word and will of God,
even if it is difficuli to understand o
e. The Bible is part of God’s mysterious
ns have only a limited understanding of

-Seems-te-eontradict common sens
plan for human lives, and huma

good or to affirm their desire for power, equality, and justice. The Bible
values self-sacrifice, not self-actualization. The Bible must be obeyed
without question or debate because jt is God’s book and these are God’s
rules. Any ambiguity or softening of the rules implies a lack of respect
for God's Word and God'’s will. The Bible is something like the instruc-
tion book for a chemistry lab. Students must follow the directions to the
letter or risk blowing up the room, !
A Ch;isti‘an_who‘ believes that the Bible is the inerrant Word of Go}\.(\i
‘might interpret its teachings abgiit women asfollsws:
The creation story in Genesis 2.3 says that man 3
the leader and woman was created second t

0 be his helpmate. Eve
brought sin into the world because she spoke

with the serpent, ate the
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forbidden fruit, and gave some to Adam. God punished Eve by giving
men perpetual dominance over women and by giving women pain in
childbirth. In the Old Testament the role of women was generally con-
fined to being a wife and mother. A few exceptional women held leader-
ship positions, but women were not permitted to serve in the priest-

hood.
In the New Testament Jesus did not include women among the

twelve disciples, and he never ordained women to ministry. He treated
women well, but did not challenge their subordinate social roles. When
the church began to take shape, women did not serve as apostles, as did
Paul and Peter. In fact, women were explicitly told to keep silent in the
church (1 Cor 14:34) and were not permitted to teach or to have authority ol
because Adam was formed first and Eve sinned first (1 Tim 2:12-14). Peeia Solo
'Married women were told to submit to their husbands, just as slaves did Bl S
to their masters and children to their parents (Eph 5:22-33). *"""“‘J:::Q "
Christians who believe that the Bible is the Word of God insist that Faon _\
these roles and instructions for women are still binding today. They g, SRt
might permit women to work outside the home and recognize the
authority of women in business and government, but they do not accept
~women’s leadership in the church.
Christians who think this way are deeply committed to Scripture and
to the search for God’s will. They do not shy away from the difficult or
the uncomfortable, but are willing to be challenged by Scripture. They
recognize the mystery of God and the limits of human understanding. - P:i‘o‘\ f“:
The literal approach to Scripture has its weaknesses, however. If ""*’.:
everything in Scripture is absolutely true, then the Bible-contains-some c.\gm- Sj\
inconsistencies. The apostle Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 14 that women ‘:;.f:
should Keep silent in the church; but a few pages earlier, in 1 Corinthians '
11, he said that when women prophesied in the church they should
cover their heads. When he wrote to the Galatians, Paul insisted that
there is no longer Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male and female
because all are one in Christ. Which of these words is truly the will of
God? -
w n the Bible is God’s-Word;readers. might-wonderabout 7 | (0]
God's character. In Psalm 137 a frustrated author prayed for God to send ;¢ mesm
an avenger who would take the children of his nation’s enemies and + o ;V\:ev
dash their heads against a rock. When the Israelites became a nation, W°*
- "»d frequently commanded them to destroy or enslave their political
1d religious enemies. If the Word of God is the will of God,.do-these-—
.ocial practices still reflect God’s intentions for the world?

Even Christians who affirm the Bible as the Word of God do.not con-

sider every verse of the Bible equally applicable to their lives. They do

—o——-
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not see every word as God’s will for today.-They claim they are not
Tequired to obey the diefary and sacrificial laws in Leviticus because
Jesus abrogated them. They also recognize that some first-century cul-
tural patterns are reflected in the Bible. The author of 1 Timothy, for
example, instructed women to dress modestly and to avoid the gold and
pearls that wealthy women wore. Men were told to raise their hands
~when they prayed.Many "Bible-believing” Chiistians do ot enforce
these rules, yet they insist that the verse that follows (forbidding women
to teach or fo have authority) is completely valid and is FioF-a-cultural
~isafie (1 Tin 2:9-15),Thie Griteria_for. making siicki a deterifination are
somewhat unclear. -

The Bible Is NOT the Word of God

' e vald Many feminists find such an interpretation of the Bible extremely djs-
. WOAEN  wivbifg, Read in this way, the Bible seems to be the sotirce of women’s
P Shawd $°“""’?oit"e’fn’l?orary troubles. It is no surprise that women are seen as sexual
| 2 howme, objects unfit for the workplace and leadership when the Bible considers
‘ them the source of evil and tells them they belong at home, Why should
i women believe in or obey a book that has so little regard for them? The
| Bible is an ancient book with no more authority than any other old book.
| Mot 4vY It might offer some insight, but it is not a source of rules for contempo-
l'so we  rary living. The Bible is not the Word of Go@%ﬂanwvgords or, more
b hIhe o precisely, male words. It was written in a patriarchal culture by men, for

| Conwl Mex, to men, and it is not good news for women. It is a dangerous book;
| W& it treats women badly; and it is not trustworthy, relevant, or authorita-

tive for the present. Feminists #hink Bible i< hot o Geal Gavefor women,

i;_ inist interpretation of biblical texts abolx_t_ women concludes that
! thzﬁm!#@gmmwﬁﬁwgr&w@emas
' “been destiictive Women were regarded as little more than property.
; The terith-cotiimandment told men not to covet a neighbor’s wife, as if
'. she were a possession like a servant, a house, or a donkey. Won'len
rarely led independent lives, but were identified by their relationships,
i first as a daughter to a father, then as a wife to a husba'nd. If a woman
. Was raped, the violation was not against her, but against the man Eo
: whom she belonged, because rape diminished the value of a man’s

' Property.@omen’s primary purpose in life was to produce an'd reacxi‘

! children, so women'’s names, rights, and wishes were not considerg

'. Very important. L

| W&_"I‘Ii"_",omer-t—dHl-PPezmin-nonma ternal rolgS;—ﬁ%};ﬁ@*?ﬁlﬁza;?f/
| or affirmed. Jezebel possessed some power and a rity, Ffe o fie

{ fayed as a wicked queen who threatened the religious life

38



Feminist Perspectives on the Bible

. ; Cuen women
Israelites (1 Kings 18; 19; 20). Gomer was the unfaithful wife of the gne stn

prophet Hosea, and her actions provided a metaphor for the failures of 5‘2952“‘;‘:‘"7
the nation of Israel (Hosea 1). A woman appeared in the book of :\:',::,fle'«vse
Proverbs, but she was a dangerous temptress who must be avoided ey are act
(Proverbs 7). Michal criticized her husband David’s outrageous behavior . sneir
and 'was punished with childlessness (2 Sam 6:12-23). Rahab was a meat@nal
courageous foreign women who protected two Israelite spies; but when 7"
the author of the book of Hebrews praised her faith, he also felt com-
pelled to remind readers that she was a prostitute (Joshua 2; Heb 11:31).
Feminists have noted the recurring issue for women in the Bible of
their ritual uncleanness during the time of their menstrual periods and
for seven days afterward (Lev 15:19-30)>Touching an unclean woman or
sitting in her chair rendered a man ritually unclean and temporarily
" unable to participate in religious ceremonies. Because of their unclean-
ness, women could not serve as priests in the temple or fully participate
in worship and rituals. Feminists wonder why women are labeled
unclean and denied access to religious life for something that is a natural
part of life. - 514
The Bible also records a number of-incidents-of violence against
- women. Hagar, the Egyptian maid, was forced to bear a child for her
master Abraham and was then forced out into the wilderness when his
wife, Sarah, became jealous of her (Gen 16:21). Tamar was raped by her
half-brother (2 Sam 13:1-22). A woman was thrown outside to a group of God oid
men who raped her all night and left her dead, and her husband cared ot o oY
more about the violation of his property than about her death (Judges *w#§ oot
19). Particularly troubling is the fact that this violence seems to be taken “»™ex who
in stride. No one, especially God, seems to be very upset by these sto- had \w_cn-:\:\e
ries, which Phyllis Trible calls Texts of Terror. One of my students wrote @xv€rier<.
after reading Judges 19, “I didn’t even know what to think after it. To
me it seemed like there should have been a big ‘And the Lord was dis-
pleased’ on the end of that story.”
The New Testament demonstrates a kinder and gentler attitude
toward women, but they still functioned in supporting roles. When they
did something important, such as witness the resurrection, nobody
believed them (Luke 24:1-11). When they demonstrated profound spiri-
tual insight, it was forgotten (Mark 14:3-9). The Bible frequently com-
mands women to be silent and submissive lr%inforci?é their secondary Rivle never
status. The Bible never challenges the pers}:?tent pﬁiiu%hy and sexism WZ‘\'\* *,Z
reflected in it, but seems content with the status quo for women. < &{,\Ggéh{ args
1 This feminist approach to the Bible takes seriously the patriarchy and ana s@xis™
©sexism present there. The images of women _as nameless, unclean baby re§tect®
machines are not the only images of women in Scripture, but they are ey \:‘«zr
- e oo’ i =TT e stat
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Feminism and Christianity: An Essential Guide

very common, and readers.need-to_think critically about their implica-
tions. Evm assign these texts to my students, several of
them are shocked that such stories appear in the Bible. Sunday school
lessons never mentioned rape and murder. These stories about women
challengg_@_e_i_r__y_i_gy,_oithe.Bible.as-a—-good-ho.ok,oi.,mgl;gl lessons. Only
when they look honestly at Scripture can they begin to consider what
sort of book it is. Feminists ask appropriately whether women can give
the Bible authority in their lives when its portrayal of women is so lim-
ited and destructive,

This critical approach to Scriptyre also recognizes its power to shape
culture, Patriarchy may not have driginated in the Bible, but it is certain-
ly present there. Many people who do not read the Bible still believe that
women are the source of evil, unclean, and subordinate to men. The
assumptions in Scripture have influenced the beliefs of peaple who do
@Er%_@_&t_ emselves Christian.

The feminist persﬁ&:ﬁ'ire on the Bible has its limitations. At times fem-
inists seem to ask that the Bible meet twentieth-century Western stan-
dards of equality and justice without fully exploring the ways in which
Scripture interacted with its ancient Near Eastern culture, Feminists

have focused on the most violent and oppressive stories in the Bible, but
pay less attention to the stories that challetiged cultural o TO-

ALY foundly liberating Ways. The feifiinist critique has also alienit¥d some

it

‘,\Q ($:\&
iy T

people because it has dismissed the Bible as an ancient patriarchal text

imons on  Without considering the reasons for its persistent influence. If the Bible is
'

i?
bp

simply cgjlec{iop,.of\mgp’\skwgr‘ds, w'h.xsdid_yit\it lose its h]ﬂ_g__ence long
%&ﬁzizshri‘é:@g;ﬁeneyeﬁsﬁpm;re peaks mieaningfully because-it

-_

Wenoti® 15 God's way of communicating, and they find it difficult to hear the cri-

ti_gue\o Fferhinists who have no patience with the Bible, ™

B TRA%%

The Christian Feminist Dilemima

The preceding discussion indicates that conservative Christians and
secular feminists both conclude that the Bible advocates narrow and
restrictive roles for women. The most conservative Christians then tell
women to obey the Bible, while secular feminists advise women to reject
it. It seems that women must accept and obey the whole Bible, like the
bumper sticker that says, “God said it, I believe it, that settles it,” or
Wwomen must reject Scripture as hopelessly patriarchal.

Many Christian feminists believe that they are not limited to these twio
options, but can value both

3 the Bible and feminism. % §roup_ of womein
&Qm.the-Thx_an claimed that the Bible was a c{{&1}4tin their uestt_
fﬁr'h“mawah& The Bible }S]a\y?a“vital‘role—in-t-he-liv‘?m&?ﬁd
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in our struggle for liberation, because the Bible itself is a book about life
and liberation. . . . The Gospels restore to women our human dignity as
persons loved and cherished by God.”! Rigoberta Menchu, a Guate-
malan Indian who won the Nobel Peace Prize, wrote of the struggle for
economic equity, “For us the Bible is our main weapon. It has shown us
the way. . . . When we started using the Bible, when we began studying
it in terms of our reality, it was because we found in it a document to
guide us.” Menchu had been taught that the Bible told the poor to accept
their poverty, but when she read it she found that the Bible encouraged

the___gt_uggle.agains.t.i_n_?]ﬁéh%e.z Chung Hyun Kyung described the experi-

ence of a Filipino woman who read the Bible and discovered that.mar-
riage was about equality, not obedience. “This we have learned from

Bible study—freedom and equal rights.”® Cheryl Sanders wrote, “The pible thog

" Bible has been a significant source of spiritual, ethical, and political ctronsle

empowerment for black women. . .. It has supplied the chief rationale ; . .« ¢
for their resistance to human suffering and oppression, mandated their ¢, ;ca
moral teachings and practice, and resourced their affirmations of racial, j..evicen
cultural, and sexual identity.”* Renita Weems wrote, “ African American ,.cmen.

" women have continued to read the Bible in most instances because of its
* vision and promise of a world where the humanity of everyone will be

fully valued.”> .
The Bible provides a rationale for resistance? The Bible restores dig- V“L\j "**;'3 -
nity to women? The Bible teaches freedom and equal rights? Are these Bilpien
Christian feminists reading the same Bible discussed above? Perhaps we reed
reading the Bible is more complex than bumper sticker prodamatiorﬁ_&m o
- rent.
suggest.
If ferninist theologians can find encouragement and positive role mod-

els in the Bible, perhaps they are reading it differently than either secu& %=

lar feminists or conservative-Christians. Both of these groups tend to

read it literally, rather than critically. They neglect many of the positive

Itaassagfes about women and fail to consider the cultural and literary con-

exts of the negative passages. X

Femipist biblical scholargs have found and brought to life many hidden il “3‘: jacoss

,E’ neg ¢8d stories of women in the Bible. There ygge_ﬂg,r_nen_who-to.ok s;gs}_\ e

courageous and wise action, challenged. the_status_quo, and were not_ oxe¥ oF
_primarily defined by their children, Miriam watched over her infant \wemed.

brother Moses when he was floating in the Nile and later led the

Israelites through the wilderness along with Moses and Aaron (Exodus

2; Numbers 12). Vashti was a queen who refused to degrade herself by -
lisplaying her beauty before the king’s friends (Esther 1). Jael offered
hospitality to, then killed the leader of an enemy army (Judges 4).

Priscilla was a leader and a teacher in the early church (Rom 16:2-4).
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¢

| Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza argued that the women who are men-
|
|

tioned in the Bible represent only the tip of the iceberg.r\gsin her
| o knowledge of biblical and extrabiblieal-evi nce,a?ofl#{&x&le/gf
| moy lDLQ[Q %ﬁrérf\fﬁg\thé' ﬁ?ﬁ}}c;t{ry, sh)e&alﬁgproa_che:iqszfieﬁﬁe with the gssump-
i there VKA ol sooke tarh ammim s TN e ;
QTLive \h\o’n hat if Paul spoke toTa.group of peéople al_:_ggt_spg; tual_gifts, he
VOMEN miant bétlrarien and women. If the biblical texts idenfified a few women
AL “r\a}'lga\dex’s of-house-chutches, there were probably others as well. If the
P Avat King first-century writers made a point of prohibiting women from preaching
.1 Jeps nat ip,they were most likely already active in these Toles.
WO g ehiissler Fiorenza believes that readers need to look beneath the surface

of the Bible. TR

| Other feminist biblical scholars explore the stories of women in a vari-
| ety of ways. Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Introduction includes a
f number of essays in which scholars describe the principles they or oth-
; ers use to interpret Scripture. The Women's Bible Commentary contains
i analyses of the books of the Bible with an emphasis.on the role and
; treatment of women. Many other recent books examine neglected stories
I of women in the Bible. A particularly imaginative approach can be
i found in Miriam Therese Winter’s books, The Gospel According to Mary, .
! and The Chronicles of Noah and Her Sisters. Winter wondered how it -
' might be different if women were telling the story of Jesus or the early
1 days of the Israelites and then rewrote these stories through the eyes of
'\ women.

Some feminists consider it pointless to describe a few token women in
the midst of overwhelming masculinity and patriarchy. Such activity
seems to play games with an androcentric text, If the stories of women
must be teased out like a diamond from the rough, or if the role of
| women has to be imagined, the Bible appears to be hopeless, In 1973
Phyllis Trible proposed that the Bible could be(depatriarchalizedif read-
ers were able to digéid the patriarchal lenses that shaped their reading.
If read‘eﬁ_simphly' saw Scripture on its own terms without assuming, for

example, that womeri Were the source of evil, they would find that the

Bible did fiot Sipport male domination as much 45 men.claimed. In
response, Mary Daly wondered about the Tength of such a depatriarchal-
ized Bible. Perhaps, she suggested, there would be enough for an inter-

! esting pamphlet.

(: ) The strategy of accentuating positive texts and de-emphasizing nega--
tive ones can lead to a kind of scoreboard contest over which side accu-
mulates more evidence. If feminists can find enough positive stories:

bout women to outqgi@ﬁW&n’t > Bible can,
‘;{/l}lbteiieﬁ%égg% should réaagers wclei\girth?Bibl'e‘g frequent silence
about women? This raises the broader and essential question of how we
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are to approach, read, and interpret the Bible. Over the last two cen-
turies biblical scholarship has emphasized the need to read the text in
light of the historical and cultural contexts in which it was written. Three
questions can help guide the reading of the Bible: (1) What kind of book
is this? (2) Why should anyone believe it? (3) What principles or inter-
pretive strategies should be used?

What Kind of Book Is This? God’s Word, Human Words

The Bible is a long book written over a span of about two thousand
years and completed almost two thousand years ago. Several dozen
authors from very different times and places contributed to the Bible. It

.deals with many different topics, cultural situations, and environments,
from the height of Israel’s power to Israel’s exile in Babylon.

Many biblical scholars suggest that the Bible is not the Word of God in the Bible
an absolute, literal sense. God did not dictate the Bible to a secretary or ‘o +he
make an audiotape of the essential teachings, which a typist transcribed experin<
verbatim. There is enough ambiguity, repetition, and disagreement that ¢ ¢od-
Mﬁﬁ_m’msemas God'’s crystal clear- mandate-to-humanity. Tv.:s i¢

- Rather, the Bible is composed of Rilman words written in response to {hectsa
God’s actions. Sandra Schneiders wrote: “The Bible is literally the word
of human beings about their experience of God.”7_§_1m1an_____lmi
encountered God and found the relationship so compelling and life

~changing that they continued to speak and write aboutit..

This makes the Bible more of a storybook than a rule book. It is a nar- ™ W‘! g
rative about God rather than a recording of God’s actual words. Not ¢ Brales

s
every word reflects the will of God because the words have been filtered m (’.oa
i iy inevitably reflect the The wovd$

assumptions, attitudes, and behavior patterns_of the culture. Human 2ove 2"

understanding is imperfect, as is the ability to articulate something so ﬁ'::‘.?a

mysterious as the encounter with God. This implies that the biblical <imes.
authors could not anticipate the Mstoﬁcamm&
century, and therefore their words are not always %Eghcabmw. It also
implies that the biblical writings caniiot be required to Teet-twentieth-
century standards of justice, equity, and church life in order for them to
say something valid and meaningful. The Bible simply does not answer
many contemporary questions.
If the Bible is a human book, subject to human frailty and cultural con-
:xt, what distinguishes it from other books and accounts for its power
nd influence? ',I'}ae}_Bible continues to speak because it ca}jt fes some of
he timeless, re \g issues of humanity—pain, passion, power, greed,
.0ss, despair, and disease. w@wod who acte@‘ the
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Merienees
3?; o( " past and suggests that this.God-is -present-to~-eontempoxa1w§£s as

PesTe A Wﬁgpwho_enmuntemdﬁed—mme_pas give
N insight to those who meet God now. The Bible also speaks the painful
truth about the human condition—that we often damage each other and

ourselves. That is not God’s will, but the reason for redemption.

The Bible continues to speak, some scholars believe, because Scripture
is more than a human book. It can trafiséend the limitations of its
authors because God chose to use human words and experiences to
communicate divine truth.! God accommodated to human capacity and
spoke, as it were, with a lisp or a stammer, so that God’s Word in
Scripture could be understood by human beings. When_patriarchy and

Wﬂn»ser-iptur&»theya :e-part-of-Ge %aceemmoda@ion to
hlir_r_lan capacity, not God'’s ‘_in,t‘éan ions fog_gggimtﬁg Letty Russell
observed that it is dangerous to call the Bible the Word of God if by that
orte means_that-everything in it reflects God’s intention or will for the
world. “But divine inspiration means that God’s Spirit has the power to
make the story speak to us from faith to faith, The Bible-is accepted as
the Word of God, when-communities of faith understand God to be
speaking to them in and through.its message./?°

The Bible will not always be easy to hear. It makes difficult demands.
It asks readers to care for the poor, to put another’s interests ahead of

eve v their own, to give up personal desires for the good of the community. It
ave o

oorien calls readers to new ways-of-living.that.are not always comfortable.
CHEENEAR Readers; Tike the biblical writers, are limited by their humanity and sin-

fulness and will not understand or like everything they read. Johanna
Bos wrote: “If the Bible is the living Word of God, it might be as surpris-
ing and unmanageable as God.”!! The Bible cannot be domesticated. It
has the power to both shock and transform all its readers, even feminists.

Why Believe It? The Authority of the Bible

The Bible often serves as the center of Christian worship and sermons.
What gives it credibility and relevance? Why do people give it power to
shape their lives? What is the nature of its authority??

Some people grant the Bible authority because they see it as a divine . 4
rule book descended from heaven to tell pcople what to do. It is God’s
Word and must be obeyed without question. Any challenge to any parts
| of the Bible threatens to undercut its credibility and influence. If tb
‘ apostle Paul did not write the books of Ephesians or 1 Timothy, as th.

\ books say, the validity of the entire Bible is compromised. Recognizing
\ the authority of the Bible means accepting every word as God’s Worc
and will.

-t LACA R OO s - IAT L AN
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Reason
Other people do not believe that the Bible has any claim on their lives. why ¢onepaor@
There are Christians who listen to the reading of Scripture on Sunday do no {e
morning and do not reject it outright, but they know so little about its B%ﬁ:\ﬂw‘l
content that it has no real function in their lives. Some feminists insist ;, B:%%®
fhat the Bible has no authority because it is an ancient book with many
outdated and offensive ideas and therefore need not be granted any
influence in their lives.
It is also possible to understand Scripture as a document that says
something true and meaningful about the human condition and there-_
fore invites a®&at, as when Claudia Camp described authority as “a free '
SLWSQM%?@@(:}?’ In this understanding of
authority, people try to live according to the Bible’s principtes; Tiot
“Pecause God coerces or threatens them, but because §_¢§R_tgr_g,a.t.it_$_b_§§_t__ )
gives meaning, purpose, and_guidance. They choose to say yes to the
" Bible because they believe it has something valuable to say to them.
Feminist theologians speak in many ways about the importance of . o
Scripture in their lives. Renita Weems wrote, “Where the Bible has been . ord
able to capture the imagination of African American women, it has been SPeas SR
and continues to be able to do so because significant portions speak to *@ Fhought

-

'the deepest aspirations of oppressed people for freedom, dignity, justice, 9 fhf_"

and vindication.”™ Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz_explained that for Hispanic
women the Bible is meaningful,-not-because-it-is-the-Word-of-God; but
because its stories provide insight and courage. “Bible stories become
ours when we use them because we need them.”?® Letty Russell
described her encounter with Scripture:

The Bible has authority in my life because it makes sense of my
experience and speaks to me about the meaning and purpose of
my humanity in Jesus Christ. In spite of its ancient and patriarchal
worldviews, in spite of its inconsistencies and mixed messages, the
story of God's love affair with the world leads me to a vision of
New Creation that impels my life. . . . For me the Bible is “scrip-

Ny ture,” or sacred writing, because it functions as “script,” or
g \ prompting for life.16 '
ey

One text that provides such prompting for life is Mark 5, where two
ories are woven together. Jairus came to Jesus seeking healing for his
velve-year-old daughter, and Jesus agreed to go to his home. On the
ray, Jesus encountered a woman who had suffered from a bleeding dis-
ase for twelve years, which made her ritually unclean and an outcast
‘om synagogue and society. Jesus was surrounded by a crowd, so the
voman was able to approach him without being noticed and touch his
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clothes. She was immediately healed, and Jesus felt power go out of him.
When he asked who had touched him, the woman told him what had
happened to her, and Jesus affirmed her deep faitl'} and promised her
healing and wholefiéss.”A messenger came to tell Jairus that'h18 daugh-
ter had died, but Jesus went on to the house and raised the girl from the
dead. Women who read this story encounter Jesus, who values women
even though they were not high priorities in his culture, Jesus Was not
bound by laws about rittial purity ot socialinteretion with women. He
affirmed the woman’s faith and encouraged Jairus to have the same faith
she did. Jesus gave freedom and dignity to the woman and new life to

the child, and his treatment of women provides hope for contemporary
readers who seek healing and dignity.

How to Read It? Principles of Interpretation

) How do we read the Bible? If it is influenced by the culture, opinions,
and experiences of the author, and if the authors sometimes contradict
each other and themselves, is it possible to make any sense of it at all?
How does the reader discern what the text meant when jt was written

and what it might mea w? This is particularly important when read-
ing the texts that most rd8ticr women,

The texts that have historically had the most
negatively or to restrict their roles are the stori
in Genesis 1-3 and Paul’s instructions that women should submit to
their husbands, be silent in the church, and refrain from teaching or
exercising authority over men. Gerda Lerner observed, “These biblical
core texts sat like huge boulders across the paths women had to travel
in order to define themselves as equals of men.”? In other texts Paul
was quite positive about women, assuming their

power to portray women
es of the creation and fall

As readers try to understand what the text said and meant to its hear-

ers in the first century,-and what it means to contemporary readers, the_\{i f
might ask@our questions>

—

What is the historic);l context? \
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and husbands. The fact that the Bible reflects those patriarchal assump- A
tions does not mean that patriarchy is God’s will, but rather that the e@,er
authors.could not escape their culfural contexts, In the story of Hagar, $ei8.
Sarah, and Abraham, for example, the use of a slave women as a surro- ‘(ﬁv\",“ei ke
gate mother was not unusual in a culture that valued women for their :omv“f"f““
ability to bear children. If a woman'’s entire identity depended on pro- i e
ducing children, she would take desperate measures to ensure that she CF\'&%Q .
had them. God did not approve of the practice. or_suggest it should be e
valid for all time. On the contrary, the text illustrates the competition,
jealousy, and Jestructiveness that resulted.

When the author of 1 Timothy told women that they could not teach
_ or have authority, he did so out of a culture where women were seldom

educated or respected as leaders. He may have known of women [ 7
involved in forms of Christianity he considered heretical and therefore '
tried to protect the community from the influence of false teaching.

!
|
|
i

Readers can sympathize with his intentions without agreeing that his |
i
[

advice is similarly valid for the twentieth cenfury.

~ Understandin th i .contextnis_particulaxly-esaential,when_ﬂ,-
Scripture off Tadical challen o.the surroundir g-culture. The book
chose to be linked, not to

of Ruth is remarkable because a young woman . i
a man who could protect her, but to her mother-in-law, who had no V\w;‘f\ ;5* » }
$5¢ |

money, position, 0r authority. This is a story about the loyalty of two :}'": *““gq |

women to each other and the hﬁﬁaﬁgggnd.,gﬁomthey,.putmtgiheinsnx; Cow ¢ hCOW
Jival. When the reader can see the.odds _gg;g};_\g them, the story becomes \,qvae A
an even more “powerful ex_ample of women. ggrﬁ;eggf_tﬁbrg_r;@_co.g;ﬂ rage.

Vv
et

 po s

s (3,9‘
What is the lité;t'zry context?

How does a particular text or set of verses fit into the larger docu-
ment? How does the context help to explain the meaning of a specific

text? The verses in which Pa pog-mands wopen to keep silent in the ‘
church (1 Cor 14:34-35) are er:‘g@d ed in a len l&h ssage about-appro- - rst % |
i i 1 gifts. Paul wanted worship to be car- ¢@ n_tm

[ e showin c_or.hl-\n

W@%m
tder M_}t_@‘d_i_d,nﬁ——

ried out in a decent an want peopl o
. Some comnmntators sug- & eferen e

off their spiritual gifts or sgeaking.outho,f . tuxp, :

gest that the ~vomen in Corinth were interru% ng the services to_a§k Srorn o 1.

uestions and that this verse reflects Paul’s desire for decorum. Fe:*rpmxst swent et

biblical scholars observe that, althou ve :illfe éﬁ:‘m}{w |

and agp_r_gpxinte.neggegt for first -n__hx-_)_{‘c_iori.rwlt’ll,‘_l‘t  is J_Lo;pecessa 4 “ e otd

' ?:_gis—w'l.\_f.o_r_w.gggxz_i.n_t.h_e_m.emiethsez\..h.{ry.-. _ - wives, be A0Ys 16
Another difficult text is Ephesians 5:22-33, which bﬁgxgs, banlc;,?:’the mg( ossor?

i e hus R

rsubject to your husbands as you are to the Lord. For t N a521 God ~ A

Thead of the wife just as Churist is the head of the church.” Ephesi e eodory

is may have been a le

W @
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of reverence for Christ”) is not always

bundled with these verses, but it should be because it sets a context of
mutual submission that shapes the interpretation of the following verses
about marriage, It is also important to note that Ephesians 6:5-9 instructs
slaves to obey their earthly masters. Even the most conservative biblical
interpreters do not suggest that slavery is currently the will of God.
Literary context is also important for Interpreting the story about the

(“Be subject to one another out

control and lacking in basic humap decency The story of the concubine
can he..seemas«a.parti@ularlng.megofféi?ggmt;'g_n,of_t € behavior that
ceurs when people lack a sense.of.God’s. Presence-in-their lives, The

UdEes as.a whole Teports that God was deeply displeased with

-~

the way people treated one another’

...

What is the aythoys purpose or intention?

Som@ tilm o
in +he Bible, community. The psalm . on the other “hand, are honest ex ressions of
0V art hymap cﬂioubt!"g‘onﬂ’icgg %g}éc};l{;fth\ They arficulats the déepest emotiors of
el p@le/s&uggﬁng fo entbift
the psalmist ,asks-God.ta-destroy- the-babie *oﬁhimmTHWWEs
@Hé will of God, b.ut,frat.hery-a»-common_human.desire-for-vengeance. ’
When reading the Bible, then, we need to ask whether the author js

HabtlaHu. .. pad for Christiang nor
: A to deny them the Pleasures of the body. He
l@/gd__ﬂ:tat-I_esus‘wAauld_ret to earth in the next few years ani tit;t
-M@,l&ihﬁj!ﬂﬁ.lieg Christians shoulg spend all their gy rgy,p_rQEL'timing

T Ve

the gospel, Spouses and families woild drves¢ them from their work,

the purity laws embedded in the book of Leviti

§ cus. The book i
numerous Jaws' about sacrifices, worship, socia] reIationshxps Cl?lrelztzall;gs
diet, and sexua'hty. These laws are not established Simply foy thleir ow ’,
sake, but as a sign of holiness and purity, The Israelites were to be 4 disr-l'-',
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The law in+he \gpok 15 Y tU jeparate Zoroahtes

tinct péople, clearly different and separate from the nations around
them. The laws served as boundaries that helped to define }hg_lﬁggili.t:ss
and distance_them from their neighbors. The body of the individual
seemed to serve as a symbol of the larger community. The deep concern
about dirt and purity, about what entered and exited the individual
body, seemed very much connected to the purity of the nation. This does
Mﬂ_b___lmhﬁmﬂemﬂme.wﬁqdawsforwemem—butﬂ.dms
help to set them in a larger context of concern for everyone's purity.’®

How does the text fit into the whole biblical story?

This question is particularly important when the Bible seems to con-
tradict itself, as it does on the issues of slavery and women. The
Israelites held slaves and were commanded only to treat them well, not
to free them. Slavery was also common in the first century, and both
slaves and owners joined the Christian community. As Christians began
to understand the implicati%o the gospel, they realized that enslav-
ing other humans was not cdinpatible with the Christian faith. They also
recognized that social institutions could not bg transformed immediate-
ly. Paul believed that in Christ there is no distinction between slave and
free (Gal 3:28), but he also told a slave to return to his master (Philemon)
and urged slaves to obey their masters (Eph 6:5-9). Such ambiguity does
not mean Paul suffered from multiple personality disorder, but that he
was caught between his deep commitment to t el and the aware-
negs that social structures change slowly. His tolerinCe of slavery did
not mean that slavery was or is anything other than a sign of sinfulness,
but fully living out the gospel is a process that takes time and is still not
complete in the present.

Scripture demonstrates a similar ambiguity about the role of women.
Paul wrote in Galatians 3:28 that in Christ there are no distinctions
between male and female. He recognized the leadership of Prisca,
Phoebe, Junia, Euodia, and Syntyche in the early church (Rom 1631:7;
Phil 4:2-3). Paul’s letters report that women prophesied and evangelize?’a,"
led house churches, and instructed both male and female Christians.
W_mi_nﬁt%g’eaﬂchurch found freedom to lead, to speak, and to use

Lheh Spirt gifts; but this freedom. clashed with social realities because
women wWho toglg,p_gblicmles.in.religiaus.cetemonie&_qql,l.ld_be_nlis_takeg
for tem@bgtjmjgg;&e disregard for gender differences and social
status in Christian congregations threatened the hierarchical Greco-
Roman culture. Paul did not want the,Christian faith to needlessly
offend outsiders or to invite more pers%.c tion, so he advised p@.{ﬁcular
congregations that women (and at times men) should be cautious with
their new freedom. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza argued that as the

B
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churches developed .thgy..bggmgwmmorgmgﬁpu&and-mmemﬁve
‘as their conflicts with surrounding”culfures increasedy The letter to
‘have béen written more than Fiffy jears after Paul’s letter
to the Galatians, which would account for some of the discrepancy.1%y%
Rita Nakashima Brock wrote of this ambiguity in Paul, “Rather than
trying to decide whether he was sexist or liberating in his attitudes
toward women, it may be more honest to say he was both, as he was b
turns egalitarian and authoritarian 20 Paul believed that the gospel
breaks down the barriers between Jew and Greek, slave and free, male
and female, He saw how effectively some women exercised leadershi
in the church, but his understanding of the gospel conflicted with his

education and assumptions, which did not reco

gnize women as capable
ofa therit-y'or’l'earning\Li\l«a the rest of ILS,_Ba_LJLw@QLaMa%,consis-
?ﬂaH\ewisa\h;n;‘xl‘l’)%lb wrestling with issues and trying to make
sense of the Christiarrfa

t TUr-people-of-his_tixnew@ne—of-the-most cru-
cial questions for-twentiethzc n how Scripture

ENtury readets is to discer
continues to speak to them in their own time and place.

, R 115 3 YA
How do we decide? Crite : 2

114 for evaluating texts
A -
How do fallible people presume to determi

nd were not meant to

define contemporary life and
behavior? Gritics cha;gg_that this gives readers power t
choose what to beli

eve, becatise anyihing offensive cari be automatically
labefeﬁ?fiﬁéiféﬁt_'_c‘_qlt'u;@" issue and thergjgx;ggéfﬁid_erggijrrelevant.

Evyu\gb/tmg_‘tj ts does not /rge\a\n/de.termg}igg thgjr«@fh\or/twy;.
Exodus 35-40 containd-elibofate detailsfor sewing clothes for priests
and constructing the tabernacle where the Israelites worshiped in the
wilderness. The texts are true and valid i

n that they provided instruc-
tions for the orderly worship of God, I\{o/st\ggnt@porary\(lhﬁsﬁans do
nqwmq@..wwor hip in tgbernacl

or offer animal
sacrifices, but they might stxll.LQaﬁsf}\oﬁ\t /e,pas?gé‘f@&}us that
F?N\{gshzé‘tﬁ\c‘&hdﬁ ot G
h{: ea

/. that€are ought to be exercised in creating it, and
that Go o}g ob Pproached with a sense of awe.
f’&ﬁ Scripture itself sugge

sts that some parts of the tradition are more
definitive than others. Judaism emphasized obedience to the law as an

important means of relating to God, but Jesus Te defined-both-the obedi-
ence-and the rélationship.. He appeared t6 make the law even more
demanding when he said in the Sermon on the Mount, “You have hleard
that it was said, "You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy. Bu”t

1 say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute youd v
(Matt 5:43-44). Similarly, he made the laws about anger, adultery, an
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