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Between movement and academy:  
Feminist Biblical studies in the  

twentieth century

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 
Harvard University Divinity School

according to its main editors, this encyclopedia, Bible and women, is con-
ceived as a reception-history project in theology and gender research that 
originated in europe and developed into an international undertaking. They 
understand the project as follows:

this encyclopedia could … be seen as a gender-inclusive display room of 
what the reception history of the Bible might also be if we include a focus 
on the reception of gender-relevant texts and interpretations generated by 
women.… they represent, in fact, an untapped world that we believe bibli-
cal scholars should pay more attention to rather than continuing to inhabit 
only a small part of the “museum.”1 

1. charting Feminist Biblical studies in the twentieth century

while this is a very important goal, the present volume on the twentieth cen-
tury seeks more than just to occupy a room in the “museum” of reception his-
tory. rather, it seeks to chart a rupture, or break, in the malestream reception 
history of the Bible, which includes wo/men’s Bible readings, and it does so 
by reconceptualizing biblical studies in a feminist key. it uses the much con-
troverted term “feminism” not in the narrow sense of women or gender stud-
ies but in a “performative” sense that is spelled out and qualified differently 

1. Jorunn Økland, irmtraud Fischer, mercedes navarro Purto, and adriana Valerio, 
“introduction—women, Bible, and reception history: an international Project in Theol-
ogy and Gender studies,” in Torah (Bible and women 1; atlanta: society of Biblical litera-
ture, 2011), 28.
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2 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

in different social-cultural and theoretical-religious locations. The f-word, 
“feminist,” serves here as an umbrella term for gender, womanist, liberation-
ist, postcolonial, asian, african or indigenous, latina, queer, interreligious, 
and transnational studies and many other kyriarchy-critical perspectives and 
approaches. moreover, the volume situates the topic “women and the Bible” in 
the space between wo/men’s movements for justice and liberation on the one 
hand and the academic study of sacred scriptures on the other. 

however, the volume’s stated restriction to the twentieth century is some-
what misleading, since feminist biblical studies have their roots in the women’s 
movements of the nineteenth century. Beginning in the nineteenth century 
with works such as Grace aguilar’s Women of Israel,2 newly edited by mayer i. 
Gruber, and elizabeth cady stanton’s Woman’s Bible, feminist studies moved 
in the twentieth century into the academy. it continues to articulate feminist 
biblical knowledge into the twenty-first century. while the roots of academic 
feminist biblical studies in the twentieth century wo/men’s movements around 
the globe are unquestionable, it is not certain whether we will use our analytic 
academic tools to “dismantle the master’s house” (audre lorde) in the twenty-
first century, rather than seeking merely to gain more space in the “master’s 
museum” of the academy. to chart or to map biblical studies in the twentieth 
century and to foster it into the twenty-first, we need not only to ask what kind 
of analysis to bring to bear on the biblical text, but we must also continue to 
ask, in the interest of the wo/men’s movements around the globe: “how do we 
move from analyzing what is or has been to announcing the advent of what 
might or should be?”3 when mapping the genealogy of feminist biblical inter-
pretation, it becomes evident that much remains to be done.

This collection of essays, therefore, begins this initial work by charting 
the efforts of feminist biblical studies around the globe, if only in a prelimi-
nary way. it does so despite limited written resources and feminist historical 
scholarship for this task. it is important to chart the terrain of feminist biblical 
studies so that our feminist history is recorded and not forgotten. we need 
many more dissertations, research projects, oral histories, and archives to 
gather and research the beginnings, developments, and institutionalizations 
of feminist biblical studies in the twentieth century so that it can continue to 
flourish in the twenty-first. This collection of essays can do so only episodi-
cally, since such extensive scientific historiographic work on feminist biblical 

2. Grace aguilar, The Women of Israel (ed. mayer i. Gruber; Piscataway, n.J.: Gorgias, 
2011); first published in 1851 by appleton.

3. Virginia Burrus, “mapping as metamorphosis: initial reflections on Gender and 
ancient religious discourse,” in Mapping Gender in Ancient Religious Discourses (ed. todd 
Penner and caroline Vander stichele; leiden: Brill: 2007), 1–10, here 3.



 schüssler FiorenZa: Between moVement and academy 3

studies is still lacking. But it does provide substantive work on the develop-
ment of feminist biblical studies. hence, this volume must be seen as a first 
major step on the road toward a history of feminist biblical interpretation that 
must be continued and strengthened in the interest of progressive movements 
around the world.

This initial mapping of feminist biblical studies in the twentieth century 
seeks to explore four areas of inquiry demanding further investigation. it 
attempts first to chart the beginnings and developments of feminist biblical 
studies not only in the u.s. and europe, but as a conversation among femi-
nists around the world. in a second step, it introduces, reviews, and discusses 
the hermeneutic religious spaces created by feminist biblical studies, and in 
a third segment it discusses academic methods of reading and interpreta-
tion that were developed to “dismantle the master’s house” (audre lorde) of 
androcentric language and kyriarchal authority. The book’s fourth, conclud-
ing section returns to the first with work that transgresses academic boundar-
ies in order to exemplify the transforming, inspiring, and institutionalizing 
feminist work that has been and is being done to change religious mindsets of 
domination and to enable wo/men to engage in a critical reading of the Bible. 

The encyclopedia project of which this volume is a part rightly assumes 
that wo/men4 have read, understood, and applied biblical texts and ideas to 
their lives throughout the centuries. what was new in the twentieth century, 
and what will be highlighted in this volume, is not only that wo/men for the 
first time were able to join the ranks of biblical scholars, but also that we devel-
oped feminist approaches and theories of interpretation. a feminist reception 
history that traces the interactions between wo/men and the Bible, therefore, 
cannot be solely interested in how the text has been understood by wo/men 
and applied throughout history. it also must analyze the powers that have 
excluded wo/men from the authoritative traditions of interpretation. Thus, 
we need also to recognize how feminist biblical studies have sought to inter-
rupt and rupture not only the malestream reception history and Wirkungsge-
schichte of the Bible, but also the structures of domination that determine not 
only men’s but also wo/men’s biblical interpretations.

Feminist scholars in religion have not simply joined the long and exclusive 
“procession” of clergy men and men of letters (Virginia woolf), but we have 
insisted that the study of the Bible and its reception history must be changed, 
since such malestream scholarship has not only theorized and served inter-
ests of domination, but has also silenced wo/men as recognized subjects of 

4. i write wo/men in such a fractured way not only in order to indicate that wo/men 
are not the same or have an essence in common but also to include disenfranchised men.



4 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

interpretation by excluding us from professional biblical studies. hence, femi-
nist studies have raised the issues of power, exclusion, and domination. in 
the latter part of the twentieth century, postcolonial, differently abled, and 
religiously situated african, asian, and latin-american critical scholars of 
emancipation joined in this work. 

engaging the definition of feminism ascribed to cheris Kramarae and 
Paula treichler, which states that “women are people,” i understand feminism 
in a political sense as the radical notion that wo/men are fully entitled and 
responsible citizens in society, academy, and organized religions. at the sBl 
meeting in 2010, the authors present adopted the following exposition of the 
meaning of “feminist,” which monica melanchthon articulated as follows. 
Feminist work:

 ▶ must challenge/destabilize/subvert the subordination of wo/men, 
rather than strengthen or reinforce it;

 ▶ must reflect appreciation of and respect for wo/men’s experience by 
acknowledging wo/men’s capacities and agency;

 ▶ must be sensitive to context—both the immediate and possibly the 
larger context as well;

 ▶ must be critical of the manner in which wo/men have both aided and 
resisted oppression, subjugation, and violence;

 ▶ must have as its consequence far-reaching changes in religion and 
society, as well as political and revolutionary significance. hence, it 
must be practical, this-worldly, transformative, renewing, and tran-
sitional. 

hopefully, other volumes of the encyclopedia will take over these ethical-
political imperatives as critical interpretive lenses and criteria, whether or not 
they adopt the identification “feminist.” 

in line with this understanding of feminist work, the articles in this 
volume indicate that feminist biblical studies have their roots in feminist 
movements for change in religion. This comes to the fore particularly in the 
reports from africa, asia, and latin america, as well as in those from europe 
and the u.s. They also indicate that feminist biblical studies are currently in 
danger of becoming ensconced in academic readings and debates rather than 
in developing methods and habits of interpretation that empower wo/men 
in their struggles for survival, dignity, and rights. This danger can be seen 
especially in the u.s. and europe, where wo/men have gained greater access 
to the academy. 

insofar as feminist biblical studies have gained a foothold in universi-
ties and theological schools, they must fulfill institutional requirements and 
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academic standards. Thus, many young feminist scholars no longer have the 
time and freedom to work with wo/men who read the Bible or to study how 
wo/men use it. moreover, they are encouraged to write dissertations and pen 
articles that are “acceptable” in terms of academic standards and interests, but 
not in terms of the needs of the movement. This pressure to conform to tra-
ditional academic standards has proven costly to the continuation of feminist 
studies in religion. For instance, we need more dissertations that study the his-
tory of the development of feminist movements in religion and ethnographic 
works that elaborate feminist biblical studies in the contexts of academy and 
wo/men’s conscientization. we are lacking research that focuses, for instance, 
on the work of leading scholars in the field, and on oral histories of wo/men 
rabbis and ministers who have shaped the movement. 

we also lack institutional spaces and foundations that would sustain the 
academic and activist work that has been done and that will support such 
work in the future. we lack critical feminist books and electronic media for 
children, materials for grammar and high school teaching, and Bible study 
materials for religious communities. The contributions to this volume cel-
ebrate the creative work that has been and is done, but at the same time also 
indicate the work we have still ahead of us. 

since its contributors seek to record and sustain such work, i want to con-
textualize this volume by focusing on the theoretical framework articulated in 
various ways by its contributors and the critical lenses of interpretation that 
are needed for future work in order to sustain critical feminist biblical stud-
ies in the theoretical and practical space “between” movement and academy. 
obviously, any articulation and delineation of such a theoretical framework 
is shaped by each author’s own theoretical perspective. yet, i venture to say 
that most of the contributions in this volume work with an intersectional ana-
lytic of domination, although they may use different nomenclatures, and are 
rooted in and indebted to wo/men’s struggles for justice and change. 

2. a critical Feminist decolonizing analytic

wo/men’s studies began by naming the cultural-political power at work in 
our world as patriarchy, which literally means the father’s domination over 
the members of his household, but was then generally understood as the 
domination of man over woman.5 since the mid-1980s, this key category of 
feminist analysis has been problematized and replaced by that of gender. 

5. ann oakley, Sex, Gender, and Society (new york: harper & row, 1972); rosemary 
radford ruether, “Patriarchy,” in An A to Z of Feminist Theology (ed. lisa isherwood and 



6 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

2.1. Gender

in the 1970s, women’s studies distinguished social gender roles from biologi-
cal sex, and by the mid-1980s gender studies emerged as a distinct field of 
inquiry that questions seemingly universal beliefs about woman and man and 
attempts to unmask the cultural, societal, and political roots of gender.6 since 
then, gender has become a key analytic category alongside race, class, age, 
and colonialism, an analysis that has led to an “adding up of oppressions” 
approach, or an adding-up of the diverse structures of domination work-
ing alongside each other and constituting different dualistic frameworks of 
analysis. This dualistic gender analytic has constituted the notion of diversity 
as an aggregate of such dualistic identity markers. women’s studies scholars 
first objected to the introduction of this analytic category because it no longer 
articulated that wo/men were the focal point of feminist analysis. it is also 
interesting to observe that the analytics of gender arrived on the scene at the 
time when neoliberal globalization and postmodern academic discourses 
gained ground worldwide. moreover, by replacing the central analytic catego-
ries of patriarchy and androcentrism (male-centered ideology) with gender, 
the question of power relations was muted and often eclipsed. neglecting 
the question of power relations is also in danger of overlooking the harmful 

dorothea mcewan; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1996), 173–74; sylvia walby, Theo-
rizing Patriarchy (oxford: Basil, 1990). see for instance ernst Bornemann, Das Patriarchat: 
Ursprung und Zukunft unseres Gesellschaftssystems (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1991); maria mies, 
Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale: Women in the International Division of 
Labour (new york: Palgrave, 1999); lorraine code, “Patriarchy,” in Encyclopedia of Femi-
nist Theories (ed. lorraine code; london: routledge, 2000), 378–79; Pierre Bourdieu, Mas-
culine Domination (trans. richard nice; stanford, calif.: stanford university Press, 2001). 

6. conversation partners in this section are marjorie agosín, ed., Women, Gender, 
and Human Rights: A Global Perspective (new Brunswick, n.J.: rutgers university Press, 
2001); dennis Baron, Grammar and Gender (new haven: yale university Press, 1986). 
hadumond Bussmann and renate hof, eds., Genus: Geschlechterforschung/Gender Studies 
in den Kultur- und Sozialwissenschaften: Ein Handbuch (stuttgart: a. Kröner, 2005); Judith 
Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (new york: routledge, 
1990); Judith Butler Undoing Gender (new york: routledge, 2004); teresa de lauretis, 
Technologies of Gender (Bloomington: indiana university Press, 1987); bell hooks, Yearn-
ing: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (Boston: south end, 1990); Judith lorber, Paradoxes 
of Gender (new haven: yale university Press, 1990); stephen d. moore and Janice capel 
anderson, eds., New Testament Masculinities (semeia studies 45; atlanta: society of Bibli-
cal literature, 2003); and my “Gender, sprache, und religion: Feministisch-theologische 
anfragen,” in Erträge: 60 Jahre Augustana (neuendettelsau: augustana hochschule, 2008), 
83–90; online: http://www.augustana.de/dokumente/ertraege/ertraege_neu/jubilaeums_
sonderheft_2008.pdf.
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effects of gendered language. Gendered language articulates power relations 
and reinscribes cultural-religious gender assumptions. western androcentric 
languages and discourses do not just marginalize wo/men or eliminate us 
from historical records, but as kyriocentric languages they also construct the 
meaning of being a woman or a man differently. hence, feminist studies in 
general, and feminist religious studies in particular, must confront this prob-
lem of gendered language. 

Grammatically masculine language functions as so-called “generic” lan-
guage, a “conventional” language function that obscures the presence of wo/
men. wo/men are subsumed under masculine typed language such as “citi-
zens,” “presidents,” or “chairmen” which is not just male, but also kyrios-deter-
mined language. in order to lift into consciousness the linguistic violence 
of so-called generic male-centered language, i use the term “wo/men” and 
not “men” in an inclusive way. i suggest that whenever we read “wo/men” 
we understand it in the generic inclusive sense. in english, wo/men includes 
men, s/he includes he, and fe/male includes male. (however, this wordplay 
is only possible in english, but not in spanish or German, making such an 
inclusive/generic hearing/speaking very difficult in these languages). Femi-
nist studies of language have elaborated that western androcentric language 
systems understand language as both generic and as gender-specific. wo/men 
always must think at least twice, if not more times, in order to adjudicate 
whether or not we are meant by “generic” terms such as “men,” “humans,” 
“brothers,” or “professors.” 

one can illustrate how such supposedly generic language works with 
reference to social position in advertisements that read: “university X is an 
affirmative action institution and invites applications from african, asian, 
hispanic, or native american, and women candidates,” as though these dif-
ferent types of americans are all men and wo/men are only gendered but do 
not belong to racial and ethnic minority groups. african, asian, hispanic, 
and native american wo/men are thus doubly invisible in gendered language 
systems.

moreover, it must not be overlooked that the meaning of the gender 
marker “woman” is unstable and shifting, and depends not so much on its 
sex/gender relation but on the sociopolitical context of the time and place in 
which it is used. For example, although the expression “woman” today is used 
interchangeably with “female,” and thus has become a generic sex-based term, 
until very recently it was applied to lower-class females only. one can perceive 
the historical ambiguity of the term “woman” much more easily if one com-
pares it with the term “lady,” an appellation that readily reveals its race, class, 
and colonial bias. not only has “lady” been restricted to wo/men of higher 
status or educational refinement, it has also symbolized true womanhood and 
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femininity. a statement such as “slaves were not wo/men” offends our com-
monsense understanding, whereas a statement such as “slaves were not ladies” 
makes perfect sense. 

The sociopolitical classification of gender, like its grammatical counter-
part, does not always correspond to the biological classification of sex. anthro-
pologists have pointed out that not all cultures and languages know of only 
two sexes/genders, and historians of gender have argued that even in western 
culture the dual sex/gender system is of modern origin. Thomas laqueur,7 for 
instance, has maintained that a decisive shift took place in modernity from 
the ancient one-sex model to the present dichotomous, two-sex model. wo/
men were once believed to have the same sex and genitals as men except that 
the wo/men’s were inside the body, as opposed to the men’s, which were out-
side. in this one-sex model, the vagina was understood to be an interior penis; 
the labia the foreskin; the uterus the scrotum; and the ovaries the testicles. 

what it meant to be a man or a woman in the ancient one-sex model 
was determined by social rank and by one’s place in the household, however, 
and not by sexual organs. as a free man or as a slave woman, one performed 
a cultural role according to one’s social status, and was not thought to be 
biologically one of two incommensurable sexes. not sex, but the social status 
of the free, elite, propertied male head of household determined superior 
gender status. hence, the ancients did not need to resort to sexual differ-
ence for supporting the claim that freeborn wo/men were inferior to freeborn 
men. rather, because freeborn wo/men were subordinates, their “nature” was 
believed to be inferior.

Beginning with the enlightenment in the eighteenth century, the two-sex 
model—the notion that there are two stable, opposite sexes—emerges. in this 
period, the commonly held notion originates that states that the economic, 
political, and cultural lives of wo/men and men, or their gender roles, are 
based on two biologically given sexes. Just as in antiquity the body was seen as 
reflecting the cosmological order, so in modernity the body and sexuality are 
seen as representing and legitimating the social-political order. Because the 
enlightenment’s claims for democracy and equality excluded freeborn wo/
men and subordinate men from full citizenship, new arguments had to be 
fashioned if elite freeborn men were to justify elite wo/men’s exclusion from 
the public domain.

The promise of democracy, that wo/men and disenfranchised men were 
full citizens, generated new anti-wo/men arguments based on nature, physi-

7. Thomas laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (cam-
bridge: harvard university Press, 1990).
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ology, and science. For instance, those who opposed the democratic partici-
pation of freeborn wo/men sought evidence for wo/men’s mental and physi-
cal unsuitability for the public sphere by arguing that wo/men’s bodies and 
biology made them unfit to participate. similar arguments were made with 
respect to subordinate men and colonized peoples.

The theory of “separate spheres” for men and wo/men thus arose along-
side the dual sex/gender model. in enlightenment discourses, elite wo/men 
were no longer construed as lesser men but as totally different from and 
complementary to men, as beings of a “purer race,” or an “angelic species” 
less affected than men by sexual drives and desires. in order to bar wo/men 
from participation in the new civil society, the physical and moral differ-
ences between men and wo/men were conceived to ensure that elite wo/men 
and subordinate people were excluded from political decision making. two 
incommensurable sexes/genders were the result of these ideological practices. 
however, one must observe that these gendered identity constructs primarily 
applied to elite bourgeois men and wo/men.

in short, gender is a sociopolitical institution as well as an ideological 
representation. The assumption of natural sex/gender differences serves as a 
preconstructed frame of meaning for individuals and cultural institutions. By 
presenting the sex/gender system of male and female or masculine and femi-
nine as universal, this preconstructed frame of meaning obscures the reality 
that the very notion of two sexes is a sociopolitical construct for maintaining 
domination and not a biological essence. sexual differences depend on socio-
cultural communicative practices and therefore can be developed differently 
or changed. individuals recognize gender and appropriate gender ascriptions 
because they perceive them as real. Gender is thus a product and process not 
only of representation but also of self-identification. understanding gender as 
a product and process makes it possible to analyze cultural masculinity and 
femininity with the intention of changing them.

2.2. intersectionality8

since wo/men’s and gender studies have tended to focus on male/mascu-
line power over wo/men but not on race, class, heteronormativity, disabil-
ity, colonialism, and other structures of domination, a new mode of analysis 

8. see helma lutz, maria Theresa herrera Vivar, and linda supik, eds., Fokus 
Intersektionalität: Bewegungen und Verortungen eines vielschichtigen Konzepts (wiesbaden: 
springer Vs, 2010); nina lykke, Feminist Studies: A Guide to Intersectional Theory, Meth-
odology, and Writing (new york: routledge, 2010); and sharon doetsch-Kidder, Social 
Change and Intersectional Activism (new york: Palgrave, 2012). 
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has become necessary. when race and colonialism come into view, then the 
gender dualism of masculine-feminine is generally transposed into the dual-
isms “First world and two-Thirds world wo/men” or “white wo/men and 
wo/men of color.” Thus, the dualistic gender identity framework engenders 
the dichotomy between the space marked “white wo/men/First world wo/
men” and the space marked “wo/men of color/two-Thirds world wo/men.” 
identity politics claims that white, First world feminists can speak only about 
and in the name of white, First world wo/men, whereas wo/men of color/
two-Thirds world wo/men are called to form coalitions and considered able 
to speak for all wo/men of the so-called two-Thirds world. Feminist schol-
ars in religion and theologians, so this argument goes, cannot but articu-
late either a “white/First world” or “a wo/men of color/two-Thirds world” 
the*logy and hermeneutics. 

over and against such a discursive identity politics conceptualized in 
terms of gender, one must recognize that identity is not only constituted by 
gender but also by immigrant status, class, education, nationality, sexuality, 
ability, race, religion, and more. hence, identity must be seen as multiplex and 
shaped by intersecting structures of dominations. one cannot assume that 
wo/men’s identity is the same whether it is that of wo/men of color or that 
of white wo/men. if wo/men are not just determined by gender but also by 
race, class, heteronormativity, imperialism, and many more such structures of 
domination, it is necessary to develop a critical analytic that is able to decon-
struct the global cultural paradigm of the “white lady” and the power struc-
tures she embodies. 

conceptualizing gender as a practice that produces sex differences that 
are inflected by race, class, sexual preference, culture, religion, age, and 
nationality allows one to see that individual wo/men are much more than 
simply gendered. rather, the intersection of race, class, sexuality, nation, and 
religion constructs what it means to be a “wo/man” differently in different 
sociopolitical and cultural contexts. Variegated feminist, postcolonial, and 
critical race theories have come together, therefore, in developing the ana-
lytic of intersectionality as an instrument to analyze the complex situation of 
global domination and to demonstrate that the structures of heteronormativ-
ity, gender, race, and class are inextricably intertwined.9 These structures are 
often seen as working alongside each other, but have not been integrated to 
accomplish a critical intersectional analysis. 

9. lynn weber, Understanding Race, Class, Gender, and Sexuality: A Conceptual 
Framework (2nd ed.; new york: oxford university Press, 2010), v.
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The term intersectionality was coined by the legal scholar Kimberly cren-
shaw, and entails “the notion that subjectivity is constituted by mutually mul-
tiplicative vectors of race, gender, class, sexuality, and imperialism.”10 The 
theory of intersectionality has been articulated in a threefold way: as a theory 
of marginalized subjectivity, as a theory of identity, and as a theory of the 
matrix of oppressions. in the first iteration, intersectional theory refers only 
to multiply marginalized subjects; in its second iteration, the theory seeks to 
illuminate how identity is constructed at the intersections of race, gender, 
class, sexuality, and imperialism. The third iteration stresses intersectional 
theory as a theory of structures and sites of oppression. race, sex, gender, 
class, and imperialism are seen as vectors of dominating power that create 
co-constitutive social processes that engender the differential simultaneity of 
dominations and subordinations.

intersectional theorists usually conceptualize such social and ideological 
structures of domination as hierarchical in order to map and make visible the 
complex interstructuring of the conflicting status positions of different wo/
men. however, i would argue that the label “hierarchy” for such a pyramidal 
system of domination is a misnomer, since it only targets one specific form of 
“power over”—power that is religiously sanctioned as sacred (derived from 
Greek: hieros (sacred/holy) and archein (rule/dominate). hence, i have pro-
posed to replace the categories of patriarchy and hierarchy with the neologism 
kyriarchy,11 which is taken up by contributors to this volume. The diverse 
emancipatory articulations of feminist interpretation, i suggest, could work 
together by adopting a critical intersectional analytics of global domination 
understood as kyriarchy. 12 

10. Jennifer c. nash, “rethinking intersectionality,” Feminist Review 89 (2008): 3.
11. For a fuller elaboration of kyriarchy/kyriocentrism, see my introduction, “toward 

an intersectional analytic: race, Gender, ethnicity, and empire in early christian studies,” 
in Prejudice and Christian Beginnings (ed. laura nasrallah and elisabeth schüssler Fio-
renza; minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), 1–24; and my books Transforming Vision: Explorations 
in Feminist The*logy (minneapolis: Fortress, 2011); and Changing Horizons: Explorations in 
Feminist Interpretation (minneapolis: Fortress, 2013).

12. For the first development of this analytic, see my But She Said: Feminist Practices 
of Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1992), 103–32; and idem, “religion, Gender, and 
society: shaping the discipline of religious/Theological studies,” in The Relevance of Theol-
ogy (ed. carl reinhold Bråckenhielm and Gunhild winqvist hollman; uppsala: uppsala 
university Press, 2002), 85–99. while the notion of kyriarchy has not been widely dis-
cussed in feminist theoretical works, it has engendered a wide-ranging discussion among 
young feminists on the internet. see, e.g., http://myecdysis.blogspot.com/2008/04/accept 
ing-kyriarchy-not-apologies.html; http://www.deeplyproblematic.com/2010/08/why-i-use- 
that-word-that-i-use.html. 
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 a critical intersectional decolonizing feminist analytic therefore does 
not understand domination as an essentialist, ahistorical, and hierarchical 
dualistic system. instead, it articulates domination as kyriarchy, as a heuris-
tic concept (derived from the Greek, meaning “to find”), or as a diagnostic, 
analytic instrument that enables investigation into the multiplicative interac-
tions of gender, race, class, and imperial stratifications, as well as research 
into their discursive inscriptions and ideological reproductions. moreover, it 
highlights that people inhabit several shifting structural positions of race, sex, 
gender, class, and ethnicity at one and the same time. if one subject posi-
tion of domination becomes privileged, it constitutes a nodal point. while in 
any particular historical moment, class or imperialism may be the primary 
modality through which one experiences class, imperialism, gender, and race, 
in other circumstances gender may be the privileged position through which 
one experiences sexuality, imperialism, race, and class.

2.3. Kyriarchy13

The neologism “kyriarchy,” understood as a gradated system of dominations, 
is derived on the one hand from the Greek word kyrios (latin dominus)—the 
emperor, lord, slave master, father, husband, or the propertied freeborn male 
to whom all the members of the household were subordinated and by whom 
they were controlled, and on the other hand the verb archein—to rule, domi-
nate, and/or control. in antiquity, the sociopolitical system of kyriarchy was 
institutionalized either as empire or as a democratic political form of ruling 
that excluded all freeborn and slave wo/men from full citizenship and deci-
sion-making powers. in the fourth century b.c.e., the Greek philosopher aris-
totle argued that the freeborn, propertied, educated Greek man is the highest 
of moral beings and that all other members of the human race are defined by 
their functions in his service. Kyriarchal societies need a “servant class” of 
people. The existence of a gendered “servant class” is maintained through law, 
education, socialization, and brute violence. This is sustained by the belief that 
members of a “servant class” are inferior by nature or by divine decree to those 
whom they are destined to serve.

Furthermore, according to hannah arendt, democracy rests on the dis-
tinction between the household and the public space of the polis. in contrast 
to the household, which was given over to necessity and economics, politics 

13. see also my The Power of the Word: Scripture and the Rhetoric of Empire (minne-
apolis: Fortress, 2007); and Democratizing Biblical Studies: Toward an Emancipatory Edu-
cational Space (louisville: westminster John Knox, 2009).
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was the realm of freedom.14 Therefore, the household as the realm of necessity 
was also the realm of domination. Freedom in the classical, western political 
sense was exercised by freeborn propertied men only. only the kyrios/domi-
nus/gentleman was the free citizen. western-type democracy imitates this 
kyriarchal structure of Greek democracy, which is built on the subordination 
and enslavement of the subordinated members of household and state. 

2.4. a critical Feminist decolonizing analytic

The intersectional framework developed by lynn weber and the renaming of 
patriarchy as kyriarchy provide a theoretical frame for feminist biblical analy-
sis.15 But whereas weber speaks only of race, class, sexuality, and gender as 
structures of domination, i would extend her list to include heteronormativ-
ity, culture, and religion on the one hand, and subsume sex under corporeality, 
which is also characterized by age, disability, and other bodily markers, on the 
other. Thus, the analytic of kyriarchy can be summarized as follows:

 ▶ Kyriarchy is historically and geographically contextual and politi-
cal intersectional. taking a broad historical and global view allows 
one to register changes over time and place. it is socially constructed 
and not biologically determined. it is not engendered by biological 
imperative, inherent inferiority, or by immutable facts or ordained 
by G*d.

 ▶ Kyriarchal relationships are power relationships of dominance and 
subordination. here the distinction between personal and social-
institutionalized power is central. it is important to ask: how do 
people come to believe and internalize that they have no power in 
certain situations?

 ▶ Kyriarchal intersectional systems operate both on the macro level of 
social institutions and the micro level of individual life. when ana-
lyzing a situation, seeing the psychological manifestations of oppres-
sion is much easier than recognizing broad macro-level forces, which 
are more remote and abstract.

 ▶ Kyriarchal intersecting structures are interlocking axes of power. 
They operate to shape people’s lives, imaginations, communities, 
and societies at one and the same time. hence, one needs to analyze 

14. hannah arendt, “what is Freedom?” in Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises 
in Political Thought (new york: Penguin, 1993), 143–72.  

15. weber, Understanding Race, 129–31.
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not only the one most obvious structure in the foreground (such as 
gender), but all structures of domination simultaneously. 

3. religious symbol-systems, Biblical imagination,  
and neoliberal Globalization

Feminist theologies and gender studies in religion16 have sought to bring 
about a paradigm shift in the way religion and religious texts, traditions, and 
communities have been seen and studied. we have sought to change and 
transform the traditions by engaging in a wide-ranging critique of disciplin-
ary presuppositions, methods, and epistemology, as well as through creative 
reimagination and transformation of religious discourses and institutions. we 
thereby seek to rediscover and elaborate wo/men’s subjectivity and agency 
within religious histories and contemporary communities. insofar as femi-
nist theory has revealed the gender encoding of all knowledge, feminist stud-
ies in religion has been able to show the gendering of religious knowledge 
and religious institutions. Feminist scholars in religion have used the theories 
of gender,17 intersectionality, and kyriarchy to understand the second-class 
status of wo/men in religion and its sacred texts.

in many religions, men and masculinity are associated with the divine 
and the transcendent, whereas wo/men and femininity are seen as immanent, 
impure, profane, evil, and/or sinful. many religious traditions, such as Juda-
ism, christianity, islam, hinduism, taoism, and Buddhism, use binary gender 
oppositions to construct their symbolic universes. The deity (Jahwe, allah, or 
christ) is not only understood as masculine, but also as all-powerful ruler and 
judge, whereas wo/men are associated with sin, death and sex (eve, lilith, or 
Kali). as representatives of the divine and religious leaders in the major reli-

16. see mireya Baltodano et al., eds. Género y Religión (san José, costa rica: uni-
versidad Bíblica latinoamericana, 2009). see durre s. ahmed, ed., Gendering the Spirit: 
Women, Religion, and the Postcolonial Response (new york: Palgrave, 2002); elizabeth a. 
castelli, ed. Women, Gender and Religion: A Reader (new york: Palgrave, 2001); rebecca 
s. chopp, The Power to Speak: Feminism, Language, and God (new york: crossroad, 1989); 
and darlene m. Juschka, ed., Feminism in the Study of Religion: A Reader (new york: con-
tinuum, 2001).

17. i have been puzzled by the enthusiastic reception of gender analysis by femi-
nist the*logians in latin america at a time when a critique of gender analysis in favor of 
intersectional analysis emerged in the united states. however, this phenomenon becomes 
understandable if one takes into account that the intellectual conversation partner on 
gender in latin america was liberation the*logy, which eschewed gender analysis, whereas 
the conversation partners of feminist the*logy in the u.s. and europe were wo/men’s and 
gender studies. 
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gions of the world, elite men have excluded wo/men from religious leadership, 
official teaching, and sacred ritual. 

Because religious symbol systems are heavily gendered in masculine 
terms, they reinforce cultural gender roles and concepts and legitimize them 
as ordained by God or as the “order of creation.” as Judith Plaskow has argued, 
christian male theologians have formulated theological concepts in terms of 
their own cultural experience, insisting on male language relating to God and 
on a symbolic universe in which wo/men do not appear.18 similar observa-
tions can be made regarding other world religions. 

since the industrial revolution in europe and america at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century, religion has been pushed out of the public realm 
and relegated to the private sphere of individualistic piety, charitable work, 
and the cultivation of home and family. Thus, religion has become culturally 
feminized while its leadership has remained predominantly male. neverthe-
less, both religion and gender were crucial in shaping western identity. For 
instance, as a “missionary religion,” christianity had the same function as 
the “white lady.” it was to “civilize the savages,” who were understood as 
“untamed nature.”

hence, one must eschew a “woman in the Bible” or a woman’s Bible 
approach. The intellectual tradition inaugurated in the nineteenth century by 
elizabeth cady stanton’s Woman’s Bible focuses on the conviction that bibli-
cal texts about woman need to be interrupted rather than continued.19 such 
a focus on woman, consciously or not, works with the essentialist notion of 
“woman” that is culturally elaborated in the Barbie-doll image of the “white 
lady.” This image of the ideal woman is propagated by the media not only in 
western countries, but also around the globe. it must therefore be critically 
analyzed rather than taken up as an analytic lens. 

Feminist scholars insist that religious texts and traditions must be rein-
terpreted so that wo/men and other “nonpersons” can achieve full citizenship 
in religion and society, gain full access to decision making powers, and learn 
how to live out radical equality in religious communities. we argue that differ-
ences of sex/gender, race, class, and ethnicity are socioculturally constructed 
and not willed by God, and therefore must be changed. God, who created 
people in the divine image, has called every individual differently. The divine 
wisdom is to be found in and among people who are created equal.

18. Judith Plaskow, Sex, Sin, and Grace: Women’s Experience and the Theologies of 
Niebuhr and Tillich (washington, d.c.: university Press of america, 1980).

19. see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Searching the Scriptures (ed. elisabeth schüssler 
Fiorenza with shelly matthews; new york: crossroad, 1997), for one attempt to do so.
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since the authority of the Bible as the “word of G*d” has been, and still 
is, used to inculcate biblical texts that demand subordination and submission 
to kyriarchal power, it is necessary to investigate how scriptures are still used 
in support of domination and exploitation. The debates around wo/men’s 
reproductive rights and same sex marriage call to mind the biblical texts and 
injunctions of subordination whose implications are realized and elaborated 
in contemporary societies.

if kyriarchal power and prejudice is the political context of biblical inter-
pretation, feminist scholars cannot afford to engage in a purely apologetic or 
positivist reading of the Bible, nor to relegate a critical biblical interpretation 
to “bourgeois” scholarship addressing the question of the nonbeliever. rather, 
feminist biblical interpretations and the*logies need to engage in a critical 
analysis that seeks to lay open the “politics of prejudice” inscribed in sacred 
scriptures. in the last four decades, christian, Jewish, muslim, postbiblical, 
and Goddess feminists have engaged in discussions of prejudice, articulated 
theoretical structural analyses, and worked toward a feminist transformation 
of biblical religions. in so doing, we have underscored that in all three so-
called abrahamic religions, sacred scriptures and traditions have been for-
mulated and interpreted from the perspective of privileged men and therefore 
reflect neither the perspectives nor the experiences of wo/men, the poor, or 
enslaved peoples. religious prohibitions and projections and pious practices 
have often served to legitimate the*logies and behaviors that marginalize wo/
men and other persons categorized as “subhuman,” silence them, exclude 
them, and exploit them. The feminist discussion on prejudice must therefore 
be solidly anchored in a multifaceted critical interreligious, postcolonial, and 
anti-racist feminist analysis.

if one does not consciously deconstruct the language of domination in 
which biblical texts remain caught up, one cannot but valorize and reinscribe 
such anti-wo/men language. in attempting to rescue holy scripture as anti-
imperial literature, defensive arguments tend to overlook that the language 
of kyriarchy and the ways in which violence encoded in holy scriptures has 
shaped religious self-understanding and cultural ethos throughout the centu-
ries, and still does so today. 

such scriptural language of domination, subordination, and control is 
not just historical language. rather, as sacred scripture, it is performative 
language that determines religious-biblical identity and praxis. This must be 
made conscious and critically deconstructed, since the language of “power 
over” encoded in scripture has two reference points: near eastern and 
roman empires as context and social locations of the Bible on the one hand, 
and contemporary forms of neocolonialist of antidemocratic discourses on 
the other. 
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Biblical studies can inspire individuals and groups to support the forces 
of economic and cultural global dehumanization, or they can abandon their 
kyriarchal tendencies and together envision and work for a feminist spiri-
tual ethos of global justice. our scholarship can either foster fundamental-
ism, exclusivism, and the exploitation of a totalitarian global monoculture, 
or we can advocate radical democratic spiritual values and visions that cel-
ebrate diversity, multiplicity, decision-making power, equality, justice, and 
well-being for all. such a the*-ethical-political “either-or” choice does not 
reinscribe the dualisms created by structures of domination, but struggles to 
overcome and abolish them. it calls religious wo/men and biblical scholarship 
to take sides in the global struggles for greater justice, freedom, and the well-
being of wo/men and of all of creation. 

in conclusion: This volume tries to map the vast field of feminist biblical 
studies in the twentieth century, but it can do so only by pointing out areas of 
research that need further development. it seeks to contribute not only to our 
knowledge about the genealogy of feminist biblical studies in the twentieth 
century, but also to our imagination of what still needs to be done. it attempts 
to situate feminist biblical studies in the intersectional activism of wo/men’s 
movements for change, rather than just in the domain of academy and church, 
synagogue or mosque. such a social location requires that we develop more 
fully an interreligious and transnational scope. it remains to be seen whether 
feminist biblical studies can fruitfully sustain its “in-betweenness” in the years 
to come, or whether it will withdraw its intellectual energies either to the ivory 
towers of the academy or to the pastures of organized religions. as long as 
feminist biblical studies remain committed to social movements for change, 
they will be able to dismantle the “master’s kyriocentric house” in order to 
imagine and create a different feminist space of biblical interpretation and 
meaning making.
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movement and emerging scholarship:  
Feminist Biblical scholarship in the  

1970s in the united states

Judith Plaskow 
Manhattan College

The history of feminist biblical scholarship in the 1970s in the united states 
cannot be separated from the larger history of the feminist movement. its 
emergence was tied to, and was one expression of, the new consciousness 
that erupted in the late 1960s and early 1970s as women began to question 
their received roles in family, society, politics, and religion. meeting in small 
consciousness-raising groups that sprang up across the country, women 
began to explore and analyze aspects of their lives that they had previously 
taken for granted. as they began to make connections between their individ-
ual experiences and the larger institutional structures that shaped and con-
strained them, feminists began to name and challenge the myriad structures 
that enforced gender-role socialization and perpetuated male dominance. 
Biology was not destiny; women’s subordination was not inevitable. it was 
a product of social processes that could be examined and understood and 
therefore resisted and changed. it is difficult to capture the feelings of excite-
ment, energy, celebration, rage, terror, and deep hopefulness that accompa-
nied these insights. social arrangements that had been in place for millennia 
were suddenly being questioned. nothing was exempt from critical inquiry; 
everything was possible.1

1. There is ample literature on second wave Feminism. For an account in the midst of 
it, see Judith hole and ellen levine, Rebirth of Feminism (new york: Quadrangle, 1971). 
For an account at a distance, see Gail collins, When Everything Changed: The Amazing 
Journey of American Women from 1960 to the Present (new york: little, Brown, 2009).
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1. the First calls for change

Given the importance of religious institutions, texts, and symbol systems in 
creating and justifying male dominance, it was impossible that religion not be 
incorporated into this wide-ranging critique of cultural ideologies and social 
structures. while for generations women had seemingly accepted their subor-
dination in church and synagogue as simply given, in the course of the 1960s 
they were increasingly aware of and angry at their marginalization. two books 
published at the end of the decade capture the rage and energy of women 
in the academy and religious institutions. mary daly’s The Church and the 
Second Sex, published in 1968, offered a compelling indictment of the catholic 
church and a powerful call for change. Beginning with the Bible and moving 
through the modern period, daly laid out what she called the “record of con-
tradictions” in the church’s attitudes toward women, piling up evidence for 
ways in which it had inflicted harm. Though daly later dismissed the book as 
an artifact of a bygone era, it anticipated some of her later unsparing language, 
demanding that the church “exorcise” the myth of the “eternal feminine” and 
condemning the “demonic distortions” it had caused to human relationships 
and to women’s capacity for self-actualization.2 sarah Bentley doely’s collec-
tion Women’s Liberation and the Church, published in 1970, brought together 
Protestant and catholic authors in order to provide “a written testament and 
a witness by women to their struggles to be truly free in the christian church 
today.” chapter after chapter described the subordination of women in chris-
tian practice and theology and spoke “an unequivocal ‘no’ to [current] values, 
norms and structures of the church.”3 Perhaps the best clue to the mood of 
the period is Peggy way’s concluding essay in the collection, “an authority 
of Possibility for women in the church.” The authority for her ministry, way 
argued, is not rooted in scriptures, church history, or denominational struc-
tures but in her own religious experience as it intersects with these realities.4 
These two works, like most that followed in the 1970s, shared the limitations 
of much early feminist analysis in that they were authored almost entirely 
by white women, homogenized women’s experiences, and focused on gender 
subordination to the exclusion of race, class, sexuality, and other axes of 

2. mary daly, The Church and the Second Sex, with a New Feminist Postchristian Intro-
duction (new york: harper & row, 1975), 15, 166–78.

3. sarah Bentley doely, “introduction,” in Women’s Liberation and the Church: The 
New Demand for Freedom in the Life of the Christian Church (ed. sarah Bentley doely; new 
york: association, 1970), 11–12.

4. Peggy way, “authority of Possibility for women in the church,” in doely, Women’s 
Liberation and the Church, 91.
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oppression. yet their pioneering feminist insights not only paved the way for 
later, more complex studies but helped bring about enormous changes in both 
religious institutions and the academic study of religion. 

2. the emergence of Feminist studies in religion

The 1970s was a pivotal decade. in June of 1971, the alverno research center 
on women at alverno college in milwaukee, wisconsin, sponsored a two-
week conference of women theologians that brought together twenty-two 
theologians and scholars of religion from various denominations and aca-
demic institutions to explore the spiritual and religious experiences of women. 
not only was this a first opportunity for feminists who had been working in 
isolation to share and debate emerging ideas with colleagues, but the con-
ference became the seedbed for the single most important development in 
the emergence of feminist studies in religion.5 in the middle of their time 
together, the participants decided that women in religious studies needed 
a women’s caucus like those being established in other disciplines. carol P. 
christ phoned harry Buck, then executive director of the american academy 
of religion, and asked him for space on the annual meeting program in 1971.

The women who gathered in atlanta at the joint meeting of the ameri-
can academy of religion and society of Biblical literature in november of 
1971 founded both a caucus to take up political and professional issues of 
concern to women in the academy and a program unit—the working Group 
on women and religion—to share emerging research. carol P. christ (for the 
aar) and elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza (for the sBl) became co-chairs of the 
women’s caucus, and mary daly served as first chair of the working group. 
The new caucus nominated christine downing to run against the single male 
candidate for aar president and succeeded in electing her the first woman 
president of the aar. rita Gross captures the significance of these events: 

Before the meeting, isolated, relatively young and unestablished schol-
ars struggled to define what it meant to study women and religion and to 
demonstrate why it was so important to do so. after the meeting, a strong 
network of like-minded individuals had been established, and we had begun 
to make our presence and our agenda known to the aar and the sBl.6

From there on, connections, ideas, and events built rapidly. in June of 1972, 
a second conference on “women exploring Theology,” this one sponsored 

5. rita Gross, Feminism and Religion: An Introduction (Boston: Beacon, 1996), 46–47.
6. ibid., 47.
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by church women united, met at Grailville in loveland, ohio. sixty-three 
women, some from academia, many engaged in ministry, met for a week 
of work groups, caucuses, liturgies, and large-group experiences. For many 
of the women present, the opportunity to explore with other women issues 
of deep personal and professional concern was a life-changing experience. 
a list of words and phrases that the community generated at one of its last 
large-group sessions conveys both the impact of the week and the energy and 
excitement of that historical moment: 

new images/language, commitment … both/and, yeah/yeah … dance, spon-
taneity, freedom, wholeness, experience as base, up from under … authority 
from within, transition: confusion frustration, validating our own power, 
renewal, experimentation … God created my ass as well as my head … ground/
energizing/participating/creating … dreaming dreams, wheeeeeeuuuu 
whooooshshshshsh (sounds of the spirit) … co-creators of reality.…7

november 1972 saw the first sessions of the working Group on women and 
religion at the annual meeting of the aar/sBl. again, it is difficult to capture 
the intensity of those sessions, the sense on the part of those who packed into 
meeting rooms that were too small to hold the eager participants that some-
thing of great moment was happening, that the field of religious studies would 
never be the same. mary daly delivered the outline of what was to become 
Beyond God the Father, while others addressed such diverse topics as abortion, 
phallic worship, an image of women in old Buddhist literature, and the ethical 
implications of women’s liberation.8 The chairs of the working group invited 
papers from a wide range of areas within religious studies because they took it 
as their responsibility to transform the entire field. indeed, in 1974 the work-
ing group successfully petitioned the aar Program committee for section 
status—sections were more established program units with more sessions on 
the program—on the grounds that it had to address the entire subject matter 
of the aar. in 1975, the opening panel of the new women and religion sec-
tion showcased the methodologies that had emerged in four years of work 
and called for a paradigm shift from an androcentric model of humanity in 
which only men represent the human to a model in which women and men 

7. “Brainstorm: The meaning of the Grailville conference,” in “women exploring 
Theology at Grailville” (packet put together after the event by church women united, 
1972). 

8. see Judith Plaskow and Joan arnold romero, eds., Women and Religion (rev. ed.; 
missoula, mont.: working Group on women and religion and scholars Press, 1974).
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“are coequally modes of the human, and, therefore, coequally subjects of … 
research.”9

The same period saw an eruption of activity at the grassroots level, mani-
fest in conferences and events and the formation of local groups in both the 
academy and many religious bodies. in February of 1973, over four hundred 
women gathered at the mcalpin hotel in new york city for a conference 
on The role of women in Jewish life. organized by the north american 
Jewish students’ network, and drawing women from across the Jewish reli-
gious spectrum, the conference featured many speakers who were to become 
prominent names in Jewish feminism. a year later, network organized 
a second conference, this time for both women and men. out of the 1974 
conference, the short-lived national Jewish Feminist organization was born, 
which demanded “nothing less than the full, direct, and equal participation 
at all levels of Jewish life—communal, religious, educational, and political.” 
although the JFo quickly foundered, the two conferences seeded many grass-
roots initiatives and led to the formation of local study and spirituality groups 
that met for years. 

3. where is the Bible?

attention to the Bible played a definite role in these early developments, but 
only as one issue among others. indeed, it is interesting to note some of the 
places where discussion of the Bible was absent or subordinated to other con-
cerns. in the first feminist articles of rosemary radford ruether, which cir-
culated widely in this period and were avidly discussed, biblical religion is but 
a moment in a sweeping history of human consciousness and of the grow-
ing alienation of the male psyche from body and nature.10 Peggy way’s essay 
“an authority of Possibility for women in the church,” noted above, dealt 
with scripture only to deny its authority.11 The alverno college archive lists 
no paper on the Bible coming out of the 1971 conference of women Theo-
logians, perhaps because the category of “women’s experience” so strongly 

9. rita Gross, ed., Beyond Androcentrism: New Essays on Women and Religion (mis-
soula, mont.: scholars Press for the american academy of religion, 1977), 1.

10. see rosemary radford ruether, “mother earth and the megamachine,” Christi-
anity and Crisis 31 (december 13, 1971): 267–72. in her earlier articles (“The Becoming 
of women in church and society,” Cross Currents 17 [fall 1967]: 418–26; and “women’s 
liberation in historical and Theological Perspective,” in doely, Women’s Liberation and the 
Church, 26–36), the Bible is scarcely mentioned. 

11. way, “an authority of Possibility,” 78–82. 
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shaped its agenda.12 The Bible received somewhat more attention at Grailville 
in 1972, where “Bible and Theology” was one of five major working groups. 
That group split into two smaller groups, however, one actually focusing on 
the Bible and the other exploring consciousness-raising as a religious experi-
ence. significantly, it was the latter group that produced the more substantial 
reports included in the packet of materials from the conference, though when 
its members sought to capture the essence of the consciousness-raising expe-
rience they chose as their vehicle a midrash on the creation narrative.13 

neither the Jewish women’s conference in 1973 nor the national confer-
ence on Jewish women and men in 1974 had a single session on the Bible. 
For Jewish women, rabbinic law and interpretation are much more important 
than the hebrew Bible in shaping women’s roles and status, so feminist calls 
for change in Jewish religious practice focused largely on rabbinic teaching. 
The earliest collection of articles by Jewish women, a special issue of Response 
magazine published in 1973, included only one essay on the Bible, mary Gen-
dler’s “The Vindication of Vashti.”14 elizabeth Koltun’s anthology The Jewish 
Woman: New Perspectives, which included papers from both the Response 
issue and the two national conferences, reprinted the Gendler article alongside 
(Protestant) Phyllis trible’s “depatriarchalizing in Biblical interpretation.”15 
The fact that there was virtually nothing on the Bible written by Jewish women 
until the 1980s and 1990s testifies to the way that feminist scholars gravitated 
to those issues that seemed to hold the most immediate promise of bringing 
about religious change.

4. the Beginnings of Feminist Biblical studies

That said, however, both examination of the Bible as a significant cultural 
force contributing to women’s subordination and reinterpretations of the 
Bible meant to challenge sexist readings were certainly part of feminist discus-
sion early on. two articles from the early 1970s that were particularly influen-
tial and widely circulated and reprinted were leonard swidler’s “Jesus was a 
Feminist” and Phyllis trible’s “depatriarchalizing in Biblical interpretation.” 

12. see http://depts.alverno.edu/archives/archome/rcwfindingaid.html.
13. see “Pentecost as a Paradygm [sic] for women’s liberation”; “Bible/Theology 

Group”; and “The coming of lilith: toward a Feminist Theology,” in “women exploring 
Theology at Grailville.”

14. mary Gendler, “The Vindication of Vashti,” Response 18 (summer 1973): 154–60. 
also published as The Jewish Woman (ed. liz Koltun; waltham, mass.: Jewish educational 
Ventures, 1973). 

15. elizabeth Koltun, The Jewish Woman: New Perspectives (new york: schocken, 1976).
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swidler’s piece, published in Catholic World in 1971, argued that Jesus was in 
favor of and promoted the equality of women and men. The negative evidence 
for this assertion, swidler argued, is that there is no recorded saying or action 
of Jesus that depicts him as treating women as inferior persons. But this nega-
tive evidence is raised “exponentially in its significance” when contrasted with 
the lowly position of Jewish women in Palestine in the first century. swidler 
was entirely explicit in linking his claim that “Jesus vigorously promoted the 
dignity and equality of women in the midst of a very male-dominated society” 
with an agenda for change in the church. his article began by defining Jesus as 
“the historical person who lived in Palestine … whom christians traditionally 
acknowledge as lord and savior, and whom they should ‘imitate’ as much as 
possible,” and it ended with the words, ”Jesus was a feminist and a very radical 
one. can his followers attempt to be anything less…?”16

swidler handed christian feminists a very powerful tool for challeng-
ing sexism in christian institutions, but it was one that came with a shadow 
side. as Judith Plaskow pointed out in an article written toward the end of 
the decade, the “Jesus was a feminist” argument recapitulated a historic anti-
Jewish pattern whereby christians lay at the feet of Judaism characteristics 
that they sought to deny in themselves. The dramatic contrasts that swidler 
drew between Jesus and Judaism rested on a number of fallacies: they used 
a sixth-century text—the talmud—as evidence for first-century Palestinian 
Judaism; they treated rabbinic Judaism as monolithic; they compared the 
words and actions of an itinerant preacher with laws and sayings formulated 
in rabbinic academies; and they ignored the fact that Jesus was a Jew and that 
his behavior and teachings are themselves evidence for the status of women in 
first-century Judaism.17 despite its problematic assumptions, the “Jesus was a 
feminist” theme became very popular—so popular, in fact, that even the Vati-
can nodded to it when, in 1976, it reiterated its opposition to the ordination 
of women.18 The theme was picked up and expanded on by many authors: by 
rachel conrad wahlberg in Jesus according to a Woman, published in 1975, 
and by the evangelical feminists letha scanzoni and nancy hardesty in All 
We’re Meant to Be, published in 1974, and Virginia mollenkott in Women, 
Men, and the Bible, published in 1977.19 all these writers, and the many others 

16. leonard swidler, “Jesus was a Feminist,” Catholic World (January 1971): 177–83; 
quotations on 178, 177, and 183.

17. Judith Plaskow, “christian Feminism and anti-Judaism,” Cross Currents 33 (fall 
1978): 306–9.

18. sacred congregation for the doctrine of the Faith, “declaration on the Question 
of the ordination of women to the ministerial Priesthood,” 2:10–12.

19. rachel conrad wahlberg, Jesus according to a Woman (new york: Paulist, 1975); 
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who popularized the theme in articles and classes, clearly intended that it 
serve the cause of greater equality for women in church and society.

By way of contrast, Phyllis trible’s article on depatriarchalizing first 
appeared not in a popular periodical but in the prestigious Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion in 1973. yet trible likewise explicitly linked 
her attempt to reinterpret the hebrew Bible with the movement for women’s 
liberation. she acknowledged that patriarchal attitudes and laws were central 
to scripture but went on to say, “if these views are all which can be said or 
what primarily must be said, then i am of all women most miserable.” But 
trible did not find herself forced to choose between the God of the fathers and 
the God of sisterhood, because the more she participated in the movement, 
“the more she [discovered her] freedom through the appropriation of biblical 
symbols.”20 trible’s purpose in “depatriarchalizing in Biblical interpretation” 
was to explore biblical themes that in her view functioned as salvific for both 
women and men. Probably the best known part of the essay is her detailed 
exegesis of Gen 2–3, which argued that women were created as helpers equal 
to men in Gen 2 and that subordination enters into the narrative only as a 
punishment for sin in Gen 3. But trible also examined broader motifs that she 
believed pointed beyond sexism, including the Bible’s use of female imagery 
for God and the joyous mutuality of the male and female lovers in the song 
of songs.21 she was to expand on all these themes in God and the Rhetoric of 
Sexuality, which appeared at the end of the decade.

The publication of trible’s article in 1973 coincided with early discus-
sions of women and the Bible taking place within the american academy 
of religion. The first-year offerings of the working Group on women and 
religion included a paper by winsome munro on “Patriarchy and charis-
matic community in ‘Paul.’ ”22 Though it was not much referenced in sub-
sequent discussions, the paper can be read as the opening salvo in the Paul 
wars, in which various scholars argued about whether Paul was a friend or 
foe of women’s liberation. in its second year, the working group devoted an 
entire session to The Woman’s Bible, bringing to its audience an important 
piece of women’s history that had been all but forgotten. while the papers 

letha scanzoni and nancy hardesty, All We’re Meant to Be: A Biblical Approach to Women’s 
Liberation (waco, tex.: word, 1974); and Virginia mollenkott, Women, Men, and the Bible 
(nashville: abingdon, 1977).

20. Phyllis trible, “depatriarchalizing in Biblical interpretation,” JAAR 41 (march 
1973): 31.

21. ibid, 30–48.
22. winsome munro, “Patriarchy and charismatic community in ‘Paul,’ ” in Plaskow 

and romero, Women and Religion, 189–98.
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focused largely on the nineteenth-century context and presuppositions of The 
Woman’s Bible’s authors, they also made clear the importance of biblical rein-
terpretation to the project of women’s emancipation.23 The same year, 1973, 
the aar/sBl held a plenary session on “women and the study of the new 
testament” at which robin scroggs argued that “far from being a chauvin-
ist,” Paul is “the only certain and consistent spokesman for the liberation and 
equality of women in the new testament,” and elaine Pagels took issue with 
a number of scroggs’s claims.24

mary daly’s Beyond God the Father, which also appeared in 1973 and 
which was a watershed volume in the emerging field of feminist studies in 
religion, mocked all these developments in feminist biblical interpretation. 
she chided scroggs for being “more concerned with justifying an author long 
dead … than with the deep injustice … that is being perpetrated by religion.” 
she joked about the probable length of a depatriarchalized Bible, saying, “Per-
haps there would be enough salvageable material to comprise an interesting 
pamphlet.” and she labeled one of the subheads in her book “Jesus was a 
Feminist, But so what?” Fine, great, she said, if Jesus was a feminist, “[b]ut 
even if he wasn’t, I am.” again, expressing the mood of the period, she argued 
that women need to give priority to their own experience rather than looking 
to the past for justification.25 

despite daly’s critique, however, feminist biblical studies was quickly 
becoming an established part of feminist work. The year 1974 saw the publica-
tion of rosemary ruether’s important collection of scholarly essays, Religion 
and Sexism, which explored the role of religion in “shaping the traditional 
cultural images that have degraded and suppressed women.”26 Phyllis Bird’s 
long and careful essay in the volume, “images of women in the old testa-
ment,” became an instant classic. arguing that “the old testament is a collec-
tion of writings by males from a society dominated by males” and portraying 
a man’s world, Bird examined the diverse and sometimes conflicting images 
of women in biblical law, proverbs, and historical writings. she ended rather 

23. The papers are available in section 3 of Judith Plaskow Goldenberg and Joan 
arnold romero, eds., Women and Religion: 1973 Proceedings (tallahassee, Fla.: american 
academy of religion, 1973).

24. robin scroggs, “Paul and the eschatological woman,” JAAR 40 (1972): 283–303, 
here 283; and scroggs, “Paul and the eschatological woman: revisited,” JAAR 42 (1974): 
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25. mary daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation 
(Boston: Beacon, 1973), 5, 206 n. 5, 73.

26. rosemary radford ruether, ed., Religion and Sexism: Images of Women in the 
Jewish and Christian Traditions (new york: simon & schuster, 1974), 9.
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than began her analysis with the creation narratives in order to place them in 
the larger context of the multitude of old testament references to women.27 
connie Parvey’s essay in the same volume, “The Theology and leadership 
of women in the new testament,” focused on the attitudes of the primitive 
church toward women as reflected in the writings of the new testament. con-
tributing her bit both to the Paul wars and to the depiction of Judaism as 
christianity’s negative foil, Parvey contended that, although Paul was a man 
of his time, his understanding of the role of women and men in christ was 
without precedent in the context of first-century Judaism.28 The session on 
methodology in the women and religion section in 1975 further solidified 
the place of the Bible in feminist scholarship by including biblical studies 
among the disciplinary perspectives discussed. mary wakeman’s paper “Bib-
lical Prophecy and modern Feminism” argued for an analogy between “the 
prophetic movement in biblical times and the women’s movement in our own 
time,” claiming that the prophetic model of cultural change had particular 
relevance for women’s efforts at cultural transformation.29

5. the role of the Bible in struggles for ordination

while the academy was the main site for the emergence of feminist scholar-
ship in religion and feminist biblical scholarship in particular, struggles for 
the ordination of women were an important second locus for the develop-
ment of feminist biblical studies. By the end of the 1960s, most mainstream 
Protestant denominations in the united states had admitted women to full 
ordination. in the early 1970s, however, as women were questioning their 
received roles in church and society and overturning barriers to full participa-
tion in many professions, they still were not ordained to the priesthood in the 
episcopal or roman catholic churches. since most opponents of ordination 
grounded their resistance in the Bible, its proponents likewise needed to turn 
to the Bible in order to rebut conservative arguments. Fortunately, women 
were entering seminaries in record numbers during this period, and so there 
were theologically trained women ready to take up the cudgel.

Krister stendahl’s pamphlet The Bible and the Role of Women, which was 
published in 1958 in the context of a contentious debate over the ordination 

27. Phyllis Bird, “images of women in the old testament,” in ruether, Religion and 
Sexism, 42–88.

28. connie Parvey “The Theology and leadership of women in the new testament,” 
in ruether, Religion and Sexism, esp. 123–35. 

29. mary wakeman, “Biblical Prophecy and modern Feminism,” in Gross, Beyond 
Androcentrism, 67–86, here 67.
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of women as priests in the church of sweden and translated into english in 
1966, was very influential in the ordination discussion. stendahl argued that 
the new testament is completely uninterested in the question of women’s 
ministry as a problem demanding special attention. Therefore, it makes no 
sense for people who accept the social emancipation of women to argue for 
their exclusion from the priesthood on biblical grounds.30 his claim that 
women’s subordination to men is the only biblical argument against ordina-
tion was used effectively by emily hewitt and suzanne hiatt at the height of 
the episcopal debate over ordination. Part of the “Philadelphia 11” who in 
1974 broke the fifty-year deadlock over ordination to the episcopal priest-
hood by getting themselves irregularly ordained, hewitt and hiatt wrote 
Women Priests: Yes or No? in 1973 in an attempt to examine and demolish the 
attitudes and arguments standing in the way of ordination. two chapters on 
the Bible at the center of the book examined key biblical passages often used 
to oppose ordination and argued for the importance of Gal 3:28 (“in christ 
… there is neither male nor female”) to an understanding of the central new 
testament message.31 

mounting pressure toward the ordination of women in the episcopal 
church also helped to ignite the roman catholic struggle. in 1975, a group 
of catholic laywomen organized what they thought would be a small confer-
ence of likeminded people to discuss the ordination of women into a renewed 
priesthood. to their astonishment, more than twelve hundred people showed 
up, and another five hundred had to be turned away. when in 1976 the Vati-
can issued its “declaration on the Question of the admission of women to 
the ministerial Priesthood,” in which it reiterated its longtime opposition to 
the ordination of women, proponents of ordination were galvanized rather 
than silenced.32 one almost immediate response to the declaration was the 
publication of Women Priests: A Catholic Commentary on the Vatican Decla-
ration, a collection of articles assembled by leonard and arlene swidler that 
critically examined the declaration’s central arguments. more than a quarter 

30. Krister stendahl, The Bible and the Role of Women (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966), 
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of the essays focused on the new testament, and their authors represented a 
who’s who? of emerging catholic feminist biblical scholars.33

6. consolidation

By the middle of the 1970s, then, there was a small but significant body of 
feminist work on the Bible that clearly defined itself as grounded in the strug-
gle for women’s dignity and equality in society and in the church. in 1976, 
letty russell published The Liberating Word, the first collection of feminist 
essays devoted exclusively to the Bible. Both the foreword and russell’s intro-
duction to the volume set it in the context of the changing consciousness of 
women and men and its implications for reading and interpreting scripture. 
Four chapters and a study guide offered resources for study and action to the 
many congregations and denominations working to make the language of 
Bible study and worship more inclusive of all participants. chapters by sharon 
ringe, elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, and Joanna dewey laid out different 
models of feminist biblical interpretation, while a final essay by letty russell 
focused on inclusive language, arguing for Bible translations that “reflect the 
gospel mandate of full equality for all human beings.”34 The collection was 
preparation and provided important theoretical grounding for An Inclusive 
Language Lectionary, the first volume of which appeared in 1980.

elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza’s contribution to The Liberating Word was just 
one of several ground-breaking essays that she published in the second half 
of the 1970s. her writings in this period laid the foundations for In Memory 
of Her (1983) by analyzing and critiquing the androcentric model that had 
guided most new testament interpretation, describing an alternative feminist 
model, and sketching some of the fruits of that model for a new understand-
ing of christian origins. a number of assumptions that were to remain central 
to her work were spelled out in these essays: the idea that all scholarship on 
early christian history is determined by contemporary questions and inter-
ests; the notion that singling out “the place of women” in the Bible as a special 
problem projects contemporary attitudes back onto the new testament; the 
insistence that feminist scholars must be willing to criticize the androcentric 
bias of the new testament itself, not just of its interpreters; and the conviction 
that an egalitarian interpretive model can yield a richer and more nuanced 
picture of women’s participation in the early christian movement. “although 
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studies of women’s roles in early christianity generally conclude that women 
were marginal figures in the early christian movement,” she argued, in fact 
“leadership roles were diversified and based on actual function and service.”35

Three works that appeared toward the end of the decade further solidi-
fied the place of biblical studies in feminist scholarship in religion. in 1978, 
Phyllis trible published the first full-length feminist scholarly work on the 
Bible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality. The book drew on and greatly elabo-
rated themes she had first outlined in her essay “depatriarchalizing in Biblical 
interpretation.” starting from the view that the Bible is “a literary creation 
with an interlocking structure of words and motifs,” trible explored a number 
of “clues in [the] text” that point to the image of God as male and female.36 a 
very long middle chapter on the creation narrative in Gen 2–3 was preceded 
by chapters on the metaphor of womb and on female imagery for God and fol-
lowed by chapters on the song of songs and the book of ruth, both books in 
which women are of central importance. Though this was clearly a scholarly 
book with ample notes and other academic apparatus, trible was not at all shy 
about rooting her project in a larger feminist critique of culture. many current 
discussions of the Bible engage the world as well as communities of faith, she 
said. her angle of vision was “a critique of culture in light of misogyny,” an 
issue that intersects with many other liberation struggles.37 

in 1979, rosemary radford ruether and eleanor mclaughlin published 
a companion volume to Religion and Sexism, Women of Spirit: Female Lead-
ership in the Jewish and Christian Traditions. while Religion and Sexism had 
focused on important male images of women in Judaism and christianity, 
Women of Spirit was concerned with the real-life roles of women as leaders, 
teachers, and transmitters of religious tradition. The book included a substan-
tial chapter on the Bible written by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, who used the 
new testament as well as other early christian documents to sketch the roles 
of women as founders and leaders of congregations, missionaries, prophets, 
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teachers, and apostles.38 The other important anthology that appeared in 1979 
was Womanspirit Rising, a feminist reader that brought together and discussed 
diverse articles in the new and exciting field of feminist studies in religion. in 
a section entitled “The Past: does it hold a Future for women?” editors carol 
P. christ and Judith Plaskow included two essays on the Bible: one, the section 
on Genesis from trible’s work on depatriarchalizing, and the other an essay by 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza that discussed the evidence for women’s multiple 
roles in the early christian movement.39

Thus, the 1970s saw the emergence of feminist work on the Bible that 
was explicitly grounded in and supportive of the revolution in women’s self-
understandings and social roles. as feminists brought new questions to bibli-
cal texts, they began both to uncover the lineaments of women’s “herstory” 
buried within androcentric frameworks and to develop exegetical and her-
meneutical tools for understanding and evaluating the significance of bibli-
cal perspectives on women. The foundations were laid for the flowering of 
feminist biblical scholarship in the 1980s and 1990s that would see the entry 
of women of color, out lesbians, and Jewish women into an increasingly rich 
and multifaceted conversation.

38. see n. 35.
39. Phyllis trible, “eve and adam: Genesis 2–3 reread,” in Womanspirit Rising: A 

Feminist Reader in Religion (ed. carol P. christ and Judith Plaskow; new york: harper & 
row, 1979), 74–83; elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “women in the early christian move-
ment,” in christ and Plaskow, Womanspirit Rising, 84–92.
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today it is possible to find much work in feminist biblical studies in latin 
america and the caribbean, particularly in articles.1 La Revista de Interpre-
tación Bíblica Latinoamericana (RIBLA) contains a surprising number of fem-
inist authors. This was not so in the 1980s, when women were timidly begin-
ning to write. only two decades ago, in the beginning of the 1990s, did the 
contributions of feminist biblical scholars begin to grow. The objective of this 
article is to provide an understanding of these contributions, their historical 
background, exegesis, hermeneutics, focuses, methods, diversity, levels, and 
obstacles. i privilege the journal RIBLA as a source, since it is the most rep-
resentative, but i do not intend to leave aside other sources and books where 
feminist biblical scholars have also made contributions. 

1. the Beginnings

The feminist biblical-theological movement in latin america began in the 
context of revolutions and popular struggles against dictators and limited 
democracies. at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, shortly 
after the emergence of liberation theology, women who were studying the 
Bible and theology began to speak as women who were conscious of being 
oppressed because of their gender as well as their class. it was at this time that 
women began to understand themselves as subjects of theological work and 
theology and not just as a topic to be studied.2 This was a milestone in latin 

1. The term feminist used here is meant as an ample concept that includes all women 
who fight against all types of oppression against women and is concerned with their resis-
tance, struggle, and search for liberation. 

2. see elsa tamez, “la mujer como sujeto de producción teológica,” presented at one 

-35 -
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american theological studies, because liberation theologians already focused 
on the economically poor as a starting point of their theology. The few women 
theologians who were doing liberation theology at this moment very quickly 
expanded this focus in biblical and theological thought when they began to 
speak about “the option for women” who were doubly oppressed because of 
their class and their gender.3 a little later, in the mid-1980s, this focus was 
extended to include ethnicity and race. 

we need to be clear, however, that these theologians and biblical scholars 
were not pioneers in the struggle for the rights of women in the church and 
society; rather, they were late in joining the women’s movement. since the 
mid-1980s, however, there have been groups of christian women, catholic 
and Protestant, in various countries of the continent who promote the sig-
nificant participation of women in church and society.4 These women are also 
motivated by the secular feminist movements. unfortunately, there has not 
been a structured relationship between feminist movements and the organi-
zations of women theologians. in the beginning, this rift was due to ideologi-
zation. women theologians were wary of the intervention of feminist impe-
rialists in latin america, and feminists were wary of a christian orientation 
that subjugated women. This attitude was a great loss for both groups because, 
on the one hand, the feminist movement could have contributed important 
theories to the theologians; the theologians, on the other hand, could have 
helped them understand the religiosity of the majority of women. today this 
structural link is still lacking, despite the existence of relationships at an indi-
vidual level between some feminist theologians and some women from secu-
lar feminist movements. 

in the 1980s, the term feminist was avoided because of prejudices and 
stigmas from patriarchal society. women in theology spoke of themselves 
as biblical scholars of “the oppressed woman,” of “women’s theology,” or of 

of the first meetings of women theologians, in mexico in october of 1979, published in the 
journal servir 88/89 (1980): 461–78.

3. ivone Gebara, maria clara Bingemer, and ana maría tepedino are three well-
known Brazilian women theologians in the field of systematic theology. maría José rosado 
nuñes, a sociologist of religion, helped the women with feminist theories, especially on 
gender. later, at the beginning of the 1990s, maría Pilar aquino, a theologian who now 
lives in the u.s.a., made a significant contribution collecting and systematizing the con-
tributions of many women. see Our Cry for Life: Feminist Theology from Latin America 
(maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1993; spanish title: Clamor por la vida: Teologia latinoamericana 
desde la perspectiva de la mujer, 1992). it is worth mentioning here that rev. ofelia ortega 
from cuba promoted the theological education of many women from her position at the 
world council of churches. 

4. For example: “mujeres para el diálogo” in mexico and “talita Kumi” in Peru.
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theology “from a woman’s point of view.” The term feminist was consciously 
adopted only in the beginning of the 1990s, although this term is rejected even 
today in many church circles and in the society at large. The term mujerista, 
proposed by ada maría isasi-diaz and used by latinas in the united states, 
has never been used and is unknown within the women’s biblical movement 
in latin america and the caribbean.

2. living contexts as unavoidable Frameworks

The biblical scholarship of latin american and caribbean feminists is dis-
tinctive because the scholars live on a continent pervaded by poverty and 
violence. Feminists dream of another society where women are not beaten, 
raped, or assassinated and where mothers do not need to search for the 
bones of their daughters or sons assassinated by war, narco-traffic, corrup-
tion, delinquency, or the effects of global warming that is wreaking havoc on 
all the earth. This reality explains why elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza’s term, 
kyriarchy, fell on fertile ground in this region. here it is impossible to do 
feminist theology without considering other oppressions such as class, race, 
and ethnicity.

it is possible to mark the beginning of feminist biblical studies in the 
caribbean and in meso- and south america in large strokes. The stages 
that have been experienced here include: dictators, external debt, structural 
adjustments promoted by neoliberalism, the exclusion of women, migra-
tory movements provoked by the free market, and the devastation of natural 
resources. upon being confronted with these realities, women have reacted 
in distinctive ways. especially with the crisis in paradigms in the last two 
decades, there has been a rejection of macrostructural frameworks in order 
to allow for everyday stories in which women’s bodies find themselves con-
fronted with these huge realities to be foregrounded. resistance is a priority, 
as are the struggles of women to survive and to transform their own situa-
tions, small or large.5 since then, feminist biblical work has been tied to these 
living experiences and has privileged everyday relationships where the stakes 
are life and death. 

5. in an article about hermeneutics, i describe the socioeconomic and political stages 
and how women interpret texts in light of these realities. see elsa tamez, “hermenéutica 
Feminista en américa latina y el caribe: una mirada retrospectiva,” in Religión y género 
(vol. 3 of Enciclopedia Iberoamericana de religiones; ed. sylvia marcos; madrid: trotta, 
2004), 43–66.
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2.1. diversity in Biblical approaches and academic levels

in the 1980s, polarized and ideologized by the cold war, there was a group 
of women biblical scholars who worked together and resisted any influence 
from the so-called First world. This situation changed with the fall of the 
Berlin wall. women were moving on and diversifying, being receptive to new 
paradigms, and many were distancing themselves from liberation theology, 
whose leadership was dominated by men. Various currents have since arisen 
within the feminist biblical movement, such as african-descendant feminists 
who take up racism and blackness as fundamental categories in their analysis 
of the biblical text; ecofeminists who propose another way to approach real-
ity by breaking with the occidental epistemology; and women who are more 
interested in the challenges of the feminization of poverty aggravated by the 
globalization of the free market.6 

however, within all of these currents the preoccupation with women 
living in poverty predominates. at the same time, we see a fundamental 
interest in dealing with daily life and the corporal life of women as the privi-
leged framework of reference in biblical analysis. The question of reproduc-
tive rights and abortion is a delicate theme not only in the churches but also 
in society as a whole. with the exception of the Brazilian theologian ivone 
Gevara,7 feminist theologians are just beginning to touch this issue explicitly 
in this last decade.8 

The scarcity of universities that offer a doctorate in biblical-theological 
studies means that the number of women with a doctorate is small. in fact, 
when feminist theology started at the end of the 1970s, there was only one 
woman, an argentinian, with this degree. Beatriz melano cauch is the pioneer 
in feminist biblical-theological work at this level. in the mid-1980s, various 
women went to europe or to the united states to obtain their doctorates. later 
the field of biblical studies opened up in latin america, some at the doctorate 
level, such as in Brazil and chile, which made it easier for women to study. 
today there is actually a large number of women with a master’s or licenti-
ate degree who do excellent work, many of whom are authors in the journal 
RIBLA. This does not mean that universities or seminaries offer courses in 

6. see the final document from the meeting of biblical scholars in san leopoldo, 
Brazil, 2004, sponsored by the women of RIBLA.

7. Gebara was silenced by the Vatican after she made declarations in the Brazilian 
magazine Veja in 1993 in favor of the decriminalization of abortion.

8. see RIBLA 57 ([2007]: 48–55, 56–64, 70–77), dedicated to reproductive rights, 
where elaine Gleci neuenfeldt, carmiña navia, and adriana Kuhn work on the theme 
of abortion.
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the field of feminist biblical studies. That is far from the case. women use the 
methods of biblical studies in general, first specializing in the First or second 
testament, and then women themselves work on the texts from the angle of 
their own feminist conscience.

There are also many women at the middle level of studies. They are the 
leaders of the latin american biblical movement, who do feminist biblical 
rereadings, work full time in biblical formation workshops at the pastoral 
level, and are assiduous readers of biblical works. They fulfill a fundamental 
task in the conscientization of women at the base and are the key to seeing that 
the women at the base receive the work of feminist biblical scholars. however, 
it must be recognized that the term feminist is not adopted by all women. The 
stigma is still present, especially in the churches. men’s fear of this word has 
not disappeared. it is known that many women do not use the “f-word” in 
church contexts as a strategy, in order not to be rejected nor to undermine 
their biblical formation projects with church women.

3. Feminist Biblical Publications

The best example of women authoring feminist biblical work is found in 
Revista de Interpretación Bíblica Latinoamericana, which is now published 
three times a year in spanish and Portuguese. more than fifty women from 
different parts of the continent and the caribbean have written for it. some 
have doctorates; others have earned a master’s or licentiate in the field. of the 
sixty-three issues published from its creation in 1988 until 2009, two hun-
dred and six articles have been written by women biblical scholars addressing 
very interesting themes and methodological and hermeneutical approaches. it 
could be said that the journal opened a space for women, a space that was then 
filled little by little as they were able to prepare academically. For this reason, 
the first issues had very little participation by women, but in later issues their 
presence is very strong, almost equal to that of men. 9 more and more women 
continue to be prepared in this field. women tend to prefer biblical studies 
over theology, and we have very few women theologians in the area of sys-
tematic theology.

six issues have been dedicated to the topics of “woman and the Bible” and 
“Gender and the Bible.” of these six issues, three have been written only by 

9. one or two women wrote in the first issue, and there are no women in issues 2 
(1989), 3 (1989), 7 (1990), and 10 (1991). neither are there in issue 34 (1999), dedicated 
to the book of revelation. This is strange, because at that time many women were writing 
in the journal.
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women, in 1993, 1997, and 2002.10 Three issues were written by both men and 
women because the themes were gender, masculinities, and human repro-
duction. These were published in 2000 and 2007.11 The final document, from 
a meeting of women biblical scholars in 2004 in san leopoldo, Brazil, was 
incorporated into the RIBLA volume dedicated to the celebration of its fifti-
eth issue. The document is titled “respiros … entre transpiración y conspir-
ación” [sighs … between perspiration and conspiracy]. This document refers 
to women’s position confronting exegesis and hermeneutics, as i will elaborate 
below. This inventory is intended to show the advances made by women in 
biblical studies despite living in an environment that is still hostile to feminist 
thought. 12 i have consulted other sources where i have found feminist bibli-
cal articles, such as the journal Aportes Bíblicos in costa rica and Alternativas 
in nicaragua. Both are relatively new journals that include authors from the 
whole continent.

3.1. themes, examples, and advances

Feminist biblical scholars have explored diverse topics. a great number of 
articles are dedicated to exploring unknown passages or reconstructing the 
stories of anonymous women in the Bible. at the beginning, studies of the 
well-known women such as Judith, hagar, ruth, the shulamite, the samari-
tan, mary magdalene, lydia, second testament genealogies, and women 
healed by Jesus were abundant.13 all of these have been found in the journals 

10. Por manos de mujer (RIBLA 15 [1993]); Mas nostras decimos (RIBLA 25 [1997]); 
Las mujeres y la violencia sexista (RIBLA 41 [2002]).

11. El género en lo cotidiano (RIBLA 37 [2000]); Imaginando masculinidades (RIBLA 
56 [2007]); Reproducción humana; Complejidad y desafío (RIBLA 57 [2007]). 

12. surely there are various dissertations not considered here because of the impos-
sibility of knowing about them due to the limitations of the region. however, the ample 
selection analyzed here makes clear the state of feminist biblical studies. 

13. For Judith, see anna maría rizzante Gallazzi, “la mujer sitiada: lectura de Judit 
a partir de dina,” RIBLA 15 (1993): 47–58. For hagar, see mercedes Brancher, “de los ojos 
de agar a los ojos de dios, Gen 16:1–16,” RIBLA 25 (1997): 11–27; heydi Galarza, “agar e 
ismael: un estudio de Génesis 21:1–21,” Aportes Bíblicos 9 (2009): 5–30. For ruth, see maría 
antonita marques, “los caminos de sobrevivencia. una lectura del libro de rut,” RIBLA 63 
(2009): 66–72. For the shulamite, see rizzante Gallazzi, “yo seré para él como aquella que 
da la paz,” RIBLA 21 (1996): 91–101. For the samaritan, see lucía weiler, “Jesús y la samar-
itana,” RIBLA 15 (1993): 123–30. For mary magdalene, see see maribel Pertuz, “la evan-
gelista de la resurrección en el cuarto evangelio,” RIBLA 25 (1997): 69–76; carmiña navia, 
“Violencia histórica contra maría de magdala,” RIBLA 41 (2002): 107–16. For lydia, see 
ivoni richter reimer, “reconstruir historia de mujeres: reconsideraciones sobre el trabajo 
y estatus de lidia en hechos 16,” RIBLA 4 (1989): 47–64; aida soto, “lidia, la vendedora de 
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mentioned above. Very early on, interpretations of women who had been 
ignored in the history of salvation, especially those in the First testament, 
appeared. These include women in the elisha circle and women hidden 
within the texts of leviticus, numbers, nehemiah, ezra, samuel, Kings, the 
prophets, and others. scholars examined texts in which women appear as 
prophets, witches, mothers defending cadavers of their sons, prostitutes with 
babies, and desperate widows; they also address the legislation of women’s 
bodies in leviticus and numbers. From the second testament, stories of 
women have been reconstructed in the Gospels, acts, the epistles, and rev-
elation.14 scholars also have analyzed texts where women appear in the final 
greetings of Pauline letters, where women prophets are recognized between 
the lines, and so on.15

The reconstruction of stories implies taking different directions of inter-
pretation and often criticizing what the patriarchal biblical tradition has seen 
as positive. This is the case, for instance, in alicia winters’s contribution, 
which recuperates the subversive memory of rizpah, saul’s widow (2 sam 
21:1–14).16 rizpah frightens away the wild birds and animals so they would 
not eat the cadavers of her sons, thereby “maintaining alive the memory of 
those assassinated by david’s ambition.” For the author, the woman’s actions 
have political and subversive repercussions as a protest against the “abuses 
of david’s government.” in rizpah’s actions, winters sees the image of many 
mothers who struggle against the disappeared and massacred in colombia, 
the country in which she writes. 

nancy cardoso Pereira rereads 1 Kgs 3:16–28 from a perspective com-
pletely at odds with tradition.17 This passage has been praised for solomon’s 
wisdom in discovering who the real mother was, but cardoso Pereira gives 
its interpretation a new twist. her starting point is women prostitutes and 

púrpura, una alternativa de economía doméstica (experiencias bíblicas),” RIBLA 51 (2005): 
102–5. For second testament genealogies, see see sandra mansilla, “hermenéutica de los 
linajes políticos: un estudio sobre los discursos en torno a las genealogías y sus implicacio-
nes políticas,” RIBLA 41 (2002): 83–92. For women healed by Jesus, see Genoveva nieto, 
“el cuerpo femenino como texto: la curación de la mujer encorvada, lc.13:10–17,” Aportes 
bíblicos 1 (2005): 5–36.

14. see Violeta rocha, “entre la fragilidad y el poder: mujeres en al apocalipsis,” 
RIBLA 48 (2004): 95–104. 

15. see lilia dias mariano, “Profetisas en el antiguo israel, interfiriendo en el trans-
curso de la historia,” RIBLA 60 (2008): 131–46.

16. alicia winters, “la memoria subversiva de una mujer, 2s 21: 1–13,” RIBLA 13 
(1992): 77–86.

17. nancy cardoso Pereira, “Prostitutas–madres–mujeres: obsesiones y profecía en 
1r3:16–28,” RIBLA 25 (1997): 8–40.
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sacrificed children, a situation not unrelated to Brazil, where she writes. she 
does not find comfort in the king’s wisdom but prefers to find a solution of 
the conflict in recognizing the children’s bodies. cordoso Pereira’s intention 
is to “denaturalize” the stereotypes of the maternal instinct of women as pros-
titutes/mothers, as well as the male’s objective judgment. The author does not 
need the spectacle of the king’s wisdom. The real wisdom comes from the 
woman who knows well the body of her child, and merely seeing this body is 
sufficient. cardoso Pereira analyzes the rhetorical situation of the story as the 
consolidation of the monarchical state and its institutions such as the military, 
the administration, and the court and its wise men. 

in this same line of critiquing traditional readings, elisabeth cook rereads 
ezra, focusing on the foreign women as victims of an identity conflict between 
two groups of the golah (exiled community).18 her analysis leads to the conclu-
sion that the women “are portrayed as a threat to the well-being of the Judean 
post-exilic community.”19 These women are not really foreigners; their “for-
eignness” is established by the condition of being a woman, in order to assure 
the integrity and hegemony of a sector looking to exercise its power, influence, 
and identity over everyone else. This is so because it is “the masculine political 
and religious power that defines what is normative, what is pure and acceptable 
to yahweh.”20 her starting point for analyzing the situation is today’s migration 
and the foreignness imposed by dominant cultures, such as north america, on 
the one side, and the free market of globalization, on the other.

 in the interpretation of such stories, the women are not portrayed as 
protagonists or as victims, as was often done in the 1970s and 1980s. For 
example, because of the pervasive problem of militarism within the latin 
american and caribbean context, the Brazilian tania mara sampaio works 
with the book of hosea and criticizes traditional readings.21 she does not 
look specifically at women but instead at their social groups and their differ-
ent expressions of social relationships. to make women and their practices 
visible means to question the structural reality and power relations of the 
society. it is not sufficient to isolate women as oppressed beings who need to 

18. elizabeth cook, “las mujeres extranjeras, victimas del conflicto e identidades,” in 
Ecce Mulier: Homenaje a Irene Foulkes (ed. universidad Bíblica latinoamericana; san José: 
sebila, 2005): 105–33. 

19. ibid.
20. ibid.
21. tania mara sampaio, “el cuerpo excluido de su dignidad,” RIBLA 25 (1997): 

35–45. sampaio has written various articles about hosea, products of her doctoral thesis, 
which was published as Movementos do corpo prostituido da mulher: Aproximaçães da pro-
fecia atribuida a Oséias (são Paulo: loyola, 1999). 
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be liberated. rather, it is necessary to analyze the processes of exploitation in 
which they reach their share of power for resistance. Because of this, prostitu-
tion in hosea has to be seen as a political, economic, and religious category. 
The critique is directed at the priests as agents of the monarchical system that 
relies on its military force.

since the beginning, ivoni richter reimer has contributed to the recon-
struction of stories in the second testament. she has taught us how to “dig 
out” those texts that are usually not discussed. using social-historical analysis 
and reaching out to archaeology, ancient sources, and inscriptions, she has 
greatly enriched feminist biblical studies. in her reconstruction of lydia, for 
example, she proposes to walk on other paths. “The male exegetes,” she says, 
“already have taken liberties with her life: they have her married, widowed, 
wealthy and transformed into a european, etc.” and all of this seems to them 
as justified, “because one exegete copies another.” Therefore, she decided to 
take the liberty of finding another way, using the contributions of sociohistor-
ical materials and extrabiblical sources.22 irene Foulkes also walks in this path. 
The key to reading, she says, is to know the historical-cultural context of the 
first century in order to evaluate women’s appearance in the christian com-
munities and other texts as a way of learning about the situation of women in 
the first christian communities.23 

in the last decade, more biblical scholarship has appeared in which patri-
archal texts are critically analyzed. indefensible texts, or “texts of terror,” have 
received attention as unacceptable texts in the Bible. Besides the known “texts 
of terror,” such as stories of the levite’s concubine and the rape of tamar, 
women scholars have brought to attention “texts of terror” that express the 
male chauvinism of patriarchal society in ancient times and are not ques-
tioned by the biblical text itself but have passed unnoticed.24 work on such 
texts include mercedes García Bauchman’s, “un rey muy viejo y una machacha 
muy linda” [a Very old King and a Beautiful young woman],25 very clearly 
referring to King david, and mercedes Brancher’s study that denounces the 
violence against women called witches (exod 22:18).26

22. richter reimer, “reconstruir historia de mujeres.”
23. irene Foulkes, “invisibles y desaparecidas: rescatar la historia de las anónimas,” 

RIBLA 25 (1997): 41–51.
24. see elaine neufel, “Volencia sexual y poder: el caso de tamar in 2s 13:1–22,” 

RIBLA 41 (2002): 39–49. 
25. mercedes García Bauchman, “un rey muy viejo y una machacha muy linda,” 

RIBLA 41 (2002): 50–57. 
26. mercedes Brancher, “la violencia contra las mujeres hechiceras,” RIBLA 50 (2005): 

61–64.
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another task taken on in the last decade has been to denormalize texts 
in the second testament that have been used to resist women’s leadership. 
two investigative books have appeared on 1 timothy, one a doctoral thesis 
by marga stroher, and another by elsa tamez.27 in this same vein, Foul-
kes has worked on the texts of 1 corinthians and the domestic codes in 
ephesians and colossians.28 cristina conti titles her article on 1 tim 2:9–15 
“infiel es esta palabra” [This word is unfaithful], making it clear that the text 
is not normative.29

exegetical studies from the perspective of african-descendant feminists 
have appeared more frequently in this last decade. silvia lima da silva has been 
a pioneer in these biblical contributions. she has developed a black hermeneu-
tic since the middle of the 1980s that revalues the inheritance of her ances-
tors and their non-christian religion.30 tirsa Ventura, an expert on psalms of 
ascent,31 rediscovers unknown personalities such as the cushite ebed-melech, 
who speaks as the God of the prophet Jeremiah.32 new generations of schol-
ars, such as maricel mena, have dedicated great effort to analyzing afro-asian 
roots in the Bible and the value of interpreting little-used texts such as the 
legacy of egyptian goddesses in the time of the monarchy as a contribution 
to a black feminist hermeneutic.33 Betty ruth lozano and Bibiana Peñaranda 
have reread num 12 from the perspective of black women and have defended 

27. marga stroher, “caminos de resistencia, en las fronteras del poder normativo: un 
estudio de las cartas Pastorales en la perspectiva feminista” (Ph.d. diss., escola superior 
de teologia, instituto ecumenico de Pós–gradução, são leopoldo, rs, 2002); elsa tamez, 
Luchas de Poder en los orígenes del cristianismo: Un estudio de 1 Timoteo (santander: sal 
terrae, 2005). This appeared in english as Struggles for Power in Early Christianity (mary-
knoll, n.y.: orbis, 2007).

28. irene Foulkes, “conflictos en corinto: las mujeres en una iglesia primitiva,” 
RIBLA 15 (1993): 107–22; Problemas pastorales en Corinto (san José: dei, 1996), 281–302, 
374–82; irene Foulkes, “los códigos y deberes domésticos en colosenses 3:18–31 y efesios 
5:22–6:9: estrategias persuasivas, reacciones provocadas,” RIBLA 55 (2006): 41–62. 

29. cristina conti, “infiel es esta palabra,” RIBLA 37 (2000): 41–56.
30. see silvia lima da silva, En territorio de Frontera: Una lectura de Marcos 7:24–30 

(san José: dei, 2001). 
31. see tirsa Ventura, Cuerpos Peregrinos: Un estudio desde la opresión y resistencia 

desde el género, clase y etnia, Salmos 120–134 (san José: dei, 2008).
32. tirsa Ventura, “un cusita habla ¡como el dios del profeta! una lectura de Jeremías 

38:7–13,” RIBLA 54 (2006): 48–54.
33. maricel mena, “la herencia de las diosas: egipto y sabá en el tiempo de la monar-

quía salomónica,” RIBLA 54 (2006): 34–47; mena, “hermenéutica negra feminista: de 
invisible a intérprete y artífice de su propia historia,” RIBLA 50 (2005): 130–34.
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miriam, the sister of aaron.34 one issue of RIBLA, in which various women 
participated, was dedicated to the Bible and african-asian races.35

along with these contributions from the perspective of african-descen-
dant feminists, biblical studies from an intercultural perspective have also 
appeared. Black and indigenous women, and others who have an interest in 
indigenous cultures, have begun to dialogue with the biblical text from the 
perspective of these cultures.36 mercedes lópez rereads the book of ruth 
focusing on the presence of two different cultures.37 digna ludeña analyzes 
mark 6:30–44 in dialogue with the Quechua culture.38 Graciela chamorro 
rereads mary, the mother of Jesus, from the perspective of indigenous peo-
ples.39 maricel mena constructs from a black cultural perspective a dialogue 
between the catholic church and condomble in and through the voices of 
mary and yamanyá.40 

however, there have been very few ecofeminist interpretations. such 
interpretations have been advanced more in theology because of the well-
known theologian ivone Gebara and the chilean group “conspirando.” in 
terms of analysis of biblical texts from this angle, however, very little has been 
published. mercedes lópez has entered this area by deconstructing patriar-
chal images in Prov 8:22–31.41 maría soavo rereads isa 34:8–17,42 and lilia 
días marianno casts an ecofeminist eye on Genesis, where a woman, water, 
and the sacred are found.43 

34. Betty ruth lozano and Bibiana Peñaranda, “una relectura de números 12 desde 
una perspectiva de mujeres negras,” RIBLA 50 (2005): 114–16.

35. RIBLA 54 (2006).
36. unfortunately, there are few indigenous women biblical scholars, and they do not 

often write because of lack of schooling or oral tradition. Therefore, the articles cited from 
this perspective have been written by mestizas.

37. mercedes lópez, “alianza por la vida: una lectura de rut a partir de las culturas,” 
RIBLA 26 (1997): 96–101.

38. The text not only deals with women but also helps explain the methodology that 
women use in their intercultural analysis. see digna ludeña, “la comida compartida: una 
lectura de marcos 6:30–44 en diálogo con la cultura Quechua–andina,” Aportes Bíblicos 3 
(2006): 3–40.

39. Graciela chamorro, “maria en las culturas y religiones amerindias,” RIBLA 46 
(2003): 74–81.

40. maricel mena, “¡amen, axe! ¡sarava, aleluya!” RIBLA 46 (2003): 64–73. 
41. mercedes lópez, “danzando en el universo: Proverbios 8:22–31,” RIBLA 50 

(2005): 65–86.
42. maría soavo, “nosotras que tenemos alas y sabemos volar: una hermenéutica 

ecofeminista de isaías 34:8–17,” RIBLA 41 (2002): 64–82. 
43. lilia días marianno, “¡Qué alegría! la palabra de yahveh también vino a la mujer: 

un análisis ecofeminista de Génesis 16,” RIBLA 50 (2005): 49–52.
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3.2. hermeneutics

3.2.1. Problems and hermeneutical leaps

since the beginning (the 1980s and 1990s), women have encountered herme-
neutical problems. on one side is the general tendency in the region to read 
the Bible as a liberating book and the presence of patriarchal texts that contra-
dict this affirmation. on the other side is the diversity of and contradictions 
within the biblical text itself, some liberating and others oppressive. This has 
led to the resituation of latin american hermeneutics and a challenge to it 
from the reality of women and the african and indigenous cultures, first from 
intuitions, then from suspicions, and later from exegetical affirmations, as can 
be seen in the later issues of RIBLA.44 

The most serious problem is the prevalent climate of orthodoxy within the 
churches and traditionally assumed biblical authority. as we have seen above, 
women scholars demand the reconstruction of biblical texts and theological 
concepts that have been elaborated with neoplatonic, dualistic categories and 
that portray women negatively. The black and indigenous hermeneutic pro-
poses a cosmo-vision that dissents from orthodoxy by once again taking up 
the ancestral spirituality that sometimes clashes with monotheistic christi-
anity. categories outside the framework of western epistemology come into 
play. silvia regina expresses this very well when, in her article “Fe y axe,” she 
challenges her readers to begin with life and not with orthodoxy. in order to 
leave behind concepts elaborated in the great centers of academic-theological 
study, she invites her readers “to leave the order of orthodoxy and to think 
from the dis-order of daily life.” in this way, she encourages others to think 
from the margins, “from extreme threats to life, from the border lands, where 
we find the bricolage and the other.”45 maricel mena also challenges latin 
american exegesis and hermeneutics from an african-asian roots perspec-
tive. her attempt has been a target of criticism in the traditional academic 

44. in 1993 i offered hermeneutical guidelines to understand Gal 3:28 and 1 cor 14:34. 
i criticized academic and scientific “prudence,” because it often becomes complicit with 
androcentric readings. see elsa tamez, “Pautas hermenéuticas para comprender Gálatas 
3:28 y 1 corintos 14:34,” RIBLA (1993): 9–18. silvia regina de lima silva questions popu-
lar hermeneutics from the perspective of the black world; see her “hay zapatos viejos que 
hacen callos en los pies ensayo re relectura bíblica a partir de la realidad afroamericana y 
caribeña,” RIBLA 19 (1994): 37–45.

45. silvia regina de lima silva, “Fe y axe: sanación como experiencia de encuentro 
con la fuerza que nos habita,” in Ecce mulier: Homenaje a Irene Foulkes (san José: sebila, 
2005), 231–45. 
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world.46 an example of this conflict is nancy cardoso Pereira’s debate with 
the scholar ciro Flamarion, who calls this type of exegesis “egyptomania.” in 
her view, this critique is nothing more than violence exerted from the domi-
nant western model of science and history.47 

Therefore, the challenge arises not just within academia but also within 
popular biblical hermeneutics (leitura Popular da Bíblia) that reads the text 
from the point of view of social justice and in favor of the poor, but always 
within the traditional paradigms and within the limits of orthodoxy.48 add 
to that the crisis of the paradigms of modernity, and above all its dichotomist 
emphasis. in the ninth meeting of leitura Popular da Bíblia scholars in Buenos 
aires in 2003, the women presented reflections from their own experience in 
dialogue with the Bible as a way of taking on the challenges of today’s episte-
mological paradigms that are still uncommon within the movement. sandra 
mansilla, coordinator of the movement, summed up this form of knowledge 
that women experience as partial, selective, full of creativity, and provisional.49 

3.2.2. Final documents

The issue of RIBLA titled Pero nosotras decimos [But we women say], writ-
ten only by women, gathers together the documents from the women biblical 
scholars who met in colombia in 1995.50 This summary produced certain 
“guiding points” for feminist liberation hermeneutics in the 1990s:

1. The body as a hermeneutical category that offers alternatives to the 
discourse and invites new nonasymmetric gender relations.

2. The subjects and their everyday stories in the hermeneutical process. 
These, like the lives of women of today, construct and sustain the 
social fabric, its changes and resistance.

3. a hermeneutic of construction and deconstruction takes for granted 
that the text is generically constructed, captive to asymmetric rela-

46. maricel mena, “raíces afroasiáticas en el mundo bíblico: desafíos para la exégesis 
y hermenéutica latinoamericana,” RIBLA 56 (2006): 17–33.

47. see nancy cardoso Pereira, “las raíces afro-asiáticas de la Biblia hebrea: ¿disfraz 
académico o corriente esotérica?” RIBLA 54 (2006): 7–16; 35. 

48. see the doctoral thesis of isabel aparecida Felix, “anseio por dançar diferente: 
leitura popular da bíblia na ótica da hermenêutica feminista crítica de libertação” (univer-
sidade metodista de são Paulo, 2010).

49. sandra mansilla, “intuiciones para abrir la historia: mujeres, conocimiento y 
Biblia,” RIBLA 50 (2005): 150–52.

50. RIBLA 25 (1997).
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tions that subordinate women. Therefore, the interpretative para-
digms need to reformulate the text so that it becomes a place of 
humanization and integration between persons.

4. a hermeneutic that questions the concept of biblical authority. rev-
elation is not limited just to the text but includes the possible meeting 
of the word in the text with the word of God present in the everyday 
life of the communities, women, men, children … peoples, cultures, 
religious traditions.

later, in 2004, women biblical scholars met again in san leopoldo 
and produced another document, which was entitled: “respiros … entre 
transpiración y conspiración.”51 in this meeting, the plurality of biblical stud-
ies between the women of latin america and the caribbean was adopted. 
Various leaps were made, and a feminist hermeneutic of liberation, an ethnic-
racial feminist hermeneutic, and an ecofeminist hermeneutic clearly emerged. 
The document itself explains this: 

with this, we have taken qualitative leaps in an epistemological rupture 
using categories such as “partiality,” “provisional,” “ambiguity,” “diversity,” 
“experience,” “simultaneousness” in the critique of the hegemonic-patriar-
chal-dualist-hierarchy powers. another rupture appeared in questioning the 
idea of the linearity of history and conscience, considering different sources, 
times, spaces, accentuating a renewed process in differentiating levels of 
circularity-spirituality.52 

although the document is written in a poetic tone, in the subtitles it is clear 
which framework is being worked out. here i quote again from part of the 
document:

Saberes y sabores [Wisdoms and Flavors] (epistemological dimension): 
dancing the dances of life we arrive at this “other place” that we name 
“partiality,” understood as an act of thinking from our distinct conditions 
because we experience it within our bodies! therefore we affirm the impor-
tance of the impartiality, the ambiguity and the simultaneousness of the 
intersections in the production of knowledge and reading of the biblical 
text, from an ethical, political and sacred horizon.

Quehaceres y placers [Tasks and Pleasures] (ethical dimension): we 
experience with intensity the complexity of the socio-political and eco-

51. “respiros … entre transpiración y conspiración: documento final del encuentro 
de mujeres en san leopoldo,” RIBLA 50 (2005): 109–13. 

52. “respiros,” 121.
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nomic dimensions whose analysis we renew in our daily lives. out of this, 
we perceive there is not just one paradigm of power, but the task always 
involves an ethical horizon and the commitment we take on in the face of 
the realities of our bodies, relationships, languages, meta-languages, strug-
gles, tears, pleasures, and celebrations. 

Danzas y andanzas [Dances and Ventures] (methodological dimen-
sion): in the recognition of the body and in the provocation of the dance, we 
move in the construction of our own methods, taking them on as limit and 
possibility, in an ambiguity that is also visualized as dependence and anat-
omy in relation to known methods, historical-critical-literary-rhetorical. 
we do this from our feminist perspective and gender. therefore, we affirm 
that in its difference our exegesis, hermeneutics, theology, and pastoral 
work are serious, legitimate, and exercise authority because they reconstruct 
life where it is threatened.

Puertas abiertas! [Open the Doors!] (dimension of Biblical author-
ity): we reaffirm that the fundamental principle of biblical authority is life, 
coming from threatened life that cries out for life. this biblical authority 
is clothed and vested in celebration, in which the doors are always open, 
gathering in the new, in the transitoriness of the bodies who enter and leave 
in the experience, nostalgia, desire and in the joy of ample and re-created 
relationships that feed life.…

3.2.2. Privileged hermeneutical categories

Gender theories are most used in the analysis of the text and of reality, in 
the time of the text as well as in today’s realities. This preference can be seen 
in almost all of the articles, books, and final documents. Feminist biblical 
scholars are conscious that the term can be an object of manipulation by 
males. Therefore, they define it carefully as a feminist category of analysis that 
observes the asymmetric power relations between women and men. tania 
mara sampaio shows: 

The center is in the mediation of gender as a category of analysis of reality 
and of those texts. it is to observe the social relations of power between 
women and men in the everyday life in the story. The proposal of a her-
meneutic of gender is not only to make women visible. it tries to confront 
the power present in the social organization of gender relations in the 
home, ethnicity, and class that emerge from historical processes and are 
not purely biological.53

53. tania mara sampaio, “consideraciones para una hermenéutica de género del 
texto bíblico,” RIBLA 37 (2000): 7–14.
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our daily reality and the body are two other privileged categories in feminist 
biblical analysis. There are innumerable articles that analyze texts in terms of 
the body and everyday reality, as can be seen in the various titles mentioned 
above. it is not the rejection of macrostructural analysis and global projects 
that struggle to make a new society viable where there is space for all women 
and men. The problem is that these are seen as limited when the body and 
everyday realities are not taken seriously. nancy cordoso expresses it very 
well when she analyzes the text about the woman and child in the circle of 
the prophet elisha.54 For her, the idolatrous and sacrificial character of the 
economy in these texts communicates that “the context of domestic work in 
the household is presented as a privileged scene for the action of mechanisms 
of economic oppression that need to control and fetishize the economic rela-
tions of the home.” it is also of urgent importance to affirm daily life and its 
relations as a theological and political place that demands the critique of those 
instruments of analysis used until now. This challenge is to engage in interdis-
ciplinary work that dialogues in a special manner with feminist theories that 
have been the most engaged in these questions. This means to incorporate the 
conversations and structures “that are mobilized from the body, and its needs, 
its beauty, its capacity for epiphany.”55

4. methods

Feminist biblical scholars use a variety of methods of biblical analysis. we find 
useful historical criticism, narrative, semiotics, and social-rhetorical analysis, 
and social-historical methods, depending on the type of text that is being ana-
lyzed. many times there is a combination of methods that offer the best ways 
to explore the senses of the texts. as irene Foulkes says, feminist exegesis has 
not developed a method that is called “feminist” but rather uses those that 
already exist. The difference is in the procedure—how they are used, for what 
reasons, and from which perspective.56 For example, the textual critique of the 
historical method is used to test for interpolations or manipulations against 
the women in the same textual variations. Furthermore, the social-historical 
method helps to reconstruct daily life through archaeology and ancient extra-
biblical documents. synchronic methods, such as narrative, semantic, and 

54. nancy cordoso, “la mujer y lo cotidiano: la mujer y el niño en el ciclo del profeta 
eliseo,” RIBLA 14 (1993): 7–21.

55. nancy cardoso Pereira, “la mujer y lo cotidiano: la mujer y el niño en el ciclo del 
profeta eliseo,” RIBLA 14 (1993): 20.

56. irene Foulkes, “Praxis exegética feminista: conceptos, instrumentos, proced-
imientos,” Alternativas 36 (2008): 33–58.
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social-rhetorical analyses, help to reconstruct texts and to find new mean-
ings in the always polysemic discourse. The analysis is interdisciplinary in 
dialogue with the social sciences, poetry, or literature. There are many articles 
that combine poetry with scientific analysis.

a mark of the region is the use of the hermeneutical circle. This involves 
the concern for the lived experience, the analysis of the text from the con-
text of the text and in dialogue with today’s context, and the challenge of a 
transforming praxis in an impoverished continent where the feminization of 
poverty and the resistance and struggle of women make it impossible to enact 
suspicious readings of the Bible. This starting point marks the entrance to the 
texts. For example, nancy cardoso Pereira’s study of 2 Kgs 6:24–30, which 
speaks of devouring babies because of famine, begins: 

it was the first time i went out since my baby daughter was born. a daugh-
ter with ten days of life waited for me in the house, and i was in a hurry to 
return, but the red traffic light kept me from going on. a man passed me 
selling some things, and he demanded that i look through the car window.… 
there i saw a woman and a little girl. it was impossible not to see: she was 
sitting on the island between the lanes washing her child with water she got 
out of a tin can and rinsed her with an old rag. i remembered my daughter 
in the house, the boiled water and clean cotton, and looked at the stop light 
wishing that it would let me go. But, not yet. i turned my eyes toward the 
woman in the exact moment that she looked at me. eyes of a mother on 
a street of san Paulo. it was then that i understood the scandalous biblical 
reference that marked her desperation. i read 2 Kgs 6:24–30 with shock and 
fear.… what the mother on the street said to me, and which frightened me, 
was the verification of the sacrifice of her daughter: “today my daughter is 
sacrificed in the middle of the street … and when do we devour yours?” i 
go to my house saying that my daughter is not going to be food, and what 
the other replied to me was “But, isn’t this what we agreed?” i open the Bible 
with the commitment to learn the memory of God’s people, the words and 
new actions so that all mothers and children are recognized.57 

5. Final words

i have presented important phases and contributions of feminist biblical 
studies in the last three decades in latin america and the caribbean. The 
analyzed materials have been mostly articles, due to the scarcity of books. 
The majority of the articles have been footnoted at the bottom of the page so 
that readers can see by reading the titles where feminist exegesis and herme-

57. cardoso Pereira, “la mujer,” 7.
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neutics of latin america and the caribbean are going. Through the themes 
and examples presented, it has been possible to observe the preoccupations, 
priorities, hermeneutical advances, and preferred way to interpret the biblical 
texts.



“stirring up Vital energies”: Feminist Biblical 
studies in north america (1980s–2000s)

Susanne Scholz 
Perkins School of Theology

1. “discovering a largely unknown Past”: From The Woman’s Bible 
to The Women’s Bible in north american Biblical studies

The rise of feminist biblical studies in north america has been an ocean wave 
flooding the malestream world of biblical scholarship engendered by the 
social movements of the time.1 early on, feminist biblical scholars believed 
themselves to be the first to critically examine christian and Jewish sacred 
texts with feminist epistemology. They knew little about the accomplishments 
of previous generations of feminists and even less about the suffragists who 
opposed the use of the Bible in justification of north american women’s sec-
ondary status.2 only by chance did second-wave feminists discover the first 
feminist commentary on the Bible, published in the 1890s by u.s. suffrag-
ist elizabeth cady stanton and her editorial team.3 reading The Woman’s 

1. see, for instance, Kathleen m. o’connor, “The Feminist movement meets the old 
testament: one woman’s Perspective,” in Engaging the Bible in a Gendered World: An Intro-
duction to Feminist Biblical Interpretation in Honor of Katharine Doob Sakenfeld (ed. linda 
day and carolyn Pressler; louisville: westminster John Knox, 2006), 3; Phyllis a. Bird, 
Missing Persons and Mistaken Identities: Women and Gender in Ancient Israel (minneapo-
lis: Fortress, 1997), 3, 4; elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone: The Challenge of 
Feminist Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1984), 2.

2. For a survey on american women reading the Bible in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, see carolyn de swarte Gifford, “american women and the Bible: The 
nature of woman as a hermeneutical issue,” in Feminist Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship 
(ed. adela yarbro collins; chico, calif.: scholars Press, 1985), 11–33.

3. elizabeth cady stanton, ed., The Woman’s Bible (Boston: northeastern university 
Press, 1993). For a history of the leading suffragist in the united states, see, e.g., Kathi 
Kern, Mrs. Stanton’s Bible (ithaca, n.y.: cornell university Press, 2001), 7: “in 1974, the 
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Bible, second-wave feminists learned about the nineteenth-century feminist 
engagement with religion and the Bible. similarly, feminist biblical scholars 
at the end of the twentieth century were inspired by the larger civil rights and 
social movements of liberation and justice. They initially focused on gender 
and later connected their work with other forms of oppression, such as race, 
class, and the globalizing structures of empire. 

This chapter describes three developmental phases of feminist biblical 
studies in north america: the 1980s, when feminist biblical studies expanded 
and deepened its institutional connections and scholarly perspectives; the 
1990s, when the field moved beyond the politics of omission; and the current 
phase in the early twenty-first century, when intersectionality and dialogi-
cal relationships are pronounced as acts of resistance to forces of cooptation 
into the dominant discourse.4 Finally, i suggest briefly where feminist biblical 
scholarship might go in the future. The pioneering phase in the 1970s is not 
included in this chapter because it receives fuller discussion in Judith Plas-
kow’s contribution in this volume.5 

2. the expansion of sexual Politics and Gender 
 in Feminist Biblical Perspectives during the 1980s

in the 1980s, feminist biblical scholars expanded and deepened the study of 
the Bible in relation to women, gender, and sexuality. one publication, “The 
effects of women’s studies on Biblical studies,” illustrates the energies that 
began to manifest in the field. The volume contained the papers from a suc-
cessful and inspiring panel discussion that had taken place during the 1980 
sBl centennial celebration at the annual meeting of the society of Biblical 
literature. The papers were published in 1982 by the British Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament,6 not by the sBl’s Journal of Biblical Literature. 

seattle-based coalition task Force on women and religion published its edition of The 
Woman’s Bible, a reprint made from two volumes that Jane t. walker of tacoma, washing-
ton, had inherited from her suffragist mother.… having enjoyed The Woman’s Bible herself, 
walker wrote to the coalition task Force, she was ‘glad to share it with my sister women.’ ”

4. For a slightly different mapping of the phases in feminist biblical studies, see Pamela J. 
milne, “toward Feminist companionship: The Future of Feminist Biblical studies and Femi-
nism,” in A Feminist Companion to Reading the Bible: Approaches, Methods, and Strategies 
(ed. athalya Brenner and carole Fontaine; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1997), 39–60.

5. see her chapter entitled “movement and emerging scholarship: Feminist Biblical 
scholarship in the 1970s in the united states,” in this volume. see also susanne scholz, 
Introducing the Women’s Hebrew Bible (london: t&t clark, 2007).

6. Phyllis trible, ed., “The effects of women’s studies on Biblical studies,” JSOT 22 
(1982): 3–71.
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Pamela J. milne pointed out that it must have been “surely an embarrassment 
to the sBl” when it became obvious that sBl had missed the mark.7 The editor 
of the volume, Phyllis trible, hinted at this, stating: 

From the beginning, all of us involved in this session, speakers and listeners, 
knew that we were not celebrating a centennial. in the sBl, as in society at 
large, women have little, if anything, to celebrate.8 

during this second phase, the nearly exclusive research focus was on women 
and gender. already in 1982, Katherine doob sakenfeld acknowledged “the 
cultural and functional inseparability of racism, sexism, and classism”9 and 
saw these issues addressed “on the theological front” but not in biblical stud-
ies, where “the literature dealing with these three ‘isms’ remains on three 
separate tracks.”10 she recognized that “we Bible specialists have more work 
to do in this area”11 of analyzing the intersectionality of gender and other 
social categories. 

one response came from toinette m. eugene, an ethicist and woman-
ist scholar, who articulated the parameters of a womanist biblical hermeneu-
tics in 1987. she explained that, due to women of color’s “doubly and triply 
oppressed” status in patriarchal society, it does not suffice to identify patri-
archal oppression with androcentrism alone. sexism must be understood as 
part of other oppressive ideologies, such as racism, militarism, or imperial-
ism, because “the structures of oppression are all intrinsically linked.”12 she 
suggested that a feminist biblical hermeneutics has “to articulate an alterna-
tive liberating vision and praxis for all oppressed people by utilizing the para-
digm of women’s experiences of survival and salvation in the struggle against 
patriarchal oppression and degradation.”13 yet eugene’s general proposal for 
the inclusion of other forms of social analysis did not find full articulation 
in the 1980s. during this phase most feminist biblical scholars focused on 

7. milne, “toward Feminist companionship,” 42.
8. ibid., 3.
9. Katharine doob sakenfeld, “old testament Perspectives: methodological issues,” 

JSOT 22 (1982): 19.
10. ibid.
11. ibid.
12. toinette m. eugene, “a hermeneutical challenge for womanists: The interre-

lation Between the text and our experience,” in Perspectives on Feminist Hermeneutics 
(ed. Gayle G. Koontz and willard swartley; elkhart, ind.: institute for mennonite studies, 
1987), 20. For a general discussion of womanist theology, see, e.g., delores s. williams, 
“The color of Feminism: or, speaking the Black woman’s tongue,” JRT 43 (1986): 42–58.

13. eugene, “hermeneutical challenge,” 25.
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gender and androcentrism only. despite some exceptions, an intersectional 
analysis was not prominent in feminist biblical publications.14

The omission of race, class, and geopolitical dynamics as analytical cat-
egories is obvious today because many feminist interpreters embrace inter-
sectional, postcolonial, and dialogical hermeneutics from around the world. 
yet in the 1980s, north american feminist biblical scholars were mainly white 
women, located at departments of religious studies and schools of theology, 
aiming to establish themselves in academic institutions and in a discipline 
that defined exegetical work as objective, universal, and value neutral. at the 
time their exegetical focus on women and gender was in itself a challenge 
to the mostly white, male, and senior scholars who populated schools and 
departments and usually had difficulties recognizing feminist research as a 
legitimate area of scholarship. yet even then, feminist biblical interpretation 
challenged modernist notions of objectivity, disinterestedness, and the pos-
sibility of extracting an original meaning inherent in the text. From the begin-
ning it has understood its project as the critical analysis of multiaxial power 
relations in which gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, nationality, age, physical 
abilities, and other ideological-theological stances play central roles. 

in the 1980s, two feminist biblical publications stand out because they 
fueled the research agenda for years to come. These books reframed epistemo-
logical, hermeneutical, and methodological priorities and lent scholarly legiti-
macy to women and gender research in biblical studies. elisabeth schüssler 
Fiorenza’s In Memory of Her is one such book.15 she explains in the introduc-
tion to the tenth anniversary edition that she “set out to explore the problem 
of women’s historical agency in ancient christianity in light of the theologi-
cal and historical questions raised by the feminist movements in society and 
church and to do so in terms of critical biblical studies.”16 schüssler Fiorenza 
showed that christian women and men in the first century attempted to prac-
tice “the call to coequal discipleship” with various levels of success. at the time, 
she worried whether “feminists might label the book as ‘male scholarship,’ 
whereas my colleagues in biblical studies might not take it seriously.”17 how-
ever, the book was recognized as a milestone accomplishment; for instance, 
Beverly w. harrison asserted, “In Memory of Her is, i believe, the most ful-

14. For a constructive critique of this situation, see, e.g., nyasha Junior, “womanist 
Biblical interpretation,” in day and Pressler, Engaging the Bible in a Gendered World, 44.

15. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Recon-
struction of Christian Origins (new york: crossroad, 1994).

16. ibid., xiv.
17. ibid.
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some proposal we yet possess for a feminist hermeneutics that addresses the 
full circle of human interpretation.”18 

The other work that galvanized feminist biblical studies came from Phyl-
lis trible. her 1984 volume, Texts of Terror,19 presented four biblical women: 
hagar, tamar, an unnamed woman, and the daughter of Jephthah. informed 
by a feminist hermeneutic and rhetorical criticism, trible selected these 
“ancient tales of terror” because, as she explained, they “speak all too fright-
eningly of the present.”20 she acknowledged that her study was possible only 
because of her earlier and more joyous work of 1978, God and the Rhetoric of 
Sexuality.21 Both volumes unearthed stories about women and gender in the 
hebrew Bible that had been mostly neglected in christian and Jewish com-
munities. trible’s project jolted scholars and lay readers alike into a newfound 
awareness of these biblical texts and their tremendous significance for discus-
sions on women and gender, with hints toward other forms of oppression, 
such as nationality and class.22 

many important studies appeared in the 1980s exploring the complexities 
of female characters, topics, and references in biblical literature, history, and 
tradition. in hebrew Bible studies they include the works of Phyllis Bird, Peggy 
l. day, tikva Frymer-Kensky, esther Fuchs, alice l. laffey, carol meyers, 
Katharine doob sakenfeld, and renita J. weems.23 in early christian litera-
ture they include the studies by Bernadette Brooten, mary rose d’angelo, 
Jane schaberg, sandra m. schneiders, luise schottroff, mary ann tolbert, 
and antoinette wire.24 The publications of these and other scholars expanded 

18. Beverly w. harrison, “review of In Memory of Her, by elisabeth schüssler Fio-
renza,” Horizons 11 (1984): 150.

19. Phyllis trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984).

20. ibid., xiii.
21. Phyllis trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Fortress: Philadelphia, 1978).
22. see, e.g., ibid., 27. For an early review, see, e.g., claudia V. camp, “review of texts 

of terror: literary-Feminist readings of Biblical narratives, by Phyllis trible,” JAAR 54 
(1986): 159–61.

23. renita J. weems, Just a Sister Away (san diego, calif.: luramedia, 1988); carol 
meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (new york: oxford university 
Press, 1988); alice l. laffey, An Introduction to the Old Testament: A Feminist Perspective 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988); Peggy l. day, ed., Gender and Difference in Ancient Israel 
(minneapolis: Fortress, 1989).

24. Bernadette Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue (chico, calif.: 
scholars Press, 1982); mary ann tolbert, ed., The Bible and Feminist Hermeneutics (Semeia 
28; chico, calif.: scholars Press, 1983); sandra m. schneiders, Women and the Word (new 
york: Paulist, 1986); Jane schaberg, The Illegitimacy of Jesus: A Feminist Theological Inter-
pretation of the Infancy Narratives (san Francisco: harper & row, 1987).
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and deepened feminist research beyond anything ever written before. yet it 
needs to be remembered that for institutional, hermeneutical, and sociopoliti-
cal reasons, feminist interpreters did not usually attend to other intersectional 
dynamics; in the 1980s, their scholarship practiced, perhaps unconsciously, a 
politics of omission. 

3. Beyond a Politics of omission and toward a differentiation  
of Feminist-womanist-Mujerista exegesis in the 1990s

Things changed in the 1990s, when voices of “otherness” became increas-
ingly vocal in biblical studies. For the first time, voices of african american 
women scholars were joined by exegetes from south africa and other african 
countries who criticized white feminist biblical discourse for neglecting race.25 
They preferred the term “womanism” for christian black women scholarship, 
from alice walker’s definition of the term as coming “from womanish.… a 
black feminist or feminist of color. From the black expression of mothers to 
female children, ‘you acting womanish,’ like a woman. usually referring to 
outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior.”26 

womanist theologians stated that racism was as urgent as sexism and 
demanded that feminist biblical scholarship investigate both gender and 
race. They wanted biblical interpretations to focus “on all historically mar-
ginalized persons, women and men, who have been victimized by patriarchal 
dominance.”27 They advised white feminists to deal with their racist assump-

25. see, e.g., madipoane J. masenya, “african womanist hermeneutics: a suppressed 
Voice from south africa speaks,” JFSR 11 (1995): 149–55; maxine howell, “towards a 
womanist Pneumatological Pedagogy: reading and re-reading the Bible from British 
Black women’s Perspectives,” Black Theology 7 (2009): 86–99. For an example of a woman-
ist interpretation on a specific biblical text, see, e.g., ncumisa manona, “The Presence of 
women in Parables: an afrocentric womanist Perspective,” Scriptura 81 (2002): 408–21; 
raquel a. st. clair, Call and Consequences: A Womanist Reading of Mark (minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2008).

26. see alice walker, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose (san diego: 
harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983), xi. see also the reference to walker’s definition in delo-
res s. williams, “womanist Theology: Black women’s Voices,” in Black Theology: A Docu-
mentary History (ed. James h. cone and Gayraud s. wilmore; 2 vols.; maryknoll, n.y.: 
orbis, 1993), 2:265. williams’s essay was first published in 1987.

27. clarice J. martin, “womanist interpretation of the new testament: The Quest 
for holistic and inclusive translation and interpretation,” JFSR 6 (1990): 53. For a brief 
historical survey of biblical womanist scholarship, see also michael Joseph Brown, “The 
womanization of Blackness,” in Blackening of the Bible: The Aims of African American Bibli-
cal Scholarship (harrisburg, Penn.: trinity, 2004).
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tions28 because “Black women seek to redeem life from patriarchal and racist 
death.”29 womanists also criticized the binary distinction of female and male, 
urging feminist biblical scholars to transform not only sociopolitical and cul-
tural-religious structures of oppression based on race but also those based 
on sexism, classism, sexuality,30 and geo-politics.31 otherwise, they believed 
feminist scholarship would be “like patriarchal scholarship,” “seeking its own 
perpetuation,” and be “doomed.”32 

more recently, some black feminist/womanist biblical scholars acknowl-
edged their ambivalence at being characterized as “womanist.” wilda c. m. 
Gafney explains that her “primary self-designation” is “a black feminist,” a 
self-definition that reclaims the term feminism “from the pale hands of those 
who infected it with racism and classism.”33 she also acknowledges that in 
contexts dominated by racism and classism she prefers the term womanist 
“to avoid being coopted by white feminists.”34 sometimes she considers “a 
hybridized identifier, fem/womanist” most appropriate because it describes 

28. see also the challenge by asian feminist theologian Kwok Pui-lan, “racism and 
ethnocentrism in Feminist Biblical interpretation,” in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist 
Introduction (ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; new york: crossroad, 1993), 101–16.

29. mukti Barton, “The skin of miriam Became as white as snow: The Bible, west-
ern Feminism and colour Politics,” Feminist Theology 27 (may 2001): 80, emphasis added. 
see also Koala Jones-warsaw, “toward a womanist hermeneutic: a reading of Judges 
19–21,” JITC 22.1 (1994): 30. For a survey discussion, see clarice J. martin, “womanist Bib-
lical interpretation,” in Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation (ed. John h. hayes; nashville: 
abingdon, 1999), 655–58.

30. see, for example, renee l. hill, “who are we for each other? sexism, sexuality 
and womanist Theology,” in cone and wilmore, Black Theology: A Documentary History, 
2:345–51.

31. For early and influential publications, see sheila Briggs, “can an enslaved God 
liberate? hermeneutical reflections on Philippians 2:6–11,” in Interpretation for Libera-
tion (ed. Katie Geneva cannon and elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; Semeia 47; atlanta: 
scholars Press, 1989), 137–53; martin, “womanist interpretations of the new testament,” 
4–61; renita J. weems, “The hebrew women are not like the egyptian women: The 
ideology of race, Gender, and sexual reproduction in exodus 1,” in Ideological Criticism 
of Biblical Texts (ed. tina Pippin and david Jobling; Semeia 59; atlanta: scholars Press, 
1992), 25–34.

32. renita J. weems, “womanist reflections on Biblical hermeneutics,” in cone and 
wilmore, Black Theology: A Documentary History, 2:217. more recently, see raquel st. 
clair, “womanist Biblical interpretation,” in True to Our Native Land: An African Ameri-
can New Testament Commentary (ed. Brian K. Blount; minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 54–62.

33. wilda c. m. Gafney, “a Black Feminist approach to Biblical studies,” Encounter 
67 (autumn 2006): 397.

34. ibid.
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“the intersection of feminist and womanist practices.”35 new testament 
scholar Gay l. Byron also recognizes the complexities of being classified as 
a “womanist Bible scholar.” in a discussion on “my own brand of womanist 
biblical hermeneutics,”36 she advises to take seriously the transnational con-
text of black feminism in the u.s. and to develop “a more sustained focus on 
the common themes that u.s. Black feminists share with women of african 
descent throughout the world.”37 she urges feminist Bible scholars, particu-
larly in the field of new testament, “to listen to the voices of those who adhere 
to ‘different’ faiths, hail from ‘other’ cultures, and live in ‘distant’ lands as we 
reformulate the methodologies that might lead to a more representative form 
of global feminist biblical interpretation.”38 

we need to keep in mind that the number of womanist biblical scholars 
has been relatively small. in 2001, only forty-five african american schol-
ars held doctoral degrees in biblical studies. eleven of them were women, 
eight of whom specialized in hebrew Bible and three in new testament. as 
a consequence, many womanist theologians have published womanist Bible 
interpretations.39 They have taken seriously Jacquelyn Grant’s 1978 criticism 
that the black church and theologians “treat Black women as if they were 

35. ibid.
36. Gay l. Byron, “The challenge of ‘Blackness’ for rearticulating the meaning of 

Global Feminist new testament interpretation,” in Feminist New Testament Studies: Global 
and Future Perspectives (ed. Kathleen o’Brien wicker et al.; new york: Palgave macmillan, 
2005), 97.

37. ibid.
38. ibid., 95. For another call toward multimethodological, multireligious, and multi-

perspectival hermeneutics, see, e.g., cheryl B. anderson, Ancient Laws and Contemporary 
Controversies: The Need for Inclusive Biblical Interpretation (new york: oxford university 
Press, 2009).

39. see, e.g., Kelly Brown douglas, who acknowledged: “i am a theologian and not a 
biblical scholar.… it is important for me to approach this timely issue as a theologian and 
not a biblical scholar.” see her article entitled “marginalized People, liberating Perspec-
tives: a womanist approach to Biblical interpretation,” ATR 83 (winter 2001): 41. For a 
historical survey on the significance of the Bible in african american communities, see 
Vincent l. wimbush, “The Bible and african americans: an outline of an interpretative 
history,” in Stony the Road We Trod: African American Biblical Interpretation (ed. cain 
hope Felder; minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 81–97. For early womanist theological work, 
see delores s. williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk 
(maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1993); Katie Geneva cannon, Katie’s Canon: Womanism and 
the Soul of the Black Community (new york: continuum, 1995). see also Katie Geneva 
cannon, “The emergence of Black Feminist consciousness,” in Feminist Interpretation of 
the Bible (ed. letty m. russell; Philadelphia: westminster, 1985).
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invisible creatures” although “Black women represent more than 50% of the 
Black community and more than 70% of the Black church.”40 

in the north american context, recognition of diversity among wom-
en’s social locations was observed not only by womanist scholars but also by 
mujerista theologians. This term is derived from the spanish word for woman, 
mujer. These theologians stress the distinctiveness of hispanic women’s con-
texts for the interpretation of the Bible. For instance, ada maría isasi-diaz, a 
trained christian ethicist, proposed grounding biblical interpretations in the 
lives of hispanic women so that the Bible may serve as a direct support system 
to them. she also proposed that hispanic women “analyze and test their lives 
against those sections of the Bible which are life-giving for them.”41 yet to date 
a book on mujerista biblical interpretation published by a mujerista scholar 
with a doctoral degree in biblical studies does not exist.

despite the concerns articulated by womanist and mujerista theolo-
gians, feminist publications of the 1990s focused mostly on androcentrism.42 
The 1992 publication of the Women’s Bible Commentary, edited by carol a. 
newsom and sharon h. ringe, contains interpretations on every biblical 
book of the christian canon with a focus on women and gender, and the 1998 
expanded edition includes the apocrypha.43 The editors explain that “women 

40. Jacquelyn Grant, “Black Theology and the Black woman,” in Black Theology: A 
Documentary History, 1:334.

41. ada maría isasi-diaz, “The Bible and Mujerista Theology,” in Lift Every Voice: 
Constructing Christian Theologies from the Underside (ed. susan Brooks Thistlethwaite and 
mary Potter engel; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1998), 274. see also, e.g., ada maria isasi-diaz, 
En la lucha: In the Struggle: A Hispanic Women’s Liberation Theology (minneapolis: For-
tress, 1993).

42. see, for example, sharon Pace Jeansonne, The Women of Genesis: From Sarah to 
Potiphar’s Wife (minneapolis: Fortress, 1990); tikva Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the 
Goddesses: Women, Culture, and the Biblical Pagan Myth (new york: Free Press, 1992); 
danna nolan Fewell and david m. Gunn, Gender, Power and Promise: The Subject of 
the Bible’s First Story (nashville: abingdon, 1993); claudia V. camp and carole r. Fon-
taine, eds., Women, War, and Metaphor: Language and Society in the Study of the Hebrew 
Bible (Semeia 61 [1993]); ilona n. rashkow, Taboo or Not Taboo: Sexuality and Family 
in the Hebrew Bible (minneapolis: Fortress, 2000); claudia V. camp, Wise, Strange, and 
Holy: The Strange Woman and the Making of the Bible (sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 
2000); Joan l. mitchell, Beyond Fear and Silence: A Feminist-Literary Reading of Mark 
(new york: continuum, 2001); dorothy lee, Flesh and Glory: Symbol, Gender, and Theol-
ogy in the Gospel of John (new york: crossroad, 2002); christina Grenholm and daniel 
Patte, eds., Gender, Tradition, and Romans: Shared Ground, Uncertain Borders (new york: 
t&t clark, 2005).

43. carol a. newsom and sharon h. ringe, eds., Women’s Bible Commentary (louis-
ville: westminster John Knox, 1992; expanded ed., 1998).
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have read the Bible for countless generations,” but “we have not always been 
self-conscious about reading as women.”44 They explain that the title of the 
commentary refers to women in the plural because the editors and contribu-
tors recognized the need for intersectional feminist readings even when indi-
vidual interpretations do not always make such intersectional connections 
visible. to date, the commentary is the only academically rigorous one-vol-
ume publication on all biblical books of the christian canon that addresses 
women and gender. its significance in the history of feminist biblical studies 
in north america cannot be overemphasized.

The other highly influential publication of the 1990s is the nineteen-
volume Feminist companion series to the hebrew Bible, edited by athalya 
Brenner.45 although this series was neither edited nor published in north 
america, numerous contributors to the first series (1993–2001) and the 
second series (1998–2002) work and live in north america. The articles 
explore biblical texts, characters, and topics with historical, literary, and cul-
tural methodologies and represent the diverse range of scholarship on women 
and gender. some come from explicitly feminist perspectives, while others 
remain moderately neutral about their sociopolitical agenda. although atten-
tion to intersectional hermeneutics is minimal, the nineteen volumes have 
made the extent of research on women and gender in biblical studies more 
accessible than any other anthology.46

44. ibid., xix. a third edition appeared in 2012.
45. The first series was edited by athalya Brenner from 1993 to 2001 (with the excep-

tion of one co-edited volume) and published by sheffield academic Press: A Feminist Com-
panion to Genesis (1993); A Feminist Companion to Judges (1993); A Feminist Companion 
to the Song of Songs (1993); A Feminist Companion to Ruth (1993); A Feminist Companion 
to Samuel to Kings (1994); A Feminist Companion to Wisdom Literature (1995); A Feminist 
Companion to Esther, Judith, and Susannah (1995); A Feminist Companion to the Latter 
Prophets (1995); a Feminist Companion to the Hebrew Bible in the New Testament (1996); 
Brenner and carole Fontaine, eds., A Feminist Companion to Reading of the Bible (2001). 
The second series was also published by athalya Brenner from 1998 to 2002 (with the 
exception of one co-edited volume) and published with sheffield academic Press: Gen-
esis: A Feminist Companion to the Bible (Second Series) (1998); Judges: A Feminist Com-
panion to the Bible (Second Series) (1999); Ruth and Esther: A Feminist Companion to the 
Bible (Second Series) (1999); Samuel and Kings: A Feminist Companion to the Bible (Second 
Series) (2000); Exodus and Deuteronomy: A Feminist Companion to the Bible (Second Series) 
(1998); The Song of Songs: A Feminist Companion to the Bible (Second Series) (2000); Proph-
ets and Daniel: A Feminist Companion to the Bible (Second Series) (2002); Brenner and Fon-
taine, eds., Wisdom and Psalms: A Feminist Companion to the Bible (Second Series) (1998). 
The editor of the new testament series is amy-Jill levine, who has published a growing 
series since 2000 with t&t clark.

46. For other anthologies, see, e.g., day and Pressler, Engaging the Bible in a Gen-
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in short, the third phase in feminist biblical studies embraced the clar-
ion call toward the inclusion of minoritized voices in history, society, and 
religion. yet in practice feminist biblical studies often focused on women 
and gender at every conceivable level of scholarly discourse and activity—
from teaching courses at undergraduate and graduate schools of religious 
and theological studies to doctoral research projects and scholarly publica-
tions. methodologically, the field also moved toward the development of cul-
tural studies.47 however, after twenty years of feminist scholarly activities, 
the institutionalization of a feminist infrastructure in biblical studies has 
depended largely on individual efforts and hiring practices. Thus the call for 
a biblical feminist hermeneutics that “empower[s] women to forge strategic 
bonds with other women—not just with women who share their same demo-
graphic profile, but women of differing religious, ethnic, political, class, and 
geographical identities and locations”48 represents an ongoing challenge to 
Bible scholars of all persuasions—feminist, womanist, mujerista, and others. 
By the 1990s, it had become clear that biblical literature needs to be exam-
ined with social categories such as gender, race, class, sexual orientation, 
disability, and geopolitical domination, so that feminist biblical scholarship 
contributes to the dismantling of the “rhetoric of empire”49 prevalent in the 
world today. at the same time, the academic infrastructure for feminist bib-
lical studies was far from securely established, and most feminist biblical 
scholars continued to function on the margins of the scholarly and institu-
tional establishment.

dered World; alice Bach, ed., Women in the Hebrew Bible: A Reader (new york: routledge, 
1999); harold c. washington et al., eds., Escaping Eden: New Feminist Perspectives on the 
Bible (new york: new york university Press, 1999); Victor h. matthews et al., eds., Gender 
and Law in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East (sheffield: sheffield academic 
Press, 1998).

47. see, e.g., J. cheryl exum, Plotted, Shot, and Painted: Cultural Representations of 
Biblical Women (sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1996); exum, ed., Beyond the Biblical 
Horizon: The Bible and the Arts (leiden: Brill, 1999); Kristen e. Kvam and linda s. schear-
ing, eds., Eve and Adam: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Readings on Genesis and Gender 
(Bloomington: indiana university Press, 1999); susanne scholz, Rape Plots: A Feminist-
Cultural Study of Genesis 34 (new york: lang, 2000); yvonne sherwood, A Biblical Text and 
Its Afterlives: The Survival of Jonah in Western Culture (cambridge: cambridge university 
Press, 2000).

48. Byron, “The challenge of ‘Blackness,’” 96.
49. For this terminology, see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, The Power of the Word: 

Scripture and the Rhetoric of Empire (minneapolis: Fortress, 2007).
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4. Fostering Global intersectionality and dialogical  
relationships in the early twenty-First century

in the early years of the second millennium c.e., north american feminist 
biblical research is dealing with several new challenges, three of which i will 
discuss in detail here. one challenge is related to the function of feminist 
biblical scholarship within the institutional boundaries of higher education. 
another challenge comes from the christian right, which has taken on the 
issue of women and gender in numerous publications widely distributed to lay 
audiences. yet another challenge—probably the most intellectually produc-
tive—pushes feminist studies toward investigations of “otherness” of all sorts, 
such as queer, ethnicity and race, and postcolonial studies. 

First, north american feminist biblical scholarship unquestionably 
developed primarily within institutions of higher education and has become 
part of some undergraduate and graduate departments of religious and theo-
logical studies and seminaries. This development meant that feminist bib-
lical scholars had not only to earn the usual academic credentials and to 
comply with established standards of tenure and promotion but also to adapt 
to the dominant academic discourse and scholarly norms in teaching and 
research projects.50 

Publications, grants, and the development of feminist knowledge are 
judged by scholars of the dominant status quo. The feminist call to action—
one of the initial drives of feminist scholarship in the 1970s—has all too 
often become secondary, and, consequently, the impetus toward sociopo-
litical, economic, and cultural transformation has been neglected. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, then, feminist biblical research has turned into increasingly 
specialized, depoliticized, and coopted projects that comply with dominant 
standards, norms, and expectations. as caroline Vander stichele and todd 
Penner observe, the guild of biblical studies “maintains a strong line of male-
identified scholarly assessment and production,”51 and “the difference that is 
tolerated does not challenge the phallocentric and colonial structures of the 
guild” but rather contributes to “solidify its hold.”52 Feminist biblical scholar-

50. For a critique of the institutional situation, see especially esther Fuchs, “Points 
of resonance,” in On the Cutting Edge: The Study of Women in Biblical Worlds (ed. Jane 
schaberg et al.; new york: continuum, 2004), esp. 12. see also her work entitled Sexual 
Politics in the Biblical Narrative: Reading the Hebrew Bible as a Woman (sheffield: sheffield 
academic Press, 2000).

51. caroline Vander stichele and todd Penner, Contextualizing Gender in Early Chris-
tian Discourse: Thinking beyond Thecla (london: t&t clark, 2009), 169.

52. ibid., 170.
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ship, like other marginalized discourses by the “excluded other,” functions as a 
“fetish” and “is granted access to the formal structure as a beneficent gesture.”53 

consequently, in north american institutions of higher education, femi-
nist biblical research often serves as an add-on to the existing academic con-
tent management and distribution systems, and feminist biblical scholars 
must adapt to dominant academic expectations, the evaluation procedures of 
publishers, and the waning feminist sensibilities of their students. moreover, 
as Pamela J. milne notes, the emergence of feminist biblical studies and the 
inclusion of “others” into the field of biblical studies has concurrently led to 
“the devaluing of the field that we can now observe at many institutions.” she 
insists that this development “may well be linked to the fact that what was 
once a virtually all-male discipline is no longer so.”54 hector avalos goes even 
further. he states that “the sBl is the agent of a dying profession” because 
it lacks teaching positions at credible academic institutions.55 in this situa-
tion of gradually disappearing teaching positions, the “long-term viability” 
of feminist biblical scholarship is at stake, because innovation is “endangered 
or at least impeded.”56 Because of the survival mode in the humanities, the 
impetus toward maintaining the status quo discourages bold proposals for 
epistemological and hermeneutical change, including those from feminist 
biblical scholars.57 at their best, then, feminist biblical scholars contribute to 
developing, promoting, and cultivating textual interpretations as “site[s] of 
struggle”58 and as focused on issues that are “our own in this present world.”59 
in other words, the ongoing marginalization of feminist biblical work in insti-
tutions of higher education has dampened the powerful energies that were set 
free in the 1970s. 

second, the christian right and its plethora of publications on women, 
gender, and the Bible also present considerable challenges to north ameri-

53. ibid., 169.
54. milne, “toward Feminist companionship.”
55. hector avalos, The End of Biblical Studies (amherst, n.y.: Prometheus, 2007), 316. 
56. milne, “toward Feminist companionship,” 43.
57. see, e.g., marc Bousquet, How the University Works: Higher Education and the 

Low-Wage Nation (new york: new york university Press, 2008).
58. schüssler Fiorenza, Power of the Word, 254.
59. Vander stichele and Penner, Contextualizing Gender, 173. For books that take 

seriously contemporary issues of the world today, see, e.g., anne F. elvey, An Ecological 
Feminist Reading of the Gospel of Luke: A Gestational Paradigm (lewiston: edwin mellen, 
2005); daryn Guest, When Deborah Met Jael: Lesbian Biblical Hermeneutics (london: 
scm, 2005); carole r. Fontaine, With Eyes of Flesh: The Bible, Gender, and Human Rights 
(sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, 2008); susanne scholz, Sacred Witness: Rape in the Hebrew 
Bible (minneapolis: Fortress, 2010).
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can feminist biblical studies, although it remains largely unacknowledged 
on either side. Beginning in the 1990s and then forcefully propelled into the 
public during the new millennium, proponents of conservative-fundamen-
talist christianity have published books and anthologies on gender and the 
Bible. defining themselves as complementarians, they have taken on writers 
and theologians within their own religious context and contested egalitarian 
positions about women and men in church and society. The mostly male and 
white authors are often powerful leaders in evangelical organizations, particu-
larly the council of Biblical manhood and womanhood.60 

what is striking about the complementarian christian right’s discourse 
on gender and the Bible is its disregard for feminist biblical scholarship as it 
has emerged in academic discourse since the 1970s. although many comple-
mentarian authors are seminary professors, such as John Piper and wayne 
a. Grudem, their books have failed to engage academic feminist and non-
feminist biblical scholarship even when they discuss biblical passages such as 
Gen 1–3, eph 5:21–33, col 3:18–19, or 1 tim 2:11–15. yet their work is widely 
accessible to lay audiences. 

as a result of the christian right’s conservative sociopolitical and theo-
logical discourse, feminist exegetes continue to combat the most basic and 
persistent androcentric views on women, gender, and the Bible that they have 
been deconstructing for more than forty years. The emergence of evangelical 
publications such as The iVP women’s Bible commentary, edited by cath-
erine clark Kroeger and mary evans, contributes to the confusion about the 
nature, goals, and positions of feminist biblical scholarship.61 many lay read-
ers do not distinguish between a women’s commentary emerging from an 
evangelical-theological context and feminist biblical books published within 
the academic field of biblical studies and descending from the feminist move-
ment of the 1970s. Thus evangelical-conservative books on women, gender, 
and the Bible remain within the boundaries of a sociotheologically conserva-
tive hermeneutics.62 

60. see the online presence of the cBmw at http://www.cbmw.org. For an analysis of 
the complementarians, see susanne scholz, “The christian right’s discourse on Gender 
and the Bible,” JFSR 21 (spring 2005): 81–100.

61. catherine clark Kroeger and mary J. evans, eds., The IVP Women’s Bible Com-
mentary (downers Grove, ill.: interVarsity Press, 2002). a very different commentary was 
published by Jewish feminist scholars and rabbis; see tamara cohn eskenazi and andrea l. 
weiss, eds., The Torah: A Women’s Commentary (new york: wrJ/urJ, 2008).

62. see, e.g., recent publications by Baker Publishing Group: stephen J. Binz, Women 
of the Gospels: Friends and Disciples of Jesus (Grand rapids: Brazos, 2011); Binz, Women of 
the Torah: Matriarchs and Heroes of Israel (Grand rapids: Brazos, 2011); lynn h. cohick, 
Women in the World of the Earliest Christians: Illuminating Ancient Ways of Life (Grand 
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Third, investigations on “otherness” related to queer studies, ethnicity and 
race, and postcolonialism constitute the intellectually most productive chal-
lenge to feminist biblical studies in the early twenty-first century. Publications 
such as the Queer Bible Commentary and other anthologies and monographs 
on queer biblical interpretations have urged feminist biblical scholars to open 
up to GlBtQ issues.63 For instance, deryn Guest observes the prevalence of 
a “heteropatriarchal framework” in feminist biblical studies that sheds light 
on women in the Bible but does not explicitly consider lesbian hermeneu-
tical concerns.64 Ken stone thus encourages connections between feminist 
and queer biblical studies because “feminism, too, is devoted to the critical 
analysis of sex and gender.”65 to him, a critical gender analysis should not be 
limited to “biblical representations of women” but should extend “to biblical 
representations of men and of ‘masculinity.’ ”66 in a way, then, queer biblical 
studies advances the work in feminist biblical studies as it “problematize[s] 
normative approaches to sexuality” and deconstructs “such dichotomies as 
‘homosexual/heterosexual’ and ‘male/female.’ ”67 in short, the goal of lGBtQ 
exegesis is to disrupt “sex-gender-sexuality norms and academic conventions, 

rapids: Baker academic, 2009); tammi J. schneider, Mothers of Promise: Women in the 
Book of Genesis (Grand rapids: Baker, 2008). see also robin Gallaher Branch, Jeroboam’s 
Wife: The Enduring Contributions of the Old Testament’s Least-Known Women (Peabody, 
mass.: hendrickson, 2009).

63. deryn Guest et al., eds., The Queer Bible Commentary (london: scm, 2006); 
robert e. Goss and mona west, eds., Take Back the Word: A Queer Reading of the Bible 
(cleveland: Pilgrim, 2000). see also Guest, When Deborah Met Jael: Lesbian Biblical Herme-
neutics (london: scm, 2005); Theodore w. Jennings, Jacob’s Wound: Homoerotic Narra-
tive in the Literature of Ancient Israel (new york: continuum, 2005); Jennings, The Man 
Jesus Loved: Homoerotic Narratives from the New Testament (cleveland: Pilgrim, 2003); 
robert e. Goss, Queering Christ: Beyond Jesus Acted Up (cleveland: Pilgrim, 2002); Ken 
stone, Queer Commentary and the Hebrew Bible (cleveland: Pilgrim, 2001); stone, Prac-
ticing Safer Texts: Food, Sex, and Bible in Queer Perspective (london: t&t clark, 2005); 
stephen d. moore, God’s Beauty Parlor: And Other Queer Spaces in and around the Bible 
(stanford, calif.: stanford university Press, 2001); daniel a. helminiak, What the Bible 
Really Says about Homosexuality (tajique, n.m.: alamo square, 2000); stephen d. moore, 
God’s Gym: Divine Male Bodies of the Bible (new york: routledge, 1996); Bernadette J. 
Brooten, Love Between Women: Early Christian Responses to Female Homoeroticism (chi-
cago: university of chicago Press, 1996); nancy wilson, Our Tribe: Queer Folks, God, Jesus, 
and the Bible (san Francisco: harper san Francisco, 1995).

64. Guest, When Deborah Met Jael, esp. 107.
65. stone, Queer Commentary, 25.
66. ibid., 26.
67. ibid., 27.
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playful and at times purposefully irreverent,” and to expand feminist research 
beyond the analysis of “woman” or “women.”68

similarly, the emergence of studies on race and ethnicity has opened up 
feminist exegesis to perspectives from asian american feminists and femi-
nist scholars from minoritized north american communities.69 Key in such 
explorations has been the hermeneutical insight that flesh-and-blood read-
ers are central to the exegetical task of contextualizing biblical meanings in 
today’s world.70 combined with postcolonial sensibilities, mai-anh le tran 
presents lot’s wife, ruth, and the Vietnamese figure of tô Thị as female char-
acters “that liberate rather than dominate.”71 Gale a. yee also problematizes 
the methodological, hermeneutical, and political soundness of ethnic/racial 
identity of biblical readers. she wonders what defines “my asian american-
ness, and how does this identity affect my biblical interpretation?”72 in addi-
tion, postcolonial feminist studies on the Bible have emerged not only from 
north america but from other contexts as well.73 a current goal of feminist 

68. Guest et al., The Queer Bible Commentary, xiii.
69. see, e.g., mary F. Foskett and Jeffrey Kah-Jin Kuan, eds., Ways of Being, Ways 

of Reading: Asian American Biblical Interpretation (st. louis: chalice, 2006); randall c. 
Bailey, tat-siong Benny liew, and Fernando F. segovia, eds., They Were All Together in One 
Place? Toward Minority Biblical Criticism (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2009). 

70. For the significance of the flesh-and-blood readers, see already Fernando F. sego-
via and mary ann tolbert, eds., Social Location and Biblical Interpretation in the United 
States (vol. 1 of Reading from This Place; minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); and Social Location 
and Biblical Interpretation in Global Perspective (vol. 2 of Reading from This Place; min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2000).

71. mai-anh le tran, “lot’s wife, ruth, and tô Thị: Gender and racial representa-
tion in a Theological Feast of stories,” in Foskett and Kuan, Ways of Being, Ways of Read-
ing, 125.

72. This and the following quotes are from Gale a. yee, “yin/yang is not me: an 
exploration into an asian american Biblical hermeneutics,” in Foskett and Kuan, Ways of 
Being, Ways of Reading, 156.

73. For publications from the north american context, see, e.g., Joseph a. marchal, 
The Politics of Heaven: Women, Gender, and Empire in the Study of Paul (minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2008); hee an choi and Katheryn Pfisterer darr, eds., Engaging the Bible: Criti-
cal Readings from Contemporary Women (minneapolis: Fortress, 2006); caroline Vander 
stichele and todd c. Penner, eds., Her Master’s Tools? Feminist and Postcolonial Engage-
ment of Historical-Critical Discourse (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2005). For 
study from other contexts, see, e.g., seong hee Kim, Mark, Women and Empire: A Korean 
Postcolonial Perspective (sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, 2010); Jean Kyoung Kim, Woman and 
Nation: An Intercontextual Reading of the Gospel of John from a Postcolonial Feminist Per-
spective (Boston: Brill, 2004); musa w. dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the 
Bible (st. louis: chalice, 2000). see also Phyllis a. Bird, ed., Reading the Bible as Women: 
Perspectives from Africa, Asia, and Latin America (atlanta: scholars Press, 1997).
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biblical studies is to bring feminist scholars of different social locations and 
hermeneutical and methodological assumptions together to find common 
ground in the academic study of biblical literature, history, and tradition.74 

5. toward Quilting Feminist Biblical meanings:  
concluding comments

Feminist biblical scholars diverge on the future direction of feminist biblical 
studies. esther Fuchs suggests that feminist exegetes respect difference and 
“desire for solidarity and alliance across difference.”75 Because of the diverse 
array of feminist biblical scholarship, this suggestion is timely. Fuchs also 
advises that feminist biblical scholarship engage the “very heart of Biblical 
studies and the theories that currently shape it” and work “for epistemologi-
cal transformation,” a key goal of feminist theory in general.76 in Fuchs’s view, 
feminist biblical scholars face the urgent task of “rethinking and re-inventing 
existing frameworks for the production and dissemination of knowledge.”77 

another perspective on the future of feminist biblical studies comes from 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza.78 she does not consider academia alone as a 
viable context to work toward sociopolitical, economic, cultural, and theo-
logical transformation of society. in fact, she sees many social institutions as 
upholders of structures of domination. in her view, only alliances with global 
feminist movements for change will enable feminist biblical scholars to work 
toward the elimination of gender, racial, class, and other forms of injustice. 
hence, schüssler Fiorenza demands that feminist biblical scholarship “must 
be informed by a hunger and thirst for justice”79 so that feminist interpreta-
tions resemble “a critical quilting of meaning” that articulates a “holistic bibli-
cal vision of well-being for all.”80

74. see, e.g., dora mbuwayesango and susanne scholz, “dialogical Beginnings: a 
conversation on the Future of Feminist Biblical studies,” JFSR 25.2 (2009): 93–103. see 
also the ensuing nine responses on pp. 103–43. For an integration of different voices into a 
single-voiced scholarly account, see, e.g., Barbara e. reid, Taking Up the Cross: New Testa-
ment Interpretations through Latina and Feminist Eyes (minneapolis: Fortress, 2007).

75. esther Fuchs, “Biblical Feminisms: Knowledge, Theory, and Politics in the study 
of women in the hebrew Bible,” BibInt 16 (2008): 224.

76. ibid., 225.
77. ibid., 221.
78. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “reaffirming Feminist/womanist Biblical scholar-

ship,” Enc 67 (autumn 2006): 370.
79. ibid., 372.
80. ibid.
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it seems obvious in the age of corporate economic dominance in north 
american societies, especially in the united states, that alliances beyond the 
narrow confines of one’s immediate affiliation are essential. Progressive aca-
demics, religious leaders, political groups, and social networks need to resist 
the lure and rewards of what postcolonial theorists call “the empire.” at the 
same time, they will need to articulate theoretical and practical alternatives 
so that the next generation will be able to continue on. The establishment of 
institutions that foster such “emancipatory” alternatives remains foremost on 
the agenda not only of north american feminist biblical studies at the dawn 
of the twenty-first century.



Feminist Biblical studies in africa

Dora Rudo Mbuwayesango 
Hood Theological Seminary

african women’s interest in the Bible and their recognition of its power began 
with the first african women’s encounters with the Bible. an example of this 
interest and recognition of power is evidenced in the exchange between mma-
hutu (senior wife of chief mothobi of the Batlhaping people of south africa) 
and the missionary John campbell and his associates as early as 1813.1 in the 
same general sense, feminist biblical studies began with the establishment of 
christian churches by missionaries and the indigenous agents who established 
the african indigenous churches (aic). i consider these studies by women as 
“feminist” in the sense that they were done in women’s interests and addressed 
problems that challenged women’s existence and survival.

From the outset, the Bible was seen as a source of consolation and empow-
erment for overcoming the plight of african women in sub-saharan africa, 
as churchwomen gathered in groups to study the Bible. These studies were 
not informed by western scholarly approaches to biblical interpretation, but 
were strictly related to the contexts of their lives. The Bible was approached as 
a source for understanding and dealing with the problems and joys they faced 
in their everyday lives. They were not concerned about what the Bible might 
have meant originally, but what it meant to them as God’s direct word. 

This early form of biblical studies by ordinary women in africa has served 
consciously or unconsciously as a model for women theologians and biblical 
scholars in africa. These women scholars, trained mostly in western acad-
emies, have returned to read or reread the Bible with a focus on the con-
text of the african woman, as their mothers and grandmothers have been 

1. see a fuller discussion by Gerald west, “(ac)claiming the (extra)ordinary african 
‘reader’ of the Bible,” in Reading Other-Wise: Socially Engaged Biblical Scholars Reading 
with Their Local Communities (ed. Gerald o. west; atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 
2007), 29–47, here 32–36.
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doing since their conversion to christianity and their first encounters with the 
Bible. it is not a surprise, then, that these western educated african women 
would like to include in their scholarly endeavors the voices of the “ordinary”2 
women of africa. This focus and approach continues to be evident in women’s 
church groups all over africa.3 

1. setting the context

although this discussion is limited to sub-saharan africa, the vastness of the 
area covered is overwhelming. africa is a vast continent with a variety of cul-
tures, peoples, and religions. while the whole of africa experienced west-
ern colonial imperialism, there are regional differences in the ways colonial-
ism was practiced and experienced in the different countries of sub-saharan 
africa. For example, while southern africa did not experience much of the 
slave trade that led to the transplantation of africans from their homeland to 
europe and america, it did experience a longer duration of western colonial 
domination that only ended with the dismantling of apartheid in south africa 
in 1994. 

 Thus, the cultural context of women’s experiences is tremendously 
diverse. For example, patriarchy is not monolithic in africa. This cultural 
diversity is reflected in the fact that issues absolutely urgent in one corner of 
the continent might be unknown or even insignificant in some other corner. 
For instance, the notorious problem of female genital mutilation is very prob-
lematic in countries like Kenya, while it is not an issue in neighboring coun-
tries like Zimbabwe. 

one of the other elements that provide a context for the development of 
feminist biblical studies in africa is the education of women. in establishing 
schools, colonialists did not consider girls’ education an important need. it 
took some fifty years after the first boys’ school was constructed before girls’ 
schools were established, and these schools were essentially to train women 
to be good wives for the early african male teachers and administrators. The 
priority given to males and the exclusion of women in education explains the 
long absence of african women’s voices in theological discourses. 

2. This practice is recognition that every african woman is an “ordinary” person and 
an “other” in western contexts where most of their publications take place. This idea is very 
evident in the phrase, Other Ways of Reading… that is part of the title of the book contain-
ing essays by african women published by the society of Biblical literature and the world 
council churches in 2001. 

3. mother’s union in the anglican church, for example.
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2. the definition and Beginnings of  
Feminist Biblical studies in africa

Feminist biblical studies is one strand intricately woven into the fabric of 
african feminist theology. This interweaving is not only explained by the fact 
that in africa there is no separation of the discipline of biblical studies from 
other theological disciplines, but also by the fact that few women in africa 
are trained biblical scholars. hence, feminist theologians double as biblical 
scholars. in fact, the organizing of feminist theologians into what became 
known as The circle of concerned african women Theologians (The circle), 
spearheaded by mercy amba oduyoye in 1989, marked the emergence of a 
feminist biblical studies hermeneutic.4 

african feminist theology, therefore, is a latecomer to the liberation 
movement in theology that began in the 1970s and developed out of a greater 
consciousness influenced by socialist ideology to show concern for secular 
issues.5 although this liberation theology was focused on challenging oppres-
sion, it was concerned only with political and economic oppression and 
completely ignored oppression based on gender. in fact, these male libera-
tion theologians valued patriarchy as a legitimate system in african society. 
until the formation of The circle, therefore, theology in africa had been the 
domain of foreign and male researchers. african women were conspicuously 
absent as voices in doing theology, and consequently there was a disregard for 
issues of concern to them. 

women became increasingly aware of the implication of this absence 
of women as subjects in the “doing of theology.” as musimbi Kanyoro and 
oduyoye state, “african women theologians have come to realize that as long 
as men and foreign researchers remain the authorities on culture, rituals, 
and religion, african women will continue to be spoken of as if they were 
dead.”6 african women saw direct results of their absence in african theol-
ogy in gross marginalization and disregard for women and women’s issues 
in church and society. This negligence needed to be corrected with urgency 

4. mercy amba oduyoye gathered some eighty women at trinity college, in accra 
Ghana and the proceedings of the meeting are described in Talitha Qumi! Proceedings of 
the Convocation of African Women Theologians (ibadan: daystar, 1990).

5. Justine ukpong, “developments in Biblical interpretation in africa: historical and 
hermeneutical directions,” in The Bible in Africa: Transactions, Trajectories, and Trends 
(Boston: Brill, 2001), 14.

6. musimbi r. a. Kanyoro and mercy amba oduyoye, “introduction,” in The Will to 
Arise: Women, Tradition, and the Church in Africa (ed. mercy amba oduyoye and musimbi 
r. a. Kanyoro; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1992), 1. 
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and determination. Thus, the mission statement of the circle, as stated on its 
website, is “to undertake research and publish theological literature written by 
african women with special focus on religion and culture.”7 african women 
were ready to take their rightful place in speaking for themselves and fight-
ing for their own liberation. They were not going to sit passively on the side 
while others spoke for them as if they were dead. They were going to name 
their oppressions and struggle to overcome them by finding strategies that 
were grounded in women’s experience. They understood this determination 
to speak and fight for themselves as “grounded in the challenges of scriptures 
and resulting from a new wave of change. african women reading the scrip-
tures have begun to see that God’s call for them is not passive. it is compelling 
and compulsory. it is a call to action and wholeness that challenges the will 
and intellect.”8

at the forefront of this formal and systematic african women’s theology is 
the centrality of the Bible as a major resource for empowerment in the search 
for liberation. in her address to the gathered group of eighty african women 
who inaugurated The circle, nyambura njorege lifted up rispah’s persistence 
in seeking dignity in the burial of her sons in spite of King david’s refusal (2 
sam 21:9–14) as a model for the way women ought to persist in challenging 
injustice until justice is granted to them.9 

This involvement of women in theology was not unique to african 
women. it was already taking place in north america and europe at least 
since the 1960s. in those contexts, the term used in characterizing women’s 
theologizing was “feminism.” in africa, however, women theologians con-
tinue to struggle to find an umbrella name that adequately describes their the-
ologizing. The concern for african women theologians is not limited to issues 
of gender, but extends to the concern for the liberation of the african peoples 
as a whole. usually, the african women’s approach for interpretation is not 
specified. it is only the location of the person doing the interpretation that is 
particularized either by country or ethnicity.10 according to teresa okure, 

7. see http://www.thecirclecawt.org/.
8. Kanyoro and oduyoye, “introduction,” 1.
9. nyambura njoroge, “a spirituality of resistance and transformation,” in oduyoye 

and Kanyoro, Talitha Qumi, 66–82.
10. dora r. mbuwayesango, “childlessness and woman-to-woman relationships in 

Genesis and in african Patriarchal society: a Zimbabwean woman’s Perspective (Gen. 
16:1–16; 21:8–21),” Semeia 78 (1997): 27–36; madipoane masenya, “Proverbs 31:10–31 
in a south african context: a reading for the liberation of african (northern sotho) 
women,” Semeia 78 (1997): 55–68.
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there are two reasons that explain the lack of an umbrella name for african 
women’s interpretative efforts. First, 

african women (and men for that matter) do not as a cultural rule start with 
the issue of methodology. Their primary consciousness in doing theology 
is not method but life and life concerns, their own and those of their own 
peoples. second, africa cannot as yet boast of many “professionally trained 
women biblical scholars.”11

while it is true that there were, and still are, too few african women in theo-
logical studies in general—and even fewer in biblical studies in africa—to 
connect an umbrella name to methodology, this does not get at the true 
reason. rather, the reason is mainly the vastness of their geographical separa-
tion and the multiplicity of languages spoken on the continent. For example, 
the term “womanist” that is used by both biblical and theological african 
american scholars is less an approach as it is a “posture.”12

although african women theologians struggle to find an umbrella name 
for what they do as theologians and biblical scholars, it is clear that their work 
is framed by a belief in and concern for the liberation of women. malestream 
african liberation theology had, in general, utilized the Bible as a resource in 
the struggle against political and economic oppression on the basis of the bib-
lical witness that God does not sanction oppression, but always stands on the 
side of the oppressed to liberate them. This androcentric reading of the Bible, 
however, largely ignored patriarchal oppression as a form of oppression that 
God wanted dismantled. Just as malestream liberation theology uses the Bible 
as a resource in the struggle to dismantle political and economic oppression, 
so feminist hermeneutics uses the Bible as a resource for the struggle against 
the subordination and marginalization of women in contemporary society 
and church life. 

since the Bible has been used to support their oppression by patriarchy, 
african feminists see the need for the interpretation of the Bible from wom-
en’s perspective. Thus, african biblical and cultural hermeneutics is high-
lighted as one of the four areas of research in african feminist theology.13 

11. teresa okure, “Feminist interpretations in africa,” in A Feminist Introduction (vol. 
1 of Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza with the assistance of shelly 
matthews; new york: crossroad, 1993), 77.

12. Perhaps the solution will come in an african “alice walker” who coins a term 
that captures the essential posture and attitude of the african woman and that can easily 
translate into english, French, and Portuguese. 

13. “report on circle study commissions,” trinity college, legon, Ghana, march 1998.
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The foundational hermeneutic of african feminist theology and feminist 
biblical studies can be summarized as “reading the Bible from women’s per-
spective.” african women’s theology, therefore, is unequivocally contextual.

in addition to being contextual, african women’s theology is character-
ized as “a theology of relations” or “society sensitive.” 14 in this regard, the 
ultimate goal of african women theologians is to replace hierarchies with 
mutuality. This characterization of african women’s theology as relational is 
demonstrated by the ways in which the women of The circle do their theolog-
ical reflections. The process of doing theology in The circle has three stages:

women of The circle proceed from the narrating of the story to analyzing 
it to show how various actors in the story see themselves, how they interact 
with others, and how they view their own agency in life as a whole. They ask, 
‘what is the meaning of the story as a whole?’ The next stage is to reflect 
on the experiences from the perspective of the christian faith—a conscious 
implementation of biblical and cultural hermeneutics [is] at work in this 
process. From this perspective they identify what enhances, transforms or 
promotes in such a way as to build community and make for life-giving and 
life-enhancing relationships. This concern is not limited to the articulation 
of statements of faith. women do theology to undergird and nourish a spiri-
tuality for life. and so from the affirmations of faith, which they make, issue 
statements of commitment, flows the praxis that gives birth to liberating and 
life-enhancing visions and further actions and reflections.15 

so doing theology in general and biblical interpretation in particular involves 
action. it is a purposeful exercise that calls for contributing to the work of 
community building. This element of building community is always part of 
the interpretation of scripture and calls for grassroots activism. 

3. reading the Bible from african women’s Perspective:  
concerns and approaches

in addition to discussing the concern for the absence of women’s voices 
in african theology that was addressed by using the Bible to motivate and 
empower women to begin to participate fully and vigorously in theological 
research and publication, i will endeavor to highlight several other concerns, 
and describe how they influence approaches and methods used in african 
feminist biblical studies. The first concern is that the interpretations by male 

14. mercy amba oduyoye, Introducing African Women’s Theology (sheffield: sheffield 
academic Press, 2001), 17.

15. ibid.
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theologians, who used historical-critical modes of interpretation developed 
in western contexts, are characterized by androcentrism. such androcentrism 
ignores the presence of women in the biblical texts, treating them as invis-
ible or misinterpreting and portraying them in negative ways. either way, the 
result has been the marginalization of women from full participation in soci-
ety and church life. These androcentric modes of interpretation have therefore 
been challenged by african women theologians and biblical scholars. oduy-
oye critically asks,

one can understand how western missionaries in their eagerness, unfamil-
iar with african culture and clothed in ethnocentric pride, snatched converts 
from unconverted culture. today, though, must this continue? must the 
church continue to base its theology on terminology using outdated exegeti-
cal methods that enthrone use of biblical texts against women?16

african women theologians not only critique the androcentric modes of inter-
pretation, but also engage in corrective readings or rereadings of texts that 
may have been ignored or misinterpreted. For example, okure rereads the 
story of eve in a way that shows that the story does not portray eve as inferior 
to adam.17 similarly, marie Bernadette mbuy Beya argues that the Pauline 
texts so often seen as timeless and universal divine directives should not be 
read that way, because Paul was dealing with specific situations of disorder in 
the respective communities to which he wrote.18 The focus of the reading and 
rereading of such texts is to distinguish in them “the liberative elements from 
the divine” and “the oppressive elements from the human.” 

another way to counter the negative portrayal of women is by focusing 
on the texts that depict the positive role of women in the history of salva-
tion or in the life of the church. Thus, anne nasimiyu-wasike analyzes Jesus’ 
teachings, parables, and miracles to show that Jesus had a positive attitude 
toward women.19 Joyce tzabedze likewise finds a positive role for women in 
the church reflected in 1 timothy and ephesians.20 similarly, Beya highlights 

16. mercy amba oduyoye, Daughters of Anowa: African Women and Patriarchy 
(maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1995), 176.

17. teresa okure, “women in the Bible,” in With Passion and Compassion: Third World 
Women Doing Theology (ed. Virginia Fabella and mercy amba oduyoye; maryknoll, n.y.: 
orbis, 1988), 47.

18. marie Bernadette mbuy Beya, “doing Theology as african women,” in Voices 
from the Third World: EATWOT 13 (1990): 155–56.

19. anne nasimiyu-wasike, “christology and african woman’s experience,” in Faces 
of Jesus in Africa (ed. robert J. schreiter; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1995), 73–80.

20. Joyce tzabedze. “women in the church (1 timothy 2:8–15, ephesians 5:22),” in 
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the role of women in the history of israel.21 The goal of such readings is to 
present the lives of these women in the Bible as an inspiration for contempo-
rary women in their struggle in a male-dominated society.

another approach by african women theologians in interpreting the 
Bible is to seek a basic biblical theological orientation that can function as a 
guide to interpreting both the negative and the positive biblical texts about 
women. For example, oduyoye identifies two such theologies, a theology of 
creation, which affirms the basic equality of man and woman created in the 
imago Dei, and a theology of community, which calls for the exclusion of vio-
lence and discrimination in society. she argues that both theologies are funda-
mental to all biblical teaching.22 

The last approach in dealing with the androcentric interpretations of the 
Bible seeks to interpret biblical texts from african women’s experience. For 
example, nasimiyu-wasike reads the stories of polygamy in the hebrew Bible 
from african women’s experience of polygamy and shows that the hebrew 
Bible itself contains a critique of this institution, thus countering the common 
assumption that it extols it.23

The second concern in african women’s reading of the Bible is triggered 
by the nature and origin of the Bible. although the Bible is seen as a primary 
source of inspiration by the majority of african women theologians in The 
circle, the biblical texts and traditions are undeniably oppressive to women 
because the texts of the Bible were written in patriarchal contexts. Thus, as a 
product of men, the Bible was authored from a male point of view character-
ized by androcentric interests. women do not generally play a central role in 
the biblical stories, and even when they do, they are portrayed in ways that 
serve patriarchal and androcentric interests. 

in addition, christian interpretation of the Bible has been a formidable 
tool in the support of the african cultural traditions and practices that are 
oppressive to african women. as oduyoye states, “Biblical interpretation and 
christian theology have had the effect of sacralizing the marginalization of 
women’s experience, even in african religions.” in fact, the male christian 
interpreters of the Bible and african culture have collaborated to create or 
perpetuate cultural practices that dehumanize women in all african societies. 

New Eyes for Reading Biblical and Theological Reflections by Women from the Third World 
(ed. John Pobee and Barbel von wartenberg-Porter; Geneva: wcc, 1986), 76–79.

21. Beya, “doing Theology,” 155–56.
22. mercy amba oduyoye, “Violence against women: window on africa,” Voices 

from the Third World 18 (1995): 168–76.
23. anne namisiyu-wasike, “Polygamy: a Feminist critique,” in oduyoye and Kany-

oro, The Will to Arise, 108–16.
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These practices are scattered all over africa in a variety of forms that 
range from “taboos regarding food and relationships, widowhood rites, 
child betrothals and early marriages, domestic and cultural violence female 
genital mutilation and lack of access to and control of family and sometimes 
national resources.”24 These aspects related to the Bible make the Bible a site of 
struggle in the african women’s fight against the injustices of patriarchy that 
deny them full humanity and participation in society and communities, even 
church communities.

The patriarchal nature and context of the Bible complicates its function as 
a primary resource in african women’s struggle against the subjugation and 
domination of women. african women theologians have developed cul-
tural hermeneutics as an important tool that enables women to interpret 
their experiences and realities in their own contexts. This cultural herme-
neutics involves a critical analysis and a hermeneutic of suspicion of both 
the context of the Bible and the contemporary cultural contexts in which 
interpretation takes place. Therefore, african feminist biblical studies, with 
necessity, involves cultural hermeneutics as an important first step.25 

as Kanyoro points out, the culture of the reader in africa has more influ-
ence on the way the biblical text is understood and used in communities than 
the historical facts about the text. not knowing the nuances of the culture of 
modern readers of the Bible has more far reaching repercussions on biblical 
hermeneutics than is normally acknowledged.

Because culture is considered a favorite tool for domination, cultural 
hermeneutics is an essential hermeneutics of liberation for african women 
who experience multiple cultures and multiple oppressions, enabling them to 
see that they have the power to change their plight and to fashion their own 
destinies. culture, therefore, is not unchangeable, but a creation of human-
ity that is continually evolving. oduyoye provides a definition of culture in 
the context of african women’s theologies as follows: culture is “what human 
beings have made from nature, and because of nature and community. all that 
is not nature has been ‘cultivated,’ worked upon, devised, dreamed up, and 
given shape and meaning by the human mind and hands. Culturing, therefore, 
is a continuous activity of the human community, and culture has become the 

24. Philomen njeri mwaura, “Feminist Biblical interpretation and the hermeneutics 
of liberation: an african woman’s Perspective,” in Feminist Interpretation of the Bible and 
the Hermeneutics of Liberation (ed. silvia schroer and sophia Bietenhard; london: shef-
field academic Press, 2003), 77–85.

25. musimbi r. a. Kanyoro, “Biblical hermeneutics: ancient Palestine and the con-
temporary world,” RevExp 94 (1997): 364.
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locus of resistance.”26 The dynamic and evolving nature of culture means that 
women can and should be involved in effecting cultural change by offering 
strategies for transforming attitudes, beliefs, and practices. in so doing, african 
women will no longer be mere victims of oppressive cultures, but may become 
agents of transformation who are able to identify and promote life-affirming 
aspects in their culture. There is need, however, to identify the parameters for 
identifying the cultural elements that are life-affirming for women in africa. 
according to oduyoye, the key to the search for these parameters is “women’s 
full humanity and participation in religion and society.”27 

cultural hermeneutics, therefore, is an approach utilized by african 
women theologians to examine the Bible and to scrutinize the multicultural 
layers embedded in it. several african women theologians have applied cul-
tural hermeneutics to the interpretation of biblical narratives. sarojini nadar 
reads the character of ruth in the mindset of the indian practice of sati in 
order to unleash its mimetic potential to empower single south african 
women who are “either widowed, divorced or having husbands not living in 
the residence.”28 

similarly, madipoane masenya reads the story of ruth in a south african 
context characterized by racism and patriarchy from a bosadi (womanhood) 
cultural hermeneutics in order to present “ruth as a model of a person who 
emerges as a winner, despite the many strikes against her.”29 Kanyoro, read-
ing from the experience of the contemporary african cultural requirement 
for widows to marry the brothers of their dead husbands, focuses on orpah, 
who is written out of the story at its beginning. she sees orpah as a woman 
who does not succumb to the cultural expectations of her time. as such, it is 
women who choose to be orpahs who have no models of blessing from the 
Bible. Kanyoro, therefore, asks, 

how do we support orpahs? what blessings could we imagine for orpah, 
especially when compared with the blessings that fell when she [ruth] suc-
cumbed to certain cultural possibilities—a reward that culminates in taking 
a place in the lineage of salvation (matt. 1:5)?30 

26. oduyoye, Introducing African Women’s Theology, 12.
27. ibid., 13.
28. sarojini nadar, “a south african indian womanist reading of the character of 

ruth,” in Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the Bible (ed. musa w. dube; atlanta: 
society of Biblical literature, 2001), 159–75.

29. madipoane masenya, “ruth,” in The Global Bible Commentary (ed. daniel Patte; 
nashville: abingdon, 2004), 86–91. 

30. musimbi r. a. Kanyoro, “cultural hermeneutics: an african contribution,” in 
dube, Other Ways of Reading, 101–13.
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my reading of the narratives of sarah and hagar (Gen 16:1–16; 21:8–21) is 
also a modest attempt at bringing together the Bible and the shona and nde-
bele cultural requirement that women must produce an heir, in order to point 
out that the barren women in contemporary shona and ndebele societies lack 
models from the Bible, since sarah eventually gives birth.31

an important aspect of cultural hermeneutics is the use of african cul-
tural resources as tools for interpreting the Bible. as with other tools, however, 
these resources need to be scrutinized first before they are utilized in interpre-
tation. Thus, oduyoye identifies two forms of oral tradition that are prevalent 
in africa but largely ignored in african christian theology as oral resources 
in cultural hermeneutics.32 one type of oral tradition consists of songs and 
impromptu lyrics sung by africans to interpret biblical events, to call people 
to worship, and to teach the young.33 The second form is a “religious-cultural 
corpus” in two types: proverbs and “folktalk” (folktales and myths that are the 
heritage of all people and not just the learned or the elderly).34 Folktalk is par-
ticularly significant as it is “dynamic and malleable, [and] interplays with the 
changing conditions of life to direct individual self-perceptions and to shape 
the entire community.”35 

several hermeneutical principles, significant in making the corpus of folk-
talk a cultural resource in cultural hermeneutics, are discernible from oduy-
oye’s critical examination of the corpus. The fifth principle involves the ques-
tion of how the corpus “reflects or is actually used to shape women’s lives and 
to answer the question, ‘what is woman?’”36 The second principle involves 
the question of who benefits from the telling of the myths, folktales, and prov-
erbs from generation to generation. For example, she argues that comments 
in folktalk do not reflect historical reality, but are rhetorical devices aimed at 
shaping communal values and changing behaviors. Thus she declares,

For me, african myths are ideological constructions of a bygone age that are 
used to validate and reinforce societal relations. For this reason, each time 
i hear “in my culture” or “the elders say” i cannot help asking, for whose 
benefit? some person or group or structure must be reaping ease and plenty 
from whatever follows. so, if that harvest seems to be at my expense, then i 

31. mbuwayesango, “childlessness and woman-to-woman relationships,” 27–36. 
32. mercy amba oduyoye, Hearing and Knowing: Theological Reflections on Christian-

ity in Africa (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1996), 45–50; oduyoye, Daughters of Anowa, 19–76.
33. oduyoye, Daughters of Anowa, 45–50.
34. oduyoye, Hearing and Knowing, 19.
35. ibid, 20.
36. ibid.
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shall require the proceedings to stop until i am convinced that there is good 
reason for me to die that others might live.37 

The third principle involves having the courage to discard some of the folktalk 
that is harmful and is no longer relevant, and to continue to develop a new 
tapestry of meanings for women. she argues that since culture is not static, 
but is constantly open to transformation, women must use their creativity and 
insight to weave new patterns of meaning for their lives. The new tapestry 
that will emerge will be multistranded, vibrant, and colorful, reflecting the 
equal values of women and men and the mutual dependence and reciprocity 
of human community.38 

The application of african cultural resources as critical tools in biblical 
interpretation is not limited to oral traditions—poems, songs, stories, both 
myth and folktales—but includes the act of storytelling or narrating. according 
to isabel Phiri, “The act of storytelling—of delving into the past—encourages 
introspection and reflection on our experiences. we begin to see our past in a 
new light and this consequently makes us read the present differently.”39 The 
aim of storytelling in african feminist theology is to change the role of women 
“from being observers and victims into participants and actors in history.”40 
The sharing of a story, therefore, is a form of witness, practicing a “theology of 
witness,” and consequently taking a step toward encouraging others to share 
stories and by this sharing to empower one another to transform society.41 

The other aspect that makes storytelling an important key in african 
women’s theology is the fact that storytelling was traditionally the domain 
of women in communities. in african society, the function of stories is edu-
cation—to guide, to warn, to teach, and to lend meaning to events in the 
listeners’ lives. This function in african society leads feminist theologians 
to opt for storytelling as an important element of their theology. The sto-
ries include not just those in the religious-cultural corpus, but also personal 
stories about women’s experiences, many of which are painful. storytelling 
is therefore considered to be narrative therapy for the narrator, and a step 
toward healing. 

african women interpreters have begun to develop ways of reading the 
Bible that utilize african cultural resources as critical tools for interpreting 

37. ibid., 35.
38. ibid., 74–76.
39. isabel Phiri, “introduction,” in Her-Story: The Histories of Women of Faith in Africa 

(ed. isabel Phiri et al.; Pietermaritzburg, south africa: cluster, 2002), 6.
40. ibid.,10.
41. oduyoye, Introducing African Women’s Theology, 17.
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biblical texts. The first volume of The circle devoted to the interpretation of 
the Bible, edited by musa dube, includes several readings that specifically 
use african cultural resources as critical tools. The use of these resources is 
evident in at least two forms in the book: storytelling and the application of 
cultural resources. 

in a narrative poem, rose teteki abbey retells the story of three biblical 
women in autobiographical form, using experiences from her own life and the 
biographies of women living in patriarchal societies. she picks up on the par-
ticularities of the experiences of each woman, beginning with the samaritan 
woman and the woman caught in adultery, and she highlights mary’s desire 
to study as the reason she sat at Jesus’ feet rather than helping martha in the 
kitchen. in addition to exposing the oppression of women in patriarchal soci-
eties, she shows that the encounter with Jesus brought a new world of libera-
tion of women from patriarchal cultures and laws. 42

similarly, dube combines three stories—the story of the woman with a 
hemorrhage (mark 5:24-43), a southern african resurrection folktale, and a 
contemporary history of africa, in order to depict how african women have 
survived suffering characteristic of all the phases of african history, precolo-
nial, colonial, post-independence, globalization, and the contemporary era of 
hiV/aids. speaking as mama africa, dube places the experiences of african 
women, which are often ignored in histories written from male perspectives, 
at the center of african history.43 masenya retells the story of esther by weav-
ing the biblical text and northern sotho folktales to critique global society 
on ethical issues. she combines the act of storytelling and the use of cultural 
critical tools as a resource.44 From a postcolonial perspective, dube reads the 
story of ruth in light of international relations, using the cultural practice 
of divination prevalent in both african tradition and african independent 
churches. she “divines” the unhealthy relationship between ruth and naomi 
as that between countries.45 

it is important to highlight how the concern of african women’s theology 
about the survival of all the african peoples—including women, children and 
men—influences their hermeneutics of the Bible. life in africa faces threats 
from multiple sources, such as past and contemporary imperialism, colonial-

42. rose teteki abbey, “i am the woman,” in dube, Other Ways of Reading, 23–26.
43. musa w. dube, “Fifty years of Bleeding: a storytelling Feminist reading of mark 

5:24–43,” in dube, Others Ways of Reading, 50–60.
44. madipoane masenya, “esther and northern sotho stories: an african-south 

african woman’s commentary,” in dube, Other Ways of Reading, 27–49.
45. musa w. dube, “divining ruth for international relations,” in dube, Other Ways 

of Reading, 179–95. 
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ism, neocolonialism, globalization, bad local governance, wars, droughts, and 
diseases. Thus, african women theologians see the need to read the Bible for 
decolonization and the empowerment of women. For example, they examine 
Bible translations to show how those translations contribute to the marginal-
ization of women.46 musa dube has been a pioneer in developing methodolo-
gies of reading for decolonization in her development of a feminist postcolo-
nial approach.47 

african women theologians have also joined in the struggle against hiV/
aids, and actively participate in grassroots movements to stem the spread of 
the disease. They examine biblical texts related to issues of violence and justice 
for children.48 a collection of essays called Grant me Justice! HIV/AIDS and 
Gender Readings of the Bible, the second book dedicated to biblical interpreta-
tion by The circle, offers “gender-sensitive multi-sectional hiV/aids read-
ings of the Bible.”49 in the book, the Bible is brought into conversation with 
contemporary experiences and understandings of violence, suffering, human 
sexuality, and stigma. For example, ackermann’s reading of the story of the 
rape of tamar (2 sam 13:1-22) shows how such violence can be read with sto-
ries of violence against women in south africa, and she offers clues for both 
resistance and hope.50 

one of the most significant approaches by african women theologians 
in reading the Bible is “reading with and from nonacademic readers.” such 
an approach is rooted in their conviction that the Bible is an open book to be 

46. dora r. mbuwayesango, “how local divine Powers were suppressed: a case of 
mwari of the shona,” in dube, Other Ways of Reading, 63–77; Gomang seratwa ntloedibe-
Kuswani, “translating the divine: The case of modimo in the setwana Bible,” in dube, 
Other Ways of Reading, 78–97; musa dube, “consuming a colonial time Bomb: translat-
ing Badimo into ‘demons’ in setswana Bible (matt. 8:28–34,15:2, 10:8),” JSNT 73 (1999): 
33–59.

47. musa dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (st. louis: chalice, 
2000). 

48. sarojini nadar, “‘texts of terror’: The conspiracy of rape in the Bible, church, 
and society: The case of esther 2:1–18,” in African Women, Religion, and Health (ed. isabel 
apawo Phiri and sarojini nadar; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2006), 77–95; dorothy B. e. a. 
akoto, “women and health in Ghana and the Trokosi Practice: an issue of women’s and 
children’s rights in 2 Kings 4:1–7,” in Phiri and nadar, African Women, Religion, and 
Health, 96–110.

49. musa dube, “Grant me Justice: towards Gender-sensitive multi-sectoral hiV/
aids readings of the Bible,” in Grant Me Justice! HIV/AIDS and Gender Readings of the 
Bible (ed. musa dube and musimbi Kanyoro; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2004), 13. 

50. denise m. ackermann, “tamar’s cry: re-reading an ancient text in the midst of 
an hiV and aids Pandemic,” in dube and Kanyoro, Grant Me Justice, 27–59.
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read in community.51 This community is inclusive, and consists of all types 
of members. nonacademic and academic readers, therefore, are partners in 
finding ways to dismantle all forms of oppression. 

as okure states, “The african women’s approach is inclusive of scholars 
and non-scholars, the rich and the poor; it is inclusive of the “scientific,” the 
creative, and the popular methods.”52 This grassroots aspect of african wom-
en’s theology is demonstrated by Kanyoro, who reads the book of ruth with 
rural women in Kenya to empower them to free themselves from oppressive 
cultural traditions.53 similarly, Gloria Kehilwe Plaatjie reads the story of anna 
in luke 2:36–38 with nonacademic black women of south africa whose mar-
ginalization from positions of power results from apartheid and patriarchy. 
she suggests that instead of the Bible, which justifies patriarchy and apartheid, 
the hope for the oppressed women of south africa is the Post-apartheid south 
african constitution.54 

4. conclusion

Feminist biblical studies in africa is in the first year of the third decade in the 
history of its existence. There is reason, therefore, to celebrate. The voices of 
african women theologians can no longer be ignored. They are clearly dem-
onstrating that they can speak for themselves, and many publications bear 
witness to this fact. They are making significant contributions in the academy 
and in the church. They are sharpening their methodology and have come up 
with at least two clearly definable approaches to the Bible in feminist biblical 
studies: cultural hermeneutics and postcolonial feminist interpretation. 

african feminist scholars are also contributing to the relevance of the 
Bible in very creative ways. For example, cultural hermeneutics is character-
ized by the use of resources that are at home in africa. it has thus succeeded 
in demonstrating that methods of reading that are based on such resources are 
not at all inferior to those created in the west. But more importantly, african 
women theologians’ readings make the Bible relevant for the african audi-
ence. The challenge remains, however, to train more african women (and 
men) in these strategies of interpretation. 

51. For full description of this approach, see musa dube, “introduction,” in dube, 
Other Ways of Reading, 8–11. 

52. okure, “Feminist interpretations in africa,” 77.
53. Kanyoro, “Biblical hermeneutics,” 363–78.
54. Gloria Kehilwe Plaatjie, “toward a Post-apartheid Black Feminist reading of the 
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intercultural mapping of Feminist  
Biblical studies: southern europe

Mercedes Navarro Puerto 
Madrid, Spain

in this work i intend to construct a map of feminist biblical studies in my 
own context, spain, in order to highlight who and what is visible and what 
this visibility implies in terms of power.1 This kind of mapping highlights 
the ways in which feminism, like critical theory, is unable to conceptualize 
without politicizing. nonetheless, it should be kept in mind that the map is 
not the territory.2

1. (historical) disconnections of a continent

The distinction between southern and northern europe is not simply one of dif-
ference, but also one of separation and disconnection. during the first half of 
the last century and even into the second half, spain had to deal with the power-
ful belief that because we were different we did not belong to europe. a kind of 
polarizing “catholic” mentality played an essential role in this difference, which 
is expressed in decisions that are painful for any person who thinks critically.3 
This created a gap in biblical studies within the framework of church-owned 
schools of theology, as the more intensive focus on education and specialization 

1. i have taken this contextualization from denise ryley. The historical experience of 
this south is profoundly marked by its concept of catholicism, that is, by the way in which 
the christian religion has been understood and developed. This becomes quite evident in 
spain starting in the sixteenth century. a problem added to my position is the question of 
how to avoid creating or re-creating “difference” in this essay.

2. celia amorós, “Pensar filosóficamente desde el feminismo,” Debats 76 (2002): 66–80.
3. catholicism was the national trademark during the Franco dictatorship, but in the 

republic that preceded it catholicism was the “demon” that had to be destroyed. now, it is 
the social, political, and economic battleground of a game that is highly calculated in all its 
parts within a framework that has never ceased to be patriarchal. 
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of students in biblical studies that developed in the geographical north in con-
junction with first- and second-wave feminism (at the end of the 1970s and in 
the 1980s) was practically unknown in the geographical south. But, spain and 
italy were the loci of the first efforts of feminist thinking within the context of 
militant activism and thought. Thus, the feminist theological trajectory began 
with a turning of our gaze in the same direction in which our sister philoso-
phers, sociologists, psychologists, and other feminists were looking—toward 
what was being produced in the west, particularly the united states and latin 
america, which had become a stimulating new world for feminist theory and 
theology. Feminist theory, like feminist theology, came from the united states 
and latin america unimpeded by the expansive distance of the atlantic ocean. 
although the output of the united states was and continues to be unilateral, this 
is not the case for latin america.

of course, beginning in the late 1970s and continuing into the 1980s, 
northern europe had a large number of women with graduate degrees in the-
ology and biblical studies. Professors, departments, and chairs of feminist the-
ology already existed, and developed further in the 1990s. The already numer-
ous publications in German and english expanded greatly, and even those in 
languages of more limited distribution (those of the netherlands and scan-
dinavia, among others) increased with each passing year. study and research 
groups formed and expanded. each of these factors indicates the normaliza-
tion of feminist theological research and biblical exegesis. The spread of bib-
lical knowledge and the gender and feminist perspective that began in the 
1990s has come to form part of the cultural heritage alongside the develop-
ment of women’s studies in other academic disciplines.

in southern europe during this time, the most significant event was the 
effort of many women to overcome the difficulties of studying theology and 
specializing in biblical studies (more than in other theological specializations). 
The great majority of those who succeeded went into theology after having 
established themselves in another career, which often enabled them to pay 
the costs of their theological studies. The change in the decade of the 1990s is 
noticeable in publications and the establishment of group spaces for research 
and dissemination. however, feminist theology and exegesis were, and con-
tinue to be, minority interests. There are few women professors, and there is 
no chair or program of feminist theology in any spanish or italian university.

The separation/disconnection of these worlds has led historically to a 
major difference since the time of the reformation and the counter-refor-
mation.4 northern europe is interdenominational and is therefore a world 

4. i refer the readers to volume 7 of this collection with respect to the reception of 
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open to religious plurality. southern europe is roman catholic, and religious 
homogeneity translates into greater conservatism, less openness, and greater 
difficulty in achieving coexistence. This reality explains in part the delay in the 
acceptance of, not to mention the opposition to, feminist theology and biblical 
exegesis. The repercussions extend to the various forms of gender identity, the 
establishment of a specific idea of femininity, and the difficulty in normalizing 
feminist awareness.

in northern europe, the existence of agents and spaces for research, dis-
cussion, and critical awareness favors an equally critical and open reception 
of feminist theological and biblical research by other women in the field of 
theology and the humanities. in southern europe, we feminist theologians 
have been practically invisible to feminist theory. as a general rule, feminist 
theoreticians look upon women theologians with suspicion and skepticism, 
and on more than one occasion have seized upon the religious and christian 
aspect without being interested in engaging in serious debate.5 many feminist 
theoreticians show greater interest in a dialogue and debate with islamic femi-
nism than with christian theology.6

2. disconnections among Powers

The data available reflects some of the challenges facing women theologians 
in southern europe. i have supplied here data from spain, which will pro-
vide a point of reference for mapping feminist theological study in the euro-
pean context. 

in spain we currently have ten schools of theology, all church-related; 
that is, they belong to male religious orders or to the spanish episcopal con-
ference (cee). in addition, there are four institutes of Theology incorporated 
into the universities cited, and two supplemental centers. The schools of theol-
ogy and the centers for advanced studies are directed and managed by men. 
many of them, moreover, have established departments of religious science 
expressly for women and for men who are not candidates for the priesthood.

the Bible and its relationship with women during this historical period, since it is very 
illustrative.

5. in italy this is clearly the case with luisa muraro and in spain with feminist phi-
losophers such as celia amorós and amelia Valcárcel, who approach religious reality from 
the perspective of their concern with advancing a conservative ideology extracted from 
muslim women.

6. in spain there is a biennial conference of muslim feminism that receives financing 
from public and government establishments and institutions, something that has never 
existed, in these terms, in the case of (christian) feminist theology conferences. 
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in terms of student numbers and percentages, it is clear that the vast 
majority at all levels of study are men, and almost all of them are candidates 
for the priesthood (seminarians).7 The lower figures and percentages for 
women at the higher levels of study are particularly noteworthy except at the 
school of theology at the Pontifical university of comillas, which records the 
highest numbers at all levels and especially the doctorate level. Thus, the sta-
tistics certainly do not point toward a possible future parity in the theologi-
cal training of men and women. it seems as if women will continue to be a 
minority group for a long time to come, at least with respect to regular studies 
and the obtaining of official degrees (always from the point of view of current 
androcentric church conditions).

moreover, there are very few women professors of theology in the span-
ish schools of theology. some of them teach auxiliary rather than tradition-
ally theological subjects. women professors of biblical studies are very few 
in number, and there is only one woman teaching the new testament. The 
number of women students in theological studies increases very much in the 
institutes of religious science (icrs). There are also slightly more women 
professors at these institutes, some teaching as regular staff and others as guest 
lecturers. This phenomenon can be ascribed to a multitude of causes and fac-
tors, of which i will discuss only the most important here. 

The first reason, as already indicated, is the separation between training 
places for seminarians and for the rest of the interested populace. The schools 
of theology, in turn, are suffering from a reduction in male student numbers 

7. in research conducted at the beginning of the 2010–2011 academic year, i contacted 
the university schools of theology and the theological centers of advanced studies in order 
to obtain information about students and to filter it through the variables of gender and 
the levels of courses (the licenciatura or basic university degree in church studies, as well 
as specializations, and doctorate). Five schools of theology (50% of the total) responded. 
while remaining aware of the incomplete nature of this information, i offer the results 
obtained as a sampling that is in any case significant. (1) school of Theology of Valencia: 
licenciatura in church studies: 110 men and 20 women, 15.38% women and 84.62% men; 
specialization: 28 men and 5 women, 15.15% women and 84.85 men; doctorate, 6 men 
and 1 woman, 14.29% women and 85.71 % men. (2) school of northern spain (Burgos): 
licenciatura in church studies: 23 men and 2 women, 8% women (plus 4 auditors) and 92% 
men; specialization: 7 men, 0 women, 0.00% women, 100% men; doctorate: 45 men, 0 
women, 0.00% women and 100% men. (3) school of Theology of Granada: 94 men and 73 
women, 43.71% women and 56.29% men. (4) Pontifical university of comillas (madrid): 
licenciatura in church studies and specialization: 126 men and 77 women, 37.93% women 
and 62.07% men; doctorate: 35 men and 17 women, 32.69% women and 67.31% men. (5) 
Pontifical university of salamanca: licenciatura in church studies, 35 men and 10 women, 
22.2% women and 77.78% men; specialization: 16 men and 2 women, 11.11% women and 
88.89 % men.
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because of the drop-off in vocations to the priesthood. women who want 
to study theology are limited by the downgrading of schools of theology to 
church schools (few in number, and most of them in the major cities), the 
high cost of studies, the work situation of most women, and the lack of jobs 
for theological graduates.8 This situation has particular effects for women who 
are interested in theology but are not members of religious orders. women 
religious, in turn, rarely find in their congregations any stimulus for studying 
theology and still less for their specialization as instructors or researchers.

secondly, the spanish government is not interested in fostering any-
thing that hints at a relationship with catholicism, since catholicism appears 
closely linked with the history of the Franco dictatorship and an episcopacy 
that is conservative, repressive, controlling of consciences, and profoundly 
misogynistic. The spanish episcopacy, in turn, is not willing to allow the gov-
ernment to establish schools of theology in public universities.9 The span-
ish church not only does not encourage theological training of women (even 
less, specialization in biblical studies, and not to mention gender and feminist 
perspectives), but it also tries to ignore the existence of current women theo-
logians and biblical scholars. These theologians and specialists do not count 
at any level of the church. rather, they have been rendered invisible and non-
existent even in documents critical of theologians. For example, the episcopal 
document of 2006 cites and indicts spanish male theologians, who have been 
censured by the holy see.10 it does not cite women theologians who have been 
censured for maintaining similarly controversial beliefs.11 

8. The option of teaching religion that some graduate women theologians have chosen 
has functioned as a corset to confine their thinking, since both public and private teach-
ing of religion is supervised and monitored by the cee, to which this type of education 
ultimately reports. 

9. late in the twentieth century, after a hard battle on various fronts (due to the terms 
of the concordat between the spanish government and the holy see), the complutense 
university of madrid succeeded in establishing an institute of religious science. degrees 
earned at this institution are not recognized by the church, either partially or fully, as 
degrees in theology. The curriculum at this institute includes biblical subjects pertaining to 
the specialization level, which also are not recognized, and its programs and teaching staff 
are especially careful to avoid mentioning theology.

10. Teología y secularización en España: A los cuarenta años de la clausura del Concilio 
Vaticano II. Instrucción Pastoral (madrid, 30 march 2006). The strategy is much harsher 
than what the italian episcopacy has, at least, endeavored to showcase with “its own women 
theologians” of “christian feminism,” and which include, explicitly, prestigious biblical 
scholars such as marinella Perroni and maria-luisa rigato, in addition to solid women 
theologians, such as cettina militello and serena nocetti, and which provides financial 
backing for research projects of female theologians, some of whom are openly feminist.

11. we need only mention, by way of example, Mujeres sacerdotes ¿por qué no?, by 
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3. Feminist connections and disconnections:  
Feminist theology and Biblical studies in spain

it is obvious that even though they are nonexistent in the eyes of the span-
ish episcopacy, there are women theologians and biblical scholars in spain, 
many of whom are engaged in theological work, and some appear openly and 
explicitly as feminist theologians and/or biblical scholars. This minority group 
has been disconnected from feminist theology and biblical studies in europe, 
and has been ignored by academic feminist theoreticians and movements 
who have been suspicious of feminist theologians.

3.1. chronology of significant events in Feminist theology and 
Feminist Biblical studies in spain

here i summarize the short history of feminist theology in catholic europe 
beginning with spain, and then consider italy and France. Portugal and other 
mediterranean countries are less thoroughly considered, as i have less infor-
mation concerning these nations. 

in spain, feminist movements emerged in 1975, but christian feminists 
and theologians became visible only a decade later. in 1986, the seminario 
Fe y secularidad sobre teología Feminista (seminar in Faith and secularism: 
on Feminist Theology) was operating under the direction of Felisa elizondo 
with several women theologians participating, including leticia sánchez, 
mercedes navarro, margarita Pintos, esperanza Bautista, and many others. 
This was also the year when the mujer y teología (women and Theology) 
groups were established in madrid under the initiative of marifé ramos. 
The biblical scholar dolores aleixandre was particularly noteworthy in this 
movement. 

continuing into the first decade of the twenty-first century, autonomous 
regional groups came into being in the peninsula and the islands. Because of 
the initiative of margarita Pintos, steps were also taken to include women theo-
logians in the John XXiii association of Theologians. The Forum for women’s 
studies began, under the initiative of Pilar Bellosillo and with the coordina-
tion of maría salas. This group is part of the ecumenical Forum of christian 
women of europe. another group that came into being was the catalan asso-
ciation col.lectiu de dones en l’esglesia (assembly of women in the church). 
This group established its own “school of Feminist Theology,” and, in 2006, 

maría José arana and maría salas (madrid: claretianas, 1994), as well as the numerous 
statements made in the media by maría José arana, an openly feminist theologian.
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succeeded in introducing feminist theology in Gerona and the public univer-
sity of Barcelona, where half-yearly courses are taught. This organization also 
hosted the second european synod of women held in 2003 in Barcelona. 

in 1992, esperanza Bautista, carmen Bernabé, isabel Gómez-acebo, and 
mercedes navarro established the asociación de teólogas españolas (ate, 
association of spanish women Theologians). it held its first conference on 
Feminist Theology at the university of comillas of madrid in 1993. in that 
same year, mercedes navarro edited and published the organization’s book, 
Diez palabras de Teología Feminista.12 The ate also publishes a bibliographic 
bulletin two or three times a year.13 in 2001, it became part of the coordina-
dora española del lobby europeo de mujeres (celem, spanish coordinator 
of the european lobby of women). it now holds an annual conference and 
publishes monographs and translations of feminist theology in the Aletheia 
collection of eVd.

in January 2006, mercedes arriaga, mercedes lópez, and mercedes 
navarro, with the close collaboration of Juana García domene, founded the 
escuela Feminista de teología de andalucía (eFeta, Feminist school of 
Theology of andalucía). in June the eFeta was legally incorporated and a 
teaching presence was established in seville as part of the public courses at 
the international university of andalucía (unia). online teaching began in 
october, and the first of the two courses began a private school degree in 
Basic Feminist Theology (equivalent in time and content to a master’s degree). 
in 2008, a teaching agreement was signed with the university of seville for 
three academic elective credits, and in 2010 an agreement was signed to allow 
women students from the university of seville to enroll in eFeta’s practi-
cal studies program. after unsuccessful efforts with other public universities, 
including complutense university of madrid, steps were taken to establish a 
possibly permanent academic relationship with winchester university in the 
united Kingdom. 

The first course in feminist theology at the menéndez Pelayo interna-
tional university was held in July 2010 at the central campus in santander, 
under the direction of isabel Gómez acebo.14 

12. mercedes navarro, ed., Diez palabras de Teología Feminista [ten words of Femi-
nist Theology] (estella, spain: editorial Verbo divino, 1993).

13. The ate has been part of the synod of european women since 1994, and it par-
ticipated, through the activity of some of its members, in the preparation and organization 
of the 1996 meeting in Gmunden, austria, and, more visibly, with the col.lectiu de dones 
en l’esglesia, in the Barcelona meeting in 2003.

14. women’s associations and movements exist in other countries of catholic europe, 
with varying degrees of commitment to feminism. The phenomenon of tabooizing the 
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3.2. memory, tradition, and translation

amelia Valcárcel, one of our most well-known feminist philosophers, notes 
that spanish women of the twentieth century have no personal memory of 
their predecessors. what they do have is a memory that has been perhaps 
improperly appropriated. we are not rooted in a received tradition, since we 
have had to construct our tradition. women theologians have the same prob-
lem: we have appropriated a memory that does not belong to us. since we 
were not educated as “successors” of our predecessors, we are not rooted in 
the soil of history. 

creating our own tradition and appropriating a memory that in fact was 
never ours has been made possible through reading and translating ameri-

word “feminism” is more visible in these groups than in other academic and even social 
justice groups. This can be seen in France and in italy. Portugal has few active groups. one 
example is the Franco-Belgian group Femmes et hommes dans l´Église, established in 
1970. The wikipedia entry for this group (11 may 2011) states: “to mention one exam-
ple, The international Group of women and men in the church (Groupement interna-
tional Femmes et hommes dans l’Église) was established in Brussels and Paris in 1970. 
it made its initial filing with the theologians meeting for the colloquium of the journal 
Concilium in Brussels in september 1970.” The international office was soon established 
in Brussels, around Pierre de locht and suzanne van der mersch of the centre de pasto-
rale familiale (ceFa, Family Pastoral center). it includes louvain professors, theologians, 
philosophers, and sociologists such as Pierre delooz, a member of the management team 
of the institut Pro mundi Vita, as well as women who hold positions of responsibility in 
church associations, including denise Peeters of the commission internationale de l’union 
mondiale des organisations Féminines catholiques (umoFc, international commission 
of the world union of catholic women’s organizations). in Paris, yvonne Pellé-douël–the 
critically acclaimed author of the 1967 text Être femme, a work inspired by christian Per-
sonalism—was the first to encourage marie-Thérèse van lunen chenu (then a member of 
the Joan of arc international alliance) in planning a new group that was to be supported by 
reverend m. dominique chenu (a dominican theologian and scholar at Vatican council 
ii), marie-odile métral, henri-Jacques stiker, rené simon (moralist), sr. Françoise Van-
dermeersch, sr. sabine Villatte des Prugnes, Pauline archambault, odile cadiot (daughter 
of marc sangnier, who founded le sillon), louis soubise, as well as chartier, delarge, 
Grünenwald, Pagès, tunc, and others. in the rhône-alpes region, contacts were made with 
michèle Bauduin, rené shaller, marie-Jeanne Bérère, renée dufour, dona singles, and the 
effort diaconal group in lyon. it catalyzed and pinpointed the criticisms that were begin-
ning to denounce the misogyny of the institution and its monosexual dysfunction. But 
whereas most of the criticisms were still part of a reformist project, Fhe appeared before 
the theologians assembled in Brussels for the international colloquium of Concilium in 
1971 with a very different type of criticism: it was no longer a matter of demanding a place 
for women in the church, but of asking, “what sort of church do we want?” we shall later 
examine other areas in which the French have focused on women and feminism in relation 
to the theology and the Bible, as well as commenting on italy.
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can feminist theologians and biblical scholars. The translation and dissemina-
tion of the work of european women theologians came later, mostly thanks to 
the journal Concilium. still later, we came into contact with latin american 
feminist theologians such as ivone Gebara, maría Pilar aquino, maria clara 
Bingemer, and maría teresa Porcile. Thus, we have constructed our traditions 
by reading international authors, most often in translation.

The translation of important works of feminist theology and feminist bib-
lical studies has opened doors to the world for inquisitive spanish women 
theologians and interested women in general. once the ideological barriers 
were broken down, publishers such as Verbo divino, desclée de Brouwer, san 
Pablo, claretianas, or herder, all of them denominational, published feminist 
work despite being targets of the church hierarchy. we also had the support of 
some nonsectarian publishers, such as trotta. 

3.3. some works of Feminist theology and Biblical exegesis

looking at spanish feminist publications chronologically, i find three main 
areas of research: examination of the Bible and Judaism, narrative analysis of 
texts, and reconstruction of the history of the origins of christianity. 

The first line of work is done by authors and researchers on the Bible and 
Judaism in departments of hebrew philology and semitic studies (targum, 
midrash, masorah, rabbinism, hebrew literature, etc.) at public universities 
such as complutense university of madrid, the centro superior de investiga-
ciones científicas (csic, advanced center for scientific research) in madrid, 
and the university of Granada. The majority of scholars are women, and 
include maría Ángeles navarro, carmen caballero, olga ruíz morell, aurora 
salvatierra, elvira martín, and Guadalupe seijas. Their published works 
reflect high scientific standards. Because of their specialized nature, however, 
studies of this type are known and recognized only in small circles. This line of 
work also includes philological and hermeneutical studies (nuria calduch for 
the former, Pilar de miguel and rosa cursach for the latter), which are better 
known and accessible to a wider public. Biblical scholars such as maría luisa 
melero are less classifiable. 

The second area of work includes publications of feminist narrative analy-
sis and interpretation of both the hebrew and christian Bibles, and includes 
the work of scholars such as mercedes navarro. such explicitly feminist pub-
lications have had an ambivalent reception in denominational biblical circles, 
which are less suspicious of gender studies than of explicitly feminist studies.15 

15. another problem added to this difficult acceptance of narrative exegesis in spain 
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The third area of work consists of studies of the historical Jesus, the his-
tory of the origins of christianity, and the reconstruction of historical con-
texts with a methodological approach appropriate to the history and the 
cultural anthropology of the ancient mediterranean. This group of scholars 
includes authors with a gender perspective (carmen Bernabé, elisa estévez, 
ester miquel, and others) who are connected with and recognized in spe-
cialized american circles. most of them are connected with denominational 
academic groups and must therefore limit their gender perspective. within 
departments of ancient history in the public university system, there are also 
scholars who have dealt with the history of early christianity from a feminist 
perspective (for instance, amparo Pedregal at the university of oviedo).

Publications by spanish women biblical scholars are remarkably numer-
ous, considering how recently they have emerged. These women scholars are 
authoring doctoral dissertations and monographs, coordinating issues of spe-
cialized and informative journals, and appearing as authors in many of these 
journals (the aBe journals Estudios Bíblicos, Reseña Bíblica and Estudios Ecle-
siásticos of the university of comillas, and Concilium, to mention just a few). 
lastly, they are sponsors and authors of collections that at least bear the mark 
of a gender perspective, including En clave de mujer, published by desclée de 
Brouwer, under the direction of isabel Gómez-acebo, with editorial contribu-
tions from various ate biblical scholars, the ate publication Aletheia, sev-
eral volumes in the collection 10 Palabras in Verbo divino, and the colección 
eFeta, which publishes the feminist theology manuals of that school.16 

4. Feminist theology and Biblical studies in  
catholic europe: a Brief summary

4.1. italy: Between history and interpretation

italy has many renowned women philologists and historians of classical antiq-
uity, the most noteworthy of whom are found in public universities. The works 
of italian women historians on the world of ancient Greece, and particularly 
on the roman empire as the context for the christian Bible and the early cen-

is the appropriation of the method by male and female students in the more conservative 
academic world, for example, opus dei.

16. For a detailed bibliography, see mercedes navarro Puerto, “Boletin Bibliográfico: 
Biblia, mujeres, feminismo. i Parte: Biblia hebrea,” ’Ilu: Revista de Ciencias de las Religio-
nes 14 (2009): 231–83; and “Boletín Bibliográfico: Biblia, mujeres, feminismo. ii Parte: el 
nuevo testamento y el cristianismo primitivo,” ’Ilu: Revista de Ciencias de las Religiones 
15 (2010): 205–86. 
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turies of christianity are fundamental. The collaborations between catholic 
women biblical scholars, some Jewish scholars, and several scholars within 
other denominations are frequent and productive, as is demonstrated by the 
conferences and joint publications of various groups.17 

The coordinamento delle teologhe italiane (cti, coordination of ital-
ian women Theologians), directed since its inception by the feminist biblical 
scholar marinella Perroni, is an initiative seeking to catalyze relations and to 
sponsor high-level collaborations among women theologians. This group has 
chosen to give preference to “gender” terminology and its respective catego-
rizations. not all women theologians, especially those who are working in the 
various pontifical schools, are members, often because of fear of being closely 
linked with feminist ideology or gender criticism.18 it should be noted that 
the terms “feminism” and “feminist,” widely used in american and northern 
european contexts, have almost always encountered tenacious opposition in 
secular and (with greater reason) religious academic environments. The word 
“gender” has not met with a better fate, having been repeatedly challenged at 
all levels of church teaching. 

The italian panorama is thus a very varied one.19 we should also keep 
in mind the active presence of women theologians such as maria cristina 
Bartolomei and adriana Valerio in various departments of public universities 
as part of the work of women theologians since the 1960s.20 i also want to 
call attention to the interdisciplinary research in gender studies underway for 
years at the institute for religious science of the Bruno Kessler Foundation 
in trento. in recent years, seminars have often featured italian women theo-
logians as participants. while gender exegesis appears to be advancing very 
slowly in italy, progress has been made in collecting the first fruits of years of 
research and academic encounters with colleagues on an international level. 

17. i wish to thank the vital collaboration of marinella Perroni, who provided me with 
information, references, ideas, and bibliography, and reviewed the text in this paragraph 
for all references to italy.

18. This is something they share with the spanish women, who are in the same situation.
19. in 1965, maria-luisa rigato was admitted as a “special student” to the Pontifi-

cal Biblical institute. For a survey of these presences, see cettina militello, “teologhe,” in 
Teologhe: In quale Europa (ed. sandra mazzolini and marinella Perroni; sui generis; can-
talupa-torino: effatá, 2008), 194–204; and the minutes of the conference on teologhe a 
roma, held in 2000, which offers a survey of the presence of women in roman theological 
schools, in Ricerche Teologiche 13 (2002).

20. militello specifically mentions adriana Zarri and Vilma occhipinti Gozzini 
(“teologhe,” 197–98). The names added since the 1970s are too numerous to list here. see 
the aforementioned collaboration of cettina militello, as well as her book Donne e Chiesa 
(Palermo: edioftes, 1985).
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with respect to biblical exegesis, particularly new testament exegesis, 
italian women specialists suffer greatly from the control of theological insti-
tutions, and therefore report to the holy see or the episcopal conference. 
This situation has led to a proliferation of circumlocutions such as “feminine, 
women, from the feminine point of view,” among other euphemisms easily 
digestible by italian male scholars. The document issued by the international 
Pontifical Biblical commission entitled The Interpretation of the Bible in the 
Church (1993), which continues to be viewed as nonnegotiable, also includes 
feminist exegesis among the contextual approaches (e.2). Fortunately, the 
Protestant publisher claudine (followed by several catholic publishing 
houses, in several publications) has had the foresight to ensure translation of 
major monographs in the last twenty years of the twentieth century. 

in countries outside of italy, the debate has centered on the discussion 
between women’s/gender studies, on the one hand, and identification of a 
particular interpretive framework for the feminist-critical reconstruction of 
biblical history on the other. in italy, preference has been given to emphasiz-
ing the importance of reading sacred scripture from a woman’s point of view, 
but not for developing theoretical frameworks and methodological training 
for women scholars.

First of all, a compendium of the topical literature is needed, often des-
ignated as feminine and/or “from a feminine point of view,” which aims at 
recognition of the role of women in early christianity. Particularly in new tes-
tament studies, the recognition of the important role of women in early chris-
tianity has challenged the ecclesiastical understanding the role of women.21 

among the numerous women who occupy chairs of sacred scripture in the 
Pontifical universities, only two new testament scholars have focused explic-
itly and systematically on issues of gender: maria-luisa rigato from a philologi-
cal perspective, and marinella Perroni from a historical-critical perspective. 

maria-luisa rigato, a genuine pioneer, has advanced the study of the new 
testament texts from a woman’s perspective, proposing interesting hypoth-
eses based on meticulous linguistic-literary studies. while her interest in the 
new testament has never been limited to questions of the presence and role 

21. only the most notable contributions are cited: elizabeth e. Green, Dal silenzio 
alla parola (turin: claudiana, 1995); carla ricci, Maria di Magdala e le molte altre: Donne 
sul cammino di Gesù (naples: d’auria, 1991); lilia sebastiani, Tra/Sfigurazioni (Brescia: 
Queriniana 1992); sebastiani, Svolte: Donne negli snodi del cammino di Gesù (assisi: cit-
tadella, 2008); nuria calduch-Benages, Il profumo del vangelo: Gesù incontra le donne 
(la parola e la sua ricchezza 11; milan: Paoline, 2009); elena Bosetti, Donne della Bibbia: 
Bellezza intrighi fede passione (assisi: cittadella editrice, 2010). 
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of women,22 many of her scientific works have been devoted exclusively to the 
study of women, particularly in the letters of Paul and in the Gospels.23

marinella Perroni studied the feminist exegetical tradition as she prepared 
her doctoral dissertation on the discipleship of women in the Gospel of luke.24 
Through works that are methodological in orientation, she has consistently 
endeavored to sensitize italian scholars to feminist and gender research.25 she 
has also published numerous historical-critical studies that shed light on the 
contribution of women to the formation of the Gospel traditions and the dis-
semination of the christian message.26 

22. see maria-luisa rigato, Il Titolo Della Croce Di Gesù: Confronto tra i Vangeli e 
la Tavoletta-reliquia della Basilica Eleniana a Roma (tesi Gregoriana; serie teologia 100; 
rome: 2005); rigato, Giovanni: l’enigma il Presbitero il culto il Tempio la cristologia (Bolo-
gna: edB, 2007); rigato, I.N.R.I. Il titolo della Croce (Bologna: edB, 2010), 152 

23. see, e.g., maria-luisa rigato, “le figure femminili nel Vangelo secondo Giovanni,” 
in I laici nel popolo di Dio: Esegesi Biblica (ed. Vittorio liberti; rome: ed, 1990), 173–233; 
rigato, “Gesù ‘profumato’ a Betania da una donna, nella redazione matteana,” in Donna 
e ministero: Un dibattito ecumenico (ed. cettina militello; rome: ed, 1991), 497–504; 
rigato, “‘lingue come di fuoco’ e ‘invio’ di discepoli/e come profeti-testimoni (at 2,3–4 e 
is 6,5–8),” in Profezia: Modelli e forme nell'esperienza cristiana laicale (ed. cettina militello; 
Padua: cedam, 2000), 81–106; rigato, “maria la maddalena: ancora riflessioni su colei 
che fu chiamata ‘la resa-grande’ (lc 8,2; 24,10; Gv 20,1.10–17),” Studia Patavina 50 (2003): 
727–52. also, rigato, along with Jerome murphy-o’connor and cettina militello, Paolo e 
le donne (orizzonti biblici; assisi: cittadella editrice, 2006); rigato, Discepole di Gesù (col-
lana studi biblici 63; Bologna: edB, 2011).

24. marinella Perroni, Il díscepolato delle donne nel Vangelo di Luca: Un contributo 
all'ecclesiologia neotestamentaria (excerptum ex dissertatione ad doctoratum sacrae 
Theologiae assequendum in Pontificio athenaeo s. anselmi; romae, 1995).

25. see in this respect marinella Perroni, “lettura femminile ed ermeneutica 
femminista del nt: status quaestionis,” RivB 41 (1993): 315–39; Perroni, “una valutazi-
one dell’esegesi femminista: Verso un senso critico integrale,” StPat 43 (1996): 67–92; Per-
roni, “lettura femminista e lettura spirituale della Bibbia,” in Istituto Superiore di Scienze 
Religiose delle Venezie: Sede centrale di Padova, Le prolusioni ai corsi degli anni accademici 
1994–1996 (Padua: n.p., 1997), 49–77; Perroni, “l’interpretazione biblica femminista tra 
ricerca sinottica e ermeneutica politica: una rassegna di recenti opere di esegesi femmini-
sta,” RivB 45 (1997): 439–68.

26. marinella Perroni, “cristo dice ‘donna’: la testimonianza del iV vangelo,” aa.VV., 
Le donne dicono Dio: Quale Dio dicono le donne? E Dio dice le donne? Atti del decimo con-
vegno di studio Progetto Donna (Milan, 26 November 1994) (milan: Paoline, 1995), 100–
122; Perroni, “il cristo maestro (lc 10,38–42): l’apoftegma di marta e maria: problemi di 
critica testuale,” in Mysterium Christi: Symbolgegenwart und theologische Bedeutung (ed. 
m. löhrer and e. salmann; studia anselmiana 115; rome: anselmiana, 1995), 57–78; 
Perroni, “l’annuncio pasquale alle/delle donne [mc 16,1–8]: alle origini della tradizione 
kerygmatica,” in Patrimonium fidei: Traditionsgeschichtliches Verstehen am Ende? (studia 
anselmiana 124; rome: anselmiana, 1997), 397–436; Perroni, “le donne e maria madre di 
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The italian context is marked not only by the academic activity of women 
professors of biblical studies, but also by scholars whose training has not 
always been strictly exegetical. while “femininity” and “feminine” elements 
as well as topical research predominate in these publications, many interesting 
critical contributions have been made.

lastly, i wish to emphasize the presence of a small sign of change on the 
horizon that could finally enable the italian exegetes to reopen the discus-
sion of the intersection of biblical research, the question of femininity, and 
gender studies. i refer to the upcoming reprint of a volume by elisa salerno 
(1873–1957) entitled Critical Commentaries on Anti-feminist Bibliographical 
Notes: From the First 24 Sacred Books, That Is, from Genesis to the Four Books 
of Wisdom, published in 1926, and the first part of a second volume, pub-
lished that same year, with comments on the antifeminist notes of the last 
nineteen books of the old testament. This book was written in response to 
the translation of the Bible into italian with notes by msgr. antonio martini, 
archbishop of Florence around 1800. she praises the translation of the Bible 
by msgr. martini, but her praise is tempered by reservation “since his com-
mentary contains erroneous, pernicious, and anti-feminist interpretations.” it 
was salerno’s intention in these two volumes to publish a critical commentary 
on notes, which were contaminated by anti-feminism. 

salerno asserted that this critical work was necessary because of the prop-
agation of so many heresies against women that have roots in corrupt inter-
pretations of the scriptures. Protestant american suffragists are thus not the 

Gesù in luca,” in San Luca evangelista testimone della fede che unisce (ed. G. leonardi and 
F. G. B. trolese; atti del congresso internazionale; Padua: istituto per la storia ecclesiastica 
Padovana, 2002), 16–21; Perroni, I. L’unità letteraria e teologica dell’opera di Luca (Vangelo 
e Atti degli Apostoli) (Padua: istituto per la storia ecclesiastica Padovana, 2002), 115–29; 
Perroni, “l’approccio ermeneutico della teologia femminista ai testi biblico-mariologici,” in 
L’ermeneutica contemporanea e i testi biblico-mariologici: Verifica e proposte (ed. ermanno 
m. toniolo; atti del Xiii simposio internazionale mariologico, rome, 2–6 october 2001; 
rome: edizioni marianum, 2003), 409–40; Perroni, “Per una pneumatologia femminista: 
un contributo biblico,” Servitium 156 (2004): 731–42; Perroni, “ ‘muriò y fue sepultado’: la 
contribución de las discípulas de Jesús a la elaboracion de la fe en la resurreción,” in En el 
umbral: Muerte y Teología en perspectíva de mujeres (ed. mercedes navarro; Bilbao: descléè 
de Brouwer, 2006), 147–80; Perroni, “discepole di Gesù,” in Donne e Bibbia: Storia ed ese-
gesi (ed. adriana Valerio; la Bibbia nella storia 21; Bologna: dehoniane, 2006), 197–240; 
Perroni, “canone inverso: la rivoluzione femminista e la maternità di maria,” in La mater-
nità tra scelta, desiderio e destino (ed. saveria chemotti; soggetti rivelati 25; Padua: il poli-
grafo, 2009), 277–97; Perroni, “una sessuazione non-segregante: il ‘terzo sesso’ interpella 
la Bibbia,” in L’enigma corporeità: sessualità e religione (ed. antonio autiero and stefanie 
Knauss; scienze religiose. nuova serie 24; Bologna: edB, 2010), 55–74.
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only “foremothers” of feminist biblical criticism, as salerno also articulated 
her personal intellectual and political history in the decades of the first half of 
the twentieth century. she knew how to answer openly to the “prejudices and 
absurd and barbarous arguments” that contaminated ecclesiastical interpreta-
tions of the Bible with anti-feminist rhetoric.27

4.2. France and other countries

There are few feminist theologians and biblical scholars in France, but there 
are many women theologians and biblical scholars occupying teaching posi-
tions in theological schools and institutes once reserved for men. For example, 
Veronique margo was, until very recently, the dean of the school of theology 
of angers. in lille, Thérèse lebrun is the president and rector of the catholic 
institute, and biblical scholar Bernadette escaffré is the current vice-dean at 
the school of theology of toulouse.28 Élisabeth Parmentier, a feminist Protes-
tant theologian, is professor of ecumenics at the school of theology of stras-
bourg and author of numerous works.

 as is the case in italy and to a great extent in spain, French biblical schol-
ars are not, and have no intention of becoming, particularly feminist. how-
ever, these same specialists often deal with the perspective of women in the 
Bible and the study of topical questions while also emphasizing their status as 
women in their teaching of theology and the Bible. Theology students main-
tain certain numerical gender equality and women students get better results 
than male students even though they have better conditions for study.

in France, as in the other countries mentioned, women, whether or not 
they are specialists, tend to band together and join various associations and 
groups in which they debate theology from their respective points of view, 
including l’autre parole, a collective of christian feminist women, as well as 
other groups mentioned in note 19.

in Portugal, a small number of women scholars in biblical studies teach 
from a gender perspective at catholic universities. a slow awakening to femi-
nism among catholic women, women theologians, and some biblical special-
ists, can be observed in this country. some women theologians are members 

27. cf. michela Vaccari, Lavoratrice del pensiero: Elisa Salerno, una teologa ante lit-
teram (sui generis 7; cantalupa-torino: effatà, 2010), 103–12. 

28. Bernadette escaffré (who generously provided me with the information in this 
paragraph referring to feminist theology and feminist exegesis in France), has noted that 
because the number of women professors has been decreasing, many of the male members 
of the faculty council have requested an increase in the number of women. 
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of a large, deeply rooted, and powerful group of women—the Grail.29 in the 
past years, this organization has been incorporating feminist theology into 
its theological training. The Grail movement arrived in Portugal in 1957, and 
was established in 1977 as a sociocultural nontrade association, and was rec-
ognized in 1985 as a public interest collective. to celebrate the fiftieth anniver-
sary of its inception in Portugal, the group organized a feminist theology con-
ference in collaboration with mercedes navarro of spain. during the summer 
of 2010, it held a conference on feminist theological education, with the col-
laboration of Portuguese and spanish theologians, including Paula depalma 
of eFeta. The aim is to make this an annual event in order to promote femi-
nist theology in southern europe.30

This quick panoramic view of the countries considered leads me to sus-
pect that there are more women theologians than meets the eye, and that the 
women theologians who are visible are not the only ones doing theology. at 
the same time, women scholars are not always as committed to the critical 
perspectives of gender and feminism as they would have us believe. These two 
trends are not contradictory. 

5. conclusions

my survey of the developments in southern europe leads me to punctuate the 
map with multifaceted reflections referring to the twentieth century, the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, and emerging trends for the future. The 
issues raised can serve as both arrival and starting points.

1. ambivalences: The twentieth century was an extremely powerful 
starting point for european feminist interpretation. we have witnessed very 
rapid advances in research, with major consequences for academic insti-
tutions, the christian churches, and religions. These advances exceed our 
evaluative ability at the present time, although we are able to perceive some 
of the inherent phases. advances in feminist biblical research have led to a 
change in the representation of basic concepts such as the biblical divine 
image, the image and dignity of women based on exegetical studies, and rela-
tions between the sexes, and their effects on everyday life, values, and sexual 
ethics. in southern europe, such effects have been more deconstructive than 
constructive, and have become only gradually intercultural. The multidis-
ciplinary factor has influenced the multicultural factor, and vice-versa, but 

29. The reader can obtain more information at www.graal.org.pt.
30. in other, more eastern, countries of the mediterranean basin such as Greece and 

several former eastern-bloc nations, there are few, if any, feminist scholars because of the 
various difficulties of their respective countries.
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not in a cause-and-effect manner. an extremely important outcome within 
the catholic milieu has been the emancipation in biblical hermeneutics and 
reading by women. while it has kept fears alive and aroused deep resistance, 
it has also given women authority to practice self-criticism, criticism of texts, 
and practical encounters.

2. democratization: The intellectual limitations of catholic europe and 
the countries of the south document the importance of the democratization 
of the media, specifically, the prospect for access to specific economic and 
cultural possibilities. The twentieth century teaches us feminist exegetes the 
importance of medium-term rather than short-term strategies, although in 
principle this seems to be a slow process. unfortunately, it has shown us the 
real possibility of regression, as is evidenced by the ambivalences of later gen-
erations of exegetes in the face of feminist and gender studies and the power 
of the gradual and unstoppable tabooization of terms that are historically 
impregnated with the struggles and victories of the women who preceded us. 
The loss of feminist terms forms part of the strategy to eliminate memory. at 
the present time there is greater fear among women, women students, and 
women professors of theology and biblical studies than there was twenty and 
thirty years ago.

3. secularity: The history of feminist theology and feminist exegesis in 
southern european countries reveals the importance of the public and secu-
lar environments for biblical research that is scientific, free, and creative. it 
also reveals the need to position oneself simultaneously within and outside 
of institutions. The challenge is to sustain the ability of women to support 
and maintain the creation and interrelations of networks, to handle conflicts 
(which are legitimate, because we are human) in light of personal ambitions, 
to desire power and acclaim, and to maintain the right to struggle for the 
cause of women, especially the most disadvantaged women. This means not 
losing sight of the fact that each personal victory is at the same time a collec-
tive victory. 

4. reception: The experiences of biblical women scholars of the catholic 
countries of europe regarding the reception of specialized and also popular-
izing works indicate the inadequacy of the quality and quantity of the scientific 
output of women exegetes. Because they wanted to be visible in mixed groups 
(university faculties, biblical associations, and international seminars, for 
example), many women exegetes have become invisible or absorbed or have 
lost power. twentieth-century feminist exegesis in europe and the west con-
sists of few names, male or female. success in transforming the anecdotal and 
the individual into the political and the collective continues to be the challenge.

5. Production/dissemination: in southern europe, we are more aware of 
the tardy relationship between publication and dissemination in a world that 
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is changing so rapidly. hence, i continue to see an urgent need for effective 
publication and dissemination of feminist biblical studies.

6. categories: The present is the effect of the past, but only up to a certain 
point. each generation is responsible only for itself. This leads us to rethink 
the immediate past with categories other than those of cause and effect. such 
categories and emerging fields are chaos, auto-poiesis, morphic fields, para-
doxes, and the like. The findings represent a starting point for the reconstruc-
tion of reality. we know, however, that the reality is much more complex. 
major work thus remains to be done.

7. individual/collective: The experience of catholic europe brings with 
it, from my point of view, the challenge of rethinking everything in terms of 
both the individual and the collective. once again, and in the specific envi-
ronment of feminist scholarship, it is necessary to restate that the personal 
is the political. 



toward mapping Feminist  
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Monica Jyotsna Melanchthon 
University of Divinity, Melbourne, Australia

1. introduction and Preliminary considerations

Feminist biblical studies/interpretations in asia are relatively new. never-
theless, it is imperative that this introductory section address inclusions and 
exclusions within this essay, and the problems and questions that may be 
raised but not adequately answered, in order to indicate some of the directions 
that future research may profitably take. The mapping or charting of feminist 
biblical studies in asia is a complicated affair, particularly because the consti-
tutive elements of the terms “asian,” the “asian woman,” and “feminist” are 
contested. however, these terms and the complexities that surround can also 
provide fruitful incitements to discourse.

First, the problem of what constitutes “asia/asianness” has been much 
debated,1 as the plurality of cultures, religions, languages, ethnic groups, 
races, socioeconomic conditions, and ideologies begs the question “who or 
what makes an interpretation asian?” Biblical interpreters in asia represent 
various population groups involving different geopolitical backgrounds, mul-
tiple historical trajectories, and diverse material and discursive formations, 
often even within a single nation. in questioning the context for exploring, 
formulating, and mapping feminist biblical interpretations in asia, one must 
ask: which, or whose, works do we draw on to chart this map of asian wom-
en’s interpretations of scripture? which women’s experiences have produced 
interpretations or studies of the christian scriptures and from what loca-
tions? what are the disciplinary parameters of this knowledge? what are the 

1. namsoon Kang, “who/what is asian? a Postcolonial Theological reading of 
orientalism and neo-orientalism,” in Postcolonial Theologies, Divinities, and Empire (ed. 
catherine Keller et al.; st. louis: chalice, 2004), 100–117.
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methods used to locate and chart asian women’s interpretations of the Bible? 
These questions are pertinent as we seek to describe feminist biblical stud-
ies in asia. however, answering these questions and exploring this vast and 
complex terrain in a way that takes into account both regional differences 
and disciplinary competencies can hardly be accomplished in the space of a 
single essay. 

second, since i am interested in sketching out feminist biblical studies 
in asia, it is imperative that i describe what is meant by the word “femi-
nist” and what makes an interpretation feminist. The terms “feminism” or 
“feminist” may mean many things. “Feminist” is commonly used to describe 
those women and men who seek to eliminate women’s subordination and 
marginalization.2 The root experience of feminism is the realization that cul-
tural “common sense,” dominant perspectives, scientific theories, and his-
torical knowledge are all androcentric constructs—that is, male biased and 
therefore ideological rather than objective. Feminism, therefore, is a social 
movement rooted in the awareness of women’s oppression and exploitation 
at work both in society and within the family that involves conscious action 
by women and men to change this situation. in simple terms, feminism is the 
commitment to work for the political, economic, and social equality of man 
and woman, girl and boy in every area of life. This commitment takes seri-
ously the interlinkages of gender, race, caste, colonialism, cultural imperial-
ism, religious pluralism, and the violence of women against other women.3 
Therefore, it is essential to delineate the salient factors of feminist biblical 
interpretation, which must be reflected in a work if it is to be accepted as 
feminist. such work must

 ▶ reflect appreciation and respect for women’s experiences and acknowl-
edgement of women’s capacities and agency. experience as simply 
lived and happening is the raw material and matrix for reflection. 
Feminism engages in the spiritual quest within women’s experiences, 
including the personal and social, women’s labor, the experiences of 
her body, menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth, as well as wom-
en’s experiences of subjugation, rejection, and exclusion in society 

2. see, for example, the statement of purpose of the Center for Feminist Theology and 
Ministry, Japan, which includes the following: “our choice of the term ‘feminist’ rather than 
‘human’ is intended to make it clear that we understand ‘women's’ experiences typically 
reflecting those of the marginalized as ‘others’ throughout the history of patriarchal societ-
ies. Just as situations at the margins are diverse, so too are women's experiences.” online: 
http://cftmj2000.cocolog-nifty.com/blog/1purpose/index.html.

3. Kwok Pui lan, Introducing Asian feminist Theology (cleveland: Pilgrim, 2000), 30.
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and church,4 the process of socialization, and being a part of male-
dominated religious systems that privilege androcentrism and the 
maleness of God.

 ▶ be sensitive to context; be cognizant of the linguistic, religious, and cul-
tural diversity, as well as the poverty of the majority, the effects of glo-
balization, and the exploitation and abuse of nature and its concomi-
tant results on the Asian people and the land. The oppressed and the 
marginalized, namely the women, the dalits, children, the adivasis,5 
the burakumin, and the tribals, those infected and affected by hiV/
aids, and the physically and mentally challenged, are people who 
have been conspicuously absent in biblical interpretation. 

 ▶ challenge/destabilize/subvert the subordination of women rather 
than strengthening or reinforcing it. some women and men tend to 
believe that any reading by women is feminist. challenging patriar-
chal structures is not easy, considering the fact that we as women are 
interpreting within the context of patriarchy and therefore experi-
ence limitations as we are shaped and influenced by this framework.6 
“an adequate feminist exegetical methodology and perspective, then, 
must seek to be aware of, and to limit, as far as possible, the influence 
of patriarchal ideology in its own thought.”7 interpretations therefore 
need to be able to subvert patriarchal structures and thought systems 
that legitimize the subordination of women. 

 ▶ be self-critical. Feminists cannot overlook the fact that the critical 
function of feminist work implies self-criticism and alertness to the 
ways in which women have both abetted and resisted oppression 
and subjugation. Therefore, feminist work calls for a hermeneutic 
of suspicion, especially in dealing with texts that appear to be pro-
women. it needs also discern and uncover the underlying structures 
of the texts in order to understand, critique, and challenge the logic 
of patriarchy.8 

4. malini devananda, “women’s spirituality,” In God’s Image: Journal of Asian Women’s 
Resource Centre for Culture and Theology 24/2 (June 2005): 2–4. 

5. indigenous populations within india (adi: original; vasi: inhabitant). about 427 of 
these groups have been listed in the scheduled tribes list of the indian constitution.

6. Kerry m. craig and margaret a. Kristjansson, “women reading as men/women 
reading as women: a structural analysis for the historical Project,” Semeia 51 (1990): 
119–36, here 120.

7. ibid.
8. ibid.
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 ▶ transform individuals and structures of oppression. exegesis of scrip-
ture in accordance with the rules of interpretation is not sufficient if 
the resulting interpretation does not transform the exegete. indian 
tradition affirms that “no hermeneutics by itself will yield truth in 
its fullness without purification of the mind, transformation of the 
heart, and discipline of the body.”9 hence, feminist work must have 
as its goal and consequence far-reaching social changes of political 
and social revolutionary significance in its society and world. such 
changes need to be practical, this-worldly, transformative, renew-
ing, and transitional. in short, an effective hermeneutic is one that 
is based on a faith response—a hermeneutic of life, of liberation and 
justice, and a hermeneutic that results in readings that challenge the 
status quo and transform structures of oppression. This perspective 
will help us to be cautious about using tools that sift the biblical texts 
for historical facts (historical critical methods), or about studying the 
Bible as literature without any sensitivity for its religious visions (lit-
erary methods). 

 ▶ explore the faith dimensions of the Christian gospel. a majority of the 
asian biblical scholars and students are also practicing christians 
who find identity and meaning through their involvement in church 
life. it also has to be borne in mind that christianity is a minority 
religion in most of the asian countries, and that a majority of the 
educational institutions that make possible the study of the Bible 
are church-affiliated institutions. hence, the confessional nature of 
biblical studies and interpretations cannot be overlooked.10 There-
fore, christian feminist interpretations must reflect the values of the 
gospel and contribute to the enhancement of faith.

i have refrained from using the term “studies” in the title because the term car-
ries with it a note of the formality of abstract, academic, and research-oriented 
work that we experience less often in asia than in the west. in surveying the 
material that might be included in this essay, it became clear that in contrast to 
feminist biblical scholarship in the west, feminist biblical interpretations in asia 
have been generated largely by those outside of academic biblical scholarship, 

9. stanley J. samartha, “The asian context: sources and trends,” in Voices from the 
Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the Third World (london: sPcK, 1991), 36–49, here 41.

10. i am aware that there are exceptions, particularly in countries such as china, and 
that there may be few individual scholars affiliated to secular universities elsewhere in asia 
who approach the Bible as a cultural and literary text. But these are more often the excep-
tion than the rule.
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some with theological training and some without. a major section of women 
biblical interpreters are not biblical scholars with advanced degrees; some have 
theological training and some have none. Those not involved in academic bibli-
cal studies have made substantial contributions to feminist biblical interpreta-
tion, and their work complements that of biblical scholars.

By using the term interpretations, i am also extending my inquiries 
beyond those institutions and practices within which feminist biblical inter-
pretation enjoys a safe, public existence in order to include potentially pro-
vocative sites such as art and poetry. my aim is to make space for more wide-
ranging approaches towards understanding the issues, the approaches, and 
the methods employed by feminist interpreters of the Bible in asia. 

2. Feminist theologizing and Feminist  
Biblical interpretation in asia: Genealogy

The genesis of feminist theologizing and biblical interpretation in asia is to 
be traced back to some landmark publications and events in the 1970s and 
1980s that are embedded in the consciousness of those who are its most active 
participants in different parts of asia. The project of feminism and feminist 
theological reflection was initiated by various contributing factors that served 
as catalysts. i offer here a few examples from select countries that served as 
catalysts for feminist biblical interpretations in asia.

Korea: while conversion to christianity in the 1880s provided the oppor-
tunity for Korean women to read and explore the Bible, its egalitarian values 
also propelled women to affirm themselves11 in the context of a hierarchical 
and feudal society. it provided the impetus for women to participate in the 
struggles against Japanese occupation in the early 1900s. during the decades 
that followed, christianity grew and schisms developed within the churches 
on issues surrounding the critical study of the Bible and people’s participa-
tion in addressing social issues. women were marginalized and became the 

11. “The reason why christianity so rapidly became popular among the Korean 
women and the poor people of the lower class is that christianity proclaims the equal-
ity of all humankind, especially the equality between highborn aristocratic class and the 
lower class, and between male and female. many scholars say that because of christianity, 
Koreans began to believe that before God, all human beings are equal, and that men and 
women are equal” (Kyung sook lee, “an old testament interpretation in an era of Glo-
balization: From the Perspective of Korean Feminist Theology” [unpublished manuscript, 
2009], 2).
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“second sex” in the Korean churches.12 in 1961, the Korean association of old 
testament studies was formed, but it had no women members until 1981.13 
The popularization of mary daly’s Beyond God the Father became a catalyst 
for awakening the consciousness of women, and this was reinforced by a 
translation of Kate millet’s, Sexual Politics in 1976, and letty russell’s Human 
Liberation in a Feminist Perspective: A Theology in 1979. in 1977, the Korean 
women’s institute was established, and courses in women’s studies were being 
offered at the ewha women’s university in seoul. The liberation movements 
(minjung) and the democratic movements in the 1970s in Korea provided the 
background for the birth of Korean feminist theology. 

in 1980, the Korean association of women Theologians (Kawt) was 
formed.14 in 1985, the Korean association of Feminist Theologians (KaFt) 
was also created to promote feminist theological reflection.15 in 1987, it 
became a member of the Korean association of christian studies. a journal 
entitled Feminist Theological Thought was also launched, and over the years 
its issues have also addressed topics related to the Bible and women. The 
Korean association of old testament studies and the Korean association of 
new testament studies, ehwa women’s institute for Theological studies, and 
the Ehwa Journal of Feminist Theology are among the various platforms and 
publications that have provided for women theologians and biblical inter-
preters the space and opportunity for doing and sharing their feminist work 
in Korea. 

Philippines: in 1978, in a context of martial law and military dictator-
ship, the Benedictine sister mary John mananzan co-founded Filipina. This 
organization was the first of its kind to address women’s issues, particularly 
the plight of sex workers in the Philippines.16 she also established the center 
for women’s resources in 1982.17 later she headed the well-known GaBri-
ela organization,18 a national alliance of grassroots women’s organizations 

12. ibid., 4.
13. ibid.
14. sun Kyung Park, woo Jung lee, sun ae Ju, sang Jang, hwa sun Jo, sang lim ahn, 

suk Ja Jung, and ok la Kim are some of the founding members (ibid., 5).
15. ibid. 
16. Kwok, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology, 26–27.
17. a nonstock, nonprofit nongovernmental women’s service institution that provides 

research, education and training, advocacy and publications, library and data banking ser-
vice for and about women. see http://cwrweb.com/. 

18. acronym for General assembly Binding women for reforms, integrity, equal-
ity, leadership, and action, which was founded in april, 1984 after ten thousand women 
marched in manila, defying a marcos decree against demonstrations.
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in the Philippines, which was founded in 1984 with a focus on issues that 
affect women.19 unlike in other asian countries, christianity is the dominant 
religion in the Philippines, and the church has been actively involved in the 
politics of the country. hence, reflecting and interpreting the Bible for the 
purposes of aiding the christian church was and remains in the organization’s 
mission to usher in change. 

India: The secular women’s movement with beginnings in the 1970s20 was 
the catalyst that was largely responsible for increasing awareness amongst 
church women about gender discrimination, equality, and justice in india. as 
women’s studies, the academic arm of the women’s movement, developed, it 
became apparent that religion and theology legitimized patriarchy and sexism 
in society. 

This realization was aided by influences derived from early works of pio-
neers in the field of feminist theology—mary daly, letty russell, elisabeth 
schüssler Fiorenza, and rosemary radford reuther—which engendered 
analysis and critique of the church’s tradition from a feminist perspective and 
from within the church. The secular women’s movement therefore fueled the 
development of “feminist consciousness”21 in the church and in theological 
education. in the early 1980s, Stree, the newsletter of the all india council for 

19. namely, militarization and women's landlessness; the international monetary 
Fund, the world Bank, and the debt crisis; the denial of women's reproductive rights and 
the gross neglect of health care for women; violence against children, wives, and family life; 
development aid; prostitution and trafficking of women. see http://www.members.tripod 
.com/~gabriela_p/. 

20. The secular women’s movement in india owes its genesis to two landmark events, 
namely, the publication of the pioneering “report on the status of women” in 1974 and 
the formation of the “Forum against rape” in mumbai in 1979. since then, women’s rights 
have become a part of the legitimate discourse of mainstream politics. The women’s move-
ment has come a long way, agitating a variety of issues from sexual harassment on college 
campuses to dowry deaths, from female feticide to reservation for women in legislatures, 
from the use of coercion in population control programs to abuse of the girl child, from sati 
to personal law codes pertaining to marriage, adoption, inheritance and custody, environ-
mental degradation, and from literacy to the demand for prohibition. Five major themes 
have dominated this post-independence women’s movement: legal reform, struggle against 
violence, social reform, political participation, research, and documentation. many uni-
versities and colleges have established a department of women’s studies to promote gender 
analysis and a feminist reading of issues. Gender has become an established category for 
social, economic, and political analysis. even the arts, such as dance, theatre, and literature, 
have not been left untouched. 

21. it refers to the awareness that women’s subordination is unnatural and demean-
ing and inscribed by culture rather than inherent to women’s bodies and lives. see Gerda 
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christian women (aiccw), a unit of the national council of churches in 
india, provided the initial space for women within the church to express their 
thoughts and reflections on women’s experiences within church and society. 

in 1984, a historic consultation on the theme towards a Theology of 
humanhood was organized by the aiccw. with this consultation and the 
book that followed in 1987,22 indian christian women along with a few men 
initiated formal attempts not only to critique the christian religion and theol-
ogy for its male-centered, male-authored perspectives derogatory to women, 
but also to recover and reclaim women’s histories and contributions that 
were either hidden, unnoticed, or devalued, and to reconstruct, revalue, and 
reshape theological concepts and biblical interpretations in india. in the years 
that followed, various publications consisting of biblical studies for the use of 
the church and women were published.23 

The early years of this new millennium saw more academic and “schol-
arly” works of the feminist kind by both women and men graduating from 
theological seminaries.24 But the limited numbers of indian women scholars 
educated in biblical studies25 provides a significant barrier to the development 
of feminist biblical interpretations, studies, and scholarship generated by bibli-
cal scholars, as opposed to lay women, male theologians, other theologically 
trained women, ethicists, and historians. 

Japan: Feminist biblical interpretation has been promoted primarily by 
the center for Feminist Theology and ministry in Japan for the purposes 
of “doing theology” by integrating christian theology and ministry from a 
feminist perspective.26 The center was established in 2000, and has since 
been directed by two new testament biblical scholars—satoko yamaguchi 

lerner, The Creation of Feminist Consciousness: From the Middle Ages to Eighteen-Seventy 
(new york: oxford university Press, 1993).

22. aruna Gnanadason, ed. Towards a Theology of Humanhood: Women’s Perspectives 
(delhi: isPcK, 1986).

23. V. devasahayam, Biblical Perspectives on Women—Ten Bible Studies (chennai: 
aiccw, 1986); stella Faria et al., eds., Biblical Women: Our Foremothers—Women’s Per-
spectives by Anna Vareed Alexander (indore: satprakashan sanchar Kendra, 1997); rini 
ralte et al., Envisioning a New Heaven and a New Earth (new delhi: isPcK, 1998); eliza-
beth Joy, ed., Lived Realities: Faith Reflections on Gender Justice (Bangalore: JwP/cisrs, 
1999); Jyotsna chatterji, Good News for Women (delhi: isPcK for JwP/cisrs, 1979); 
idem, Women in Praise and Struggle (delhi: isPcK for JwP/cisrs, 1982).

24. Through the doctoral program coordinated by the south asia Theological 
research institute of the senate of serampore college (university), india. 

25. only nine so far: seven in old testament and two in new testament.
26. online: http://cftmj2000.cocolog-nifty.com/about.html.
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and hisako Kinukawa. able to function only as adjunct lecturers,27 these two 
scholars have spearheaded feminist theological reflection in Japan and have 
succeeded in stirring and drawing like-minded women and students, includ-
ing women from the Buddhist faith28 who are interested in learning how the 
center attends to and addresses issues pertaining to women in Japan. 

 3. emerging asian Feminist theologies

The 1970s and early 1980s also saw the emergence of several asian theolo-
gies that were culture specific, context sensitive, and liberative in their intent. 
minjung theology, dalit theology, and the theological constructions by well-
known asian theologians called for sensitivity to context and culture but 
failed to acknowledge adequately in their analysis and constructions of theol-
ogy the minjung, dalit, and asian woman and the uniqueness of her experi-
ence.29 Therefore, women had to organize and mobilize themselves to meet 
this theological lacuna. 

Their participation in struggles for liberation from dictatorial and mil-
itary regimes in the Philippines, Korea, and myanmar, to name a few, and 
increased networking among groups of asian women, gave the required 
impetus. women were encouraged by developments in secular and religious 
women’s movements, as well as in national and local ones.

Their increased access to biblical knowledge through theological training 
and opportunities to participate in national and international workshops on 
feminism, feminist analysis, feminist methodologies and Bible study, paired 
with networking among asian women’s groups, provided inspiration and 
grounding. Feminist theological works from the west (both christian and 
Jewish) heightened awareness of women’s roles and issues, provided insight, 
and propelled feminist theologizing and interpreting of the biblical text. 

The goal of such theologizing was to effect change in the lives of women, 
their participation in church and society, and the transformation of social and 
ecclesial structures. as a result, many countries now have national associa-

27. see satoko yamaguchi, “From dualistic Thinking toward inclusive imagination,” 
in Mapping and Engaging the Bible in Asian Cultures: Congress of the Society of Asian Bib-
lical Studies 2008 Seoul Conference (ed. yeong mee lee and yoon Jong yoo; seoul: The 
christian literature society of Korea, 2009), 55.

28. Buddhist women do not read biblical texts but glean from the readings shared 
with them strategies for how they might themselves address issues of sexism within their 
sanghas. 

29. Kwok, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology, 30.
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tions or societies of biblical studies.30 But their level of activity and programs, 
their women’s participation, and their openness to feminist projects on the 
Bible is varied and open to inquiry.

These developments at the national level were also energized by women’s 
involvement in international movements for change such as the world stu-
dent christian Federation-asia-Pacific, and the international movement of 
catholic students asia-Pacific, both of which organized gender-specific con-
sultations and training programs in which Bible study was a crucial element. 
The women’s regional ecclesial bodies such as the christian conference of 
asia also contributed to equipping women for a feminist analysis of biblical 
texts. 

The asian women’s resource center for culture and Theology, conceived 
at an “asian women doing Theology” conference in november 1987, was 
established in 1988 in hong Kong and is now located in chennai, india. The 
center has been fundamental in mobilizing asian women to articulate a the-
ology that is contextual and feminist in its orientation. In God’s Image: Journal 
of Asian Women’s Resource Centre for Culture and Theology, the only one of 
its kind in asia, has been a valuable avenue for women to share their stories, 
reflections, and interpretation in diverse forms with other women in asia and 
the rest of the world. 

Theological institutions and fraternities such as atesea Theological 
union and the ecumenical association of Third world Theologians, and 
asian societies such as the society of asian Biblical studies started in 2006 
and the ethnic chinese Biblical colloquium are new avenues for women 
members to present their feminist interpretations of biblical texts.31 

4. salient Features of Feminist Biblical interpretation in asia

considering the very significant role that faith and religion play in the lives of 
christian women, it is not surprising that women are still hesitant to critique 
religious traditions and scripture and the role that they play in the subjuga-
tion and oppression of women. The act of critiquing religion or articulating 
an interpretation or theology that is wholly feminine in its language, symbols, 
and metaphors is akin to the unheard scream of Kunti in the Mahabaratha 
as she gives birth to a son out of wedlock. Because of the fear of being con-
demned by society, Kunti suppressed that scream of labor pain, which is oth-

30. For instance, Korea, Japan, indonesia, and india. 
31. see satoko yamaguchi’s plenary presentation, “From dualistic Thinking toward 

inclusive imagination,” 53–71, where she appeals for more radically inclusive biblical inter-
pretations.
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erwise welcomed and celebrated at the time of childbirth. she was required to 
bring the child into the world silently. This same sense of fear, of suppression, 
guilt, and betrayal accompanies the creative efforts of feminist theology and 
biblical interpretation in asia. 

like Kunti, the christian women students and theologians seem to hide 
the frank expression of their anguish with religion, scripture, and tradition, 
because it would not be acceptable in society or the church. women in the 
church and seminary structures are still excluded outsiders in many parts of 
asia, and they lead a precarious existence on the boundaries of both theologi-
cal institutions and the church. despite the odds against them, asian women 
interpreters recognize that Bible study is an important means of exploring and 
expanding the religious dimensions of one's life, with implications for one’s 
involvement in family, society, and church. This study is also necessary for 
social and ecclesial transformation. 

The body of feminist work on the Bible is still small in asia, but becoming 
increasingly significant. asian women interpreters acknowledge that the Bible 
shows a distinct male bias and unabashedly reflects the patriarchal cultures in 
which its texts were written. in addition, women have been further marginal-
ized by biblical translators and interpreters living in male-dominated societ-
ies. They assert that the Bible has been used to maintain the existing order 
and as a chief instrument in the suppression of women. yet the Bible carries 
also a liberating message for women. interpretations of women in general are 
full of insights that can contribute to correcting the androcentric worldview 
of the Bible, especially through their implicit advocacy of the "hermeneutics 
of suspicion." asian feminists are working towards helping ordinary church 
women, men, and young people to reread the Bible in a simple and lively way, 
“using participatory methods, relating the Bible to our context, and engaging 
faith with current issues on a worldwide basis.”32 

some of the salient features of feminist biblical interpretations in asia are 
as follows: 

 ▶ Feminist interpreters are church bound: Feminist biblical studies in 
asia is characterized and influenced by a combination of contextual, 
academic, and confessional factors. The majority of the interpreters, 
if not all, are practicing christians who find identity and meaning 
through their involvement in church life. while this makes their 
work and interpretations meaningful, the risks are high and the 
regulations of the institutional church and seminary restrict women 

32. ralte et al., Envisioning a New Heaven and a New Earth, xv.
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from being radical, frank, and forthright in their interpretations of 
the biblical texts. contextual and perspectival studies and readings 
of the Bible are considered liberal, modern, and nontraditional. such 
readings of the Bible are having to go up against the more traditional 
and loyalist interpretations of individuals and groups influenced by 
the resurgence of christian fundamentalism in many quarters of 
asia. hence, the method, the principles of interpretation adopted, 
the perspectives, and the issues addressed through the interpretation 
of the biblical text are determined by the confessional leanings and 
doctrinal stances of the interpreter. 

 ▶ Feminist biblical interpretations are produced from outside the academy 
and outside of biblical studies: in contrast to feminist biblical scholar-
ship in the west, feminist biblical interpretations in asia have been 
generated primarily by those outside the academy. although there 
is some debate as to what constitutes a feminist approach to biblical 
texts, feminist biblical interpretation has a diverse, well-developed, 
and growing body of literature created by a small but growing mass of 
feminist biblical interpreters. Feminist scholars in nonbiblical fields 
have also provided notable readings of biblical texts. while those 
within biblical studies are few, those outside of biblical studies have 
made substantial contributions to feminist biblical interpretation 
through artwork, poetry, dramas,33 and their work complements that 
of biblical scholars. 

 ▶ Feminist biblical interpretation in Asia is “liberational” in approach:34 
Variations in approach arise out of different experiences, training, 
theological assumptions, caste affiliations and/or positions of femi-
nist thinkers. yet what unites feminist biblical interpretation in asia 
is that the text is read from the vantage point of women’s experi-
ence and with a commitment to the emancipation and liberation 
of women. Feminist biblical interpreters in asia engage with their 
communities and with other women’s lived experiences, which are 
often ignored within the academy. Thus, their interpretations include 
the social, cultural, and religious experiences of asian women within 

33. see In God’s Image 7/3 (september 1988): 39–51.
34. They consider the central message of the Bible to be human salvation and libera-

tion found in either in the prophetic tradition or other texts that go beyond androcentri-
cism and patriarchy and witness to the transformation of society. see carolyn osiek, “The 
Feminist and the Bible: hermeneutical alternatives,” in Feminist Perspectives on Biblical 
Scholarships (ed. adela yarbro collins; sBl centennial Publications, chico, calif.: scholars 
Press, 1985): 103–4.
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scholarly discourse and draw on the artistic, literary, and intellectual 
production of these women as resources. it is a critical rereading of 
the scriptures that employs a liberational approach, enabling them to 
be read against the grain for the purposes of solidarity and advocacy 
and for transforming the self and the community. our task is three-
fold—critique, reclaim, and reconstruct. 

 ▶ Feminist biblical interpretations are heterogeneous in method and moti-
vated by class, culture, ethnic, and other diversities: The diversity that 
characterizes asia and the difficulty in defining what is “asian” make 
it essential that women interpreters pay attention to their immedi-
ate contexts—cultures, languages, castes, ethnicities, and traditions. 
They have definitely found helpful those insights gained from the 
traditional historical critical methodologies and literary methods. 
The methods vary, but a majority of the interpretations seem to fall 
within the arena of cultural criticism or the process that “expressly 
investigates the interplay between text and reader.” hence, it “has no 
distinct methodology, no unique statistical, ethnomethodological, or 
textual analysis to call its own.”35 

 The questions, methods, and research strategies that are brought to 
bear upon the task of interpretation vary greatly depending on the 
goals of researchers and their disciplines. The “contrapuntal meth-
ods” are becoming popular within the context of religious plurality. 
what seems more important than a fixation on method is the her-
meneutical lens through which the text is read and interpreted. The 
perspective and approach are crucial to feminist readings in asia. 
The readings therefore criticize that which is merely theoretical; they 
validate the experiential, the lived, and the ambiguous.

 ▶ Asian feminist biblical interpretation is interested in addressing multi-
ple social issues: Feminist biblical interpreters in asia are aware of the 
interlocking forms of oppression (between caste, class, and gender), 
and hence underscore the importance of treating oppression not 
as universal or exclusive but as multidimensional or multiaxial. in 
addition, they underscore the overlapping dimensions of experience, 
particularly regarding gender, caste, and class. The interpretations 
address issues ranging from various forms of violence (dowry, female 
infanticide, female feticide, rape, sati, domestic abuse), representa-

35. cary nelson, Paula a. treichler, and lawrence Grossberg, “cultural studies: an 
introduction,” in Cultural Studies (ed. lawrence Grossberg et al.; new york: routledge, 
1992), 2.
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tion of women in the media, verbal abuse, “eve teasing,” mistreatment 
of widows, caste violence, women’s rights (property/inheritance, 
abortion, birth control, women’s rights to land, food, water, and other 
basic necessities), women’s health, sexuality, marriage, family, inter-
faith relations, hiV/aids, ecology, militarization, globalization, to 
issues such as women’s leadership in church and society, ordination 
of women, partnership between women and relationship to men, 
God and the church.

 ▶ Feminist biblical work in Asia is highly dependent on Western femi-
nist scholarship: in general, feminist biblical interpretation in asia 
utilizes the gains of feminist scholarship in the west, but attempts 
to go beyond a gender-focused analysis to see the interconnections 
that exist between women’s oppression and cultural systems such as 
caste, religion, ethnicity, and language. alluding to western literature 
inevitably produces a further set of questions, anxieties, and expecta-
tions: what about “asian” theories and methods of biblical interpre-
tation? to begin with “the west” is at once a particular geographi-
cal place and a relation. From where we are, this relation is one of 
extremely complicated domination. But for all intents and purposes, 
we are effectively located in the west. it is to the credit of feminists 
in asia that they refused to be silenced by accusations of being west-
ern-identified and unable to deal with the “real” asia. in my view, 
the theoretical questions before us are both more daunting and more 
exciting. we asian feminists cannot but draw upon western theo-
ries and methods, since “they determine at an unconscious level, the 
reading practices we bring to bear” on our work.36

in conclusion, feminist biblical interpretation in asia is an imaginative 
and creative process that utilizes the experience of women’s discrimina-
tion and subjectivity to foreground its work and to allow for readings of the 
text that are liberating and transformative for both society and the church. 
But, as Brenner has reminded us, imaginative thinking requires theory and 
“method to complement it, whereas method without imagination accom-

36. This description of our relation to western theories comes from madhava Prasad’s 
discussion of the problems besetting current analyses of indian cinema. see madhava 
Prasad, The Ideology of Hindi Cinema: A Historical Construction (delhi: oxford university 
Press, 1998). For an extended discussion of issues related to the westernness of theory in 
the context of feminism, see mary e. John, Discrepant Dislocations: Feminism, Theory, and 
Postcolonial Histories (Berkeley: university of california Press, 1996). 
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plishes little.”37 we are still too few to make an impact, but with the develop-
ment of a critical mass of feminist biblical scholars, we might just be able to 
equip more women interpreters with the tools of biblical criticism for femi-
nist biblical scholarship. 

37.athalya Brenner, “who’s afraid of Feminist criticism? who’s afraid of Biblical 
humor? The case of the obtuse Foreign ruler in the hebrew Bible,” JSOT 63 (1994): 
38–55, here 40.
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christian Feminist exegesis: Genesis 1–3

Helen Schüngel-Straumann 
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1. introduction

The background to this paper is the androcentric biblical exegesis in the twen-
tieth century as it continues to have extensive influence on the beginnings of 
an explicitly feminist exegesis. at early stages of critical interpretation, critical 
women were already trying to argue against misogynist assertions of certain 
texts in both popular and theological writings and contexts. however, because 
women were largely denied access to specialist theological studies in the early 
twentieth century, they were forced to raise their concerns in other ways, for 
instance, in letters.

The following explanations focus on the German-speaking area but also 
cite examples from the anglo-american area and from northern europe. By 
the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, Ger-
many led the way in developing fruitful new approaches to historical-critical 
exegesis that continued far into the twentieth century.1 some of the major 
Protestant representatives are used as examples. (catholic commentators were 
still forbidden at the time to work with “new” historical-critical methods, and 
this did not change until the end of world war ii.2) The period from world 
war i until after the end of the world war ii was not very productive, lim-

1. even in the nineteenth century, there were Genesis commentaries by Julius well-
hausen (1876–1877), Karl Budde (1883), among others, followed by hermann Gunkel 
(1901), otto Procksch (1913), to name just a few important German-language interpret-
ers. For english-language commentaries, see, inter alia, samuel rolles driver (1905) and 
John skinner (1910–1912). 

2. due to the papal encyclical “divinu afflante spiritu” (1943) and subsequently due 
to “humani generis” (1950); see on this Gustave lambert, “l’encyclical ‘humani generis’ 
et l’ecriture sainte,” NRTh 73 (1951): 225–43.
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ited as it was by the global economic crisis and then by the emergence of the 
national socialists in Germany.3 Therefore, the significant changes brought 
about by feminist exegesis did not begin until after the middle of the twentieth 
century.

For the younger generation and for women readers from non-european 
countries, it cannot be emphasized enough what the tremendous changes 
brought about by world war ii meant in europe. whereas scholars before the 
war “roamed”4 throughout europe and there was genuine intellectual exchange 
between east and west as well as between north and south, after 1945 europe 
was split in two parts: east and west. This and the aftermath of the war—even 
for women referred to as “rubble women” (trümmerfrauen5)—caused a rela-
tive stalemate in new theological approaches until after 1950. These changes 
in the history of ideas and political thought cannot be overstated. relations 
in europe once again changed drastically in 1989 due to the fall of the Berlin 
wall and the breakdown of the soviet union.

as an old testament scholar, my explanations are limited to the hebrew 
Bible. even as far back as the middle ages, women have constantly been inter-
ested in “beginnings,” in statements about creation and, in practical terms, 
in the relationship between men and women as illustrated in Gen 1–3. “Pre-
histories” are human phenomena that generate identity, and the chapters in 
Genesis continue to be used to clarify or cement an understanding of the roles 
of men and women from a positive or negative point of view in both secular 
and religious contexts. Genesis 1–3 have almost become the prooftexts for 
the western christian image and ideology of woman. For this reason these 
chapters and their subsequent interpretations in the new testament need to 
be critically analyzed. many statements in Paul’s letters are of particular rel-
evance here.6

however, it is not only the scholarly papers and commentaries that have 
continued to pass down and cement misogynist interpretations of the original 
texts. religious practice in particular (teaching, preaching) has also worked 
consistently with oversimplifications and overgeneralizations. male superior-
ity and female inferiority, weakness, and vulnerability to sin have constantly 

3. There is, however, a noteworthy new draft at this time: the Jewish commentary by 
Benno Jacob (1862–1945), The First Book of the Torah: Genesis (stuttgart: calwer, 2000; 
first published in 1934), who works with other prerequisites and methods than historical-
critical christian commentators.

4. see the examples below, e.g., Karl Barth (n. 38).
5. These women in Germany were listed who, for years, cleared away, sometimes with-

out an appropriate tool, the detritus of war and reproduced makeshift living conditions.
6. Thus particularly 1 cor 11, inter alia.
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been emphasized. women’s self-appreciation has therefore been undermined 
for hundreds of years. The catchwords “eve” or “fall from grace” suffice to 
recall associations concerning woman as temptress and as a sexually danger-
ous creature. The literature on this is boundless. every reader of exegetical 
literature is always influenced by such negative texts, whether she wants to be 
or not.7 

in the next three parts of my essay (Prefeminist interpretations; Female 
Precursors of Feminist commentators; and Feminist critique and reorien-
tation), i refer predominantly to examples from German-speaking contexts. 
These examples make a point of taking into account works that are little 
known to date. obviously, such references can never be complete in such a 
small article, but they are nevertheless representative. 

2. Prefeminist interpretations

2.1. individual contributions

in the early decades of the twentieth century, scholarly exegesis focused heav-
ily on “the woman” in the old testament topos. Various works appeared that 
shall be briefly mentioned. max löhr discussed women’s proper names in par-
ticular alongside the subject of cult.8 he examined over a hundred women’s 
names in the old testament, including hawwah, then their social position and 
in particular the participation of women in the cult (vows, sacrifice, proph-
ecy). he did not contribute anything new to the complexities of Gen 1–3.

Georg Beer was likewise more concerned with the social and legal posi-
tion of women, despite the fact that they were the property of men who were 
therefore able to adopt a superior position of power over “their” women, as 
was prevalent in a patriarchal society.9 concerning Gen 2:21, he remarked: 

how gloriously Gen 2:23 rings out from the familiar words of the human 
race’s ancestors: this is the bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh! she shall 
be called this woman because this was taken out of “her” man, the jubilation 

7. The fact that these destiny texts were also crucial for women in other contexts is 
demonstrated by the papers in this volume on africa (dora mbuwayesango), asia and the 
Pacific region (monica melanchthon), and south america (elsa tamez).

8. max löhr, Die Stellung des Weibes zu Jahwe-Religion und -Kult (Beiträge zur wis-
senschaft vom alten testament 4; leipzig: hinrichs, 1908).

9. Georg Beer, Die soziale und religiöse Stellung der Frau im isralitischen Altertum 
(tübingen: mohr siebeck, 1919).
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of the israelite bridegroom, who found in the wife the half of his being that 
had been missing until then!10

The fact that the woman was highly prized as a mother was also emphasized 
in many examples by Beer, as it was by löhr. 

Johannes döller went more deeply into the prehistory.11 he emphasizes 
even in the first sentences the equality of man and woman and refers to Gen 
1:27: “This emphasizes that people are all equal in their relationship to God 
due to their nature being made in the image of God.”12 here the limitation 
“in their relationship to God” is worthy of note. The hierarchical relations 
“naturally” continued to apply to earthly relationships, because the woman 
was indeed created expressly for the man and not vice versa: 

a certain dependence of woman on man is already expressed in the creation 
account, insofar as she is there as a helpmeet for his sake alone and is also 
rooted in the weaker nature of woman. This relationship of dependence is 
further increased after the fall from grace.13 

döller no longer resorted to the original texts in his other explanations but 
dealt with the names, the cult (forms of) marriage, and legal provisions. The 
first few sentences on the characterization of women in chapter 5 (“desig-
nation and evaluation of the Female sex”) are interesting for the image of 
women that dominated in his time: 

The woman according to her entire physical and mental makeup is the con-
necting centerpiece between man and child, an adult human in whom some 
of the characteristics of childhood development have been established, so to 
speak, which is why she is also so wonderfully suited to bringing the child up 
to adulthood. her spiritual being is dominated to a disproportionately higher 

10. ibid., 15. note the language: “wie prächtig klingt aus den bekannten worten des 
urvaters der menschheit Gen. 2, 23: Diese ist Gebein von meinem Gebein, und Fleisch von 
meinem Fleische! darum soll diese männin heißen, denn von ‘ihrem’ mann ist genommen 
diese, der Bräutigamsjubel des israeliten, der in der Gattin die ihm bisher fehlende hälfte 
seines wesens gefunden hat!”

11. Johannes döller, Das Weib im Alten Testament (münster: aschendorff, 1920).
12. ibid., 3, quoting august dillmann, Genesis (6th ed.; leipzig: hirzel, 1892), 34: 

“was er betont, ist, dass Gott die menschen in seinem Bilde … geschaffen hat, dass sie in 
ihrem Verhältniss zu Gott durch ihre gottebenbildliche natur alle gleich sind.”

13. döller, Das Weib im Alten Testament, 6: “eine gewisse Abhängigkeit des weibes 
vom manne kommt schon im schöpfungsbericht zum ausdruck, indem sie eine Gehilfin, 
bloss um seinetwillen da ist, und ist auch in der schwächeren natur des weibes begründet. 
dieses abhängigkeitsverhältnis wird nach dem sündenfall noch gesteigert.”
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degree than for the man by fantasy and emotion over the quiet contempla-
tion of reason. Thus the woman could be easily overcome by temptation, 
which was mainly considered to be due to the excitement of the imagination 
and movement of the emotions.14 

all three works show great interest in the woman as mother, and the clear 
subordination of the woman to the man is undisputed.

one further trend should be mentioned here, which extended into the 
twentieth century due to misogynist currents in the philosophy of the nine-
teenth century (schopenhauer, moebius, and nietzsche) and also argued, 
inter alia, with the biblical stories of our origins. This trend is exemplified 
in a 1910 halle dissertation that questioned whether women were human. 
The title immediately answers that women are not human, and this is argued 
using quotations from the creation story.15 These and similar writings reveal 
an image of women in many places that insisted upon the superiority of men 
in every area. 

2.2. the commentaries

2.2.1. Genesis 2–3

The division of Genesis into prehistory and histories of the patriarchs is a 
common theme in the commentaries of the early twentieth century.16 The 

14. döller, Das Weib im Alten Testament, 72, all a quotation from wilhelm schmidt, 
“die uroffenbarung als anfang der offenbarung Gottes,” in Religion, Christentum, Kirche 
(ed. Gerhard esser and Joseph mausbach; münchen, 1911), 1:490: “das weib ist in seiner 
ganzen physischen wie psychischen Veranlagung nach das verbindende mittelstück zwischen 
mann und Kind, ein erwachsener mensch, bei dem ein teil der charakteristika der Kind-
heitsstufe gleichsam festgelegt worden ist, weshalb sie auch so wunderbar geeignet ist, das 
Kind zum alter der erwachsenen heranzuziehen. in ihrem geistigen wesen dominiert in 
ungleich höherem maße als beim manne Phantasie und affekt über die ruhige erwägung 
des Verstandes. so konnte das weib leichter von einer Versuchung überwunden werden, die 
vorzüglich auf die erregung der Phantasie, die Bewegung der affekte gelegt war.”

15. “a woman did not bring about the fall of adam; a woman did not seduce the angels 
harut and marut; a woman did not tempt the pious david to murder uriah…. and when 
God cast adam and eve out of Paradise, he directed the question at adam: ‘why have you 
eaten from the forbidden tree?’—had God acknowledged eve as a person, however, he 
would certainly have directed this question at her as well.” Thus max Funke, “sind weiber 
menschen? mulieres homines non sunt” (Ph.d. diss., halle, 1910), documented in elisa-
beth Gössman, Ob die Weiber Menschen seyn oder nicht (archive for women’s research 
into the history of Philosophy and Theology 4; munich: iudicium, 1988), 23–24. 

16. For the history of research into Gen 1–11, see the comprehensive statements on 
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majority of them emanate from a separation of sources in Gen 1–3: in the 
older texts of Gen 2 and 3 with their author the yahwist (J), and the more 
recent source of Priestly writings (P), in which detailed differentiations have 
also been made. many orientations were more in terms of literary criticism, 
while others were directed more at the history of form and genre.17 

The fact that Gen 2 and 3 must have had a longer prehistory is not really 
in doubt, even though the dating has always been a matter of great dispute. 
The Jewish commentary by Jacob admittedly deviates resolutely from this, as 
he insists on the unity of the texts in their canonical sequence. separations of 
sources are irrelevant to him because he wants to lift the “deeper context out 
of the evidence.”18

how one understands the first human being created by God is crucial for 
interpretation. “adam,” the first creature, was interpreted without exception 
as being a man, while woman was created later. hence the creation from the 
so-called “rib” was an important theme. This sequence, which was tied up 
with certain judgments, already pervaded christian tradition in its entirety 
and governed all interpretations right up until the middle of the twentieth 
century. in the early decades of the twentieth century, there was even an 
interesting discussion surrounding the term ͗ādām.19 The term’s association 
with ͗͗ădāmâ (red ground) was also discussed, but there was no agreement as 
to whether this was predominantly a play on words ( ͗ādām taken from the 
ground, therefore earthly and weak), or whether ͗ādām was construed from 
other semitic languages (predominantly with the meaning “red”).20 however, 
the problems of the limitation to a male person, to adam (proper name!), 
have never been expounded.21

the literature by claus westermann, Genesis 1–11 (neukirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener, 
1974), esp. 97–103, 104–7, 203–19, 245–49.

17. The various methodical approaches would be interesting, but the subjects are not 
included here. see on this the essays in part 3 of this volume.

18. Jacob, First Book of the Torah, 10: “die Genesis ist ein einheitliches werk, in einem 
Geiste entworfen, durchdacht und durchgearbeitet. Zwar gibt es schon einige von dieser 
unglücklichen hypothese (gemeint ist die Quellenscheidung) abtrünnige gelehrten rufes, 
aber im allgemeinen beherrscht sie noch immer die wissenschaft vom Pentateuch.”

19. see claus westermann, “  Ā͗dām,” in Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament (ed. 
ernst Jenni and claus westermann; trans. mark e. Biddle; 3 vols.; Peabody, mass.: hen-
drickson, 1994), 1:31–42.

20. see on this Theodoor c. Vriezen, “onderzoek naar de Paradijsvoorstelling bij de 
oude semietische Volken” (Ph.d. diss., utrecht, 1937).

21. english-language commentaries are similar in their basic direction: indeed, the 
woman is not defined in explicitly negative terms, but the androcentric set-up can be 
felt everywhere. see the commentaries mentioned above in n. 1. skinner makes a clear 
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This identification of “man” and “human” is common to all commenta-
tors until westermann’s commentary on Genesis.22 The latter therefore always 
translates ā͗dām as “human” and also explicitly identifies the association with 
͗ădāmâ (ground); but with the creation of woman, it should be clearly under-
stood that he sees the first created being as man: “what is represented here is an 
ancient event, and the creation of woman from the rib of the man cannot be put 
forward any more than the creation of the man from the earth or dust can be.”23

The difference between “human” and “man” in modern western lan-
guages occurs almost exclusively in German. all the romance languages in 
particular have a clear identification, as does the latin, between the human 
being in general and the male (homo, homme, uomo, etc.). This course set 
by Greek antiquity is still evident today.24 another play on words occurs with 
the creation of the woman explicitly recounted in Gen 2, using for the first 
time the gender-specific terms ͗îš and ͗îššâ (male/man and female/woman). 
This chapter explains, in most cases etiologically, the close common bond of 
man and woman. almost all the commentaries are clear here about sexual 
distinction being God’s will, a concept rooted in the creation and stipulated 
as unchanging for all time. it shows the foundation of marriage25 and thus of 
monogamy. This admittedly goes against the practical arrangement familiar 
from the old testament, which allowed the man to have several wives.

reference to Gunkel. indeed, he expressly states that ͗ādām should be understood generi-
cally, not as an individual (“the human race”). he is cautious about what directly concerns 
misogynist statements, but the commentary taken as a whole is androcentric.

22. a section from hermann Gunkel is an example (Genesis [4th ed.; hKat; Göttin-
gen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1917], 4–7), where Gunkel continually alternates between 
meanings. although he explains that ͗ādām (man) is created from ͗ădāmâ (ground), he des-
ignates the former alternately as man but then as “ackermann” (= farmer). This alternation 
is typical of all commentators in the first half of the twentieth century. woman therefore 
derives from the term ͗ādām!

23. westermann, Genesis 1–11, 313. “im laufenden text gibt er immer wieder zu 
erkennen, dass er den erstgeschaffenen als ‘mann’ sieht, so z.B. bei überlegungen über das 
Verbot in Gen 2 … entsteht die geringe schwierigkeit, dass das Verbot in V 16f. nur der 
mann hörte, während in 3,1ff. auch die Frau es kennt” (265) 

24. indeed, the Greek also has different terms for man and woman (anēr and gynē) 
and a generic term anthrōpos for “man.” This contributes little to the history of impact and 
reception because, according to understanding in late antiquity, an anthrōpos in the full 
sense of the term was only the male. This pre-christian position also limits many state-
ments that apply to humanity as a whole, essentially intended for the male alone—particu-
larly in many statements by Paul.

25. This is also accepted consistently in the various theologies of the old testament, 
one example being ludwig Köhler, Theologie des Alten Testaments (tübingen: mohr sie-
beck, 1947).
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2.2..2 Genesis 1

The more abstract creation narrative in Gen 1 gives an account of the creation 
of humans at the end of the sixth day of work. God’s action is thereby con-
ceived by his own decision (1:26): “let us make humanity [ ͗ādām] in our own 
image to rule.…” The explanation in verse 27 again refers to the term ͗ādām: 
“and God created ͗ādām in his own image: in the image of God he created 
him; male and female he created them.” unlike Gen 2, the gender-specific 
terms ͗îš and ͗îššâ cannot be found, and thus it is about ͗ādām, man/humanity 
itself. The division into two genders is not expressly stated until the adjectives 
“male and female.” Gunkel advanced the view here that the text itself does not 
state what the Gottebenbildlichkeit (likeness to God/image of God) consists 
of, but the continuation of the text in Gen 5:1–3 states: “God created adam in 
his own image.…” according to this interpretation, the Gottebenbildlichkeit is 
limited to the male, as the ancient apocryphal tradition has emphasized. This 
denies or limits woman’s Gottebenbildlichkeit. The major difference between 
the old testament and dogmatics, Gunkel went on to say, is that this state-
ment does not play any specific role in the Bible but is a central locus of dog-
matics, in which anthropology as a whole is developed.26 such anthropology 
was essentially androcentric.27 according to westermann, the sentence “that 
God created man/humanity in his own image … is of such persistent inter-
est as virtually no other place in the entire old testament. The literature on 
this is boundless.”28 one only has to consider the official understanding of 
women in the pre-reformation church to get a sense of the immense impact 
this androcentric combination has had on the christian image of women that 
remains in place today.29

26. Gunkel, Genesis, 112.
27. The ancient, to some extent even pre-christian interpretations of these texts, 

which are as ever based on the precedence of the man, are well documented by two works: 
Jacob Jervell, “imago dei: Gen 1, 26ff. im spätjudentum, in der Gnosis und in den pau-
linischen Briefen” (Ph.d. diss., Göttingen, 1960); and J. B. schaller, “Gen 1.2 im antiken 
Judentum” (Ph.d. diss., Göttingen, 1961). on pages 187–90 schaller provides all the new 
testament texts containing references to Gen 1 and 2. The new testament, particularly 
Paul (see 1 cor 11), is also in this exegetical history.

28. westermann, Genesis 1–11, 204: “dass Gott die menschen nach seinem Bild 
geschaffen hat … ein so beharrliches interesse wie wohl kaum eine andere stelle im ganzen 
at. die literatur dazu ist uferlos.”

29. see on this the arguments below with which catholic women/female theologians 
fought for the office by rejecting an androcentric anthropology.
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3. Female Precursors of Feminist commentators30 

The efforts of individual women to read the creation accounts “differently” 
from the mainstream go back as far as the middle ages.31 a brief overview 
should outline the most important stages in the German-speaking world, 
which took place before an explicitly feminist exegesis began in the 1970s. 

The first women who defended themselves against an image of women 
that had been handed down with arguments from the Bible were not in any 
way academic theologians. (such women only emerged in the course of 
the twentieth century.) They were also mostly involved in secular women’s 
movements. in switzerland, the fact that women’s right to vote was not intro-
duced until 1971 made it even more difficult, because women there were 
more preoccupied than in other German-speaking countries with fighting 
for their political rights. Thus, even though some of the women in these 
examples were lawyers, they were still denied access to theological study. 
to begin with, many resented the new testament statements about women, 
particularly those made by Paul.32 The lack of specialized theological and 
linguistic knowledge, however, put women who tried to strike back at male 
dominance at a profound disadvantage. Therefore, the difficult and often 
unmanageable living conditions allotted to the women in these examples 
must be taken into account. 

The swiss helene von mülinen (1850–1924) was one of the first Prot-
estant women to campaign for women with arguments from the Bible.33 in 

30. marie-Theres wacker also provides an overview of these women, particularly for 
Germany: “Geschichtliche, hermeneutische und methodologische Grundlagen,” in Fem-
inistiche Exegese: Forschungsbeiträge zur Bibel aus der Perspektive von Frauen (ed. luise 
schottroff et al.; darmstadt: wissenschaftliche, 1995), 3–79, esp. 7ff.

31. see elisabeth Gössmann, Eva Gottes Meisterwerk (vol. 2 of Archiv für philosophie- 
und theologiegeschichtliche Frauenforschung; munich: iudicium, 1985; rev., 2000), and the 
explanations of the middle ages interpretations by elisabeth Gössmann on the history of 
impact and reception of Gen 1–3 in the articles on eve, “Gottebenbildlichkeit,” in Wörter-
buch der Feministischen Theologie (ed. elisabeth Gössmann et al.; Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 
1991), 95–97, 177–81.

32. reference is made most frequently to 1 cor 11, where Paul submits a one-sided, 
misogynist interpretation of Gen 1–3. all those women who reject Paul’s equivalent posi-
tions therefore also respond indirectly to Gen 1–3.

33. doris Brodbeck, Hunger nach Gerechtigkeit: Helene von Mülinen (1850–1924)—
Eine Wegbereiterin der Frauenemanzipation (Zürich: chronos, 2000), 157. There is also 
a comprehensive directory of sources and literature here, including copies of numerous 
letters, for example, letters to ms. schlatter, susanna schlatter-schoop (1860–1907), a close 
friend.
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1900, she founded the Bund schweizerischer Frauenvereine (BsF; league of 
swiss women’s associations). she spoke at the religious and social conference 
in Bern in 1910 as the first female speaker on the topic “what the women’s 
movement expects from christianity.” she argued that women are just as 
capable as men of blossoming in God’s likeness. Furthermore, she asserted, 
“i do not think it is asking too much for us to expect the church to give us the 
space that the old testament calls women to fill.” 

although she had no broad theological training, as a student of adolf 
schlatter she was not without specialized exegetical knowledge.34 she also 
read many theological books, including harnack’s research on women in 
the early church.35 in many instances she expressed her delight in harnack’s 
belief that a woman could have written the letter to the hebrews. about the 
expression the “sinful” eve, on which she had already stumbled earlier, she 
said: “This concept of guilt may have led in christianity to the doctrine of 
eve’s sinfulness and unilaterally incriminated women as a gender.” she com-
plained that christianity “had become crueler than God with this doctrine, 
a God who according to the old testament only wanted to chastise a few 
generations.”36 

helene von mülinen is therefore of particular significance because she 
succeeded for the first time in linking the women’s movement to theologi-
cal concerns. her many relations with prominent Protestant theologians of 
the time who were active throughout the entire German-speaking area also 
demonstrates how much the subject of women’s emancipation in relation to 
the Bible and the church was discussed in the period before world war i. The 
women who follow also testify to this. 

The altercations of henriette Visser’t hooft (1899–1968) with Karl Barth 
(1886–1968) also document this imbalance between educated male theolo-
gians and women with no specific specialized study. she came into conflict 
with the established image of women sanctioned by the church both through 
her husband37 and through Barth. Barth, who argued in his Church Dogmat-
ics for the superiority of the male in Gen 1,38 either did not consider her suf-

34. women were already allowed to study in Bern in 1874, but they could not study 
theology. They were therefore only able to attend the lectures as guest students.

35. adolf von harnack, Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums (2 vols.; leipzig: 
hinrichs, 1902).

36. Brodbeck, Hunger nach Gerechtigkeit, 182.
37. willem adolf Visser’t hooft (1900–1985), first secretary General of the world 

council of churches from 1938 to 1968. 
38. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 3.4.
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ficiently educated to reply to her letters or curtly cut her off.39 like many of 
her predecessors, Visser’t hooft resented 1 cor 11. she published an essay 
in 1934 entitled “eve, where are you?”40 she fought for a change in the role 
of women in the church but referred only rarely to the old testament texts. 
one example of her exploration of the negative role of woman in the fall from 
grace is reproduced from this early essay:

woman has sinned against God and against the man/male by acknowledg-
ing the superiority of the latter and thus abnegating her own life’s work. she 
has thus saddled herself with a curse: “and your desire shall be for your hus-
band and he shall be your master!” (Gen 3:16). man wants the totally other; 
he wants the eternal male—whatever Goethe says. But woman, too, desires 
the eternally male. man must turn to God and subsequently to woman, 
whereas woman must convert to God and subsequently to herself. Gener-
ally, one does not recognize to what extent this curse of Genesis has become 
a complex “hang-up” in the soul of womanhood as a whole. here lies the 
problem of woman in christianity and, one may add, perhaps also in the 
divine sense of the word.41

she and Barth never agreed about the main problem, which was the hierarchi-
cal order of the sexes. 

There were always women who only had an opportunity for employment 
in association with a male. This was the case, for example, with maria rich-
ter (1915–1993) in her collaborative work with Prof. hermann seifermann 
(munich). Both of them worked for decades in lectures and at conferences 

39. at the world council of churches of 1948 in amsterdam, Barth publicly mocked 
her. on this, see Jürgen moltmann, “henriette Visser’t hooft,” in Gotteslehrerinnen (ed. 
luise schottroff and Johannes Thiele; stuttgart: Kreuz, 1989), 169–79.

40. reprinted in Gudrun Kaper et al., Eva, wo bist du? Frauen in internationalen 
Organisationen der Ökumene: Eine Dokumentation (Gelnhausen: Burckhardthaus-laetare, 
1991), 20–32. some of the letters exchanged with Barth can also be found here. 

41. Visser’t hooft, “eva, wo bist du,” 31. “die Frau hat gesündigt gegen Gott und gegen 
den mann, indem sie die überlegenheit des letzteren anerkannte und so ihre eigene leb-
ensaufgabe verneinte. so hat sie einen Fluch auf sich geladen: ‘und dein Verlangen soll 
nach deinem manne sein und er soll dein herr sein!’ (1. mose 3,16). der mann will nicht 
den ganz anderen, er will das ewig männliche—was Goethe auch sagen mag. aber auch 
die Frau will das ewig männliche. der mann muß sich zu Gott bekehren und nachher zur 
Frau, während die Frau sich zu Gott bekehren muß und nachher zu sich selbst. man gibt 
sich im allgemeinen nicht darüber rechenschaft, bis zu welchem Grad dieser Fluch der 
Genesis ein Komplex geworden ist in der seele der ganzen weiblichkeit. hier liegt das 
Problem der Frau im christlichen sinn, und man kann vielleicht hinzufügen, auch im göt-
tlichen sinn des wortes.”
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on old testament subjects. however, because she was not able to study for a 
Ph.d. in theology, maria richter completed a Ph.d. in history.42

The most prominent example of such collaboration was charlotte von 
Kirschbaum (1899–1975). Born in Bavaria in 1929, she took up residence in 
Barth’s household as a lifelong colleague and companion. her part in Barth’s 
theological lifetime achievement can no longer be defined, but it may have 
been considerable.43 although in practice she seemed to accept the “subor-
dination” of women as the “symbolic order”44 and devoted her whole life to 
the work and person of Barth, she nevertheless wrote a book about women 
in the new testament.45 in her explanations of 1 cor 11, she refers to Paul’s 
interpretation of Gen 1–3:46 

according to 1 cor 11:3ff, woman is subordinate in her relationship to man 
based on the order of creation; man is the head of woman. This is referred to 
as headship: being a preordained, dominant being. anyone who is the head 
has power. as the bearer of power (exousia), man is part of the sequence 
mentioned in verse 3. he represents woman with respect to power and 
domination. woman, in contrast, stands at a totally different place, that of 
subordination. Thus woman has her place in the realm of nature, the place 
that the community has in the spiritual realm in relation to her lord. her 
very being as woman, totally independent of her particular actions, installs 
her in the place, which is the place of the community/church in relation to 
Jesus christ (eph 5:23–24).47 

42. see also wacker, “Geschichtliche, hermeneutische und methodologische Grund-
lagen,” 21. on exact figures and activities “between the wars,” see 13–19.

43. see renate Köbler, Schattenarbeit: Charlotte von Kirschbaum—Die Theologin an 
der Seite Karl Barths (Köln: Pahl-rugenstein, 1987).

44. see on this doris Brodbeck, Unerhörte Worte: Religiöse Gesellschaftskritik von 
Frauen im 20. Jh (Bern: eFeF, 2003), 154–59. 

45. charlotte von Kirschbaum, Die wirkliche Frau (Zürich: evangelischer Verlag, 
1949). she had argued with Gertrud von le Fort (1876–1971), Die ewige Frau (munich: 
Kösel & Pustet, 1960), a book often quoted in catholic circles, and simone de Beauvoir 
(1908–1968), and wanted to develop a Protestant doctrine of woman.

46. see above, n. 32.
47. “nach 1. Kor 11,3ff steht die Frau auf Grund einer schöpfungsordnung in ihrem 

Verhältnis zum mann in der unterordnung: der mann aber ist das haupt der Frau. haupt-
sein heißt: ein Vorgeordnetes, Beherrschendes sein. wer haupt ist, hat macht. als solcher 
träger von macht (exousia) gehört der mann in die V 3angeführte reihe. er repräsentiert 
der Frau gegenüber macht und herrschaft. die Frau steht demgegenüber an dem ganz 
anderen ort der unterordnung. damit aber steht sie im natürlichen Bereich an dem ort, 
den im geistlichen Bereich die Gemeinde ihrem herrn gegenüber einnimmt. in ihrem sein 
als Frau, ganz unabhängig von ihrem jeweiligen Verhalten, ist sie an diesen ort gewiesen, 
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of those such as iris müller (b. 1930) and ida raming (b. 1932) who fought 
for the priesthood of women in the catholic church, Gertrud heinzel-
mann (1914–1999), who was involved as a swiss lawyer with the legal status 
of women in the catholic church, should be mentioned first, chronologi-
cally speaking.48 she was less concerned at the time with the Bible than with 
Thomas aquinas, whom she fiercely attacked on account of his misogynis-
tic anthropological theories. statements of the creation accounts, which she 
subsequently used, such as “woman is subordinate to man,” she regarded as 
a “time-bound interpretation.”49 regarding the creation account of Gen 1, 
she stated in particular, “There is no talk of subordination of the woman to 
the man.… The woman is therefore inherently judged and placed in every 
respect as equal to the man, according to P.”50 it is particularly interesting that 
these statements are derived from the term ͗ādām, which is a generic term and 
should not be limited to the man/male.51 

Gertrud heinzelmann was also in contact with another swiss catholic 
lawyer, hilde Vérène Borsinger (1897–1986).52 Both were unmarried and 
fought for the priesthood of women.53 Gertrud heinzelmann was known 
through her petition at Vatican ii (1962–1965),54 in which she entreated 
the church to fight for equal rights for women. For this intervention she was 
sometimes belittled and sometimes attacked. ultimately, she did not succeed.55 

ida raming has been the strongest advocate in Germany for the priest-
hood of women, producing a corresponding dissertation that was published 

entspricht sie also exemplarisch der Gemeinde in ihrer stellung Jesus christus gegenüber 
(eph 5,23f)” (quoted in Brodbeck, Unerhörte Worte, 155).

48. her dissertation (Gertrud heinzelmann, Das grundsätzliche Verhältnis von Kirche 
und Staat in den Konkordaten [aarau: sauerländer, 1943]) did not appear until 1943 due to 
the lack of paper during world war ii. 

49. Gertrud heinzelmann, Wir schweigen nicht länger: Frauen äussern sich zum II. 
Vatikanischen Konzil (Zürich: interfeminas, 1964), 61–63.

50. ibid., 63.
51. ibid., 64.
52. hilde Vérène Borsinger received a doctorate in 1930 in Zürich on the “rechtsstel-

lung der Frau in der katholischen Kirche” (Ph.d. diss., leipzig, 1930). on this, see doris 
Brodbeck et al., eds., Siehe, ich schaffe Neues: Aufbrüche von Frauen in Protestantismus, 
Katholizismus, Christkahtolizismus und Judentum (Bern: eFeF, 1998), 89ff.

53. women were forbidden to practice a profession at the time in switzerland without 
their husband’s permission, and women teachers had to give up their jobs when they mar-
ried. it is therefore understandable that “academic” women often did not marry in order 
not to lose their independence.

54. see the 23 may 1962 petition in heinzelmann, Wir schweigen nicht länger, 79–99.
55. Barbara Kopp, Die Unbeirrbare: Wie Gertrud Heinzelmann den Papst und die 

Schweiz das Fürchten lehrte (Zürich: limmat, 2003).



136 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

in 1973.56 no one at first suspected a discussion of Gen 1–3 in a treatise on 
church law. however, in an examination of decretum Gratiani, one of the most 
notorious falsifications of church law, she did stumble across the justifications 
for excluding women from ordination as well as from numerous other cult 
limitations. These justifications are all associated with misogynist interpreta-
tions of Gen 1–3 in late antiquity.57 

hence, she added a detailed digression on the patristic evidence for the 
subordination of women.58 in an analysis of old testament texts, she rejected 
in particular the limitation of the Gottebenbildlichkeit (likeness to God) to 
man/male as a precondition for the male priesthood. whereas almost all her 
predecessors went along with Paul’s interpretation in 1 cor 11, ida raming 
used the source texts to correct subsequent interpretations in the original 
hebrew. “Gen 1:27 (as well as Gen 2:7–24) and 1 cor 11:6–7 are, according 
to causae 13 and 19, causa 33 questio 5 in Gratian’s decretum, the written 
evidence for ambrosiaster’s statements that woman is not made in God’s own 
likeness.”59 Prior to any feminist exegesis, she pointed to the sore points in 
traditional exegesis and anticipated subsequent analyses disputing major exe-
getical commentaries. This digression is still worth reading today, but it may 
be overlooked because it appeared in connection with church law.

although helga rusche had already completed a Ph.d. in Protestant the-
ology in heidelberg in 1943, it was not until after world war ii that catholic 
women were first allowed to complete studies in theology.60 

marga Bührig (1915–2002), who discovered feminist theology relatively 
late, described her path herself.61 like many of her predecessors, she did not 
avoid the fundamental issues raised by the creation accounts. at the same 
time, the statements of Gen 2 on the relationship between man and woman 
were of interest to her not so much with regard to marriage but rather, accord-
ing to her own way of life, with regard to the relationship of man and woman 

56. ida raming, Der Ausschluss der Frau vom priesterlichen Amt: Gottgewollte Tradi-
tion oder Diskriminierung? (Köln-wien: Böhlau, 1973).

57. see n. 27 above.
58. raming, Der Ausschluss der Frau, 166–200.
59. ibid., 166. “Gen 1,27 (auch Gen 2,7–24) und 1 Kor 11,6f sind nach cc. 13 und 19, 

c. 33 q.5 im dekretbuch Gratians der schriftbeleg für die aussagen des ambrosiasters, die 
Frau sei nicht Gottes ebenbild.”

60. For details, see the chapter by renate Jost in this volume. There were no exegeti-
cal doctoral degrees by female catholic theologians until the second half of the twentieth 
century: annermarie ohler (1966), hildegard Gollinger (1968), helen schüngel-strau-
mann (1968/1969), elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza (1969/1970), ingrid maisch (1970), iris 
müller, etc.

61. marga Bührig, Spät habe ich gelernt, gerne Frau zu sein (stuttgart: Kreuz, 1987).
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professionally, a subject on which she concentrated all her life. she under-
stood the contribution of women as “genuine motherliness,” which does not 
end in biological motherhood.62 else Kähler (1917–2011), completed a Ph.d. 
in 1957 in Kiel on Paul that responded indirectly to Gen 1–3 as it relates to 
the subordination of women to men.63 her view was that the subordination 
of woman to man cannot be inferred from the genuine letters of Paul. instead, 
she advocated for men and women working together in partnership.64

4. Feminist critique and reorientation

hardly any of the women involved in the emerging feminist theology avoided 
the fundamental statements of Gen 1–3. a few of the women already men-
tioned also continued to be active in the decades after world war ii. The 
first few years, however, were such a difficult time for most women that there 
was not much space and strength left for new theological approaches.65 it 
was not until after they, too, were increasingly able to study academic theol-
ogy—and not just to impart a rudimentary knowledge—that a broader move-
ment developed, which was motivated still further on the catholic side by the 
second Vatican council (1962–1965). numerous women, including Gertrud 
heinzelmann, expected the council to have an impact on the church for a 
revaluation of women.66 none of the female commentators gaining doctoral 
degrees in the 1960s67 had any explicitly feminist subject at the time.68 only 
gradually did an awareness grow that something was fundamentally not right, 
and not with women, but with the structures of male-determined scholarship, 

62. Brodbeck, Unerhörte Worte, 212–15. Bührig refers to Gertrud von le Fort (see n. 
45). This basically concerns the fact that men and women were not working against each 
other but with each other.

63. else Kähler, Die Frau in den paulinischen Briefen unter Berücksichtigung des 
Begriffs der Unterordnung (Zürich: Gotthelf, 1960). she distinguishes between the real Paul 
and the Pastoral letters and identifies a crucial difference: Paul always spoke of a mutual 
subordination indicating that men and women were equal, whereas the Pastoral letters 
emanate entirely from man and demand only subordination for woman.

64. ruth epting (born 1919) campaigned more in the field of ecumenism than in Bible 
study in Basel, switzerland. she had already become aware early on of ecumenical issues 
on account of her stronger intermixing between christian denominations. in 1958, the 
large women’s saFFa conference was already being held in Zürich. much of the impetus 
emanated from there.

65. see n. 5 above on “rubble women.”
66. see nn. 48–51 above.
67. see n. 60 above.
68. see, however, the books of elisabeth Gössmann and elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza. 
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particularly in christian theology and the church. This new awareness was 
subsequently articulated clearly at the first women’s congresses.69

much of the impetus came from the u.s., as well as from German male 
commentators. Phyllis trible’s 1973 article on Gen 2–3 should be mentioned 
first here,70 followed by Phyllis Bird’s 1981 interpretation of Gen 1.71 Both 
highlighted the texts in Gen 1–3 that were crucial for women. trible had 
already rejected male hegemony in her 1973 article by trying to read the texts 
in a nonsexist manner. she stripped down the centuries-long interpretations 
of woman as the subordinate “helpmeet” by examining in detail for the first 
time the hebrew term on which it is based. in doing so, she outlined how the 
masculine word  ͑ēzer in hebrew is frequently used for God when men are not 
able to help themselves, thus precluding the understanding that submissive 
service of woman for man can be understood by this concept. trible does not, 
however, eschew criticism but traces parallels in Gen 2 to the song of songs, 
by comparing links between key words and motifs in both texts (garden, trees, 
etc.). in the process, she also criticizes the juxtaposition of creation with mar-
riage concerning the relationship between the sexes. like the song of songs, 
Gen 2 is about love itself. Thus, the song of songs should be read as a com-
mentary on Gen 2–3. in doing so, she turns the patriarchal interpretation 
entirely on its head. 

Bird, on the other hand, deals with Gen 1:27b by critically reviewing 
Barth’s interpretations in particular.72 she argues that the creation of man and 
woman is not to be understood in sociological terms but that, like the animals, 
they are created as a species. Genesis 1:27 is generically interpreted in this 
way (“male and female,” not “man and woman”). The androcentric orienta-
tion of P’s text persists, as it is continued later in Gen 5: 1–3 and 9:1. it does 
not involve reassessing social roles but reevaluating eros and sexuality as an 
essential part of creation.73 it continually emphasizes the fact that the full Got-
tebenbildlichkeit (likeness of God) applies to both sexes.

69. The Protestant academies led the way on this in the German-speaking areas.
70. Phyllis trible, “eve and adam: Genesis 2–3 reread,” ANQ 13 (1973): 251–58.
71. Phyllis Bird, “ ‘male and Female he created Them’: Gen 1:27b in the context of 

the Priestly account of creation,” HTR 74 (1981): 129–59. on the american commenta-
tors, see Judith Plaskow’s chapter in this volume.

72. see n. 38 above.
73. “For the priestly account of origins ignores completely the question of the social 

structuring of roles and of individual and collective responsibility in carrying out the 
charge addressed to the species” (Bird, “male and Female,” 158). 
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in a 1976 volume containing various essays, letty m. russell scrutinized 
especially the patriarchal traditions in the Bible.74 in doing so, she focusd her 
attention specifically on the problem of androcentric language.75

Kari Børresen from norway takes an entirely different approach with 
regard to woman’s Gottebenbildlichkeit. in numerous publications she focuses 
on the long reception history of this phrase, which she traces from antiquity 
through the history of theology to today. Throughout this reception history, 
woman’s Gottebenbildlichkeit was devalued and/or totally denied in very dif-
ferent ways.76

The feminist consideration of the original texts began in the German-
speaking world at virtually the same time as the publications in the u.s. one 
of the first critical publications on this was by othmar Keel, who touched on 
the sore points of the interpretation of Gen 2 and 3 irrespective of the ameri-
can articles by alluding to ancient oriental sources. his starting point is the 
loneliness of man ( ͗ādām). not until after the creation of woman did the spe-
cific term ͗îš occur for the first time. Keel pointed to an interesting difference 
between Gen 2 and the epic of Gilgamesh. whereas woman in the epic of Gil-
gamesh is only an episode, Gen 2 sees her as a permanent partner. he asserted, 
“The characterization of the being to be created as a helpmeet has nothing of 
the pejorative.”77 he referred to the sayings in Gen 3 as a “description of a state 
of calamity, which needs to be overcome,”78 and therefore did not see them as 
punishment or even as a “curse.” with this short essay Keel made the feminist 
interpretation socially acceptable, as it were. Feminist women commentators 
were still frequently being ridiculed at the time, and they often had difficulty 
publishing their articles.79

74. letty m. russell, ed., The Liberating Word: A Guide to Non-sexist Interpretation of 
the Bible (Philadelphia: westminster, 1976).

75. For the backgrounds to the beginning of american feminist exegesis, see Judith 
Plaskow’s chapter in this volume, where even more detailed examples can be found.

76. Kari e. Børresen, Subordination et Equivalence: Nature et rôle de la femme d’après 
Augustin et Thomas d’Aquin (oslo: universitetsforlaget, 1968), published in english as Sub-
ordination and Equivalence: The Nature and Role of Woman in Augustine and Thomas Aqui-
nas (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1995). see also Børresen, From Patristics to Matristics: Selected 
Articles on Christian Gender Models (rome: herder, 2002).

77. othmar Keel, “die stellung der Frau in Genesis 2 und 3,” Orientierung 39 (1975): 
74. 

78. ibid., 75.
79. in the 1970s, and even in the 1980s, it was relatively difficult for women to publish 

scholarly studies or essays. academic periodicals usually did not accept such articles. many 
continued to be given out by hand, photocopied, and so on, with the very limited media 
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Frank crüsemann’s paper regarding the role of woman in Gen 2 and 3, 
published in 1978, refers to trible’s and Bird’s previous essays.80 The author 
details the ambivalence of the term ͗ādām, which generally describes human-
ity. But he asserts that where woman is added (repeatedly in Gen 2 and 3), 
͗ādām should be understood as male. The language of the entire text may be 
androcentric, and therefore the punitive sayings in Gen 3 should be under-
stood etiologically, particularly in order to explain the harder lot of the woman. 
The sayings therefore should not be misused to legitimize man’s domination 
over woman and in theological terms, and no order of creation should be con-
strued from the punishments. crüsemann nevertheless rejected trible’s view 
of woman’s superiority and greater activity. 

of the female German theologians who organized the first meetings and 
conferences, elisabeth moltmann-wendell (b. 1926) must be mentioned, 
because it was she who set up feminist events such as those in Protestant 
conference centers and who exerted enormous influence with her biblically 
influenced themes.81 she also made translations of american feminist theo-
logians available in German. in her volume Frauenbefreiung: Biblische und 
theologische Argumente, a paper by Phyllis trible on Gen 2–3 became famous 
in the German-speaking world.82 This paper encouraged helen schüngel-
straumann, for example, to continue working on this subject. at the end of 
the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s, conferences of feminist theologians 
became ever more frequent, and the various conference centers and acade-
mies also published reports of the proceedings.83

resources of the time. The first German-speaking biblical periodical that published an issue 
on feminist exegesis was Bibel und Kirche 39 (1984).

80. Frank crüsemann, “ ‘…er aber soll dein herr sein’ (Genesis 3, 16): die Frau in der 
patriarchalischen welt des alten testaments,” in Als Mann und Frau geschaffen: Exegetische 
Studien zur Rolle der Frau (ed. F. crüsemann and h. Thyen; Gelnhausen: Burckhardthaus, 
1978), 15–106, here 52–68. 

81. By way of example, see from elisabeth moltmann-wendel’s numerous publica-
tions Ein eigener Mensch werden: Frauen um Jesus (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1981); and Das 
Land, wo Milch und Honig fließt: Perspektiven einer feministischen Theologie (Gütersloh: 
Gütersloher, 1985).

82. elisabeth moltmann-wendel, Frauenbefreiung: Biblische und theologische Argu-
mente (2nd ed.; munich: Kaiser, 1978). There is a history of the German women’s move-
ment in the first part (19–77, here 63–77); Phyllis trible, “Gegen das patriarchalische 
Prinzip in Bibelinterpretationen,” in moltmann-wendel, Frauenbefreiung, 93–117.

83. The beginnings of feminist theology, particularly in broad practice, have also been 
gleaned since that time in the biography of elisabeth moltmann-wendel, Wer die Erde 
nicht berührt, kann den Himmel nicht erreichen (Zürich: Benziger, 1997). Feminist theology 
has been dealing with the influence as well as the discrepancy between theory and practice 
until today.
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The dutch theologian catharina halkes (1920–2011) had enormous 
influence during this initial period. although not a biblical scholar, her 
books, which had been translated into German, encouraged others to con-
tinue working on the Genesis texts.84 one of these women was the austrian 
Protestant theologian evi Krobath (1930–2006), who worked for decades 
on feminist theology, particularly in biblical studies. her Jewish ancestors 
encouraged her to consider the Jewish tradition as well in her works. her 
publications, for example, on “eve and adam,” “männin und mann” (woman 
and man), and many others, are mostly contained in conference transcripts 
or readers.85 in feminist ecumenical terms as well as in social, church, and 
academic circles, she was one of the very many “bridgeheads” at the time 
between theory and practice.

elisabeth Gössmann (b. 1928) should be mentioned as one of the first 
catholic women theologians to complete her doctoral thesis in 1954 on 
a subject that would subsequently become an important topic of feminist 
theology.86 she had no intention, however, of ending her commitment with 
the doctoral degree but wanted to pursue her academic work further and 
qualify as a professor. Because the catholic laity was still forbidden to take 
a postdoctoral qualification, she was able to gain a venia legendi only in the 
philosophy faculty in munich. she was soon producing other publications 
on the so-called woman’s issue.87 although she was not a commentator, she 
primarily dealt with biblical subjects in the history of theology. Particular 
mention should be made here of her interest in the first few chapters of Gen-
esis, to which she explicitly devoted a volume on “eva” (eve) in a ten-volume 
archive.88 she has always contested the fact that feminist theology as a whole 
was an “import” from the u.s., because europe had its own, independent 

84. catharina halkes, Gott hat nicht nur starke Söhne: Grundzüge einer feministischen 
Theologie (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1980); halkes, Suchen, was verloren ging: Beiträge zur 
feministischen Theologie (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1985).

85. see the publication on her seventieth birthday: maria halmer, Barbara heyse 
schaefer, and Barbara rauchwarter, eds., Anspruch und Widerspruch (Vienna: Klagen-
furth, 2000).

86. elisabeth Gössmann, Die Verkündigung an Maria im dogmatischen Verständnis 
des Mittelalters (munich: hueber, 1957). since the book was able to appear at the time only 
with “church permission to print,” she had to amend it first in a few places. 

87. elisabeth Gössmann, Das Bild der Frau Heute (düsseldorf: haus der Katholischen 
Frauen, 1967); Gössmann, Die streitbaren Schwestern: Was will die Feministische Theologie? 
(Freiburg: herder, 1981).

88. Gössmann, Eva Gottes Meisterwerk.
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approaches. The impetus that emanated from simone de Beauvoir (1908–
1968) was just as effective.89 

The first female doctoral old testament scholar who worked on feminist 
exegesis was the swiss theologian helen schüngel-straumann. in the early 
1980s she published essays on women in the Bible, beginning with miriam 
and deborah, two prophetesses from the dawn of israel.90 This was the first 
work in feminist old testament exegesis to unearth the silenced, forgot-
ten, and degraded women of the Bible. even at the outset of her studies, she 
regarded the traditional statements on the first woman in the Bible as dubi-
ous. it is evident everywhere that the chapters of Gen 1–3 were the crux of 
all considerations on the role of women and the start of all discrimination 
against women that penetrated deeply into nonreligious and nontheological 
contexts. she concentrated particularly on misogynist consequences in the 
history of theology, including art. no one is able to reinterpret these texts 
without knowledge of the long history of reception and impact that is firmly 
embedded in western culture. 

The new testament, which sometimes interprets Gen 1–3 in a misogy-
nistic manner contrary to the original message of the text, is also part of this 
reception history. helen schüngel-straumann has not been afraid to reverse 
the traditional christian precedence of the new testament over the old and 
to criticize new testament statements with the original texts in mind.91 in 
connection with the practice mentioned in the introduction, it can be shown 
in proclamation and in the public perception that new interpretations from 

89. simone de Beauvoir, Le deuxième sexe (Paris: Gallimard, 1949; German ed., 1951) 
has nothing at all to do with theology but has inspired many women to reflect on their situ-
ation in the church as well as theologically.

90. helen schüngel-straumann, “Frauen in der Bibel,” Der evangelische Erzieher 34 
(1982): 496–506. a series of twenty articles on women in the Bible followed (1984), pub-
lished in the serial Christ in der Gegenwart. This series was routinely cited and copied in 
subsequent years; enquiries to herder Verlag in Freiburg about turning it into a book were 
rejected at the time on the grounds that there was “no market.” Just a few years later, books 
mushroomed on women in the Bible. Both publications have been reprinted in helen 
schüngel-straumann, Anfänge feministischer Exegese: Gesammelte Beiträge, mit einem ori-
entierenden Nachwort und einer Auswahlbibliographie (münster: lit, 2002), 9–22, 37–59. 
a major problem at the outset was that papers on feminist exegesis could not be pub-
lished in the well-known exegetical periodicals or series, so women constantly had to look 
around to see where they could place their articles. many were also copied and passed on 
by hand. The first theological periodical to publish an issue on feminist exegesis was Bibel 
und Kirche: “Frauen lesen die Bibel.” The only old testament article in it comes from helen 
schüngel-straumann, “tamar: eine Frau verschafft sich ihr recht,” BiKi 39 (1984): 148–57.

91. after many public lectures, helen schüngel-straumann, Die Frau am Anfang: Eva 
und die Folgen (Freiburg: herder, 1989; 3rd ed. münster: lit, 1999), appeared in 1989.
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a feminist viewpoint are not sufficient. if the long negative history of impact 
and reception, which was already beginning in the pre-christian hellenistic 
period, is not reclaimed, any reinterpretation will remain piecemeal. Thus in 
numerous papers and ultimately in the first part of the aforementioned book 
she attempted to retrace at least the major lines of the effective history of the 
Genesis text.

The question of woman’s Gottebenbildlichkeit in Gen 1, however, is theo-
logically more central and more subtle. all previous interpretations of Gen 
1–3 assumed that God’s first creation (   ͗ādām) was male. This assumption 
was carried over to Gen 1:26–28. however, in Gen 1: 27 it is explicitly stated 
that both man and woman are created in the image of God. it has been tacitly 
ignored that the longstanding androcentric interpretation has no basis in the 
text. important here is the close connection to the commission to “rule”92: if 
men and women are created in the image of God and both are entrusted with 
rule over the rest of creation, then this statement explicitly precludes valu-
ing man more highly and allowing him to “rule” over woman. Thus, begin-
ning with first pages of the Bible, all statements that woman is secondary and 
subordinate to man are plainly rejected as wrong.93 a correction of the fatal 
consequences of woman’s alleged lack of Gottebenbidlichkeit still needs to be 
theologically corrected, particularly in catholic theology, and this in spite of 
the clear biblical statements on the matter and the historical studies of Kari 
Børresen.94

This clear statement has consequences not only for anthropology but also 
for theology as well as for the image of God. if God created man and woman 
in God’s image, then male and female must also be embodied in God’s image. 

92. see helen schüngel-straumann, “mann und Frau in den schöpfungstexten von 
Genesis 1–3 unter Berücksichtigung der innerbiblischen wirkungsgeschichte,” in Mann 
und Frau: Grundproblem theologischer Anthropologie (ed. Theodor schneider; Qd 121; 
herder: Freiburg, 1989), 142–66. The reviews of the conference of catholic dogmatics 
(st. Pölten, 1988) are printed here. all the female theology professors at the time were 
invited as speakers on the subject: elisabeth Gössmann, herlinde Pissarek-hudelist, ilona 
riedel-spangenberger, and helen schüngel-straumann. The review by helen schüngel-
straumann started a very interesting discussion; no one had considered such an interpre-
tation until that point. This article is published in english: helen schüngel-straumann, 
“on the creation of man and woman in Genesis 1–3: The history and reception of the 
texts reconsidered,” in A Feminist Companion to Genesis (ed. athalya Brenner; sheffield 
academic Press, 1993), 53–76.

93. see also helen schüngel-straumann, “die Frage der Gottebenbildlichkeit der 
Frau,” in Theologie des Alten Testaments aus der Perspektive von Frauen (ed. manfred 
oeming and Gerd Theissen; münster: lit, 2003), 63–76.

94. see n. 76 above.
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schüngel-straumann has continued to work on this subject of a nonandro-
centric image of God.95

6. conclusion

in conclusion and as a final summary of the beginnings of feminist exegesis 
in europe, reference must be made to a work initiated in the 1980s by elisa-
beth moltmann, the world’s first Dictionary of Feminist Theology.96 numer-
ous overviews and summaries with a heavily biblical focus have been com-
piled of the first decade of feminist endeavors in exegesis and theology, a 
treasure trove for all those interested both in history and in feminist exegesis 
and theology.97 The eighty or so keywords that first needed to be found in 
what was a lengthy process show the strategic directions as well as the diffi-
culties of the beginnings.98

95. on this, see helen schüngel-straumann, “Gott als mutter in hosea 11,” ThQ 166 
(1986): 119–34. This paper was edited (and shortened, unfortunately) in english as “God 
as mother in hosea 11,” TD 34 (1987): 3–8.

96. see also letty russell and shannon clarkson, eds., Dictionary of Feminist Theolo-
gies (louisville: westminster John Knox, 1996). 

97. elisabeth Gössman et al., eds., Wörterbuch der Feministischen Theologie (Gütersloh: 
Gütersloher, 1991). it was translated into Portuguese and Japanese. see key words, includ-
ing “Bible,” “eve,” “Gottebenbildlichkeit,” and “creation.”

98. Further explanations can be found on this in the chapter by renate Jost in this 
volume.



Jewish Feminist Biblical studies

Cynthia Baker 
Bates College

what makes Jewish feminist biblical study Jewish? several possibilities come 
immediately to mind: (1) it is feminist biblical study carried out by Jews; (2) it 
is engaged biblical scholarship by Jewish women for, or on behalf of, a Jewish 
community or audience; (3) it is feminist torah/tanak study as an expres-
sion of the transformative feminist movement within and beyond the Jewish 
community; (4) it is feminist study that engages with the midrashic tradition 
of Jewish biblical interpretation through critical exploration of classical rab-
binic midrash and/or through feminist contributions to the midrashic process 
and genre. a fifth form of Jewish feminist biblical study is perhaps less intui-
tive but arguably no less significant: namely, the critical feminist study of the 
Jewishness of earliest christianity—its protagonists, texts, and contexts—and 
of the anti-Judaism that pervades the christian Bible’s reception history. The 
five elements on this list frequently overlap. each is also open to reasonable 
contestation as to its “Jewishness,” its “feminism,” or its “biblicism,” and the 
list itself is likely not exhaustive. nonetheless, it broadly encompasses what 
might be called the “field” or “practice” of Jewish feminist biblical studies. let 
us consider each of these elements in turn.

1. Feminist Biblical study carried out by Jews

in her 2009 article “Jewish Feminist approaches to the Bible,” esther Fuchs 
sets out to “provide an overview of specifically Jewish feminist approaches 
to the Bible.”1 she begins her discussion of “method” by highlighting her 
own work in challenging “both the method and conclusions of [the] early 

1. esther Fuchs, “Jewish Feminist approaches to the Bible,” in Women and Judaism: 
New Insights and Scholarship (ed. Frederick e. Greenspahn; new york: new york univer-
sity Press, 2009), 25–40, here 25.
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[1970s–1980s] phase of christian theological interpretation,” which she char-
acterizes as problematic attempts “to ‘depatriarchalize’ the hebrew Bible by 
reconstructing it as an egalitarian text,” albeit one peppered with misogynist 
“deviations from biblical social norms.”2 in framing her earliest work and 
that of other first-generation Jewish feminist scholars as critical reaction and 
response to christian feminist biblical interpretations, Fuchs seems to locate 
the impetus for Jewish feminist biblical scholarship in the christian commu-
nity and the reactive impulse felt by feminists within the Jewish community. 
others would disagree and point to parallel impulses in the two communities, 
with the Bible taking secondary priority to halakah3 for early Jewish feminist 
scholars. (see Judith Plaskow in this volume.)

terming her preferred methodology “a deconstructive approach,” Fuchs 
describes the methods practiced by other Jewish feminist biblical scholars.4 
“carol meyers promoted a reconstructive approach,” which, Fuchs says, 
“emerged as the dominant interpretive theory in the 1990s” and is shared, 
with important variations, by scholars such as ilana Pardes and tikva Frymer-
Kensky.5 in contrast to these approaches, Fuchs notes alicia ostriker’s critical 
psychoanalytic approach and athalya Brenner’s use of “linguistic and philo-
logical methodologies.”6

under the heading “Postbiblical scholarship,” Fuchs discusses work by 
Jewish feminist new testament scholars. The “postbiblical” in the subtitle sig-
nals, once again, Jewish difference vis-à-vis christianity, in which the new 
testament is also “biblical.” here, scholarship on antiquity, the new testa-
ment, and the Jewish apocrypha by amy-Jill levine, adele reinhartz, and 
ross Kraemer falls into Fuchs’s “reconstructive” category, whereas tal ilan’s 
“critical reconstruction of women’s status” is curiously held up as “critical 
rather than reconstructive” insofar as it “far transcends simplistic christian 

2. ibid., 26. The reference is clearly to the works of Phyllis trible. see trible, God and 
the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978); and trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-
Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984).

3. halakah includes the rabbinically derived practices of traditional Judaism.
4. Fuchs, “Jewish Feminist,” 27–30.
5. see carol meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (oxford: 

oxford university Press, 1991); ilana Pardes, Countertraditions in the Bible: A Feminist 
Approach (cambridge: harvard university Press, 1992); tikva Frymer-Kensky, In the 
Wake of the Goddesses: Women, Culture, and Biblical Transformation of Pagan Myth (new 
york: Free Press, 1992); and Frymer-Kensky, Reading the Women of the Bible (new york: 
schocken, 2002).

6. alicia suskin ostriker, Feminist Revision and the Bible: The Unwritten Volume 
(oxford: Blackwell, 1993); athalya Brenner, The Intercourse of Knowledge: On Gendering 
Desire and “Sexuality” in the Hebrew Bible (leiden: Brill, 1997).
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binary oppositions between Judaic and christian communities during both 
religions’ formative era.”7 This latter quality hardly distinguishes ilan’s schol-
arship, as it is found in levine’s, reinhartz’s, Kraemer’s, and many others’ 
works as well. 

The same “reconstructive” versus “critical” binary organizes Fuchs’s 
remaining discussions of “feminist midrash” and “modern hebrew literature” 
before a final section on “history” recapitulates her account of the centrality 
of christian chauvinism to the origins of Jewish feminist biblical studies. to 
this end, she recounts the story of the nineteenth-century Jewish writer Grace 
aguilar, stating, “it is precisely this [christian] stereotyping of the hebrew 
Bible as the less enlightened and more antiquated testament [exemplified by 
elizabeth cady stanton’s Women’s Bible] that Grace aguilar sought to debunk 
in her massive Women of Israel,” a two-volume tome “which preceded [stan-
ton’s book] by several decades.”8 

By the close of her article, Fuchs acknowledges that “Jewish feminist read-
ings of the Bible are … often indistinguishable from non-Jewish readings.”9 
she insists, nonetheless, that biblical scholarship by feminist Jews shares “a 
unique interpretive philosophy” whose primary characteristic would seem to 
be that it is not christian. she argues, “most apparent is the understanding 
that the hebrew Bible is not merely the first act in a two act play but rather 
the full drama.… it is not considered to be inferior to a sequel or second set 
of scriptures.”10 Fuchs does not specify how the presence or absence of such a 
“philosophy” manifests in any particular feminist scholarly article or book in 
the field of hebrew Bible. 

while troubling in its apparent assertion of non-christianness as the fun-
damental nature and character of the Jewishness of biblical scholarship and 
creative work by feminist Jews, Fuchs’s characterization raises key questions 
and issues at the heart of the enterprise represented by the present chapter, the 
present volume, and the larger “Bible and women” project of which these are 
a part. Fuchs’s problematic attempt at articulating an essence or “philosophy” 

7. Fuchs, “Jewish Feminist,” 31–32. see amy-Jill levine, Women Like This: New Per-
spectives on Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman World (atlanta: scholars Press, 1991); adele 
reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple: A Jewish Reading of the Gospel of John (new 
york: continuum, 2001); ross shepard Kraemer, When Aseneth Met Joseph: A Late Antique 
Tale of the Biblical Patriarch and His Egyptian Wife, Reconsidered (new york: oxford uni-
versity Press, 1998); tal ilan, Integrating Women into Second Temple History (tübingen: 
mohr siebeck, 1999).

8. Fuchs, “Jewish Feminist,” 35. see Grace aguilar, The Women of Israel (ed. mayer i. 
Gruber; Piscataway, n.J.: Gorgias, 2011); first published in 1851 by appleton.

9. Fuchs, “Jewish Feminist,” 37.
10. ibid.
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characteristic of “Jewish feminist approaches to the Bible” serves to reinforce 
the impression that the “Jewishness” of the scholarly and artistic work she cat-
alogues inheres exclusively in the fact that the creators of these works are Jews. 
in what ways is this definition meaningful or sufficient? is “Jewish” whatever 
Jews do merely by virtue of being Jews (and thereby being “non-christians”)? 
The question is not a rhetorical one. indeed it grows, in part, out of reflections 
by Judith Plaskow—author of some of the earliest and most widely read femi-
nist, biblically engaged writings—about her own early work. 

in “lilith revisited,” a retrospective essay about her famous (1970s-era) 
retelling of the human saga of Gen 1–3, Plaskow reflects: “today [in the mid-
1990s], when i look at the larger framework within which ‘The coming of 
lilith’ was initially presented, i am shocked by the christianness of the reli-
gious language that we/i chose to impose on our feminist experiences, describ-
ing them in terms of ‘conversion,’ ‘grace,’ and ‘mission.’ ”11 were she to write 
the account of her early feminist experiences today, says Plaskow, she would 
not “impose on them the foreign vocabulary of any particular tradition.”12 at 
the same time, she avers, “i now see a much closer fit between the shared com-
munal self-understanding of feminism and Judaism than i do between femi-
nism and an individualistic Protestantism,” and she observes that the Jewish 
concept of tikkun olam, “the obligation and project of healing the world,” 
better fits the feminist sense of spirituality fused with a commitment to social 
justice than does her earlier, christian language of “mission.” she continues:

what is most striking to me in revisiting lilith, however, and most glaringly 
absent in terms of Jewish categories and analysis, is any understanding of the 
story as midrash. in referring to “The coming of lilith” in the framing mate-
rial, i consistently label it a myth. This points to a rather interesting paradox. 
on the one hand, for all that i was willing to adopt a Protestant vocabulary, 
when our group’s convoluted theological discussion was over and done, i/we 
returned to the old Jewish mode of storytelling to capture the truths we had 
arrived at. on the other hand, in doing so, i had no conscious awareness of 
standing in a long Jewish tradition of using midrash as a way of expressing 
religious insight and grappling with religious questions.13

Plaskow’s thoughtful reflections, coupled with Fuchs’s analysis and summary, 
prompt a number of questions related to the “Jewishness” of Jewish feminist 

11. Judith Plaskow, “lilith revisited,” in Eve and Adam: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim 
Readings on Genesis and Gender (ed. Kristen Kvam et al.; Bloomington: indiana university 
Press, 1999), 425–30, here 427.

12. ibid.
13. ibid., 428.
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biblical studies and to the “christianness” of “mainstream,” or academic, fem-
inist biblical studies. surely feminist hebrew Bible scholars who are not Jews 
can accord, and often have accorded, their texts the same sense of integrity 
and sufficiency that Fuchs finds “unique” to biblical scholarship by Jews. and 
when a Jew writes about “mission,” “grace,” and the positive potential of femi-
nist “conversion” in the context of retelling a biblical “myth,” is that writing 
properly termed “Jewish” simply by virtue of having been penned by a Jew? 
what would such a characterization imply? 

The greater part of feminist biblical scholarship by Jews comprises “sec-
ular” academic study carried out and conveyed according to the canons of 
historical-critical and/or literary-critical methods, including postcolonial and 
postmodern critical methods, without confessional voice or stance. many 
authors are represented whose work is published by university presses and 
academic journals. indeed, some feminist biblical scholars identify as “secu-
lar,” “atheist,” or “agnostic” Jews, and others feel no compulsion to self-identify 
at all. in what sense, then, could it be meaningful to classify all such biblical 
scholarship by all such feminist Jews as “Jewish”? how could such identifica-
tion not eerily echo the claims of nazi propagandists about a “Jewish essence” 
somehow manifesting in all works produced by Jews?

in the present volume on “feminist biblical studies in the twentieth cen-
tury,” “biblical” signifies, in virtually every case and every chapter, the Chris-
tian Bible, with two Testaments, just as the academic discipline of biblical 
studies itself is founded on the study of the Christian Bible, both Testaments, 
and is taught as such at all but the handful of Jewish universities and seminar-
ies. what does “Jewish biblical studies,” or “secular academic biblical studies,” 
for that matter, signify in such contexts where the unspecified referent “Bible” 
is fundamentally and inescapably christian? to interrogate but one example: 
Women in Scripture is a scholarly/popular compendium edited by three femi-
nists: two Jews, one christian;14 the translation used throughout is the nrsV, 
and the “scriptures” include hebrew Bible, new testament, and the deutero-
canonical books of the christian Bible. what parts or aspects, if any, of this 
compendium are “Jewish”? The entries by Jews? The entries about Jews? in the 
latter case, many of said Jews (in particular, those featured in the new testa-
ment) would also be considered “christian.”

in a more careful and nuanced attempt to articulate what makes Jewish 
feminist biblical scholarship “Jewish,” adele reinhartz offers the following:

14. carol meyers et al., eds., Women in Scripture (Boston: houghton mifflin, 2000).
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Jewish women writers on the Bible differ fundamentally from non-Jewish 
women to the extent that they relate in some way to classical Jewish sources 
as being part of their own heritage; that they in some way or another incor-
porate Jewish sensibilities or experiences, however these may be defined, 
into their scholarship and writing; and that they envisage Jews, or more spe-
cifically Jewish women, as an important part of their audiences.15 

unlike Fuchs, reinhartz does not claim to perceive an overarching philoso-
phy or impulse unique to biblical scholarship by Jews. rather, she observes 
that scholarship by Jews “differs” only when and “to the extent that” an 
author articulates an active identification with classical Jewish sources, with 
some kind of Jewish sensibility or experience, and with an explicitly (though 
not necessarily exclusively) Jewish audience. it is a well-considered, subtle, 
and compelling formulation, albeit not beyond quibble. and it provides an 
intriguing framework within which to explore Plaskow’s paradox. 

Plaskow reflects that, while mobilizing a strongly Protestant christian 
vocabulary and remaining unaware of the tradition of midrash as a Jewish 
biblical interpretive form (and therefore, in reinhartz’s terms, remaining 
unaware of this “part of [her] own heritage” as a Jew), she, together with her 
christian colleagues, nonetheless “returned to the old Jewish mode of story-
telling to capture the truths we had arrived at.” did she thereby “incorporate 
Jewish sensibilities,” albeit unconsciously, into her writing? does this early 
product of feminist collaboration, then, “differ fundamentally” from the work 
of non-Jewish feminists engaged with the Bible? was Plaskow writing as a Jew 
about lilith and feminism in the early 1970s, or did she come to do so only 
in her later reflections on that earlier work? if the latter, then as what was she 
writing before? Plaskow ultimately lets the paradox stand unresolved. to do 
so is an act of honesty and integrity. 

differences between Jews and non-Jews—especially christians—can be 
real, often quite significant, at times celebrated, and at other times hurtful. 
The ways in which such differences are operative or manifest in our biblical 
scholarship are sometimes overwhelmingly clear, sometimes barely measur-
able, and often (in secular, academic biblical scholarship) they seem not to 
operate or manifest at all. regardless of (or, rather, because of) our differ-
ences, history and human community bind Jews and christians inextricably 
together, as do the biblical texts with which we grapple, either directly or by 
virtue of their (and our) embeddedness in biblically infused cultures around 

15. adele reinhartz, “Jewish women’s scholarly writings on the Bible,” in The Jewish 
Study Bible (ed. adele Berlin and marc Zvi Brettler; oxford: oxford university Press, 
2004), 2004, emphasis added.
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the globe. in contrast to Fuchs’s characterization of Jewish feminist biblical 
studies in reaction and rebuttal to christian appropriations and prejudices, 
reinhartz affirms the complex and particular connections between the two 
communities. she continues:

in other ways, however, the concerns and perspectives of Jewish women par-
allel those of non-Jewish women, particularly women who explicitly identify 
themselves as Christian, who examine issues that arise in christian contexts 
and address their studies primarily to christian women…. similarities exist 
because of mutual influence, but also because Jewish and christian women 
are engaged in parallel struggles against the ways that the biblical text has 
been used to restrict women’s activities and possibilities.16 

2. Biblical study by Jewish women in a Jewish context

unaccounted for in the above-cited surveys of Jewish feminist biblical schol-
arship are the number of Jewish men, like daniel Boyarin, howard eilberg-
schwartz, steven Greenberg, and lawrence wills, who have made significant 
contributions to feminist biblical scholarship.17 clearly, their works ought to 
be counted under the rubric of Jewish feminist biblical scholarship. But ought 
we also to count any and all Jewish women engaged in biblical study for a 
broad Jewish audience and/or in a public Jewish context, regardless of the 
degree or absence of critical feminist content and method in their study? For 
her part, reinhartz distinguishes among women whose work “partakes of and 
contributes to the area of feminist criticism,” works by women that are “not 
explicitly … feminist reading[s] of the Bible,” and “apologetic works, often 
written by orthodox women … with the intention of affirming the traditional 
separation of gender roles according to which women are relegated to the 
private, domestic sphere and hence excluded from public roles, particularly 
within the synagogue service.”18 of these latter, reinhartz cannily observes, 
“such works reflect the influence of feminism insofar as they focus on the 
role of women in a way that is not usually apparent in traditional Jewish men’s 

16. ibid., 2005, emphasis added.
17. daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington: indi-

ana university Press, 1990); howard eilberg-schwartz, The Savage in Judaism: An Anthro-
pology of Israelite Religion and Ancient Judaism (Bloomington: indiana university Press, 
1990); steven Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men: Homosexuality in the Jewish Tradi-
tion (madison: university of wisconsin Press, 2004); Greenberg, “Gender after Feminism,” 
Lilith (Fall 2009): 18–20; and lawrence wills, Not God’s People: Insiders and Outsiders in 
the Biblical World (lanham, md.: rowman & littlefield, 2008).

18. reinhartz, “Jewish women’s scholarly writings,” 2000–2004.
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writings on the Bible, but they reject the feminist emphasis on liberation due 
to its implied critique of traditional Judaism.”19 

The growing number of orthodox Jews who publicly identify as femi-
nists, and who engage with biblical (and rabbinic) traditions in the interest of 
benefiting their own and larger communities and empowering their margin-
alized members, represent a diverse, complex, and variously nuanced practice 
of feminism and feminist biblical scholarship. The Jewish orthodox Feminist 
alliance, founded by longtime orthodox feminist activist Blu Greenberg,20 
for example, designs and publishes a “Bible curriculum” for use in hebrew 
day schools that “seeks to give our imahot (Biblical matriarchs) a voice and 
encourages students to relate meaningfully to role models among the imahot 
while challenging accepted gender stereotypes,” according to the organiza-
tion’s website.21 other notable orthodox feminist torah22 scholars such as 
chana safrai, Bonna devora haberman, and rabbi steven Greenberg (see 
above), have engaged in direct feminist action and education within and 
beyond the orthodox world and have published biblical scholarship in popu-
lar and academic presses and journals.23 

The very visible presence of Jewish women in Jewish religious contexts 
and, in particular, women within orthodox Jewish communities serving as 
published biblical scholars and public religious intellectuals is a feminist phe-
nomenon. But the question remains: does Jewish women’s biblical scholarship, 
orthodox or otherwise, that embodies the “influence of feminism” represent 
an aspect of Jewish feminist biblical studies, regardless of the ideological con-
tent of the work and the commitments of its authors? 

19. ibid., 2004.
20. Blu Greenberg, “woman and Judaism,” in Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought 

(ed. arthur a. cohen and Paul mendes-Flohr; new york: scribner, 1987), 1039–53.
21. “JoFa Bible curriculum: Bereishit,” Jewish orthodox Feminist alliance. online: 

http://www.jofa.org/about.php/programs/jofabiblecur/bereishit.
22. in traditional Jewish understanding, the term “torah” encompasses the first five 

books of the Bible, the entire hebrew Bible (tanak), and all derived and related rabbinic/
Jewish scholarship, including midrash and talmud. orthodox practice always engages the 
Bible/torah in this multidimensional fashion.

23. chana safrai and micah halpern, eds., Jewish Legal Writings by Women (Jeru-
salem: urim, 1998); safrai and halpern, eds., Women Out Women In (hebrew; tel aviv: 
yedioth ahronoth, 2008); Bonna devora haberman, “ ‘let my Gender Go!’: Jewish textual 
activism,” in Toward a New Heaven and a New Earth (ed. Fernando segovia; maryknoll, 
n.y.: orbis, 2003), 429–42.
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3. Feminist torah/tanak and the transformation of community

two collections of “women’s” torah commentary provide fruitful frameworks 
within which to consider this question. The Women’s Torah Commentary is 
a collection of divrei Torah (homiletic explications) on each of the fifty-four 
parashot (torah portions traditionally read in synagogues throughout the 
Jewish year), each of which is composed by a different woman rabbi.24 The 
self-contained, essay-format commentaries read as more and less scholarly, 
more and less homiletic, and the authors are all recognized as ordained rabbis 
by Judaism’s conservative, reconstructionist, reform, and nondenomina-
tional communities. The collection begins with a foreword by rabbi amy eil-
berg and an introduction by the editor, rabbi elyse Goldstein. Both are forth-
right about their own and each contributor’s feminism and transformative 
agenda, and they readily acknowledge the debt owed to feminist movement 
and the “pathbreakers [who] made it possible for the rest of us to earn the 
title rabbi.”25 Goldstein notes that each commentary in the volume shares “a 
feminist vision and a feminist ‘spin’ ” and derives “from a feminist viewpoint,” 
while eilberg calls on all Jewish women to participate in “the feminization 
of Judaism” with the intent that “Judaism will be reinterpreted, reappropri-
ated, and transformed.”26 in an epilogue that closes the volume, rabbi sally 
Priesand reflects on “the gifts that feminism has given to all of us over the 
past thirty years” and the ways “the women’s movement has served as catalyst, 
encouraging us to rethink previous models of leadership,” as well as theology 
and empowerment.27

a very different collection, The Torah: A Women’s Commentary, is also 
organized according to the weekly parashot, and its more than one hun-
dred contributors are all Jewish women, most professional scholars.28 in this 
volume each parasha receives a short introductory essay followed by torah 
text and commentary patterned on the traditional Jewish format of the 
Mikraot G’dolot: the masoretic hebrew text with (in this case, english) trans-
lation appears toward the top of the page with brief commentaries on signifi-
cant words and phrases in the lower register of the same page. in these brief 
notes, words and phrases that involve women are highlighted. This introduc-

24. rabbi elyse Goldstein, ed., The Women’s Torah Commentary (woodstock, Vt.: 
Jewish lights, 2000).

25. ibid., 34–35.
26. ibid., 34 and 21, respectively.
27. ibid., 407–8.
28. tamara cohn eskenazi and andrea l. weiss, eds., The Torah: A Women’s Com-

mentary (new york: women of reform Judaism/urJ, 2008).
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tion and commentary by one scholar is followed by “another view” offered 
by a second biblical scholar in the form of a brief essay responding to the 
first commentary or developing, in another vein, a key motif in the parasha. 
a third scholar provides commentary on postbiblical interpretations, most 
often engaging with classical rabbinic midrashic traditions, while a fourth 
contributes a contemporary reflection. each parasha’s treatment ends with a 
collection of “voices,” poetry and short prose pieces that invite the reader “to 
consider how issues and themes in each torah portion reflect and illuminate 
women’s lives and experiences.”29

to engage in torah study means precisely to do what this commentary 
does and what it invites all readers to do—to engage in close and detailed read-
ing of the text, to consult the rich legacy of traditional Jewish commentary, to 
ponder the insights that the words can hold for one’s own generation and the 
insights that one’s own experience may provide into the text, and to join in 
partnered dialogue (havruta) with others who are doing the same. although 
Jewish women by and large have had some access to Bible learning through-
out history, they have until very recently been denied access to torah study 
in this richer sense by means of a gender system that defined and enforced 
such study as the purview, privilege, and obligation solely of men. The very 
fact, then, that so many Jewish women have contributed to this volume as 
torah scholars and that countless others are invited and empowered through 
it to share in and shape the practice of torah study suggests that this text is 
not merely the result of feminist movement but is, arguably, itself a quintes-
sentially feminist collection and resource. at the same time, the content of the 
essays, notes, commentaries, and poems in this rich volume (like the aims and 
commitments of its contributors) falls along the full spectrum from feminist 
to nonfeminist to apologetic outlined by reinhartz above.

Both The Women’s Torah Commentary and The Torah: A Women’s Com-
mentary highlight the fact that the dialogical, multivocal, and multiperspec-
tival impulses of traditional Jewish torah study resonate deeply with the best 
impulses and practices of feminism. “we consider the act of preserving a mul-
tiplicity of voices not only a defining feature of the Jewish interpretive tradi-
tion, but also an explicit feminist endeavor,” the editors of the latter volume 
assert.30 in this respect, it might even be observed that the inherently feminist 
process and project of The Torah: A Women’s Commentary enables a more fully 
Jewish practice of torah study than has heretofore been possible. eilberg offers 
a similar assessment in her foreword to The Women’s Torah Commentary. she 

29. ibid., lx.
30. ibid., xxxv.
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asserts that prior to the training, ordaining, and empowering of women as 
full Jews in their own right, “the community was able to tap only half of its 
resources, half of its creativity, half of its genius.”31

4. midrashic study

Jewish feminist midrash and feminist scholarship on midrash certainly satisfy 
the “Jewish” and “feminist” terms of the present essay’s subject matter. But 
are these fields properly considered “biblical” study? The short answer is that 
midrash has been, throughout Jewish history, the classic and quintessentially 
Jewish manner of biblical exegesis. hence, Jewish biblical study, by definition, 
includes midrash—the doing and the studying of it in its collected forms. “Just 
as the [classical] rabbis brought their own questions to the Bible and found 
there answers that supported their religious world view, so Jewish women are 
asking new questions of biblical narratives and, in the process of respond-
ing, recreating tradition. The flexibility and creativity of midrash, its power to 
reinvent, easily lends itself to feminist use.”32 

as Plaskow’s observation here and her early “coming of lilith” both indi-
cate, midrash is a Jewish biblical interpretive tool that has in feminist hands 
produced an incredibly rich and powerful body of biblically engaged schol-
arship and creative literature. in Jewish tradition, such midrashic literature 
is called “oral torah,” and is held to have its origins in divine revelation that 
accompanied the giving of the “written torah.” The revelatory energy released 
by feminist midrash has been immense in terms of opening up biblical texts to 
and through feminists’ and women’s insights. insights into the power dynam-
ics and strategies of the Bible’s narratives, law codes, and poetry, and into 
modes of resistance, potential and realized, are among feminist midrashists’ 
most important accomplishments. Feminist midrash has been used for sharp 
critique of the biblical texts and their reception histories as well as for appro-
priation of biblical stories and the giving of voice to ancient and contempo-
rary women whose voices have so often been silenced. it has, as well, been 
harnessed as a way to illuminate critically the fear and self-doubt that seem so 
often to spur the masculinist will to domination.

some collections of feminist midrash, like ellen Frankel’s The Five Books 
of Miriam and athalya Brenner’s I Am…: Biblical Women Tell Their Own Sto-
ries, are single-authored texts that nonetheless attempt to give voice to multiple 

31. Goldstein, Women’s Torah, 17.
32. Plaskow, “lilith revisited,” 429.
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characters and their many and differing perspectives.33 other collections are 
anthologies of midrashim by multiple authors. Feminist midrashic practice 
has become widespread throughout Jewish communities and in schoolrooms, 
including those of secular colleges and universities throughout the world. Fem-
inist midrash has been adapted as a method of critical reading and empower-
ment by women in numerous christian communities as well.

The critical study of classical rabbinic midrash forms another vital compo-
nent of Jewish feminist biblical studies. Feminist works by charlotte elisheva 
Fonrobert, Judith Baskin, Judith hauptman, daniel Boyarin, Galit hasan-
rokem, dina stein, leila leah Bronner, and many others have exponentially 
enriched the understanding of these ancient hebrew and aramaic texts that 
have so strongly shaped Jewish religious life and Jewish biblical study for close 
to two millennia, while remaining almost entirely inaccessible to the major-
ity of Jews, and to virtually all non-Jews, until mere decades ago.34 Feminist 
scholars of rabbinic midrash find preserved in these texts both oppressive 
androcentric misogyny and potentially liberating countertraditions, patterns 
of colonial resistance, and alternative models of gender and authority.

rabbinic midrash is divided into two basic genres, according to the 
nature of the biblical texts being interpreted. “aggadic” midrash engages the 
more specifically narrative and story-based biblical texts; “halakic” midrash 
expands upon legal materials. Feminist scholars of midrash have more often 
derived elements of a “usable past” through aggadic midrashim and midrashic 
method, while finding halakic midrash far less amenable to that aim. yet, as 
charlotte elisheva Fonrobert aptly cautions,

we need to take seriously the conservative function of aggadic midrash as a 
hermeneutic tool, to maintain the basic androcentric structures of the bib-

33. ellen Frankel, The Five Books of Miriam: A Woman’s Commentary on the Torah 
(new york: Putnam, 1996); athalya Brenner, I Am…: Biblical Women Tell Their Own Sto-
ries (Philadelphia: Fortress, 2005).

34. charlotte elisheva Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity: Rabbinic and Christian Recon-
structions of Biblical Gender (stanford, calif.: stanford university Press, 2000); Judith 
Baskin, Midrashic Women: Formations of the Feminine in Rabbinic Literature (hanover, 
n.h.: Brandeis university Press, 2002); Judith hauptman, Rereading the Rabbis: A Woman’s 
Voice (Boulder, colo.: westview, 1998); daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Tal-
mudic Culture (Berkeley: university of california Press, 1993); Galit hasan-rokem, Web 
of Life: Folklore and Midrash in Rabbinic Literature (stanford, calif.: stanford university 
Press, 2000); dina stein, “a maidservant and her master’s Voice: discourse, identity, and 
eros in rabbinic texts,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 10 (2001): 375–97; leila leah 
Bronner, From Eve to Esther: Rabbinic Reconstructions of Biblical Women (louisville: west-
minster John Knox, 1994).
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lical world and to intimately connect rabbinic halakhah with the biblical 
text.… This is not to say that aggadic midrash as a hermeneutic cannot be 
used for feminist purposes. But at the same time, i would suggest that the 
full critical potential of midrash can be enacted only if we reckon with its 
conservative function. ultimately, no text and no genre is, in and by itself, 
more conducive to feminism. The critical potential of texts depends on how 
they are read and to what use they are put.35

For Jewish feminist biblical studies, the critical potential of biblical texts may 
also depend upon midrashic texts ancient and modern, aggadic and halakic, 
“usable” and abhorrent, and upon feminist midrashic method informing how 
they are read and to what use they are put.

5. the Jewishness of the new testament and  
anti-Judaism in christian Biblical studies

at the back of Carnal Israel, daniel Boyarin provides an “index of Primary 
Jewish texts” cited throughout his book. among expected entries such as 
Genesis, deuteronomy, and Proverbs and talmudic tractates such as Ketubbot 
and Kiddushin, one discovers others that some readers might find startling: 
1 corinthians, 2 corinthians, Galatians, mark, and romans. readers familiar 
with Boyarin’s book on saint Paul, A Radical Jew, or with Pamela eisenbaum’s 
more recent Paul Was Not a Christian will merely nod in recognition.36 as 
these examples suggest, there is a growing body of scholarship that treats the 
many books of the new testament that were authored by first-century Jews as 
historically “Jewish texts” and important primary sources for understanding 
the many movements and focal concerns of early Judaism. This current schol-
arship differs considerably from earlier (and other current) works that derive 
much of their data about Jews and Jewish practices from polemics in the 
Gospels and epistles, read unselfconsciously as reliable descriptions voiced 
by “believers” (who were thereby no longer “Jews”) who stood in righteous 
antagonism and opposition to Jews and their practices. 

The unimpeachable “Jewishness” of many of the key new testament 
authors and the worldviews and characters that animate their writings is 
becoming increasingly evident with the recovery and fresh examination of 

35. charlotte elisheva Fonrobert, “The handmaid, the trickster, and the Birth of the 
messiah,” in Current Trends in the Study of Midrash (ed. carol Bakhos; leiden: Brill, 2006), 
245–75, here 247.

36. daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley: univer-
sity of california Press, 1994); Pamela eisenbaum, Paul Was Not a Christian: The Original 
Message of a Misunderstood Apostle (new york: harpercollins, 2009).
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ancient texts and the growing sophistication of critical analytical tools. Femi-
nist criticism has been one such important tool, albeit one that has as often 
been put to the service of traditional anti-Jewish renderings as it has to this 
important emerging body of work.

to the extent that the balance is shifting, such change is due in no small 
measure to the work of Jewish feminist new testament scholars writing, as 
often as not, explicitly as Jews. once again, it is reinhartz who provides one of 
the most articulate assessments of how “Jewishness” contributes to the critical 
power of her feminist scholarship in the field of new testament studies:

as a particular Jewish feminist reader of the fourth Gospel, i am particularly 
sensitive to a number of issues, such as its portrayal of Jews and its use of 
the term ioudaios, the depiction of Jewish-christian women, the use of the 
language of wisdom and paternity in Johannine christology and theology. 
yet other issues, such as the parable—or is it allegory?—of the shepherd and 
the sheep, the structure of the signs stories, the use of prophetic motifs in the 
characterization of Jesus, are also of interest. 

as the daughter of holocaust survivors, reinhartz is concerned 

with the contribution of the fourth Gospel, and interpretations thereof, to 
christian anti-Judaism. But, though not a christian, i also care about its 
implications for the role of women in contemporary christian life. These 
contemporary questions do not obscure an intrinsic curiosity about the his-
torical, social and religious setting of the Gospel in the first century ce. in 
investigating these and other issues i will not hesitate to draw on the range 
of historical-critical method while acknowledging that the basic facts of my 
identity, as well as many other factors that may or may not always be visible 
to me, will shape the exegetical process and its results, just as they have for 
all readers of this text.37 

twice in the past two decades, the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion has 
called on Jews to initiate a “roundtable” on feminist anti-Judaism. The first, in 
1991, on “Feminist anti-Judaism and the christian God,” was anchored by 
Judith Plaskow. more recently, in 2004, amy-Jill levine, editor of the series 
A Feminist Companion to the New Testament and Early Christian Writings,38 

37. adele reinhartz, “Feminist criticism and Biblical studies on the Verge of the 
twenty-First century,” in A Feminist Companion to Reading the Bible (ed. athalya Brenner 
and carole Fontaine; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1997), 30–38, here 34–35.

38. amy-Jill levine, A Feminist Companion to the New Testament and Early Christian 
Writings (sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 2001).
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anchored another on “anti-Judaism and Postcolonial Biblical interpretation.”39 
clearly, Jewish scholars play a key role in advancing feminist work in new 
testament studies and in sustaining critical dialogue regarding anti-Judaism 
in christian biblical scholarship. 

They are joined in both endeavors by a growing host of feminist col-
leagues who are not Jews. among these, Bernadette J. Brooten emerged as one 
of the first and most important, and denise K. Buell stands among the most 
significant recent contributors to this ongoing scholarship and dialogue.40

whether or not scholars like reinhartz, levine, and Boyarin, on the one 
hand, or Brooten and Buell, on the other, would be described by themselves, 
their peers, or a wider public as working at least in part in a field called “Jewish 
feminist biblical studies,” there are coherent and reasonable cases to be made 
for describing each of them so. it is precisely the problematics and perplexities 
of such characterization that invite potentially transformative reflection on 
the part of feminist (and nonfeminist) biblical scholars of all stripes.

6. conclusion

does Jewish feminist biblical study represent a particular methodological 
approach and theoretical-hermeneutical perspective that distinguishes it 
from other forms of feminist biblical interpretation, while connecting it to 
them? and can “biblical” scholarship ever really be “Jewish” in a world and an 
academy where “the Bible” is so predominantly a christian construct? 

in attempting to pursue these and related questions in a thoughtful and 
critically reflective manner, one finds one’s subjects repeatedly resisting assim-
ilation to the definitions and parameters that the dominant culture provides 
for them. is scholarship generated by a Jew thereby “Jewish” scholarship? such 
an assertion seems inadequate at best, potentially racist at worst. wherein 
does the “Jewishness” of “Jewish” scholarship reside? in the subject matter? 
who, and what, and whose is the subject, and how—and to whom—does the 
subject come to matter? is “torah” in its full, rich, multidimensional Jewish 
sense the same thing as “Bible”? again, the generalized terms offered by the 

39. Vols. 7.2 and 20.1, respectively.
40. see, e.g., Bernadette J. Brooten, “Jewish women’s history in the roman Period: a 

task for christian Theology,” Harvard Theological Review 79 (1986): 22–30; and Brooten, 
“early christian women and Their cultural context,” in Feminist Perspectives on Biblical 
Scholarship (ed. adela yarbro collins; chico, calif.: scholars Press, 1985), 65–91; denise 
K. Buell, Why This New Race? Ethnic Reasoning in Early Christianity (new york: columbia 
university Press, 2005).
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dominant discourse seem at times to hang like ill-fitting garments on the sub-
ject at hand. They cover but do not quite suit.

Perhaps it is the inevitably discomfiting questions that arise out of such an 
inquiry that are its most valuable products. The vitality of feminist studies and 
of biblical studies relies on the continual consideration of new and sometimes 
troubling perspectives. when these perspectives are met with full-hearted 
attempts to communicate, comprehend, and make meaning across boundar-
ies that cannot, or ought not, be willed away; and between and among people, 
cultures, and identities that will not always fit comfortably together, then we 
might be hopeful that our projects will bear fine fruit and we might be content 
to live out (and within) our questions and paradoxes. Feminist biblical studies 
can only stand to gain by such transformations.



a christian Feminist hermeneutics of the Bible

Rosa Cursach Salas 
Universitat de les Illes Balears (UIB)

1. introduction

This essay does not claim to cover the entire scope or to provide an overview 
of feminist biblical hermeneutics. it would be impossible to report fully on its 
development during the past forty years, since it is the result of a variety of 
cultural, racial, social, and religious approaches—which accounts for its rich-
ness and fullness. For this reason, i decided to limit myself in particular to the 
contributions made by the work of elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, despite her 
objections. since centering her intellectual work on the theoretical framework 
of feminist biblical interpretation, she has also tried to respond to the vari-
ous obstacles, problems, and questions that have been raised with regard to 
christian feminist biblical hermeneutics. in this chapter i seek especially to 
explore the theoretical background of her hermeneutics. Following her lead, i 
shall focus on the method of interpretation proposed by a feminist paradigm 
of biblical interpretation. while the major part of the essay will focus on the 
approach of elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, before analyzing her work, i shall 
address two subjects: the authority of the Bible and the deconstruction and 
reconstruction of the biblical contexts, particularly those pertaining to the 
origins of christianity.

2. status of the subject

2.1. Brief overview

Part of the difficulty of reviewing the status of the feminist hermeneutics of 
the Bible, as of other fields of feminist theology, lies in the number of authors, 
investigations, and feminist approaches that have developed over the past 
forty years. however, there are also convergences and common elements that 
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help us to determine what we mean when we speak of feminist christian 
hermeneutics of the Bible.

Biblical interpretation by women is not exclusive to the twentieth cen-
tury. i will therefore position feminist biblical hermeneutics, understood as 
the interpretation of sacred text from the point of view of christian feminist 
interests, in the second half of the twentieth century. according to letty m. 
russell, what makes feminist interpretation feminist are not the methods and 
techniques of historical- and literary-critical analysis used, but “the concerns, 
questions and sensitivities” of the interpreters.1

Feminist hermeneutics understands the interpretation of the Bible to be 
a self-interested task. Feminist hermeneutics abandons any claim of think-
ing about the possibility of arriving at truth, understood as exact correspon-
dence between the narrative text and the real acts as they happened.2 Feminist 
hermeneutics understands its task as engaging with the biblical texts from 
the perspectives and political investments of feminist movements for change. 
mary ann tolbert argues that interpretation “is always a subjective activity, 
in the sense that it is always influenced by the conscious and unconscious 
concerns of the interpreter.”3

an interpretation of the Bible in terms of christian feminist interests 
can thus be defined as a reading of the Bible that casts light on the oppressive 
kyriarchal structures of society. such an approach will therefore also show 
us how we can understand both the Bible and its interpretations as possibly 
kyriarchal and therefore oppressive of women. Thus, we conceive of the Bible 
as a text in which we find both the oppression of women and elements of 
power that promote the authority of women, elements often concealed and 
distorted by interpreters. 

mary ann tolbert finds that feminist hermeneutics is profoundly para-
doxical, since feminist interpreters must struggle against God as enemy with 
the help of God, and at the same time must reject the Bible as a kyriarchal 
authority while also using the Bible as liberatory.4 Pilar de miguel further expli-
cates the distance covered by feminist hermeneutics between the 1960s and the 

1. letty m. russell, “introduction: liberating the word” in Feminist Interpretation of 
the Bible (ed. letty m. russell; Philadelphia: westminster, 1985), 15.

2. mercedes navarro Puerto, Cuando la Biblia cuenta: Claves de la Narrativa Bíblica 
(madrid: PPc, 2003), 113.

3. mary ann tolbert, “defining the Problem: The Bible and Feminist hermeneutics,” 
Semeia 28 (1983): 117.

4. ibid., 120. 
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1990s.5 in the 1970s, according to de miguel, scholars brought forgotten texts 
to light and reinterpreted others. They focused chiefly on texts in which women 
appear, often recovering their voices of rebellion against the patriarchal culture 
as well as recovering and uncovering the oppression and violence suffered by 
many women. during that period, authors such as rosemary radford ruether 
and letty russell focused their efforts on the possibility of depatriarchalizing 
the Bible. Pilar de miguel asserts, “Feminist interpretation presupposes that 
the Bible continues to be read, listened to, and preached as authoritative text in 
communities of faith and worship.”6

tolbert distinguishes three positions within this reformist stance of the 
1980s, although she herself stresses that they cannot be understood rigidly.7 
an initial position may be represented by those biblical scholars, among them 
rosemary radford ruether, who believe that the texts must be searched for 
elements of a liberating prophetic tradition.8 according to this position, the 
authority of the Bible rests on the fact that the texts are expressions of this 
tradition. a second reformist position, represented by the work of Phyllis 
trible, endeavors to find countercultural impulses in the text as a criterion of 
biblical “truth” or authority.9 The third position does not focus on the biblical 
canon; rather, it tries to reconstruct biblical history and to discover the roles 
of women within the Jewish and christian religions. 

Feminist interpretation in the 1990s became multilayered. The feminist 
perspective appears as a critique of the various methods: the historical-critical 
and sociological methods, narrative analysis, methods of cultural anthropol-
ogy, and so on. in this context, “Feminist exegesis is a problematizing and a 
questioning of the basic principles of exegesis and theology.”10 The end of the 
1980s and the early 1990s witnessed the eruption of christian feminist the-
ology and hermeneutics by women from nonwhite, non-western contexts. 
The womanist current promoted by african american women emerged; 
hispanic theologians contributed the mujerista or Latina feminist current, 
and asian scholars proposed a postcolonial approach. while the latter cur-

5. Pilar de miguel, “la Biblia leída con ojos de mujer,” in La mujer en la teología actual 
(ed. carmen Bernabé et al.; san sebastián: Publicaciones idatz, 1996), 47–72.

6. ibid., 56.
7. tolbert, “defining the Problem,” 113–26.
8. rosemary radford ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology 

(Boston: Beacon, 1993).
9. Phyllis trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Phil-

adelphia: Fortress, 1984); trible, “Feminist hermeneutics and Biblical studies,” in Feminist 
Theology: A Reader (ed. ann loades; louisville: westminister John Knox, 1990), 23–29.

10. miguel, “la Biblia,” 63.
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rent of thought developed above all in Great Britain and the united states, 
postcolonial thought and feminist postcolonialism were promoted chiefly 
by researchers from asian countries. Jewish feminists also began to critique 
christian feminist theology, particularly feminist christology and interpreta-
tion, which were very often markedly anti-Jewish.11 

all these movements and currents of investigation led to the questioning 
of certain feminist categories, for example the classification of “woman” as 
analytic category. These objections on the one hand remind us of how varied 
we women are. They also enable us to become aware that, for many women, 
gender subordination is not the first or the principal oppression that they 
suffer, since many women are subordinated and exploited because of race, 
ethnicity, social class, sexual orientation, and so on, in addition to gender 
subordination. christian feminist theology and biblical hermeneutics thus 
became conscious of the various oppressions suffered by women, and their 
multiplying effects, so that their analysis cannot consist in a simple tallying 
of oppressions, as if it were a question of making a list of the multiple oppres-
sions that are suffered by many women.

2.2. introducing elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza:  
Feminist hermeneutics as critique of ideology12

The hermeneutical approach that we find throughout the work of schüssler 
Fiorenza is theoretical in nature, and therefore not merely a methodology 
or a criticism of traditional biblical hermeneutics. according to her, the task 
of theology and biblical interpretation is an eminently political task. Just as 
habermas understands the hermeneutical task as a critique of ideologies, so 
too feminist interpretation of the Bible involves approaching biblical religion 
with the suspicion that christian religion has contributed to maintaining the 
kyriarchal ideology, and working to unveil and transform this reality.13

11. This essay does not discuss this question because it is raised in another contribu-
tion in this volume. For an in-depth study, recommended works include Judith Plaskow, 
“christian Feminism and antijudaism,” Cross Currents 33 (1978): 306–9; Katharina von 
Kellenbach, Anti-Judaism in Feminist Religious Writings (atlanta: scholars Press, 1994); 
and elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus and the Politics of Interpretation (new york: con-
tinuum, 2000), particularly 115–44, where the question is explicitly discussed. 

12. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Hermeneutics. This work consists of unpublished 
reflections on hermeneutics. my thanks to elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza for providing them 
to me.

13. Jürgen habermas, Coneixement i Interès (Barcelona: editorial acribia, 1996).
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The steps in biblical interpretation articulated and developed by schüssler 
Fiorenza must be understood as related to this critique of ideologies. here, ide-
ology is understood as justification or naturalization of a reality constructed on 
the basis of power relations. This is why feminist hermeneutics is not merely 
a translation or a way of knowing reality. rather, it is to be conceived as an 
emancipatory principle.

understood as critique of kyriarchal ideologies that are bent on under-
valuing women, christian feminist hermeneutics calls for a hermeneutics that 
recognizes the justice of the struggle of women for well-being in a variety of 
ways. critiquing kyriarchal ideology that treats women as interchangeable, 
feminist hermeneutics shows that women are not all the same, are not “iden-
tical,” and that in addition to their gender identity, women’s experiences of 
injustice are influenced by race, class, sexual orientation, and other factors. 
contrary to kyriarchal ideology that defines women as “the other,” that is, 
outside the “norm,” it enables women to question what and who they have 
been told they are. against kyriarchal ideologies that foster the subjugation of 
women, feminist hermeneutics calls for tools that permit women to decodify 
and dismantle the messages that humiliate and demonize them. as a critique 
of kyriarchal ideology that considers women clumsy, stupid, or touchy, a 
hermeneutics is required that recognizes the perceptiveness of women and 
their ability to open hitherto unimagined avenues of justice. 

Finally, resisting kyriarchal ideology that subjects women to oblivion 
and renders them invisible urgently requires a hermeneutics of recollection, 
since it is the memory of women’s struggles that has been the herald of the 
Good news. in her book In Memory of Her, schüssler Fiorenza proposes a 
reconstruction of christian beginnings from a critical feminist hermeneuti-
cal perspective, a feminist hermeneutics that remembers her (mark 14:9).14 
it is the memory of women’s historical agency that defines the Gospel as the 
Good news.

3. above and Beyond authority: the hermeneutics of suspicion

Feminist biblical hermeneutics emerges in dealing with the problem of the 
authority of the Bible. Feminist women realize that biblical texts and their 
interpretations contradict our experience of ourselves and our well-being—or 
lack thereof. This is why the authority of the text is in question.

14. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Recon-
struction of Christian Origins (2nd ed.; new york: crossroad, 1994).
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christian feminists know that the Bible has been used to ensure the sec-
ondary status of women in societies in which biblical religions have, or have 
had, a marked presence. we are aware that the violence that has been, and 
is, exercised against women finds justification in biblical texts (e.g., Judg 19). 
we also know that we can find in the Bible arguments for the recognition of 
the rights and dignity of wo/men and our struggles for a just distribution of 
wealth, and our struggle to participate in the spaces of power and the deci-
sion-making processes in churches and in society. 

it is precisely because of this that christian feminists question the author-
ity of the Bible. we thus approach the biblical texts and question their author-
ity, because of the role that they have played and may continue to play in the 
shaping of our societies. can we continue to believe that the Bible was revealed 
by God? what type of authority does it possess? who or what attributed this 
authority to it? These are some of the questions that must be answered by 
feminist christian hermeneutics. 

as a revelation of truth, it [the biblical witness] asks for something less like a 
submission of will and more like an opening of the imagination—and thence 
the whole mind and heart. in its own terms, then, it cannot be believed 
unless it rings true to our deepest capacity for truth and goodness. if it con-
tradicts this, it is not to be believed. if it falsifies this, it cannot be accepted.15

Thus, are we to abandon the Bible, or are we instead to understand its author-
ity in a different way?16

Various biblical scholars from different theoretical backgrounds have 
answered this question in different ways. some scholars seek for a criterion of 
truth, whether in the scriptures or outside of them, from which we can derive 
some positive meaning for the life of women. rosemary radford ruether 
and letty russell, for instance, find in the prophetic biblical tradition a corre-
lation between feminist critical principles and a biblical principle. according 
to radford ruether, we find this principle not in a specific corpus of texts; 
rather, it is a tradition that we find in the Bible itself, the prophetic tradition 
that consists in correlating the word of God to new contexts. Thus we could 
view the forms of feminism and the struggle for equality of women as pro-

15. margaret a. Farley, “Feminist consciousness and the interpretation of scripture,” 
in Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (ed. letty m. russell; Philadelphia: westminster, 
1985), 41–49, here 43.

16. Katharine doob sakenfeld, “Feminist uses of the Biblical materials,” in russell, 
Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, 55–64.
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phetic voices that denounce the religious and social structures that support 
inequality.17 

in raising the question of the authority of the Bible, schüssler Fiorenza 
asks what type of authority the Bible can have in the lives of women.18 accord-
ing to anni tsokkinen, the stance taken by schüssler Fiorenza is positioned 
between two trends of feminist hermeneutics: between those who consider 
the Bible to be an essentially patriarchal book, and those who find that it con-
tains liberating elements.19 schüssler Fiorenza represents a third way in that 
she develops a method of interpretation that seriously considers both the vic-
timizing and the inspiring potential of biblical texts.

schüssler Fiorenza finds that both groups, those who want the Bible to be 
accepted as a source of authority and those who believe it should be rejected, 
understand the Bible as a mythic archetype. as mythic archetypes, the biblical 
texts are perceived as universal and normative in any place and culture. she 
proposes that the Bible be understood as a historical prototype. understood 
as prototype, the biblical texts will have to be critically evaluated and opened 
to feminist transformation.20 

in a first step toward a feminist interpretation of the Bible which under-
stands the Bible as historical prototype, she proposes what she calls a “herme-
neutics of suspicion,” born of the awareness that the interpretation of reality 
offered by the biblical texts and the actions that they suggest do not lead to 
an improvement of life with respect to women.21 Thus the hermeneutics of 
suspicion calls the authority of the Bible into question, or at least the ways in 
which this authority has been interpreted by hegemonic male hermeneutics.

This hermeneutics seeks to undermine what could be called a herme-
neutics of respect. we women, above all, have been taught to approach the 
Bible with respect and obedience. The hermeneutics of suspicion allows us to 
approach the Bible with the caution needed, so that instead of accepting texts 
that can be oppressive for women, we may be suspicious of them and may 
investigate the ideological claims of these biblical texts. to exercise this type of 

17. rosemary radford ruether, “Feminist interpretation: a method of correlation,” 
in russell, Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, 111–24.

18. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpreta-
tion (Boston: Beacon, 1992).

19. anni tsokkinnen, “elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza on the authority of the Bible,” 
Yearbook of the European Society of Women in Theological Research 12 (2004): 134.

20. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone: The Challenge of Feminist Biblical 
Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1985), 9–10.

21. anne-louise eriksson, “radical hermeneutics and scriptural authority,” Year-
book of the European Society of Women in Theological Research 12 (2004): 47–52.



168 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

hermeneutics, it is necessary to liberate ourselves from the male-oriented reli-
gious education that we received, which, since it did not provide us with any 
critical tools, leads us to position ourselves with reverence before the Bible. 
The “hermeneutics of suspicion” invites us to scrutinize the interpretations of 
texts and the biblical texts themselves. Thus, the function of this hermeneutics 
is not so much to unveil the lies of the text or the lies of its interpretations and 
to re-establish the truth of the text, but rather to try to show the ideological 
functions of the texts and their interpretations.22 

Furthermore, the Bible does not have authority in and of itself, outside 
the community to which it belongs. schüssler Fiorenza’s thinking with respect 
to the authority of the Bible is thus closely linked with her advancement of 
the ekklêsia of wo/men.23 she describes the ekklêsia of wo/men in this way: 
it is a rhetorical space from which to assert women’s theological authority to 
determine the interpretation of christian scripture, tradition, theology, and 
community.24 This is how we must situate authority in the ekklêsia of wo/men. 

in its first step, this argument is connected with the aim of making visible 
the fact that we christian women are, and have always been, the church and 
not peripheral to it. subsequently, she argues that this hermeneutical space is 
not limited to church and religion, but is a radical democratic space.25 This 
hermeneutical space is defined on the basis of solidarity with wo/men who 
suffer multiple oppressions, including sexism, racism, poverty, and other 
inequalities. These are the women who are at the center of ekklêsia of wo/
men. This hermeneutical space is a place where a range of feminist public 
discourses intersect, a space of sociopolitical contradictions in discussion and 
debate, and an environment in which feminist alternatives are presented. it is a 
space of heterogeneous feminist discourses through which individual women 
are able to understand their own histories in dialogue with other women, be 
they contemporary, historical, or biblical.26

22. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Sharing Her Word: Feminist Biblical Interpretation in 
Context (Boston: Beacon, 1998), 90.

23. in breaking up the category “wo/men,” her intention is to construct an inclusive 
term in which to make room for all women, as well as for men oppressed by patriarchal 
structures. in using the Greek word ekklêsia, she aims to situate feminist theology in the 
public ground of the assembly or the congress in which all female and male citizens par-
ticipate on equal footing. see schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet: 
Critical Issues in Feminist Christology (new york: continuum, 1994).

24. schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said, 152.
25. elisabeth Green, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (Brescia: morcelliana, 2005), 37.
26. see elizabeth a. castelli, “The ekklēsia of women and/as utopian space: locating 

the work of elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza in Feminist utopian Thought,” in On the Cutting 
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Therefore, ekklêsia of wo/men should be presented as an alternative space 
to kyriarchal biblical interpretation and to the assumption of many feminists 
that the feminist hermeneutical task consists in saving the Bible from feminist 
criticism. it is also proposed as an alternative to postbiblical feminists who 
reject the Bible in its totality and believe, as has been pointed out, that it is 
irreconcilable with feminism. 

The task of ekklêsia of wo/men is to critically evaluate biblical texts and 
to make the feminist experience of wo/men the center of biblical interpreta-
tion and theological reflection. it also has the mission of constructing femi-
nist identity that supports this ekklêsia of wo/men, an identity based not on 
the biological experience of sex or on the “essential” differences of gender, 
but rather on the common historical experience of women collaborating or 
struggling in a kyriarchal culture or in biblical history. Thus, “its principle and 
horizon is a radical democratic vision and movement that creates community 
in diversity, commonality in solidarity, equality in freedom and love, a world-
community that appreciates the ‘other’ precisely as the other.”27 

4. debates about deconstruction and reconstruction

schüssler Fiorenza’s In Memory of Her marks a milestone in feminist interpre-
tation of the Bible. in this book, she uses historico-critical methods, assess-
ments of sociology and critical theory, and the principles of the women’s lib-
eration movement to consider the beginnings of christianity. here, she posits 
the need for a reconstruction of early christianity from the standpoint of 
the history of women. she conceives of tradition as the legacy of those same 
women, a tradition that has erased footprints that must be recovered. it will 
thus be a question of tracking these footprints, raising the possibility of a more 
significant presence than what has been told to us about the women of early 
christianity, as well as questioning assessments that have been made by other 
Bible researchers, whether postbiblical researchers28 or the researchers who, 
operating from an understanding of either positivist historical research or 
postmodern assumptions, consider it impossible to reconstruct the life and 
the struggles of women—which is precisely what is achieved by schüssler Fio-
renza in her hermeneutics of remembrance and reconstruction. 

Edge: A Study of Women in Biblical Worlds (ed. Jane schaberg et al.; new york: continuum, 
2003), 36–53.

27. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, The Power of the Word: Scripture and the Rhetoric of 
Empire (minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 79.

28. daphne hampson, “on not remembering her,” Feminist Theology 19 (1998): 
63–68.
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 an understanding of the historical task as a linking together of events 
is not her starting point. rather, she compares this task to a quilt or a tap-
estry created from fragments of information, the final picture of which may 
vary depending on the model according to which it is woven. she argues for 
using such remnants for reconstructing a feminist history of christianity. ini-
tially, this involves searching for documents. in a second phase, assisted by the 
hermeneutics of suspicion, these documents need to be analyzed. The third 
step is the reconstruction of history. to reconstruct the origins of christian-
ity in terms of a feminist reconstructive model, the following factors must be 
taken into account: 

1. unless proven otherwise, we must take it for granted that women 
participated actively in history;

2. texts in which the behavior of women is criticized must be read as 
prescriptive, not as descriptive of reality. if a specific activity is for-
bidden to women, it is safe to assume that this was necessary because 
they engaged in it;

3. texts must be contextualized in their cultural and religious environ-
ments, and must be reconstructed not only from the viewpoint of the 
dominant ethos but also from that of alternative movements.29

on the other hand, operating from a postbiblical standpoint, daphne hamp-
son argues that women need not be remembered, an obvious allusion to the 
title of schüssler Fiorenza’s work. what hampson questions is the need to 
turn to the women of early christianity and their supposed equality within 
the early christian communities for support for the contemporary feminist 
struggle. her critique of schüssler Fiorenza must also be understood on the 
basis of hampson’s proposal to abandon biblical religions, which are essen-
tially patriarchal and contribute nothing to the fight for the emancipation of 
women. according to hampson, the women of today have no connection with 
the women of biblical times, since we are not living in the same situations. 

with marsha aileen hewitt, i argue that hampson ignores the fact that 
schüssler Fiorenza conceives of religious movements as emancipating move-
ments.30 in understanding her feminist proposal in connection with the 

29. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways: Introducing Feminist Biblical Interpre-
tation (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2001).

30. marsha a. hewitt, “The Feminist liberation Theology of elisabeth schüssler Fio-
renza as a Feminist critical Theory,” in Toward a New Heaven and a New Earth: Essays in 
Honor of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (ed. Fernando F. segovia; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 
2003), 443–58.
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movements that are fighting for justice and well-being today, schüssler Fio-
renza seeks to trace in biblical texts and traditions possible counter-discourses 
or openings that can be drawn upon to transform injustice and thus succeed 
in rewriting tradition imaginatively from a feminist perspective. 

Furthermore, hampson does not consider the fact that, on the one hand, 
the hermeneutics of remembrance and reconstruction proposed by schüssler 
Fiorenza problematizes the results of positivist historiography and that, on 
the other hand, her approach is markedly political in nature, since it involves 
a reclaiming of historical memory similar to what is demanded by the victims 
of totalitarianism and dictatorships.31

The hermeneutics of remembrance and reconstruction enables us to con-
struct our own chronology, so that we do not always have to be reinventing 
ourselves. Pilar de miguel emphasizes the importance of chronology, stating:

i share with celia amorós her idea that “there is nothing better than a good 
chronology.” otherwise, there is a risk that our descendants will believe that 
this is how things always were, and will forget the passion and the life of 
struggle of so many women, then and now, as if the conquest of social, politi-
cal, cultural, economic, and religious rights fell like manna from heaven or 
were granted by parties who held them as “divine rights,” out of benevolence 
or magnanimity, thus leading them in their innocence to believe that tomor-
row will be better and that things happen merely because time passes.32

if we divide the hermeneutical strategies proposed by schüssler Fiorenza 
into two phases, a deconstructive phase and a reconstructive phase, we 
can recognize that both phases are interrelated and not successive. we 
must therefore not view them as temporal in nature, since deconstruction 
implicitly involves an alternative and reconstruction implies the ruination of 
something. we shall have to conclude that while there is greater agreement 
among biblical scholars concerning the deconstructive task, the same is not 
true of reconstruction. in criticizing schüssler Fiorenza, it is customary to 
assume that she wants to rescue the forgotten women of early christianity 
and reconstruct an early “golden age.” however, this misreading overlooks 
that the difference is in method and understanding of text. if one adopts an 
ahistorical method of reading, one can “crash, mimic, and parody the male/

31. The “law of historical memory” was approved in spain in 2007. The purpose of 
this law was to reestablish the memory of the losing side in the civil war of 1936 and the 
victims of the forty years of the Franco dictatorship.

32. Pilar de miguel, “los movimientos de mujeres y la teología feminista: una visión 
panorámica desde nuestro contexto,” Xirimiri 12 (2003): 5; online: http://www.ciudad-
demujeres.com/articulos/los-movimientos-de-mujeres-y-la.
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masculine text but cannot ultimately comprehend wo/men as speaking sub-
jects and historical agents.”33 

when schüssler Fiorenza calls for remembrance, her aim is not to tell us 
about something that happened but has been concealed or forgotten. rather, 
she is calling for a possible remembrance, since much of our history has 
unquestionably been erased. But we can obtain fragments of real or imagined 
histories that will allow us to construct a genealogy, since we cannot allow 
ourselves to remain at the mercy of the dogs and the crows, we need to bury 
our dead women, our forgotten women, since we need to be able to honor 
them, to lay flowers on their graves.34

5. toward a rhetorico-critical Paradigm

like the Korean theologian chung hyun Kyung, who considers engage-
ment in theology to be both a personal and a political activity,35 in her early 
works schüssler Fiorenza expounds the hermeneutical task of scripture and 
the christian tradition, taking as its starting point the political, cultural, reli-
gious, and theoretical movement of women for liberation. as i have argued, 
she considers the Bible to be a political book and its interpretation to be an 
eminently political task. Thus, she starts from the fact that both the Bible and 
its interpretations are culturally and historically conditioned. schüssler Fio-
renza considers sacred scripture to be the foundation of a theology rooted 
in a sexist and kyriarchal culture. already in her early works, she shows that 
the hermeneutical task cannot be considered an objective or value-free sci-
ence. she therefore denies the possibility of an objectivistic investigation of 
the Bible or of christian texts. her hermeneutical purpose is dependent on 
the emancipatory interest of women. 

schüssler Fiorenza believes that it is a question not only of taking a socio-
political stance from which to interpret the Bible, but that it is also necessary 
to become aware, as elisabeth cady stanton and others did, that the Bible is 
not a neutral book, but rather a political weapon that has been used many 
times against the liberation of women. when she defends the need for a femi-
nist interpretation of the Bible, she does so for various reasons, which were 
already articulated by stanton:

33. schüssler Fiorenza, Power of the Word, 19.
34. sophocles, Antigone 441ac. 
35. hyun Kyung chung, Struggle to Be the Sun Again: Introducing Asian Women’s The-

ology (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1990).
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 ▶ First, because, as i have pointed out again and again, the Bible has 
been used to maintain the subordination of women; 

 ▶ second, because it is women above all who have taken the Bible as the 
word of God; and 

 ▶ Third, because it is not possible to reform one specific area of society 
without at the same time reforming all areas, given the interdependence 
of all the social environments. she states: “if feminists think they can 
neglect the revision of the Bible because there are more pressing politi-
cal issues, then they do not recognize the political impact of scripture 
upon the churches, and society, and also upon the lives of women.”36

 schüssler Fiorenza considers various hermeneutical models, analyzes them, 
reveals their weak spots, and calls attention to their successes. For example, she 
emphasizes the fact that liberation theology has posed an authentic challenge 
to the supposed neutrality and objectivity of traditional academic theology, 
since it recognized that, willingly or otherwise, theology is always engaged in 
favor of or against the oppressed.37

schüssler Fiorenza distances herself from those feminist hermeneutical 
approaches that seek to identify “a canon within a canon,” a central message 
or text, and a core of liberation content, and criticizes them for reducing to a 
feminist principle the special features of the texts. They very often recognize 
the plurality present in scripture, but they try to reduce it to a feminist libera-
tion principle and thereby remain caught up in the question of the authority 
of the Bible. in short, the aim of schüssler Fiorenza is to develop a theory and 
a method, a focus from which to understand and interpret the Bible, while 
at the same time endeavoring to contribute a feminist articulation of a new 
model of biblical interpretation and theology.

5.1. hermeneutical dance

5.1.1. rhetorico-critical Paradigm

schüssler Fiorenza positions feminist hermeneutics within the perspective 
not only of historico-critical but also rhetorical-critical research. schüssler 
Fiorenza is not proposing to discover what the Bible really says, to achieve 
a “final” interpretation of the sacred texts. rather, as has been mentioned, 
feminist critical interpretation starts with the struggles of women for their 

36. schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 11.
37. ibid., 6.
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liberation, and from the presupposition that women are a part of the biblical 
story.

hence the steps in the hermeneutical dance proposed by schüssler Fio-
renza must be understood in the context of a rhetorico-critical paradigm of 
interpretation. if texts are understood as rhetorical, they seek to address and 
persuade not only people in their original historical contexts but also people 
of today. hence, she develops the dance of interpretation as a means of consci-
entization. Through the various steps, people reading or listening to biblical 
texts need to be enabled to reclaim their intellectual and spiritual authority so 
that they can evaluate the oppressive or liberating rhetorics of the texts in a 
specific context.

schüssler Fiorenza understands Bible research as a rhetorical or com-
municative task, stating, “authorial aims, point of view, narrative strategies, 
persuasive means, and authorial closure, as well as the audience’s perceptions 
and constructions, are rhetorical practices which have determined not only 
the Bible’s production but also its subsequent interpretations.”38 when she 
proposes a rhetorical hermeneutics of the Bible, she recognizes that the bib-
lical texts are not neutral; rather, they are created to persuade and to influ-
ence action and practice. at the same time, her own proposal is rhetorical in 
nature, since she makes it clear what her aims are.39 she lays claim to the open 
nature of her proposal. it is a dance, and as such it will be an unending pro-
cess. Various choreographies can be composed with the different dance steps, 
the only requirement being that they be critical and imaginative.

in the composition that schüssler Fiorenza has been creating throughout 
her work, by adding and reworking some of the steps initially proposed she 
constructs a seven-step choreography: experience and social location, analysis 
of domination, suspicion, evaluation, imagination, remembrance and recon-
struction, all of which take as a goal social and religious transformation. we can 
understand these steps as a feminist revision of the hermeneutics proposed 
by various thinkers from schleiermacher to Gadamer, but also of the critical 
theory of the Frankfurt school. 

5.1.2. sketch of choreography40

Experience and social location: Feminist theology begins with the experience 
of women or, more specifically, the struggle of women for their survival and 

38. schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said, 46.
39. mary rose d’angelo and elizabeth castelli, “elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza on 

women in the Gospels and Feminist christology,” RelSRev 22 (1996): 293.
40. in the explanation of the steps in the hermeneutical choreography laid out by 
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their dignity in kyriarchal societies and religions. in the experience of chris-
tian women, the Bible can and has been used against women, their autonomy, 
and their personal rights. at the same time, for many christian women, it 
has also been a tool for struggle, hope, and commitment to their own well-
being. schüssler Fiorenza therefore believes that the feminist interpretation 
of the Bible is an important task for the feminist movement. in speaking of 
the hermeneutics of experience as a step in the feminist hermeneutical dance, 
schüssler Fiorenza distinguishes feminist experience from the experience of 
women.

in feminist theology, the experience of women has been used as a bench-
mark for the interpretation of the Bible, often with a view to rescuing the 
forgotten voices in the Bible and in tradition. in taking this stance, we are for-
getting that these experiences were formed in kyriarchal contexts. schüssler 
Fiorenza calls instead for the feminist experience of wo/men, the experience 
that is created out of the struggles of women and other marginalized persons 
for their rights and well-being. it is not so much a matter of reading the Bible 
with a woman’s eyes as a matter of reading it with feminist lenses.

Analysis of domination: it is a matter of becoming aware not only of the 
social, political, and religious position from which we are reading, but also of 
the position from which the text was written. it is a matter of looking for the 
ideological functions of the text, elucidating its function of supporting kyri-
archy, and also its possibilities for empowering justice. it is a matter of seeing 
whom the text is promoting and whom it is devaluing, and which values it 
defends, in order to position the text socially. it requires an intersectional 
analysis of domination—kyriarchy.

Evaluation: This hermeneutics endeavors to evaluate the rhetoric of the 
text, using a feminist scale of values. its intention is not to classify texts as 
oppressive or liberating, but rather to analyze texts based on a specific femi-
nist scale of values. The particular feature of this step is to ask what effects may 
be produced by a reading of specific texts in specific contexts. at the same 
time, the fact that texts were written in specific situations and with specific 
intentions must be taken into account. This proposed interpretation intends 
to submit texts to a feminist critical evaluation; it thus sifts the biblical text 
through the sieve of feminist criteria. schüssler Fiorenza does not conceive of 
theology and biblical interpretation as a dogmatic, confessional undertaking, 

schüssler Fiorenza, we shall ignore two of them, not because they are less important, but 
because they have been presented more fully in the preceding paragraphs on suspicion 
and reconstruction. in this way we shall also be showing how the various steps proposed 
by schüssler Fiorenza have their reason for being and shape her understanding of biblical 
and theological research. 



176 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

but as a practice that extends beyond sectarian divisions in order to imagine 
a more just world.41

Imagination: This step invites us to imagine and dream of situations of 
well-being and justice. it requires performing an act of imagination and full 
freedom. it seeks to bring the silenced into speech. it invites us to reconstruct 
biblical stories, to perform counter-current readings, and use what could be 
called the practice of thinking “as if….” The question becomes, “how would 
this story have been told if the intention had been different?” it is a matter of 
developing visions that promote well-being and visions of justice, which move 
us in the direction of its construction, and at the same time interrogating 
these imaginations and visions with a hermeneutics of suspicion. imaginative 
hermeneutics is not a reconstruction of the past; it is a dream of the future in 
the full knowledge that this dream can also be affected by the kyriarchal limi-
tations of the present on our imagination.

Social and religious transformation: The final objective of the hermeneuti-
cal process is change, the transformation of the relations that are supported in 
structures of domination into relations of equals in a radical democratic space 
of equals. every reading of a text in terms of the dance of interpretation has 
as its goal the transformation of kyriocentric mindsets and kyriarchal struc-
tures. in sum, these hermeneutical steps seek to achieve conscientization and 
to construct a utopia of well-being for all human beings. it is thus a herme-
neutics committed to the transformation not only of kyriarchal religions but 
also of kyriarchal societies, a hermeneutics that does not try to achieve “objec-
tivist” interpretations of the Bible, but is instead committed to revealing the 
androcentric interests of religious texts and their kyriarchal interpretations.

6. By way of conclusion: a Paradigm change in Biblical research

it has not been the aim of this essay to explain or provide a thorough analysis 
of the thinking of schüssler Fiorenza. rather, i wanted to point to her work 
because her research goes beyond a feminist revision of biblical research tools. 
rather, it involves a transformation of the very conception of the biblical text 
as sacred text and biblical exegesis understood as a positivistic scientific task. 
moreover, it posits that the meaning of the biblical text must be continu-
ally evaluated, not simply accepted, and seeks to give us the tools to do so. 
schüssler Fiorenza proposes a change of paradigm. she proposes to contribute 
a feminist articulation to the creation of a new model of biblical interpreta-
tion, a model open to continuous revision.

41. schüssler Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways.
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in addition, schüssler Fiorenza brings the feminist interpretation of the 
Bible closer to the general public. if the Bible is a political book that influences 
our lives and our societies, its interpretation, study, and research cannot be 
reserved exclusively for specialists and scholars. many christian women listen 
each week to some passage from the Bible. The principal contribution made 
by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza to the relationship of women with the Bible 
is that she has given these women tools for a feminist interpretation so that 
they can use the Bible for their well-being and not in order to internalize their 
subordination and second class citizenship.
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the fact is that those who ache to regulate women are those who invari-
ably violate them, and those who are obsessed with defining the limits for 
women are those who observe no limits with women. colonizers always set 
borders that affirm their power.1

like their monotheistic Jewish and christian sisters, muslim women must 
also consider the patriarchal context of centuries of interpretation of their pri-
mary sacred text, which for muslims is the Qur’ān. identifying this context, 
which has driven interpretations of the Qur’ān that women find to be essen-
tialist and unjust, several scholars in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
have sought to reexamine the Qur’ān for its gender justice potential. They 
have found that the Qur’ān does offer more guidelines for gender justice than 
medieval muslim male interpreters could previously imagine, due to their 
normative patriarchal context. 

when considering the issue of qur’ānic interpretation by those who 
struggle for gender justice in islam, we must take into account contemporary 
political realities that frame the discourse on muslim women. Three observa-
tions are appropriate here. The first relates to chandra m. mohanty’s remarks 
on our construction of Third world2 women, for it is in these places where 
most of the half a billion muslim women reside:

an analysis of “sexual difference” in the form of a cross-culturally singular, 
monolithic notion of patriarchy or male dominance leads to the construc-

1. Khaled abou el Fadl, The Conference of the Books (lanham, md.: university Press 
of america, 2001), 153.

2. now often termed the two-Thirds world, since developing countries occupy 
almost two-thirds of the world’s land area.
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tion of a similarly reductive and homogeneous notion of what i call the 
“third world difference”—that stable, ahistorical something that apparently 
oppresses most if not all women in these countries. and it is in the produc-
tion of this “third world difference” that western feminisms appropriate and 
colonize the constitutive complexities which characterize the lives of women 
in these countries.… while feminist writing in the u.s. is still marginal-
ized (except from the point of view of women of color addressing privileged 
white women), western feminist writing on women in the third world must 
be considered in the context of the global hegemony of western scholar-
ship—that is, the production, publication, distribution, and consumption of 
information and ideas.3

second, the cooptation of western feminists into larger agendas of u.s. 
hegemonic imperialism was apparent in western feminist support for the war 
on afghanistan, made famous by then First lady laura Bush’s plea to save 
afghan women from fates imposed on them by the taliban.4 Both lenses—
the one that flattens the world’s muslim women to their religion rather than 
acknowledging the cultural, economic, social, and legal differences operating 
among them, as well as that which views all two-Thirds world women as 
subject to “male domination and female exploitation”5—obscure the agency 
and autonomy of these women and lead to the pervasive idea among western 
feminists and popular media alike that “the third world just has not evolved 
to the extent that the west has.”6 This assumed superiority of the west sets the 
stage for a renewed round of economic and cultural colonization of the non-
western world,7 arguably well underway. Jasmine Zine notes: 

discourses of race, gender and religion have scripted the terms of engage-
ment in the war on terror. as a result, muslim feminists and activists must 
engage with the dual oppressions of ‘gendered islamophobia’ … that has 
re-vitalized orientalist tropes and representations of backward, oppressed 

3. chandra talpade mohanty, “under western eyes: Feminist scholarship and colo-
nial discourses,” in Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism (ed. chandra talpade 
mohanty et al.; Bloomington: indiana university Press, 1991), 53–55. This essay was first 
published in 1984, updated for the 1991 volume, and subsequently revisited in “ ‘under 
western eyes’ revisited: Feminist solidarity through anticapitalist struggles,” in Feminism 
without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity (ed. chandra talpade mohanty; 
durham, n.c.: duke university Press, 2003), 221–51. 

4. see http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/11/20011117 
.html.

5. chandra talpade mohanty, “under western eyes,” 66.
6. ibid., 72.
7. ibid., 74.
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and politically immature women in need of liberation and rescue through 
imperialist interventions as well as the challenge of religious extremism 
and puritan discourses that authorize equally limiting narratives of islamic 
womanhood and compromise their human rights and liberty.8

Third, as asma Barlas observes, the burqa (body veil) has been used to con-
stitute the muslim other that serves to construct the non-muslim anglo-
european self.9 to her, the representation of the burqa is “about the cultural 
representation of the west to itself by way of a detour through the other.”10 
and the other suffers for this detour, since it requires that she be “made lack-
ing what the subject has … [but also made] threatening to the stable world 
of the subject by her radical difference.” The other is thus always already 
“born accused.”11

Thus, we must keep in mind the political and cultural implications of 
studies on the work of muslim scholar activists who reexamine the Qur’ān for 
purposes of gender justice. The concerns of such scholar/activists are certainly 
feminist in their interest in the full and autonomous subjectivity of muslim 
women and in advancing gender justice by examining women’s status before 
God and in society within foundational texts in islam. nonetheless, western 
feminism has historically been coopted, first by colonial regimes, and subse-
quently by imperialist ambitions, to justify incursions—economic, cultural, 
and military—into muslim societies under the rationale of bringing civiliza-
tion under colonization, bringing trade and neoliberal economic globaliza-
tion under the ban modernization, and bringing democracy under the “war 
on terror.” such interactions make the use of the term “feminism” or ideas 
associated with it, such as autonomy and empowerment, highly political acts 
for muslim women. utilizing these terms suggests complicity both with the 
western agendas operating in muslim societies and the secularist ideologies 
underpinning much feminist thought. yet muslim gender scholar/activists 
share with their western, often white, feminist counterparts in other religious 
traditions the desire and praxis to reclaim women’s agency and participation 
in islamic discourse production and institutions. like that of feminists in 

8. Jasmine Zine, “Between orientalism and Fundamentalism: The Politics of muslim 
women’s Feminist engagement,”MWJHR 3:1 (2006): 1.

9. asma Barlas, “does the Qur’an support Gender equality? or, do i have the auton-
omy to answer This Question?” Keynote delivered at the university of Groningen, novem-
ber 24, 2006.

10. meyda yegenoglu, Colonial Fantasies: Toward a Feminist Reading of Orientalism 
(cambridge: cambridge university Press, 1988), 39.

11. ibid., 6.
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other traditions, their work attempts to move beyond patriarchal constructs 
by interrogating patriarchal interpretations of sacred texts and the inscription 
of such interpretations into social institutions, while also proposing liberating 
alternative interpretations as a means to attaining gender justice. 

contrary to western, including western feminist, expectations that 
gender justice for muslim women can only come about through dissociation 
from religion or through the adoption of a secularist perspective, the reality 
for muslim women worldwide is that islam and its values often cannot be 
divorced from all aspects of life—political, economic, social, cultural, legal, 
and spiritual. Further, many muslim women live in muslim majority societies 
where the instrument of legal governance is often a blend of sharia law and 
legal systems left behind by colonial powers or adopted by previous muslim 
imperial administrations. 

Thus, an additional charge for muslim gender activists is to work with the 
legal regimes operating within their geographical location, whether entirely 
islamic or not, to bring about gender justice. in this regard, qur’ānic gender 
hermeneutics will ideally have implications for the legal systems in place and 
underpin any political action. This can be seen with the work of the malay-
sian women’s organization, sisters in islam (sis) (to which i return briefly at 
the end of this chapter), which recognizes that qur’ānic hermeneutics must 
be a part of any liberating strategy addressing women’s issues. i should also 
point out that a legal system that is not religiously inspired does not guarantee 
women equity of access or treatment either, given that many of the struggles 
of early western feminists also centered around attaining legal rights and fair 
treatment under the law, such as the struggle for voting rights (switzerland), 
wage equity, or the right to a safe abortion (united states), among others. 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the efforts of some key ameri-
can muslim gender scholar/activists, all active within the last two decades, 
who reexamine the Qur’ān’s record on women and prevailing interpretations 
to consider how gender-related verses in the Qur’ān and other authoritative 
texts might be interpreted differently. necessarily, this chapter restricts itself 
to muslim scholars working within the american academy, although these 
scholars are themselves transnational in the reach of their scholarly activities. 
while some of their publications saw the light of day in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century, i have included them in the twentieth century, where 
their work could be said to have originated.

a discussion of american muslim gender scholar/ractivists reexamin-
ing the Qur’ān should begin with the writings of azizah al-hibri and riffat 
hassan. azizah al-hibri published her landmark essay, “islamic herstory: or 
how did we Get into This mess,” in 1981 and went on to found Karamah: 
muslim women lawyers for human rights, while riffat hassan’s reflections 
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on gender issues entered the american scene in 1987 with her essay, “equal 
Before allah? woman-man equality in the islamic tradition.”12 hassan later 
founded the international network for the rights of Female Victims of Vio-
lence in Pakistan. Both continue to publish on issues pertaining to gender in 
muslim societies, and both argue that the Qur’ān is a scriptural text that offers 
women dignity and rights that muslim societies have not always allowed, 
despite the fact that women are ontologically equal to men in the qur’ānic 
perspective. while a fuller study of their work is warranted, this chapter will 
consider four scholars whose entry into the field is more recent but nonethe-
less extends their analysis: amina wadud, asma Barlas, nimat hafez Baraz-
angi, and Khalid abou el Fadl. Their efforts are important for all muslims to 
consider, regardless of sectarian affiliations, when rethinking prior interpreta-
tions of the Qur’ān from the perspective of gender justice.

i consider here the aforementioned authors’ critique of prior readings 
of gender in the Qur’ān, and the hermeneutical or programmatic strategies 
they offer to bring the discourse and treatment of muslim women more in 
accord with what they view as consistent with the divine message represented 
in the Qur’ān. of necessity, each of these scholars has had to address what 
may be termed “problematic” verses in the Qur’ān, which have been seized 
upon by those wishing to affirm male supremacy over women as an islamic 
teaching. each makes the case that the Qur’ān has to be read holistically, and 
not selectively, and verses should be read as part of the social and histori-
cal context in which they were revealed. Thus, gender-related verses must be 
read within the cultural context of attitudes held toward women in seventh-
century arabia. in doing so, they separate the Qur’ān’s principles that they 
consider eternally valid as a source of guidance for muslims regardless of 
time and place from those whose relevance is limited to the specific historical 
period in which the Qur’ān was revealed. 

1. amina wadud

Born into a methodist family in 1952 in Bethseda, maryland, amina wadud 
converted to islam in 1972. she earned her doctorate in islamic studies and 
arabic from the university of michigan in 1988, and taught at the international 
islamic university in malaysia till 1992. it was there that she became involved 
with sisters in islam, an organization devoted initially to addressing gender 

12. azizah al-hibri, “islamic herstory: or, how did we Get into This mess,” in 
Women and Islam (ed. azizah al-hibri; london: Pergamon, 1981), 208–13; riffat hassan, 
“equal Before allah? woman-man equality in the islamic tradition,” Harvard Divinity 
Bulletin 17 (January–may 1987): 2–4.
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issues in malaysia, and which has since taken on a transnational agenda. at this 
time, she also published her seminal work entitled Qur’an and Woman: Reread-
ing the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective, leading asma Barlas to note, 
“wadud is the first [muslim gender scholar] to acknowledge that people always 
read from specific sites and that they always bring specific forms of subjectivity 
into their readings.”13 

wadud suggests that any qur’ānic hermeneutic must distinguish between 
the “spirit” of the Qur’ān,14 by which she means the principles of the Qur’ān, 
and the socially regulatory verses that spoke to the seventh-century arabian 
contexts in which they were revealed. it is on the spirit, she suggests, that we 
must reflect today in order to retain the Qur’ān’s primacy in guiding muslims. 
The goal of her work is to read the Qur’ān from “within the female experience 
and without the stereotypes which have been the framework for many of the 
male interpretations.”15 reading the Qur’ān in light of its principles concern-
ing ethics, morals, and social justice opens up the possibility of “adapting the 
text to a multitude of culturally diverse situations in a constantly changing 
world of social communities.”16

to do so, wadud proposes a hermeneutical model that concerns itself 
with three aspects of the sacred text: the context, the grammatical compo-
sition, and the whole text. For context, she argues against imbuing certain 
words with universal significance when they should be more precisely trans-
lated in terms specific to the cultural context of seventh-century arabia. she 
also argues that, according to the rules of arabic grammar, the masculine 
plural should be read as gender-inclusive even when the text of the Qur’ān 
does not specifically address both men and women. with respect to the Welt-
anshauung, or worldview, of the whole text, wadud argues that “all discussion 
that the Qur’an contains about matters from the unseen involve the ineffable: 
the use of language to discuss what cannot be uttered in language. such lan-
guage cannot be interpreted empirically and literally.”17 Further, she argues, a 
correlation needs to be established between divine guidance and every theme 

13. asma Barlas, “amina wadud’s hermeneutics of the Qur’an: women rereading 
sacred texts,” in Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur’an (ed. suha taji-Farouki; london: 
oxford university Press in association with The institute of ismaili studies, 2004), 97.

14. a term invoked by an indian subcontinental muslim thinker, syed ameer ali (d. 
1928), at the turn of the twentieth century in his landmark book, The Spirit of Islam (Pis-
cataway, n.J.: Gorgias, 2001).

15. amina wadud, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s 
Perspective (new york: oxford university Press, 1999), 3.

16. ibid., 100.
17. ibid., 11.
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discussed in the Qur’ān, rather than looking at verses individually without 
considering the rest of the text.

turning now to some illustrative applications of her hermeneutical prin-
ciples, wadud first considers the common assumption that there are essential 
distinctions between men and women, which are “reflected in creation, capac-
ity and function in society, accessibility to guidance … and in the rewards 
due to them in the hereafter.”18 Given that the woman in muslim societies “is 
often restricted to functions relating to her biology,” she finds that while the 
Qur’ān acknowledges “the anatomical distinction between male and female,” 
it “does not propose or support a singular role or single definition of a set of 
roles, for each gender across every culture.”19 to do so, she argues, would be to 
“reduce the Qur’an from a universal text to a culturally [and historically] spe-
cific text—a claim that many have erroneously made.”20 rather, the Qur’ān’s 
injunctions against certain behaviors were leveled specifically at [seventh-
century] arab cultural perceptions and misconceptions about women, such 
as infanticide, sexual abuse of slave women, denial of inheritance to women, 
and divorcing women without allowing them the freedom to remarry. indeed, 
she argues, the Qur’ān is “not confined to, or exhausted by, (one) society and 
its history” but rather, that “each new islamic society must understand the 
principles intended by the particulars. Those principles are eternal and can be 
applied in various social contexts.”21

like hassan, wadud considers readings of the Qur’anic verses on the cre-
ation of human beings that privilege the primacy of males and relegate women 
to secondary and derivative status to be misinterpretations of the texts, as this 
distinction is not specified in the Qur’ān. using linguistic analysis, wadud 
asserts that the qur’ānic verses on the creation of the human species reveal 
that “man and woman are two categories of the human species given the same 
or equal consideration and endowed with the same or equal potential.”22 Fur-
ther, “the Qur’an does not support a specific and stereotyped role for its char-
acters, male or female.”23 Piety, not gender, determines how human beings are 
assessed, for verse 49:13 testifies that God considers the one with the most 
taqwa the most noble among males and females. Taqwa, piety, which wadud 
renders “consciousness of allah,” underscores the actions and the attitude that 

18. ibid., 7.
19. ibid., 7–8.
20. ibid., 8.
21. ibid.
22. ibid., 15. 
23. ibid., 29.
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lead God to judge one’s nobility. Therefore, there is no gender distinction in 
the emulation of piety and God-consciousness. 

Both men and women have “the same rights and obligations on the eth-
ico-religious level, and have equally significant responsibilities on the social-
functional level.”24 wadud argues that the equality on the first level has often 
been overlooked in the second level, leading to the absence of equality in legal 
and social structures. The goal of social justice necessitates challenging patri-
archy and striving for an egalitarian system that “allows and encourages the 
maximum participation of each member of society” in which “women would 
have full access to economic, intellectual, and political participation, and men 
would value and participate fully in home and child care for a more balanced 
and fair society.”25 to do so would mean that the principle of consultation, or 
shura, would be extended to women in cases of marital conflict, which would 
impede the creation of oppressive marriages.26 only under these conditions 
can women exercise their rightful religiously authorized place in society in a 
manner that would translate into social well-being and participation in politi-
cal activity. it is towards these ideals that wadud’s work strives.

2. asma Barlas

Pakistani-born asma Barlas, who worked briefly in the foreign service in Paki-
stan before seeking asylum in the united states, published her work, “Believing 
Women” in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an, almost 
exactly ten years after wadud’s. with advanced degrees in international stud-
ies, she is the founding director of the center for the study of culture, race, 
and ethnicity at ithaca college and teaches in the department of Politics. in 
recovering the Qur’ān’s egalitarian and antipatriarchal epistemology, Barlas 
identifies three hermeneutical moves: 

1. to draw upon the principle of textual polysemy: texts can be read in 
multiple modes, in order to critique interpretive reductionism/essen-
tialism. 

2. to argue against interpretive relativism without forsaking textual 
polysemy on the grounds that not all readings can be accepted as 
contextually legitimate or theologically sound, especially those that 
read zulm, or injustice, into God’s words.

24. ibid., 102.
25. ibid., 103. 
26. ibid.
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3. to locate the hermeneutical keys for reading the Qur’ān in the nature 
of divine ontology, according to which God cannot be considered 
guilty of zulm or injustice, nor is God in the Qur’ān conceptualized 
as father/male, nor does God support theories of father-right or the 
human male as God’s representative on earth.27 

Barlas’s objective is “to show that the family in islam is not patriarchal 
inasmuch as the Qur’ān’s treatment of women and men in their capacity as 
parents and spouses is not based in assumptions of male rule/privilege or 
sexual inequality.”28 her hermeneutical approach entails showing that the 
Qur’ān “repudiates the concept of father-right/rule and, to that extent, claims 
about husband privilege as well.”29 instead, Barlas argues that “the Qur’ān not 
only does not link the rights of fathers and husbands in this way, but it also 
does not appoint either one a ruler or guardian over his wife (and children), or 
even as the head of the household. nor does it designate the wife and children 
as the man’s property or require them to be submissive to him.”30 

Barlas also asserts that the Qur’ān’s teachings on the family, marriage, and 
sexual relationships must be viewed against the milieu in which they were 
revealed. although historical investigation suggests that women had some 
freedoms depending on their class, they could not inherit property, but were 
themselves considered property. concubinage was unrestricted; slavery and 
polygyny abounded; sexual abuse of women taken captive in war and as slaves 
was endemic; and female life was devalued, as evidenced by the killing of baby 
girls. against this context, the radicalism of the Qur’ān’s teachings is far more 
apparent, as it considers women to be legal persons rather than chattel, and 
guarantees women a share in inheritance and grants them several other rights.

Barlas locates marriage and family at the intersection of social and moral-
religious spheres. marriage is social because of its contractual nature, and 
moral-religious because the laws governing it come from rights and limits 
placed by God. in addition, family and marriage are also located at the inter-
section of private and public. in the western context, feminists have argued 
that the public sphere has traditionally, and patriarchally, been represented 
as the domain of freedom, politics, and culture, and has been associated with 
men, while the private sphere has been associated with women and seen as 
the domain of necessity, restriction, nature, and family. it is also the domain 

27. asma Barlas, “Believing Women” in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of 
the Qur’an (austin: university of texas Press, 2002), 203–4.

28. ibid., 167.
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30. ibid., 167–68.
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in which males reign supreme. however, Barlas argues that the Qur’ān “does 
not define either human beings or social reality in terms of female-male, pub-
lic-private, nature-culture, politics-family binaries.”31 rather, the Qur’ān is 
concerned with whether men and women observe the limits of God, and the 
only distinction made is between believers and unbelievers. even the Qur’ān’s 
distinction between individual and community does not distinguish between 
public institutions and private relations, because God belongs in both spheres, 
and both must equally observe the limits set down by God in the Qur’ān.32 
since anything the Qur’ān says on women refers to both public and private 
spheres, this dichotomy is fruitless in reading the Qur’ān. nor indeed is the 
western feminist utilization of social/sexual division of labor helpful, accord-
ing to Barlas, for the concept confuses sex with class, and the Qur’ān “does not 
advocate a specific social or sexual division of labor.”33 

Barlas holds firmly to the position that, although the Qur’ān acknowledges 
gender differences, it does not privilege males but rather directs most of its pro-
visions to protecting women’s interests.34 she states that “the Qur’ān recognizes 
that men have the power and authority in patriarchies. however, this does not 
mean that it either condones patriarchy, or that it is itself a patriarchal text.… 
nothing in the Qur’ān suggests that males are the intermediaries between God 
and women.”35 as a consequence, she holds that the Qur’ān cannot be held 
“responsible for how a particular social or sexual division of labor has evolved 
over time.”36 rather, the failure of muslims to recognize the ontological equal-
ity between men and women or to distinguish between religious and social/
legal equality has led to the failure of muslims to read the Qur’ān in a manner 
that upholds its timelessness and to acknowledge its gender-egalitarian teach-
ings. in sum, she finds that the Qur’ān “comes closest to articulating sexual 
relationships in the kind of ‘non-oppositional and non-hierarchical’ mode that 
many scholars believe can be liberating for both men and women.”37

31. ibid., 171.
32. ibid., 171–72. 
33. ibid., 172. 
34. ibid., 198: parents are to be treated kindly, but mothers even more so, with disobe-

dience to parents sanctioned in matters of faith; both spouses are to find sukun or rest in 
each other; both are held to the same standard of loving behavior; both are treated as legal 
entities. But the wife’s testimony on adultery is privileged, while the male is held respon-
sible as breadwinner, and in the case of female orphans, males are allowed polygyny pro-
vided wives are treated justly; otherwise, monogamy is preferable. Female children may 
not be killed.

35. ibid.
36. ibid., 199.
37. ibid., 202, quoting Jean Bethke elshtain, Public Man, Private Woman: Women in 
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3. nimat hafez Barazangi

nimat hafez Barazangi was born in syria and is a research fellow for Femi-
nist, Gender, and sexuality studies at cornell university. in her work, Wom-
an’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading, she argues that muslims have 
oppressed women “by stripping them—perhaps unintentionally—of their 
self-identity with islam.”38 

By assuming that a woman’s religio-moral rationality (din) is the responsi-
bility of her male household, muslim communities not only denied women 
the Qur’anic meaning of din but also violated the very first principle of 
islam, the oneness of the deity, as the source of value and knowledge. in 
addition, and because of these assumptions, muslims built the early struc-
ture of islamic life without including the woman’s voice either pedagogically 
or in policy making, affecting both the construction of ‘islamic’ knowledge 
and that of social fabrics and norms. eventually, this inability led to women’s 
participating in their own oppression.39 

Barazangi notes that “most male scholars and religious leaders perceive and 
propagate the female’s role as complementary to that of her male guardian.”40 
doing so “actually contradicts the basic Qur’anic principle of human auton-
omous trusteeship in the natural order of justice and in mutual domestic 
consultation.”41 Thus, her central question is, “who has the authority to reread 
and interpret the Qur’anic text, and how is it to be done?”42 she challenges 
the widespread notion that “only select elite males are authorized (males who 
bestow upon themselves the exclusive authority) to interpret the text.”43 argu-
ing that islamic higher learning is a responsibility for a muslim woman, Bara-
zangi makes the case that “a woman has a basic right to participate in the 
interpretation of the islamic primary sources, the Qur’an and the prophetic 
tradition, in order to gain and claim her identity with islam.44 indeed, such 
an engagement with the islamic primary sources may “bring about and sus-

Social and Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton university Press, 1981).
38. nimat hafez Barazangi, Woman’s Identity and the Qur’an: A New Reading (Gaines-
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39. ibid., 34–35.
40. ibid., 14.
41. ibid.
42. ibid., 5.
43. ibid.
44. ibid., 2.
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tain fair changes both in the understanding of muslim women and in their 
realities.”45 

noting women’s absence from the major commentators on the Qur’ān 
and the crafters of jurisprudence, Barazangi asserts that any male or female 
islam-identified person understands themselves as “a trustee of God on 
earth (khalifah)”:46

i also argue that the absence of women from earlier Qur’anic readings is at 
the root of the misreading of the meaning of islamic identity and trusteeship, 
interpreting the principle of khalifah stated in the Qur’an—“God said to the 
angels: i will create a trustee on earth, and God taught adam the names of 
all things” (2:30–31)—as if it were limited solely to the male’s political and 
theological leadership, and as if “adam” were limited to the male human. By 
this misinterpretation, muslims also confused human leadership with God’s 
lordship. Thus, reading and interpretation of a woman who is self-identified 
muslim is the only course of action for a change from these conventional 
readings.47

if Barazangi’s first hermeneutical move is to suggest that muslim women’s 
active self-identification with the Qur’ān is their right and responsibility 
based on the notion of khalifah (trusteeship) shared by all humans, then her 
second move is to justify women’s participation in interpreting the Qur’ān 
based on the ontological equality of men and women. For this, she relies on 
Q 53:45, “God created the pairs (al-zwajayn)—males and females,” and 4:1, 
“o humankind (ya’ayuha al-nas), be conscientious of (or in equilibrium with) 
your Guardian God (Rabbakum) who created you of a single [personal] entity 
(nafs wahidah). created, of the same entity, its [grammatical feminine gender] 
mate (zawjaha).”48 such ontological equality makes women’s interpretation of 
the Qur’ān long overdue and a necessary condition for trusteeship. 

in a third hermeneutical move, Barazangi attempts to free muslims from 
blindly following prior interpretations of the sacred text. asserting that “the 
Qur’anic text is God’s word and hence these eternal words cannot be con-
strained by time, space, or any interpretation that is given to them,”49 she 
implies that muslims may bear earlier interpretations in mind, but a fresh 
approach is a necessary and morally responsible action in order for muslims 
to identify with and benefit from the Qur’ān “as the primary living text of 

45. ibid., 7.
46. ibid., 21.
47. ibid., 25.
48. ibid. Brackets introduced by Barazangi.
49. ibid., 27.
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islam.”50 Further, she argues that while the occasion and the context of revela-
tion must be taken into account, interpretations must consider the whole of 
the Qur’ān within its lexical and linguistic rules. limitations may be imposed 
on interpretations of the Qur’ān by either (1) constraining valid interpreta-
tions to those of the first century and a half; (2) viewing the Qur’ān through 
the lens of the hadith (reports concerning what the Prophet purportedly said 
or did during his lifetime); (3) imposing juristically determined limits on 
qur’ānic verses due to imposed chronological orders of revelation; (4) subject-
ing women’s intelligence and interpretation to male authority and omitting 
or preventing women’s interpretations; or (5) viewing the occasion and con-
text of revelation as determinant of meaning. according to Barazangi, all such 
limitations on interpretation must be lifted in order to privilege reading the 
Qur’ān through its own internal guidance and wholeness as a text.51

The historical excision of women from interpreting the Qur’ān has 
resulted in exclusion, prevention, and deprivation.52 The structural change 
proposed by Barazangi, which calls women actively to participate in the inter-
pretation of the Qur’ān, rests on “making explicit the Qur’anic view of a mus-
lim’s religio-morality that is conditional on the ability of each individual to 
cognize it autonomously.”53 in this regard, the criterion of the moral, cogni-
zant human being, the mutaqqi, one who embodies taqwa (morality, piety), 
is of much more importance than the stated gender of the person. adam, to 
whom God taught the names, was assumed by the early muslims to be male 
(rather than cognizant humanity). rather, through understanding adam to 
be the representative of primordial humanity, the autonomous religio-moral-
ity of the female is restored from under the guardianship of the male members 
of her household, and with it, the notion that God judges according to moral 
conduct (taqwa) rather than sex.54

The key to breaking the stranglehold of muslim women’s erasure from 
textual interpretation is to “generate new meanings” of religious texts, par-
ticularly the Qur’ān.55 in remaining conscious of socially constructed iden-
tities such as gender, ethnicity, race, and class, while reading, interpreting, 
and applying the Qur’ān’s guidelines as an autonomous subject, a woman can 
gain her self-identity based on the Qur’ān and exercise taqwa according to her 
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understanding of the Qur’ān’s guidance.56 ultimately, the changed worldview 
allows one “to replace human domination of nature with a creative under-
standing of natural law and of the divine guidance … [and] replace human 
domination over other humans by dedicating ourselves to the practicing 
of taqwa, specifically in how we discuss, examine, and engage the different 
worldviews—be they islamic or non-islamic.”57

4. Khaled m. abou el Fadl

a Kuwaiti-born legal scholar trained in islamic jurisprudence in egypt and 
Kuwait, Khaled abou el Fadl studied islamic and western legal systems at 
yale, Princeton, and the university of Pennsylvania. he currently holds the 
omar and azmeralda alfi chair in islamic law at the university of cali-
fornia los angeles school of law. abou el Fadl examines the historical dis-
cussions related to gender among the medieval (male) muslim intellectual 
islamic jurists. he shows that the record does not show a juridical consensus 
on three separate but related concepts pertaining to women: ḥijāb (veiling), 
fitnah (causing social chaos), and �awrah (what may be considered private 
parts). rather, the record suggests that issues relating to gender were debated 
and puritanical positions contested. Further, he finds that women studied and 
taught jurisprudence to both men and women (he does not mention whether 
they actually participated in creating legal works or rulings). 

he notes that ḥijāb, or veiling, which he understands as the practice of 
covering the full body with the exception of the hands and face or hands and 
eyes, “has become one of those sacred territories in islamic discourses that 
measure the islamicity of individuals.”58 The discussions around ḥijāb were 
linked to the question of what is considered ‘awrah, or private parts. in the 
classical juristic sources, the ḥijāb is discussed under the section on prayer, 
since it is there that the jurists determined what “private parts” need to be cov-
ered by both men and women during the state of obligatory prayer, or ṣalāt. 
Thus, the ḥijāb “is whatever covers the private parts,”59 and “presumably, what 
needs to be covered in prayer also needs to be covered outside of prayer.”60 
abou el Fadl also notes that although contemporary discussions link ḥijāb 
with the notion of fitnah (seduction) in that women must be covered in ḥijāb 

56. ibid., 125.
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because they are “a seething source of fitnah,” early ḥadith narratives do not 
in fact “tie the issue of what eventually becomes known as the ḥijāb to the 
problem of fitnah, but they do tie it to social status and the physical safety of 
women.”61 Thus, he argues that what causes or does not cause sexual entice-
ment is largely irrelevant to the discussion on ḥijāb, which should more prop-
erly be about body parts that need to “be covered because they are private, not 
because they sexually arouse.”62 

however, he argues, some ḥadīth narratives propagate an antiwomen 
stance, making connections between women and the devil and suggesting 
that women comprise the majority of the denizens of hell. a woman’s power 
to seduce is contained by marriage and death, as can be seen from the follow-
ing narrative: “a woman has two covers of modesty (sitrān), marriage and the 
grave.”63 narratives such as these, which are considered “weak” and unreliable, 
nonetheless formed the basis for the celebrated muslim savant, abū ḥāmid 
al-Ghazālī (d. 1111 c.e.) to argue “that a married woman ought to remain in 
the depths of her home, not leave her house without permission, and avoid 
talking to the neighbors.”64 For abou el Fadl, such views are reflective of the 
historical milieu that surrounded the early debates on ‘awrah, observing that 
“traditions, debates, and determinations regarding the ‘awrah are not simply 
expressions of the divine will, but are articulations of social beliefs, con-
tentions, and anxieties about the definition of womanhood in early muslim 
society.”65 The connections made between ‘awrah and fitnah resulted in moves 
to seclude women and inhibit their movements despite earlier critiques by 
several scholars such as al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 869 c.e.), who argued that not only was 
the practice of seclusion unknown in pre-islamic times, the Qur’ān’s rule of 
seclusion was applicable only to the wives of the Prophet. indeed, al-Jāḥiẓ 
pleads, “we must not deny women their rights.”66

an examination of the historical record shows that juridical opinion and 
the actual practices and social roles occupied by women did not necessarily 
coincide. For instance, he notes that several prominent muslim jurists studied 
with women scholars and jurists and are listed in biographical dictionaries. 
he calls for a more extensive examination of the “public role and function of 
women in various islamic periods”67 for, if women were educated by and in 
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turn educated men, the association of ḥijāb with seclusion, and fitnah is called 
into question. 

in the Qur’ān, “women are equal to men because they are rewarded and 
punished exactly in equal measure, and they have equal access to God’s grace 
and beneficence.”68 he remarks that the Qur’ān consistently makes an effort 
“to protect women from exploitative situations and from situations in which 
they are treated inequitably … [and educates] muslims on how to make 
incremental but lasting improvements in the condition of women that can 
only be described as progressive for their time and place.”69 moreover, these 
progressive reforms for women came about “as a result of social demands 
expressed and advocated by women.”70 if the task of fiqh, jurisprudence, is to 
make earthly reality as close as possible to the divine ideal, or shari‘ah, and 
if the Qur’ān illustrates that social change comes about when it is asked for, 
then surely “women must play the critical role in initiating the processes of 
change,” and further, “the rules of law that apply to women cannot be static 
and unchanging.”71 

5. rereading and its impact

The examination of the hermeneutical strategies employed by these four 
gender scholar/activists highlights certain key points. First, to varying degrees, 
they all argue that the voices and experiences of women have been absent 
in understanding and implementing the Qur’ān’s guidance pertaining to the 
status, role, and comportment of muslim women. while Khaled abou el Fadl 
acknowledges the role of women as teachers and jurists, the tide of opinion 
in theological and legal discourses and institutions in curtailing the scope of 
women’s agency and modes of behavior in relation to men, their public mobil-
ity, and their forms of dress does not appear to have been stemmed. wadud 
argues that women’s voices and experiences were excluded from qur’ānic 
interpretation, and Barlas argues that the patriarchal framework in which 
islamic legal institutions were formulated colored the lens through which 
verses pertaining to women were interpreted, so that they failed to read both 
the challenges posed to patriarchy and their own social inequities into the 
text. Barazangi suggests that the radical social restructuring in gender rela-
tions brought about by the Qur’ān never really got off the ground, and abou el 
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Fadl argues that western interventions in muslim societies as well as puritan 
strains of thought have resulted in the most narrow and literal readings of the 
qur’ānic verses, despite the more complex and dynamic picture that emerges 
from an examination of historical discourses and practices, although they, 
too, were not entirely free of patriarchal bias. 

each of these scholars views the Qur’ān as an eternally valid source of 
guidance and a locus of divine self-expression that continues to be relevant 
to muslims today, especially with respect to gender. however, they argue, a 
verse (āyat) of the Qur’ān must be read within the context of those surround-
ing it, as well within the historical contexts in which the verses were revealed. 
Further, they must be read in concert with the ideals and values articulated in 
the Qur’ān as a whole, not in isolation from other verses and themes. inter-
pretation must not be restricted to the literal meaning of the verse. rather, 
the intent of the verse and its meaning both within the sociocultural modali-
ties of seventh-century arabia and at present must be considered. Thus, the 
principles and the spirit of the Qur’ān must be taken into account in interpre-
tation, alongside its historical cultural context. Qur’ānic verses must also be 
viewed as polysemic, as the meanings of the verses are inexhaustible even if 
care is taken to ensure that readings are theologically sound and contextually 
legitimate. attention must be paid to the grammatical structure and lexical 
field of significant terms in the Qur’ān. The Qur’ān must be read with sensi-
tivity to time and place, both historically and at present. Finally, all human 
interpretations must be understood as provisional as the unseen is ultimately 
unknowable and ineffable and human interpretations cannot exhaust the pos-
sible meanings of a verse. 

a constellation of critical concepts also emerges in light of the efforts 
of these scholars: first, the notion of the ontological equality among human 
beings, regardless of their sex; second, the idea that women have autonomous 
moral agency and are able to make decisions for themselves; third, the notion 
of taqwa—piety or moral righteousness—as the quality that distinguishes 
humans in God’s estimation, especially with respect to recompense in the here-
after; fourth, engaging in tyrannical acts (zulm) or injustice toward half the 
human population is not considered fitting for the divine being, who created 
both males and females as ontologically equal beings; fifth, the observation 
that the Qur’ān consistently directs its edicts and observations towards ame-
liorating the status of and benefitting women, concomitant with the qur’ānic 
notion of “reverencing the wombs” (Qur’ān 4:1); and finally, the need to read, 
study, and understand the Qur’ān from multiple points of view, embracing dif-
ferences, and not just from the viewpoint of vested hegemonic male privilege. 

within the larger context of scriptural gender hermeneutics, these schol-
ars make the case that gender justice for muslim women does not entail 
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having to leave the faith. rather, they argue that multiple possibilities exist 
within the rich islamic scriptural and discursive tradition and islamic praxis 
to assure muslim women a dignified place in muslim and non-muslim societ-
ies, despite the institutional and historically discursive impediments they face. 

in addition to the dissemination of the works of scholars, the twentieth 
century also witnessed the growth of women’s magazines as sites of rethink-
ing authoritative texts and resistance to hitherto accepted patriarchal norms. 
it also saw the formation of women’s organizations employing both discursive 
and practical strategies to address issues of gender equity and justice. Per-
haps one of the most notable women’s magazines deserving mention is Zanan, 
founded in iran in 1992 under the Khatami regime by shahla sherkat and 
closed down under the ahmadinejad regime in 2008. The magazine created 
a forum for translating key feminist works into Persian, discussions of topics 
such as the nature of women’s rights, the scope of freedom of the press, new 
interpretations of islamic texts, and legal issues. Giving voice to a diversity of 
viewpoints, the women’s press in iran, and especially Zanan, provides

a forum for the articulation of diverse views, including those that are offi-
cially unpopular.… also noteworthy is that the islamic feminists who run 
Zanan and Farzaneh publish the writings of secular feminists. The rereading 
of the islamic texts is a central project of islamic feminists … [who] engage 
in new interpretations of islamic texts in order to challenge laws and policies 
that are based on orthodox, literalist, or misogynist interpretations.72 

in north america, Azizah, a magazine that describes itself as being for “the 
contemporary muslim woman,” was founded in 2000 by tayyibah taylor, a 
trinidadian who was born to a christian family and converted to islam in 
1971, and an indonesian muslim woman, marlina soerakoesoemah. targeted 
at the american muslim woman, Azizah has paid special attention to muslim 
feminist scholars, who, according to taylor, “show how ‘the beautiful Qur’anic 
ideals [do not support] the oppressive treatment of women in many muslim 
societies, [thereby] inventing a feminism that is neither conventionally euro-
centric nor secular in its nature.’ in other words, they are shaping an Islamic 
feminist discourse.”73 

72. Valentine m. moghadam, “islamic Feminism and its discontents: towards a reso-
lution of the debate,” in Gender, Politics, and Islam (ed. Therese saliba et al.; chicago: uni-
versity of chicago Press, 2002), 15–52, here 35.

73. Jamillah Karim, “Voices of Faith, Faces of Beauty: connecting american muslim 
women through azizah,” in Muslim Networks from Hajj to Hip Hop (ed. miriam cooke 
and Bruce B. lawrence; chapel hill: university of north carolina Press, 2005), 169–88, 
here 184.



 Kassam: rereadinG the Qur’ān 197

in addition to the women’s press, muslim women have also formed sev-
eral transnational organizations that address local, national, and international 
issues of gender equity. Perhaps the most significant of these is sisters in islam 
(sis), which included amina wadud in its initial discussions at its founding 
in 1988 in malaysia. its mission is to promote “the rights of women within 
the framework of islam … based on the principles of equality, justice and 
freedom enjoined by the Qur’an.”74 sisters in islam’s genesis lay in a group of 
professional women who came together to discuss the discrimination women 
were facing under the islamic Family law act of 1984, as a subcommittee 
formed by the association of women lawyers in malaysia. recognizing that 
religion was often the justification given for men’s superiority and rights in 
cases dealing with child custody, polygamy, and domestic violence, the group 
sought out the guidance of amina wadud in order to study for themselves 
key islamic texts pertaining to gender. Their studies with wadud and other 
renowned u.s.-based scholars such as abdullahi an-na’im and Fathi osman 
brought home the realization that “injustice toward muslim women is incom-
patible with the spirit of compassion and justice in the Qur’an.”75 in addition 
to acquiring strategies through which to address such injustice, sis was able 
to see that while “the Qur’an is divine, fiqh [islamic jurisprudence] is not,”76 
thereby enabling them to identify the need to “fracture” islamic discursive 
and legal hegemony by utilizing feminist methods of engaging islam in the 
public sphere. Thus, they began to organize public symposia and to network 
with muslim women’s organizations nationally and internationally, writing to 
the media on contested matters such as polygamy. its website reports:

sis research into the texts … shows that a woman’s struggle to lead a life of 
equal worth and dignity to men is clearly located within islamic teachings. 
This research has enabled sis to take the unequivocal position that men and 
women are equal in islam, that a muslim man does not have the right to 
beat his wife, that polygamy is not an inherent right in islam but a contract 
permitted only in the most exceptional circumstances, that one male witness 
does not equal two female witnesses … and a great deal more.… research 
has formed the basis of sis’s arguments for legal reform, the introduction of 
new policies, and challenges to statements made in the name of islam that 
discriminate against women and violate the ethical teachings of the religion.77 

74. “mission and objectives”; online: http://www.sistersinislam.org.
75. azza Basarudin, “in search of Faithful citizens in Postcolonial malaysia,” in 

Women and Islam (ed. Zayn r. Kassam; santa Barbara, calif.: Praeger, 2010), 93–127, 
here 103.

76. ibid.
77. ibid., under research.
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The combination of research and activism is critical to the work undertaken 
by the organization. sis has conducted a multi-year project on the impact of 
polygamy on the family institution, and is currently drafting a model islamic 
Family law for malaysia after producing a 194-page document entitled Guide 
to Equality in the Family: A Just and Equitable Family Law for Malaysia based 
on work undertaken by the north african women’s network, the collectif 
95 maghreb egalité, which drafted a Guide to Equality in the Family in the 
Maghreb (morocco, tunisia, and algeria). 

sis has also collaborated with other muslim women’s organizations 
around the world to create musawah: a Global movement for equality and 
Justice in the muslim Family, which was launched at a Global meeting in Kuala 
lumpur in 2009. musawah predicates its struggle for justice on the axiom that 
“there cannot be equality in society without equality in the family.”78 as Basa-
rudin observes, “sis’s faith-centered intellectual activism is located within the 
transnational struggles of muslim women because it illuminates the local and 
global as bounded and shared geographical spaces that subscribe to histori-
cal specificities yet simultaneously connect women’s diverse experiences of 
negotiating islam.”79 

in this chapter i have sought to show that there are profound connections 
between the discursive and the practical in struggling for and realizing gender 
justice globally and locally for muslim women in ways perhaps not dissimilar 
to the intellectual and activist efforts of women in other religious traditions. 
in this regard, it could be said that the efforts of feminist or woman-centered 
scholars and activists in every faith tradition during the twentieth century 
have laid the groundwork for ongoing engagement with the reality of women’s 
lives for the twenty-first century.

78. online: www.musawah.org.
79. Basarudin, “in search of Faithful citizens,” 116.



struggling with mindsets of domination

Jacqueline M. Hidalgo 
Williams College

in the late twentieth century, a group of indigenous americans returned the 
Bible to Pope John Paul ii during a visit to Perú. as “indians of the andes 
and america,” they relinquished the Bible “because in five centuries it has 
given us neither love, nor peace, nor justice.” They urged, “Please, take your 
Bible and give it back to our oppressors, because they need its moral precepts 
more than we…. The Bible came to us as part of imposed colonial change. 
it was the ideological arm of the colonial assault. The spanish sword … by 
night changed itself into the cross which attacked the indian soul.”1 Their 
statements highlight the troublesome connection between biblical reading, 
christian missionary activity, and settler colonial violence.

in light of the Bible’s historical role in practices of domination (i.e., colo-
nial conquest, slavery, and the shoah), how, in the twentieth century, did 
feminists interpret and engage the Bible? logics of anti-Judaism, christian-
centrism and exceptionalism, Protestant-specific methods of interpretation 
and standards of canon, antiblack racism and racialization, white supremacy 
and privilege, imperialist and settler colonialist imperatives and deploy-
ments, as well as european- and euro-north-american-centered norms, all 
informed early twentieth-century academic biblical scholarship. Thus, elisa-
beth schüssler Fiorenza uses the term kyriarchy in order to elucidate these 
interlocking, though not coterminous, gendered, anti-Jewish, racist, and 

1. The spanish quotation of this statement may be found in Pablo richard, “her-
menútica bíblica india: revelación de dios en las religiones indígenas y en la Biblia 
(después de 500 años de dominación),” in Sentido histórico del V Centenario (1492–1992) 
(ed. Guillermo meléndez; san José: cehila-dei, 1992), 45–62, here 45–46. The trans-
lation comes from elsa tamez, “The Bible and the Five hundred years of conquest,” in 
Voices from the Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the Third World (rev. ed.; ed. r. s. sug-
irtharajah; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2006), 13–26, here 18. i thank neomi deanda for her 
help in tracking down this letter and for her work as a conversation partner and colleague.
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colonialist/imperialist2 patterns of domination.3 when feminist scholarship 
tasked itself with challenging gender domination, it was not always atten-
tive to or free from other kyriarchal practices, especially because kyriarchal 
norms undergirded certain structures of twentieth-century biblical studies. 
This essay surveys the distinct, yet overlapping, kyriarchal dominations of 
anti-Judaism, racism, and colonialism/imperialism and some of the chal-
lenges different wo/men brought to bear on these kyriarchal practices during 
the twentieth century.4

2. according to edward said, imperialism is a term that considers practices of domi-
nation as they stretch out from an imperial center, while colonialism, though part of the 
imperial project, refers to the placement of settlements in a location distant from the impe-
rial center. see edward w. said, Culture and Imperialism (new york: Vintage, 1994), 9. 

3. schüssler Fiorenza uses the term kyriarchy, deriving from the Greek kyrios, “to 
articulate a more comprehensive systemic analysis, to underscore the complex interstruc-
turing of domination, and to locate sexism and misogyny in the political matrix or, better, 
patrix of a broader range of networks of power.” see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Rhet-
oric and Ethic: The Politics of Biblical Studies (minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 5. also see 
schüssler Fiorenza, “introduction: exploring the intersections of race, Gender, status, and 
ethnicity in early christian studies,” in Prejudice and Christian Beginnings: Investigating 
Race, Gender, and Ethnicity in Early Christian Studies (ed. laura nasrallah and elisabeth 
schüssler Fiorenza; minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), 1–23, especially 5–18, which draws upon 
intersectionality theory.

4. some other significant mindsets of domination are outside the purview of this 
essay, including problems of (dis)ability, age, body shape, cisgender status, class, ecology/
environment, education, and sexual orientation. in this essay, i also cannot attend to all of 
the specific problems and logics of anti-Judaism, racism, and imperialism/colonialism; nor 
can i address all the feminist responses. as andrea smith has shown, the logics of white 
supremacy alone impact different groups in varying ways even within the limited context 
of the united states. see andrea smith, “heteropatriarchy and the Three Pillars of white 
supremacy,” in The Color of Violence: The Incite! Anthology (ed. incite! women of color 
against Violence; Boston: south end, 2006), 66–73, here 67. This essay thus serves as a 
nonexhaustive introduction to certain themes and approaches. although this essay was 
written for an “encyclopedia,” i am not pretending to espouse a universalizing and total-
izing perspective on domination. moreover, i am writing from a particular location. my 
training has been primarily in the study of “christianity” and “christian scriptures.” i was 
born pale-skinned in costa rica and of a roman catholic religious heritage, and i have 
spent most of my life in the united states of america, where i speak fluent english. i have 
been educated and worked primarily at private colleges and universities as well as Protes-
tant seminaries. while i also recognize that much scholarship around the world addresses 
the themes and problems of this essay (for instance, significant work has been undertaken 
by German feminists wrestling with anti-Judaism in particular), my training and context 
within the u.s.a. led me to circumscribe this essay by focusing mostly on scholarship 
undertaken by those who have trained or been taught in the u.s.a. and published in the 
english language.
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1. twentieth-century Biblical interpretation  
and mindsets of domination

Though i treat anti-Jewish, racist, and colonialist/imperialist mindsets sepa-
rately in this essay, they intersect even when they have distinct operations and 
impacts. one hallmark of overlapping kyriarchal mindsets on biblical stud-
ies was a presumed universal reader authorized to engage in an “objective,” 
historical critical examination of ancient texts; most historical critical tools, 
such as source or form criticism, are rooted in a presumed universal reader 
who was also generally from a very particular background: european/euro-
north-american, white, male, and generally (Protestant) christian. By the 
late twentieth century, more scholars turned from this universal reader as they 
wrestled with the particularity of any reader. attention to interpretive particu-
larity required reading the reader and the world of the reader in addition to 
reading the world of a text and the world behind a text.5

although feminist scholars were among those who critiqued the uni-
versal generic reader, some presumed a universal female reader, which was 
in turn critiqued. Following chandra mohanty’s challenge, feminist schol-
ars sought to examine “woman” as a particularly inflected social category 
with different performances and meanings in different situations.6 in this 
way, schüssler Fiorenza employs the term “wo/men” so as to enable feminist 
authors to engage a larger ad hoc political category while including “subor-
dinated men,” and to recognize that different kyriarchal structures impact 
different wo/men in different ways.7 This awareness of the plural social loca-
tions that undergird wo/men also echoes the recognition prevalent among 
most late twentieth-century feminist biblical interpreters that interpreta-
tion is an act informed and inflected by one’s particular social location and 
experiences, especially in relationship to structures of power. at the same 
time, feminist biblical interpreters in the twentieth century and today dis-
agree about which critical tools are most useful in challenging kyriarchy.8 in 

5. i am drawing on Fernando F. segovia’s summary of shifts in the field of biblical 
studies during the twentieth century. see Fernando F. segovia, Decolonizing Biblical Stud-
ies: A View from the Margins (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2000), 7–33. 

6. chandra talpade mohanty, Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Prac-
ticing Solidarity (durham, n.c.: duke university Press, 2003), 21–36. This volume reprints 
her 1986 essay.

7. although she has elucidated this term in several publications, see especially elisa-
beth schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus and the Politics of Interpretation (new york: continuum, 
2000), 4–5, 155–56. 

8. denise Kimber Buell drew my attention to the fact that feminist biblical scholars 
often divide up into two main camps: those who believe that historical-critical methods 
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this essay, i look at the three interrelated problems of anti-Judaism, racism, 
and colonialism/imperialism with a special attention to how feminist bibli-
cal scholars, coming from different backgrounds, sought to challenge these 
frameworks and to envision biblical interpretive paths that break from his-
torical practices of kyriarchal thought.

2. confronting anti-Judaism

anti-Judaism has informed some of the most basic approaches and assump-
tions of biblical studies, especially among scholars of christian backgrounds, 
and this long history is one challenge that feminists confronted in the twen-
tieth century. as susannah heschel and shawn Kelley have demonstrated, 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century scholarship developed in relationship 
to philosophical norms of reading racialized history, norms that elevated the 
supposed cultural “aryan”/“indo-european” ancestors of western europe, 
primarily Greece, while denigrating other peoples, especially Jewish and 
“semitic” peoples.9 heschel’s work on the “institute for the study and eradica-
tion of Jewish influence on German church life” underscores how these anti-
Jewish biblical interpretive strategies aimed “to create a dejudaized church” 
that “redefined christianity as a Germanic religion whose founder, Jesus, was 
no Jew but rather had fought valiantly to destroy Judaism, falling as victim to 
that struggle.”10 

such a view is an extension of interpretive practices and assumptions 
that have developed over centuries. The long-term permeation of anti-Jewish 
perspectives in christian biblical scholarship and theology made nazi anti-
Judaism possible.11 while the nazis are an egregious example, anti-Jewish 
perspectives spread far beyond nazi Germany and often included many 
people who had no conscious antagonism toward Judaism or Jewish people. 
many europeans and north americans never perceived these anti-Jewish 
assumptions as racism, seeing them instead as “historical or dogmatic truths” 

can be used for feminist ends and those who look to other approaches, especially those 
in literary studies. see also the essays by shelly matthews and melanie Johnson-deBaufre 
in this volume. i thank Buell more generally for her generous, critical assistance with this 
essay. 

9. see susannah heschel, The Aryan Jesus: Christian Theologians and the Bible in Nazi 
Germany (Princeton, n.J.: Princeton university Press, 2008), especially 26–66; and shawn 
Kelley, Racializing Jesus: Race, Ideology, and the Formation of Modern Biblical Scholarship 
(new york: routledge, 2002). Kelley’s work traces the impact of hegelian and heidegge-
rian racialized thought on contemporary north american christian biblical scholarship.

10. heschel, Aryan Jesus, 1. 
11. ibid., 7–8.
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precisely because of how thoroughly these anti-Jewish perspectives pervaded 
christian thought.12 

despite strong critiques of scholarly anti-Judaism, these approaches per-
sisted in some areas even into the twenty-first century. For instance, in the con-
text of the quest for the historical Jesus, sayings of Jesus were deemed “authen-
tic” provided they were distinctive from other first-century Jewish thinkers and 
writers, thus revealing the assumption that Jesus should be differentiated from 
his Jewish background. some of these anti-Jewish motifs were all too easily 
adapted into christian feminist scholarship, especially studies of the hebrew 
Bible that treated the Jewish tradition as the creator and perpetrator of patriar-
chy that a somehow “non-Jewish” earliest christianity resisted.13 

schüssler Fiorenza asserts that feminist scholars must work against anti-
Jewish ideas because “anti-Judaism and antifeminism” are interconnected.14 
tackling the “Jesus was a feminist” argument, schüssler Fiorenza finds that 
such an approach also depends upon a kyriocentric perspective that “places 
Jesus, the charismatic male leader, into the center and positions wo/men in 
relation to him.”15 adele reinhartz critiques notions of Jewish patriarchy as 
contrasted with Jesus’s egalitarianism by situating Gospel wo/men, such as 
mary and martha, as normal within the context of broader Pharisaic tradi-
tion.16 moreover, in reinhartz’s view, christian feminists need to understand 
Jesus’ Judaism “as a positive context … that allowed him to develop his ideas.”17 

to counter anti-Jewish perspectives on early christianity, feminist schol-
ars have asserted that the history of christian beginnings must be read differ-
ently. Judith Plaskow places Jesus as one of plural possibilities within Judaism 
in his era and contends that, since some Jewish feminists dispute a narrative 
of a singular Judaism, christian feminist scholars should not perpetuate that 
narrative in order to frame Jesus as a unique feminist.18 schüssler Fiorenza 

12. ibid., 277–78.
13. For one of the earliest feminist elaborations of this critique of feminist anti-Juda-

ism, see Judith Plaskow, “christian Feminism and anti-Judaism,” Cross Currents 33 (fall 
1978): 306–9. This pattern of anti-Jewish thought was especially common in scholars who 
followed the 1971 leonard swidler “Jesus was a Feminist” argument. 

14. schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus, 122.
15. ibid., 11–12, 136.
16. adele reinhartz, “From narrative to history: The resurrection of mary and 

martha,” in “Women Like This”: New Perspectives on Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman 
World (ed. amy-Jill levine; atlanta: scholars Press, 1991), 161–84. see also amy-Jill 
levine, “response,” JFSR 20.1 (2004): 125–32, here 126–27.

17. adele reinhartz, “response,” JFSR 20.1 (2004): 111–15, here 113.
18. Judith Plaskow, “Feminist anti-Judaism and the christian God,” JFSR 7.2 (fall 

1991): 99–108, here 105.
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additionally warns of the problem of inscribing “rabbinic Judaism” and 
“patristic christianity” onto earlier, plural histories, and she presses the diffi-
culties of constructing the lives and history of Jewish wo/men in pre-70 ce.19 

reinhartz further affirms certain aspects of “historical criticism” that value 
situating texts within “their historical, cultural, religious, polemical, and lit-
erary contexts” as key to undermining anti-Jewish readings.20 at the same 
time, noting the way that certain anti-Jewish strains of biblical interpretation 
have persisted in different parts of the world, amy-Jill levine asserts that 
institutional training in the united states must change because many semi-
nary and graduate program structures perpetuate anti-Jewish practices and 
approaches.21 Jewish feminist scholars have also worked to resituate inter-
pretation of the tanakh in the broader field of biblical studies so that it is not 
treated as “merely the first act in a two act play.”22 

The problem of conversation between and among scholars of differing 
religious traditions has drawn some attention. Plaskow contends that chris-
tian feminist scholars must come to know Judaism as a “living religion” with 
other expressive lives besides struggles with oppressive anti-Judaism.23 Kwok 
Pui-lan would like to imagine a place for Jewish feminists and postcolonial 
feminists to dialogue without issues being driven by “eurocentric” projects. 
her suggestion is that other frames of reference are possible, that is, “dia-
sporic Jewish and diasporic chinese” dialogue.24

Feminists also began to revise the historical narratives of christian-
ity, from the first centuries onward. accounts of christianity’s spread often 
depend upon its portrayal as a universal religion contrasted with the particu-
larity of Judaism. such a construction relies upon a self/other dichotomy in 

19. schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus, 116–18. christian feminist scholars who read rabbinic 
sources as misogynistic often ignore the historical difference in era and fail to examine the 
complex and plural composition of the talmud. see Plaskow, “Feminist anti-Judaism,” 
105. she draws on the work undertaken by Judith wegner, Chattel or Person? The Status of 
Women in the Mishnah (new york: oxford university Press, 1988).

20. reinhartz, “response,” 114. 
21. see, for instance, amy-Jill levine, “multiculturalism, women’s studies, and anti-

Judaism,” JFSR 19.1 (2003): 119–28; and levine, “The disease of Postcolonial new testa-
ment studies and the hermeneutics of healing,” JFSR 20.1 (2004): 91–99, here 95–96.

22. esther Fuchs, “Jewish Feminist approaches to the Bible,” in Women and Judaism: 
New Insights and Scholarship (ed. Frederick e. Greenspahn; new york: new york univer-
sity Press, 2009), 25–40, here 37. see further the contribution by cynthia Baker in this 
volume.

23. Plaskow, “Feminist anti-Judaism,” 108.
24. Kwok Pui-lan, “response,” JFSR 20.1 (2004): 99–106, here 100–102.
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which Jews are always a necessary other to constructions of a christian self.25 
as denise Kimber Buell reminds readers, attempts to imagine christianity 
as a universal religion have had their positive importance, as, for example, in 
struggles for civil rights. yet christian “universalism” has not ended modern 
racism and has only construed anti-Jewish rhetoric in another manner.26 The 
use of anti-Jewish rhetoric, and racializing rhetoric more broadly, in early 
christian discourse should be situated amid the competing claims of these 
plural, often Jewish-identified, factions over and against each other. some-
times early christians employed a rhetoric of “universalism” in order “to 
‘racialize’ rival forms” as being overly elitist and particularistic.27

3. contesting race, racism, and racialization

twentieth-century feminists who sought to undermine the kyriarchal logic 
of anti-Judaism often confronted other forms of racism and racialization that 
took up presumptions of white supremacy and privilege in addition to chris-
tian exceptionalism. readings of the Bible often supported or left unchal-
lenged presumptions of white privilege and white supremacy over peoples 
deemed a “colored other,” whether they shared a scholar’s national space or 
resided in a colonial or postcolonial location.28 

as with anti-Jewish and colonialist/imperialist interpretive practices, 
some scholars employed various historical-critical approaches in order to 
recover what tat-siong Benny liew terms “origin(al)” texts or to recreate his-
tories of origin(al) christians in order to authorize perspectives on an appro-
priate (and often racialized-as-white) contemporary christianity.29 akin 

25. see denise Kimber Buell, Why This New Race? Ethnic Reasoning in Early Christi-
anity (new york: columbia university Press, 2005), 29.

26. ibid., 11–12.
27. ibid., 145. 
28. see musa w. dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (st. louis: 

chalice, 2000), 16. For the modern historical engagement between notions of “race” and 
the Bible, see colin Kidd, The Forging of Races: Race and Scripture in the Protestant Atlantic 
World, 1600–2000 (new york: cambridge university Press, 2006). see also Kelley’s and 
heschel’s works, cited above. For ways that the two-Thirds world also attended to the 
Bible prior to the twentieth century, see discussions in r. s. sugirtharajah, The Bible and 
the Third World: Precolonial, Colonial, and Postcolonial Encounters (new york: cambridge 
university Press, 2001), especially 74–109; and sylvester a. Johnson, The Myth of Ham in 
Nineteenth-Century American Christianity: Race, Heathens, and the People of God (new 
york: Palgrave macmillan, 2004).

29. liew argues that “the inability to recover the ‘origin(al)’—and thus to present an 
integratable narrative—is also the key not only to endless mourning but also to a truly open 
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to the logic that sought a “purified,” non-Jewish Jesus, purified quests for 
“authentic,” essential origin(al)s demand feminist analysis, including quests 
to identify a kyriocentric, authorizing figure or era (i.e., the ideal(ized), and 
racialized, Jesus) followed by a concomitant myth of decline or progress dic-
tated in relationship to that origin(al). 

such quests for an origin(al) often presume an unchallenged, “unified, 
uniform and consonant” present while a solely antiquarian focus becomes “a 
fetishization of the text.” as Vincent l. wimbush argues, this approach actu-
ally fetishizes “the dominating world that the text helped create.”30 schüssler 
Fiorenza connects this attention to fetishized origin(al)s with the rhetoric of 
scientific objectivism in biblical studies, a rhetoric she places in the context of 
the colonial roots of the study of religion. since “religion” was a “feminized” 
category in european modernity, biblical studies turned into a “scientific” dis-
cipline, taking up “positivist factuality” and “antiquarian irrelevancy immune 
to the concerns of the day” in order to protect its “masculinity” as a field while 
seeking to mask its christian-centric, white-privileged, and european/euro-
north-american-normative perspective.31 

womanist writers, scholars, and biblical critics especially impacted 
twentieth-century feminist biblical scholarship in contesting such racialized 
approaches to biblical texts. Jacquelyn Grant, for instance, confronts libera-
tion theology for its tolerance of sexism while also challenging the “white 
american” inflected work of feminist theology.32 on the one hand, Grant 
critiques feminists who were inattentive to the “interstructuring of oppres-
sion” when the problem of sexism is the sole focus, and she finds that feminist 
analysis too often considered only white sources and white gender construc-
tion as an interpretive frame. Grant also elevates the importance of black wo/
men reading the Bible with their own experience as a frame that challenges 
oppressive, authoritative readings.33 Privileging experience also means privi-
leging other texts as sacred, such as african american women’s literature.34 

and inclusive community.” tat-siong Benny liew, What Is Asian American Biblical Herme-
neutics? Reading the New Testament (honolulu: university of hawai‘i Press, 2008), 133–34.

30. Vincent l. wimbush, “introduction: reading darkness, reading scriptures,” in 
African Americans and the Bible: Sacred Texts and Social Textures (ed. Vincent l. wimbush, 
with the assistance of rosamond c. rodman; new york: continuum, 2000), 1–43, here 10.

31. see schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric, 75–78, here 76; also see schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus, 
16–19.

32. see Jacquelyn Grant, White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus: Feminist 
Christology and Womanist Response (atlanta: scholars Press, 1999), especially 109.

33. ibid., 211.
34. see Katie Geneva cannon, Katie’s Canon: Womanism and the Soul of the Black 

Community (new york: continuum, 1995).
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This approach resonates with the strategies taken up to combat imperialism/
colonialism discussed below.

Because womanists critique the sources used in biblical interpretation 
and contest the practices employed, they have also challenged the very pro-
cess by which one becomes an “authorized” interpreter of the Bible. as renita 
J. weems highlights in her examination of african american wo/men’s bibli-
cal engagements, many marginalized readers queried the notions of scientific 
accuracy, perceiving instead that an “accurate” reading was code for “whose 
reading is legitimated and enforced by the dominant culture.”35 weems also 
asserts that marginalized readers have managed to resist cultural and biblical 
texts that are “antagonistic” to “identity” and “survival.”36 at the same time, 
african american wo/men have also sought and found within the biblical 
texts narratives that affirm their lives and that speak to the survival and lib-
eration of the oppressed and dispossessed.37 Thus, weems advocates a herme-
neutical approach that seeks, by “whatever means necessary to recover the voice 
of the oppressed within biblical texts.”38

despite being critical of how malestream biblical studies have approached 
the historical project, feminist scholars have not forsaken historical recon-
struction. rather, they have rethought how we read the ancient world and 
regard our interpretations. For instance, schüssler Fiorenza has affirmed 
the “polysemic” nature of critical interpretation as “a performance activity” 
that transpires under “certain social conditions.”39 such work brings histori-
cal engagement away from a presumed universal reader and origin(al)s and 
into an engagement with the world in which the critic lives and a recognition 
that a reader’s location impacts interpretation and requires critical reflection. 
schüssler Fiorenza also reads the first century through a lens of “‘ongoing 
conflict and struggle’ between kyriarchal domination and radical democratic 
structures and worldviews.”40

in rethinking the reconstructive project, scholars seek to examine previ-
ously unasked questions about the ancient world contexts of biblical texts. For 
instance, Gay l. Byron’s study of “ethno-political rhetorics” in early christian 
literary appearances of “egyptians/egypt, ethiopians/ethiopia, and Blacks/

35. renita J. weems, “reading Her Way through the struggle: african american 
women and the Bible,” in Stony the Road We Trod: African American Biblical Interpretation 
(ed. cain hope Felder; minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 57–77, here 63. 

36. ibid., 63.
37. ibid., 70–71.
38. ibid., 73.
39. schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric, 80–81.
40. schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus, 123–24.
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blackness,” especially including ethiopian and black women, illuminates how 
certain questions about african imagery (akin to the omission of the serious 
study of wo/men in the ancient world) remained unasked in biblical studies 
because of the impact of racism on the field.41 also taking an eye to the ques-
tions (un)asked, Buell examines ethnoracial reasoning in early christian lit-
erature. Problematizing contemporary scholarship as well, Buell seeks “to dis-
mantle christian anti-Judaism” and assumptions of “white privilege” that rest 
upon separating christianity from logics of “ethnicity/race.”42 Buell stresses 
how the rhetorical edges of fixity and fluidity in racial discourse actually work 
together: both “an essentializing discourse” with its attention to “some inher-
ent, eternal core (fixity),” and “a ‘processual’ discourse that emphasizes change 
and transformation of cultural phenomena (fluidity).”43 hence, christianity 
is a “mutable concept” that should be viewed “not as an essence but as a con-
tested site.”44

4. challenging imperialist/colonialist interpretation

The problems of racism and racialization in contemporary biblical inter-
pretation can be disentangled neither from anti-Judaism nor from colonial-
ism/imperialism, and again twentieth-century feminist scholars developed 
approaches that merge with, while also questioning, colonialist/imperialist 
interpretive methods. as colin Kidd observes, the european encounter with 
the “new world” (a biblically derived name) was treated, in part, as a theo-
logical problem because the american hemisphere and its peoples seemed 
largely unaccounted for in the Bible.45 in return, the Bible was turned to, 
interpreted, and debated over as people sought to make sense of perceived 
racial differences in modernity, leading to a back and forth in which notions 
of scriptures and the study of scriptures impacted concepts of race and vice 

41.see Gay l. Byron, Symbolic Blackness and Ethnic Difference in Early Christian Lit-
erature (new york: routledge, 2002).

42. Buell, Why This New Race, 12.
43. ibid., 7–8.
44. ibid., 29. likewise, schüssler Fiorenza argues for an approach to biblical stud-

ies that “enables us to understand the Bible as a site of struggle over meaning and bibli-
cal interpretation and debate and argument rather than as transcript of the unchanging, 
inerrant word of G*d.” schüssler Fiorenza then suggests that the future of biblical stud-
ies should move toward collaboration and away from metaphors of “battle, combat, and 
competition.” see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, The Power of the Word: Scripture and the 
Rhetoric of Empire (minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 265. 

45. Kidd, Forging of Races, 56.
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versa. racial and religious otherness were thus complexly bound together in 
colonial/imperial scriptural reading.46

a perspective of christian exceptionalism has informed anti-Jewish rhet-
oric and colonial encounters with “religious others” across the globe.47 logics 
of christian exceptionalism and eurocentrism converged to mark the chris-
tian Bible as a unique scriptural revelation and as a bar for the measuring of 
(un)civilization that inscribed other peoples as culturally and intellectually 
inferior to europe—childlike, ahistorical, and in need of alteration.48 imperi-
alist/colonialist authors frequently marshaled these rhetorics, along with anti-
Jewish and racialized readings, to authorize colonialist violence and the settler 
colonial seizure of land and domination of indigenous peoples.49 elsa tamez 
observes how spanish conquerors read the Bible, elevated “the conquest of 
canaan,” and saw themselves as “the divine instrument” of punishment and 
liberation that brought salvation from indigenous “idols.”50 

musa w. dube turns to imperial/colonial readings of exodus and Joshua 
as prime examples of how imperialist/colonialist interpreters “employ female 
gender to articulate relations of subjugation and domination” and justify settler 
colonial imperatives.51 she cultivates “rahab’s reading prism” as a decolonizing, 
anti-imperial literary and rhetorical approach that can be useful for resistant 
readers and communities. rahab may be read as a colonizer’s textual fantasy. as 
a prostitute who represents the land to be colonized, she is readily available; she 
is in need of a colonizer’s civilizing morality; she is ready to believe in a colo-
nizer’s superiority; and she desires a colonizer’s aid and presence.52 By decolo-

46. ibid., 73.
47. Buell briefly narrates a history of ethnoracial discourse and the usage of christian-

ity as the baseline measurement for all religions as deployed in biblical and early christian 
historical studies, as well as in the development of the concept of “religion” in the nine-
teenth century. see Buell, Why This New Race, 21–24. also see tomoko masuzawa, The 
Invention of World Religions, or, How European Universalism Was Preserved in the Language 
of Pluralism (chicago: university of chicago Press, 2005).

48. see discussion in sugirtharajah, Bible and the Third World, 61, 68–71. For a thor-
ough discussion of many key colonial hermeneutical practices, see 45–73, especially 61–73.

49. dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation, 16.
50. tamez, “Bible and the Five hundred years,” 14–15. Judith laikin elkin shows that 

spanish colonial discourse drew on anti-Jewish imagery to attack indigenous “idol wor-
ship.” see Judith laikin elkin, “imagining idolatry: missionaries, indians, and Jews,” in 
Religion and the Authority of the Past (ed. tobin siebers; ann arbor: university of michi-
gan, 1993), 75–99. tamez draws connections between these five-hundred-year-old con-
quest motifs and the motifs used to justify the u.s. invasion of Panama in 1989 (see “Bible 
and the Five hundred years,” 17).

51. dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation, 61. 
52. ibid., 76–80, 122. dube also draws on the notion of the “Pocahontas perplex” in 
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nizing and resignifying rahab, dube engages “concerns over losing control of 
one’s land, subverting the literary genre and language of the colonizer, reread-
ing the master’s texts and retelling history, and gender at the decolonization 
zone.”53

5. decolonizing readings, canons, and scriptures

Various twentieth-century feminist readers have used decolonizing liter-
ary methodologies to reread imperial power and resistance in the ancient 
world, as well as to dispute colonial biblical translation and interpretation in 
the contemporary world while attending to gender. many of these feminist-
decolonizing strategies resonate as responses to anti-Judaism, racism, and 
colonialism/imperialism. Practices of rereading are often rooted in a commit-
ment to reading with particular communities outside of the academic realm. 
dube situates her perspective within interpretive practices of african inde-
pendent churches (aics) that have sought “to cultivate a space for liberating 
interdependence.”54 tamez reads with the poor and engages daily life as a dia-
logical point of reference for biblical interpretation.55 in this way, scriptures 
are treated as “the historic and subversive memory of the poor,”56 producing 
interpretations that speak from and to the “concrete” particulars “of political 
and economic tyranny.”57 she notes that wo/men reading in these commu-
nities may resonate with stories of liberation but sometimes feel purpose-
fully excluded and marginalized in certain texts.58 in response, tamez sug-
gests that new norms of interpretation must be advocated.59 working from 
examples within Korean minjung theology, which privileges the readings of 
historically dominated groups, Kwok similarly argues that minjung commu-

colonialist images of gendered subjects. see rayna Green, “The Pocahontas Perplex: The 
image of indian women in american culture,” MR 16 (1975): 698–714.

53. dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation, 101.
54. ibid., 42.
55. elsa tamez, “women’s rereading of the Bible,” in Voices from the Margin: Inter-

preting the Bible in the Third World (ed. r. s. sugirtharajah; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1995), 
48–57, here 49.

56. tamez, “Bible and the Five hundred years,” 20. 
57. elsa tamez, The Bible of the Oppressed (trans. matthew J. o’connell; maryknoll, 

n.y.: orbis, 1979), 3.
58. tamez, “women’s rereading,” 50.
59. ibid., 52.
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nities must arrive at their own norms of interpretation that are accountable 
to that community. 60

Because indigenous traditions of reading and interpretation were sub-
ordinated to colonial traditions, some contemporary scholars have sought 
to recuperate subordinated practices in academic contexts.61 elsewhere in 
this volume, Buell examines feminist challenges to “canon.” she underscores 
canon as phenomenon in terms of what gets read, whether source texts be 
non-canonical ancient Jewish and christian texts, religious texts of other 
traditions, or daily life. yet Buell also highlights the way that canon refers 
to rule, as in the norms of interpretation, and she considers how feminists 
have sought to unravel such norms. For instance, some Jewish feminist schol-
ars recover the use of midrashim as a practice of rethinking female biblical 
characters.62 The circle of concerned african women Theologians engages 
african reading practices of “storytelling and divination” as well as “reading 
with grassroots or subaltern readers.”63 These approaches privilege commu-
nity interaction, life-giving relationality, social accountability, and “gender-
neutral techniques” that “counteract patriarchal and colonizing ideology,” and 
subvert “exploitative powers.”64 Privileging decolonial, life-giving interpretive 
practices while looking to communities and daily experience echoes woman-
ist recommendations for subverting racism in biblical studies.

dube contends that new norms of interpretation must be undertaken 
with the assumption that readings have international and interreligious impli-
cations.65 tamez notes that even when christian churches opt for the poor, 
they often remain insensitive to the other—especially the religious other.66 
such a concern pushes canonical boundaries in terms of which texts are read 
and how authority is granted. Kwok presses for a multifaith hermeneutics, a 
“dialogical imagination,” and a widened fluidity of “the canon” so as to include 
nonbiblical, non-Jewish, and non-christian sources of revelation indigenous 
to an asian context.67

60. Kwok Pui-lan, Discovering the Bible in the Non-biblical World (maryknoll, n.y.: 
orbis, 1995), 15, 19.

61. sugirtharajah, Bible and the Third World, 71–72.
62. see Fuchs’s further discussion of this method in “Jewish Feminist approaches,” 

32–34.
63. musa w. dube, “introduction,” in Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the 

Bible (ed. musa w. dube; atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2001), 1–19, here 2.
64. ibid., 3–4. see also musa w. dube, “divining ruth for international relations,” in 

dube, Other Ways of Reading, 179–95, here 184.
65. dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation, 18–19.
66. tamez, “Bible and the Five hundred years,” 22–23.
67. Kwok, Discovering the Bible, 10, 12–13, 17–18, 23, and 32–43, where she challenges 
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Kwok is not the only feminist scholar to take up such dialogical practices. 
in Other Ways of Reading, african wo/men incorporate african traditions and 
texts without privileging the biblical canon.68 remarking on the plurality of 
latin american religious experiences, tamez observes that “syncretism here 
is not pejorative, but rather a synthesis of spiritual experience that has been 
present for centuries and has not been recognized as valid.”69 when the Bible 
and the Pop Wuj are read with equal weight in the same liturgy, a dialogical 
approach to a broadened canon is generally presumed.70

such canon expansions also press at the category of “scriptures” and the 
canonical bounds of the field of “biblical studies.” wimbush turns toward the 
“radical excavation of the phenomenon of ‘scriptures.’”71 treating scriptures 
as phenomena that include certain relationships between human beings and 
“texts,” such radical excavation attends to the power dynamics that surround 
textual engagements. Thus, radical excavation includes the oral, the performa-
tive, and the political. similarly, Kwok, in taking up the tension between oral-
ity and textuality, contends that scriptures must be approached as “dynamic 
and open-ended, not rigidly fixed by the written word.”72 in broadening these 
approaches to scriptures, feminist scholars have sought to read for and with 
the ways that wo/men have engaged, challenged, and subverted imperial/
colonial powers and biblical readings.

6. the struggles continue

meditating on the historical trauma that surrounds indigenous american 
reception of the Bible, Pablo richard describes a popular Guatemalan saying: 
“when the spanish came, they told us, the indigenous, that we must close our 
eyes in order to pray. when we opened our eyes, we had their Bible and they 
had our land.”73 dube likewise opens her Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation 

the notion of canon and deploys the “dialogical model of interpretation,” especially as she 
picks up henry louis Gates’s notion of the “talking book.”

68. dube, “introduction,” 14.
69. tamez, “Bible and the Five hundred years,” 13.
70. ibid., 23. see also elsa tamez, “introduction: The Power of the naked,” in Through 

Her Eyes: Women’s Theology from Latin America (ed. elsa tamez; trans. Jeltje aukema; 
maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1989), 1–14.

71. Vincent l. wimbush, “introduction: teXtures, Gestures, Power: orientation to 
radical excavation,” in Theorizing Scriptures: New Critical Orientations to a Cultural Phe-
nomenon (ed. Vincent l. wimbush; new Brunswick, n.J.: rutgers university Press, 2008), 
1–20, here 3.

72. Kwok, Discovering the Bible, 51.
73. as quoted in richard, “hermenútica,” 45–46, my translation.
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of the Bible with a similar oral tradition from sub-saharan africa: “when the 
white man came to our country he had the Bible and we had the land. The 
white man said to us, ‘let us pray.’ after the prayer, the white man had the land 
and we had the Bible.”74 Both adages regard the Bible as a tool of imperialist/
colonialist expansion and racialized european control, a weapon whose very 
imperialist deployment is reflected in its christian-centric inflection. under 
colonial/imperial regimes, the Bible was always taught as strictly the christian 
Bible, superior to other sacred texts. at the same time, the christian Bible’s 
own historical creation after constantine was ignored; in part, the imperial-
ist project attempted to deny the existence of Jewish sacred texts within the 
christian Bible and to erase contemporary Jewish readers from scriptural rela-
tionship to the Bible. in spanish, the adage also encodes the feminine gender 
of the colonized land, something that dube’s sensitive reading of colonial/
imperial interpretation also stresses. such female imagery was often taken up 
with racialized readings in colonialist/imperialist interpretation in order to 
subjugate whole peoples. 

at the same time, the adages suggest that the Bible also rests in the hands 
of those it had been used to dominate. in the latter part of the twentieth cen-
tury, feminist biblical scholarship confronted the role of the Bible in historical 
practices of domination. whatever the historical trauma of the Bible’s intro-
duction, wo/men have wrestled with how the Bible has been interpreted while 
seeking out new interpretive paths that break mindsets of domination.

74. dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation, 1.
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texts and readers, rhetorics and ethics

Melanie Johnson-DeBaufre 
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stories are the style and substance of life. they fashion and fill existence…. 
if without stories we live not, stories live not without us.1

— Phyllis trible

at the heart of rhetoric is both the ethical and the political.2
— elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza

This chapter focuses on feminist work emerging in the twentieth century in 
the context of the rise of literary, rhetorical, and ideological criticisms in bibli-
cal studies. exploring the power of the language of the Bible and of its read-
ers, feminist biblical studies has played an important role in developing new 
critical methods, exposing the politics of the discipline of biblical studies, and 
promoting conversation about diverse reading communities and the ethics of 
interpretation. 

1. texts and readers

traditionally, religious communities and the academy have approached the 
Bible as a self-evident source of church doctrine or as window onto the reality 
of the past. however, with the political challenges of global social movements 
since the 1960s and the postmodern epistemological critiques of modernity, 
a different understanding has gained prominence and momentum. This view 
understands texts as language events rather than as sets of signs that refer 
directly to stable realities and meanings. as a practice of communication, 

1. Phyllis trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Phil-
adelphia: Fortress, 1984), 1.

2. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and Ethic: The Politics of Biblical Studies 
(minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 44.
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language has meaning within a specific space and time and shapes mean-
ing within that context. communication events can be endlessly reused and 
revised within and across social contexts. Thus, language is a site of struggle 
over meaning, values, and power. Because speech-acts—oral and written—
have their force in relation to material realities, much is at stake in under-
standing the way that language works and exposing its place in the production 
and maintenance of power relationships in a society. 

This understanding of language dovetails closely with feminist interests. 
From early on, feminist interpreters have paid attention to the nature of texts 
and the power of readers, identifying and addressing such problems as: (1) 
the androcentric or patriarchal (or kyriarchal) nature of the biblical texts;3 
(2) the kyriarchal history of interpretation by ecclesial, academic, and soci-
etal authorities; (3) the role of the biblical text in the history of violence and 
domination; and (4) the exclusion of wo/men from the ranks of authorita-
tive interpreters of the Bible in both religious and academic communities. 
implicit in these issues are questions of power and responsibility. does power 
and authority lie with the text, the reader, or the history of interpretation? are 
interpreters accountable for the Bible’s violent history? is the goal of femi-
nist interpretation to find one, true meaning or effective interpretations that 
are relevant and productive for wo/men’s lives? raising such questions, femi-
nists entering literary- and rhetorical-critical discussions have developed new 
interpretations and challenged interpreters to take seriously the hermeneuti-
cal and ethical-political implications of their own methods. 

2. new Views on old stories

as part of the progression in literary studies from new criticism in the 
1930s to structuralism and poststructuralism in the 1960s to 1980s, the rise 
of hermeneutics and reader-response critical methodologies facilitated lit-
erary and rhetorical understandings of the biblical text.4 an influential site 

3. an androcentric text privileges a male point of view and interests. a patriarchal text 
espouses a social system that privileges the rule of men over women. a kyriarchal text pro-
motes a structured social system of multiplied oppressions based on the rule of the kyrios 
(Greek for lord, master, father) over hierarchically subordinated women and men. For a 
summary of this neologism, see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways: Introducing 
Feminist Biblical Interpretation (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2001), 118–24.

4. a literary approach understands a text as literature, produced by culture but also 
producing culture through its reading. literary critics usually understand the rhetoric of a 
text to be the specific mechanics of its meaning-making. rhetorical critics understand texts 
themselves as rhetorical, that is, as attempts at persuasion in particular contexts. although 
both literary and rhetorical critics attend to rhetorical forms, literary criticism tends to 
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of interdisciplinarity, literary theory also served as a conduit through which 
feminists in the 1980s and 1990s drew postmodern, marxist, and psychoana-
lytic theory into biblical studies.5 in biblical studies, literary critics effectively 
shifted the focus of a notable sector of the discipline from religious/doctrinal 
questions about the Bible’s current meaning and historical questions about 
its original meaning toward literary and hermeneutical questions about how 
the Bible makes meaning. as with a literary approach more broadly, feminist 
literary (or narrative) critics presuppose a unitary text and attend primarily 
to the narrator and point of view, structure and plot, setting and character, 
rhetorical tropes, and repeated language/symbols (in contrast to historical 
criticism’s traditional focus on the world behind the text or on reconstructing 
the units that seem to comprise the text).

an early scholarly work of literary criticism in a feminist register is Phyl-
lis trible’s 1978 God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, which combined literary 
innovations in form criticism6 with interests informed by the feminist move-
ment. trible argued that the history of interpretation of hebrew Bible images 
of God and of male and female was more androcentric than the text itself. 
Paying careful attention to structural patterns and the distinctive literary 
devices of texts such as Gen 2–3, song of songs, and ruth, as well as the theme 
of the feminine divine throughout the christian old testament canon, trible 

focus on the text (and sometimes the reader) while rhetorical criticism explores the rela-
tionship of the context, text, and reader. as will be discussed, ideology, understood as a 
symbolic system that encodes and produces the power relationships of a society, has been 
an important analytical tool for various kinds of feminist literary and rhetorical work. 

5. For a review of the interaction of biblical studies with a range of literary theory 
(including reader-response theory, structuralism, formalism, semiotics, narratology, poet-
ics, the new rhetoric, and ideology critique), see The Bible and culture collective (George 
aichele et al.), The Postmodern Bible (new haven: yale university Press, 1995).

6. although feminists have been active in their development, literary and rhetorical 
approaches to the Bible made their way into the discipline primarily through mainstream 
scholarship. see the sBl presidential addresses of amos n. wilder (published as “scholars, 
Theologians, and ancient rhetoric,” JBL 75 [1956]: 1–11); and see wilder, The Language 
of the Gospel: Early Christian Rhetoric (new york: harper & row, 1964), and James mui-
lenberg (“Form criticism and Beyond,” JBL 88 [1969]: 1–18). For literary criticism, see the 
introductions to david J. a. clines and J. cheryl exum, eds., The New Literary Criticism 
and the Hebrew Bible (Jsotsup 143; sheffield: Jsot Press, 1993); and elizabeth struthers 
malbon and edgar V. mcKnight, eds., The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament 
(Jsntsup 109; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1994). For rhetorical criticism in the 
hebrew Bible in the tradition of muilenburg, see Phyllis trible, Rhetorical Criticism: Con-
text, Method, and the Book of Jonah (minneapolis: Fortress, 1994); and for the new rheto-
ric in christian testament studies, see Burton l. mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament 
(minneapolis: Fortress, 1990).
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demonstrated both the value of attending to topics raised by contemporary 
feminist critique of patriarchy and the hermeneutical power of close reread-
ing from a feminist perspective. 

literary criticism has developed in the study of both testaments, particu-
larly around the study of biblical narrative. This attention to stories marks a 
powerful connection to feminist theology and the larger feminist movement, 
which emphasize women’s lives and thus their stories as a primary source of 
insight and authority. Feminist practices of midrash, storytelling, narrative 
preaching, and bibliodrama—all of which have lives in both religious com-
munities and the academy—resonate with these critical literary methodolo-
gies developing in the academy. Feminist work on biblical stories often crosses 
between christian theology and biblical studies, and church and academy. 
in her 1984 book, Texts of Terror, trible tells the stories of violence against 
women such as hagar, tamar, the levite’s concubine, and Jephthah’s daugh-
ter. The goal is not to redeem these stories of violence against women or to 
explicate method but to retell these stories as a memoriam and a call to social 
and ecclesial repentance.7 renita J. weems’s 1988 Just a Sister Away combines 
reclaiming stories of biblical women from both testaments with “the afro-
american oral tradition, with its gift for story-telling and drama” in order to 
facilitate discussion in women’s Bible study groups about the complexity of 
women’s relationships.8 Feminists engaging the place of the female characters 
in the markan narrative have debated their relevance to contemporary chris-
tian women’s discipleship and leadership.9 

in the discipline, feminist work in narrative criticism has served a correc-
tive function by focusing on underexplored women characters and feminine 

7. trible invites feminist preachers to take up these texts (Texts of Terror, xiii). Pub-
lished ten years later in the same Fortress series, overtures to Biblical Theology, renita 
weems’s Battered Love demonstrates the developments in the feminist/womanist conver-
sation around gendered metaphors of violence in the Bible. while trible’s work focuses 
closely on the text, weems’s work, also presented for a nonspecialist audience, draws on 
a mix of literary criticism, ideology critique, and gender criticism. see renita J. weems, 
Battered Love: Marriage, Sex, and Violence in the Hebrew Prophets (minneapolis: For-
tress, 1995).

8. renita J. weems, Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in 
the Bible (san diego, calif.: luramedia, 1988), ix.

9. see Joanna dewey, Disciples of the Way: Mark on Discipleship (women’s division 
Board of Global ministries, united methodist church, 1976); marla schierling (later sel-
vidge), “women as leaders in the marcan communities,” Listening 15 (1980): 250–56; 
winsome munro, “women disciples in mark?” CBQ 44 (1982): 225–41; and elizabeth 
struthers malbon, “Fallible Followers: women and men in the Gospel of mark,” Semeia 
28 (1983): 29–48.
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images of God.10 The following is a list of questions that a feminist narrative 
critic might raise:

 ▶ is there a woman or a woman’s point of view in this text?
 ▶ how are women portrayed in this text? do they speak? do we have 

access to their point of view?
 ▶ who has the power in this text? how is power distributed? how do 

women get what they want (if they do)? what do the women want?
 ▶ how does the text represent uniquely female experiences, such as 

childbearing, or traditionally female experiences, such as childrear-
ing?

 ▶ how have women’s lives and voices been suppressed by this text? are 
women made to speak and act against their own interests?

 ▶ what hidden gender assumptions lie behind this text?
 ▶ whose interests are being served by this text?11

recognizing that stories about women are embedded in texts that encode 
cultural values and presuppositions, feminist literary critics have also attended 
to sexual stereotypes and the textual construction of gender. For some critics, 
a literary-critical approach can risk over-privileging the text, wherein mean-
ing is intrinsic to the text, and “proper analysis of form yields proper articula-
tion of meaning.”12 This can allow the authority and value of the christian 

10. Because of the lack of texts ostensibly authored by women, the feminist interest 
in gynocriticism in literary studies has been less pronounced in feminist biblical studies. 
For this term, see elaine showalter, ed., The New Feminist Criticism: Essays on Women, 
Literature, and Theory (new york: Pantheon, 1985), 125–43 and 243–70. For innovative 
approaches to women’s traditions and authorship, see Virginia Burrus, Chastity as Auton-
omy: Women in Stories of Apocryphal Acts (lewiston: edwin mellen, 1987); ilana Pardes, 
Countertraditions in the Bible (cambridge: harvard university Press, 1992); and athalya 
Brenner and Fokkelien van dijk hemmes, On Gendering Texts: Female and Male Voices in 
the Hebrew Bible (leiden: Brill, 1996). For a midrashic approach to revisioning the text, see 
alicia suskin ostriker, Feminist Revision and the Bible (oxford: Blackwell, 1993). 

11. This list is slightly adapted from cheryl exum, “Feminist criticism: whose inter-
ests are served?” in Judges and Method: New Approaches in Biblical Studies (ed. Gale yee; 
2nd ed.; minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 69. exum suggests that these questions should be 
asked in literary criticism in general. The number of feminists works exploring biblical 
characters and gendered symbolism is too long to list, especially in hebrew Bible scholar-
ship. For bibliography, see alice Bach, ed., Women in the Hebrew Bible (new york: rout-
ledge, 1999), 523–32; the Feminist companion series out of sheffield academic Press 
(hebrew Bible) and Pilgrim Press (christian testament).

12. trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), 8.
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biblical canon to remain intact.13 Thus, while a literary approach has clearly 
facilitated new or more wo/men-friendly readings, it can occlude both the 
role of the reader in producing meaning and the ideological power of the text 
to perpetuate domination and violence. 

esther Fuchs has consistently been less sanguine about feminist ability to 
productively reread the stories of women in the Bible. For Fuchs, female char-
acters are neither heroines to be reclaimed (such as deborah or miriam) nor 
victims to be mourned (such as most of the women in Judges). rather, they are 
literary-rhetorical constructs of patriarchal society. Theirs “are not only stories 
told by a man’s world, but also for a man’s world.”14 The Bible “is not merely a 
text authored by men—it also fosters a politics of male domination.”15 Because 
patriarchy both produces the text and is produced by the text, a distinctly polit-
ical feminist analysis of biblical narrative is needed. Focusing primarily on the 
artistry or poetics of the biblical narratives, Fuchs contends, risks aestheticiz-
ing, naturalizing, and reinscribing the patriarchal politics of the text.16 

rather than choosing between recuperation and accusation, many femi-
nists in the 1980s and 1990s turned to notions of countertraditions and/or 
counterreadings that take seriously the patriarchal politics of the text, and 
attempt to disrupt its power by exposing its multivocality, malleability, and 
self-deconstruction. For example, cheryl exum traces the gender ideology 
of biblical texts in order to “reveal strategies by which patriarchal literature 
excludes, marginalizes, and otherwise operates to subjugate women.” This 
approach facilitates her stepping outside of, or reading against the grain of, 
the ideology of the narratives “in order to construct feminist (sub)versions of 
them.”17 a signal strategy of feminists working with the analysis of the ideol-

13. alice Bach, “reading allowed: Feminist Biblical criticism approaching the mil-
lennium,” CR:BS 1 (1993): 191–215, here 197.

14. esther Fuchs, “status and role of Female heroines in the Biblical narrative,” MQ 
23 (1982): 149–60. see also Pamela J. milne, “The Patriarchal stamp of scripture: The 
implications for a structural analysis for Feminist hermeneutics,” JFSR 5.1 (1989): 17–34.

15. esther Fuchs, Sexual Politics in the Biblical Narrative: Reading the Hebrew Bible as 
a Woman (Jsotsup 310; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 2000), 11. 

16. The dutch feminist literary critic mieke Bal has also critiqued the methods of 
mainstream literary criticism in the trajectory of robert alter and meir sternberg and the 
feminist use of them in that both idealize the text and thus risk perpetuating the ideological 
constructions of the biblical narrative. see mieke Bal, Femmes imaginaires: L’ancien testa-
ment au risqué d’une narratologie critique (utrecht: hes, 1986); abridged english edition: 
Lethal Love: Feminist Literary Readings of Biblical Love Stories (Bloomington: indiana uni-
versity Press, 1987). 

17. J. cheryl exum, Fragmented Women: Feminist (Sub)versions of Biblical Narratives 
(Jsotsup 163; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1993), 9, 11. 
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ogy of narratives is to expose the ways that patriarchal texts also encode the 
strains of having to maintain patriarchy. in these suppressions, anxieties, and 
fragmentations, space can be made for recognizing, resisting, and reimagin-
ing patriarchal inscriptions of women’s lives and voices.

The emphasis for exum and others is less on producing a strongly coher-
ent new reading of the text than it is on capitalizing upon its instability and 
anomalies to multiply possible readings. For example, mieke Bal’s reading of 
Judges exposes ways that the assumption of the book’s literary and ideological 
coherence perpetuates the text’s marginalization of women in the history of 
israel. Bal proposes a countercoherence built on a series of anomalous fac-
tors in the stories of women. This countercoherence introduces many more 
themes of what the text is “about” than the dominant ones. But it does not do 
so to produce a new coherence so much as to multiply the text’s themes (such 
as sex, obedience, and violence) so that they can be assessed comparatively in 
their “plurality and differences.”18 danna Fewell and david Gunn’s readings 
of the Pentateuch and deuteronomistic history intentionally look from the 
“other side” of the implied (elite male) audience—that is, from the view of 
women and children. yet their overall approach to the narratives seeks out 
“the different and discordant,” and resists totalizing renarrations that suppress 
diversity and multivocality.19 

3. rhetoric and contexts

in the mid-1980s, the publication of trible’s Texts of Terror and elisabeth 
schüssler Fiorenza’s The Book of Revelation: Justice and Judgment mark two 
different ways that feminist rhetorical-critical scholarship develops. whereas 
trible emphasizes the text as literature and attends to rereading its structures 
and tropes, schüssler Fiorenza situates her rhetorical approach at the inter-
section of historical and literary approaches, suggesting that historical criti-
cism cannot do justice to the polysemous nature of language, while a wholly 

18. mieke Bal, Death and Dissymetry: The Politics of Coherence in the Book of Judges 
(chicago: university of chicago Press, 1988), 17. Bal’s work has also significantly devel-
oped feminist notions of point of view and sought to open up the text to multiple subject 
positions. For a summative table of Bal’s narratological method, see ibid., appendix 1. For 
a discussion of “difference and not coherence” as a feminist practice of reading, see daniel 
Boyarin’s review of Bal’s Lethal Love in “The Politics of Biblical narratology: reading the 
Bible like/as a woman,” Diacritics 20 (1990): 31–42. see also mieke Bal, ed., Anti-cove-
nant: Counter-reading Women’s Lives in the Hebrew Bible (sheffield: almond, 1989). 

19. danna nolan Fewell and david m. Gunn, Gender, Power, and Promise: The Subject 
of the Bible’s First Story (nashville: abingdon, 1993), 13, 16.
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literary approach does not consider that an author writes in a particular com-
municative context with theological and social interests.20 situated in the 
emergence of the new rhetoric, schüssler Fiorenza’s work developed with an 
understanding of “rhetoric” not as stylistic ornamentation or formal features 
of a text but as an understanding of language as the art of persuasion.21 

in her work on revelation and 1 corinthians, schüssler Fiorenza expli-
cates two important terms: rhetorical strategy and rhetorical situation. The rhe-
torical strategy consists of the literary forms and overall argument that make 
the text persuasive. This strategy should be a fitting response to a rhetorical 
situation, or the communicative context that called forth this particular rhe-
torical response. since history is only available through texts that are them-
selves rhetorical-contextual, reconstructing a text’s context is difficult. it must 
be evaluated as to how well it makes sense of a biblical text as a potentially 
persuasive response. Thus, the reconstituted rhetorical situation can serve as 
a tool for (cautiously) reconstructing the historical-communicative context 
of 1 corinthians or other nonpoetic early christian literature.22 in order to 
encompass the entire range of communicative events from the production of 
texts to contemporary biblical interpretation (both academic and ecclesial), 
schüssler Fiorenza has proposed a complex rhetorical model of interpreta-
tion.23

20. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, The Book of Revelation: Justice and Judgment (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1985), 15–25. The book is a collection of essays published between 1968 
and 1985.

21. The term is taken from the title of the influential work: chaim Perelman and lucie 
olbrechts-tyteca, The New Rhetoric: A Treatise on Argumentation (tr. John wilkinson and 
Purcell weaver; notre dame, ind.: notre dame university Press, 1969). see mack, Rhetori-
cal Criticism, 9–17; and aichele, Postmodern Bible, 156–61.

22. This genre difference may be one reason that feminist work on the Gospels tends 
to be literary-critical and work on Pauline literature tends to be rhetorical-critical. see 
mary ann tolbert, Sowing the Gospel: Mark’s Work in Literary-Historical Perspective (min-
neapolis: augsburg Fortress, 1996), elaine m. wainwright, Towards a Feminist Critical 
Reading of the Gospel according to Matthew (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1991); cynthia Briggs Kit-
tredge, Community and Authority: The Rhetoric of Obedience in the Pauline Tradition (hts 
45; harrisburg, Penn.: trinity, 1998); and Joseph a. marchal, Hierarchy, Unity, and Imita-
tion: A Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of Power Dynamics in Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 
(atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2006). 

23. The steps of schüssler Fiorenza’s method of rhetorical analysis can be summarized 
as follows: (1) identify the interests, models, and social locations of contemporary inter-
pretation; (2) delineate the rhetorical arrangement, features, and interests of the text; (3) 
outline the rhetorical situation implied in the text both in terms of the exigency to which 
the text is a fitting response and the rhetorical problem the author has to overcome; (4) 
reconstruct the common historical context and symbolic universe of the author and audi-
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in terms of historical reconstruction, feminist rhetorical criticism is par-
ticularly amplified in the work of antoinette clark wire. her 1990 book The 
Corinthian Women Prophets sets out to “reconstruct as accurate a picture 
as possible of the women prophets in the church of first-century corinth.”24 
as neither Paul’s rhetoric nor the dominant histories are interested in the 
women prophesying in corinth (1 cor 11:5), wire’s innovation in social his-
tory, not unlike that of feminist narrative criticism above, is to change the 
question and focus of inquiry in light of the feminist knowledge that women 
have always been present and active in history. The goal is not to multiply 
interpretations but to open up possibilities for imagining plausible, but alter-
native, histories. There has been ongoing debate among feminists utilizing 
literary and rhetorical methods, however, about the place of historical ques-
tions and the feasibility and value of moving from text to context (either 
ancient or contemporary).

Feminist narrative criticism has also developed in a way that takes inter-
est in both “how the text means” and the social worlds that produce, reflect, 
and resist that meaning. Gale yee, for example, explores the symbolization of 
woman as “the incarnation of moral evil, sin, devastation, and death in the 
hebrew Bible and how this symbolization of a particular gender intercon-
nects with issues of race/ethnicity, class, and colonialism during the times of 
its production.”25 her work thus has two levels of analysis: an extrinsic one 
that draws on social-scientific methods for exploring the ways women’s lives 
are constructed and constrained by the modes of production and ideologies in 
the societies that produce the Bible and an intrinsic analysis that investigates 
the rhetorical strategies of the text itself to see how text inscribes and reworks 
ideologies.26 one challenge for bridging the social and literary worlds is that 
descriptions of social worlds are also “texts” produced in a time and place that 
have their own ideological assumptions and interests.

ence; (5) critically assess (in theological and/or ethical-political terms) the rhetoric of the 
text in terms of its function for the audience’s self-understanding and community forma-
tion (Rhetoric and Ethic, 125–28).

24. antoinette clark wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction through 
Paul’s Rhetoric (minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 1.

25. Gale a. yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve: Women as Evil in the Hebrew Bible 
(minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 1.

26. ibid., 4–5. yee defines her overall method as ideological criticism and utilizes 
feminist and marxist-materialist ideology critique for her analysis. For a christian testa-
ment approach to fusing of literary and socio-historical methods, see elaine m. wain-
wright, Women Healing/Healing Women: The Genderization of Healing in Early Christianity 
(london: equinox, 2006).
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4. authority and the reader

as women in the feminist movement claimed the authority of their experience 
and began to tell their stories, feminist biblical scholars began to attend more 
closely to the text-as-story and the interpreter as reader. it is apropos that a 
book proposing feminist reading strategies of biblical narrative is entitled: She 
Can Read.27 locating the meaning-making process among interpreters and 
their interactions with texts exposes the locatedness of authoritative readings 
and immediately raises the challenge of multiple interpretations, including a 
consideration of both differences and similarities among readers. mainstream 
reader-response criticism constructs an implied ideal reader who is usually 
also an unacknowledged male elite reader. many feminist and other ethnic-
minority scholars have variously focused on actual, flesh-and-blood readers. 
This attention to readers has resulted in feminist interest in reception history, 
autobiographical criticism, and the use of diverse readers’ stories to reread the 
biblical text for different contexts.

reader-oriented feminist interpreters inquire after the experience of the 
reader in the communication event, attending to what the text does, or what 
effects it has.28 in 1978, Judith Fetterly called attention to the effects of reading 
conventions on women, suggesting that patriarchal texts produce an “immas-
culated” female reader who identifies with the implied male reader and there-
fore internalizes the misogyny and androcentric privileging of the text.29 For 
many interpreters, feminist conscientization provides a solution: “once a 
woman is aware of immasculation, she can read as a feminist…. she recog-
nizes that she and other feminists can resist or affirm the text, read it against 
the grain or transform it for feminist use.”30 The resisting feminist reader, 
therefore, is not a reader who simply rejects the text. rather, she is a reader 
empowered to evaluate and revision the text. Janice capel anderson suggests 
that the female reader who self-consciously takes up the role of the implied 

27. emily cheney, She Can Read: Feminist Reading Strategies for Biblical Narrative 
(Valley Forge, Penn.: trinity, 1996).

28. Three questions explored by reader-response criticism: (1) what role does the 
reader or hearer of a text play in creating the meaning of a text? (2) who is the reader/
hearer? (3) what is the experience of reader or listening to a text like? (elizabeth struthers 
malbon and Janice capel anderson, “literary-critical methods,” in A Feminist Introduc-
tion [vol. 1 of Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza with shelly mat-
thews; new york: crossroad, 1993], 248).

29. Judith Fetterley, The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction 
(Bloomington: indiana university Press, 1978); see also eryl w. davies, The Dissenting 
Reader: Feminist Approaches to the Hebrew Bible (aldershot, u.K.: ashgate, 2003).

30. malbon and anderson, “literary-critical methods,” 251. 
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reader in the Gospel of matthew is “free to judge the ideological stances of the 
various character groups, male and female. in following the guidance of the 
narrative, the reader may also be led to judge some of the patriarchal assump-
tions implicit in their ideological viewpoints.”31 

The notion of a resisting or dissenting feminist reader has been influential 
in feminist biblical interpretation. however, it has also been a site of important 
debate. in her 1991 article on african american women’s reading practices, 
renita weems explores the disjunction between the Bible’s use in the subjuga-
tion of african americans and its revered place in the lives of many african 
american women—a seemingly nondissenting readerly position. drawing on 
reader-response criticism, weems outlines how african american women’s 
reading takes place in a sociohistorical context where the dominant reading 
practice requires bracketing personal experience and values in favor of “let-
ting the text speak for itself.” weems recounts the story of howard Thurman’s 
grandmother claiming her right to reject or resist harmful parts of the text, 
and suggests that “the experience of oppression has forced the marginalized 
reader to retain the right, as much as possible, to resist those things within the 
culture and the Bible that one finds obnoxious or antagonistic to one’s innate 
sense of identity and to one’s basic instincts for survival.”32 as with claiming 
the right to read at all, reading in a way that defies dominant reading con-
ventions—that is, by bringing one’s own experience and needs into dialogue 
with the text—is a subversive act. This approach emphasizes the extrinsically-
formed reading practices as constitutive to meaning rather than locating 
feminist (or womanist) reading in the orientation of the female reader to the 
implied/idealized reader. 

importantly, weems also points out that both the process of immas-
culation and dissenting reading occur in contexts marked as much by class 
and race as by gender. Thus, the immasculation of a female reader means 
being taught/trained by the reading process to identify with “a certain kind 
of man.”33 although white women’s voices have been suppressed within the 
euro-american tradition, white women have also benefitted from and con-
tributed to the dominant culture.34 as with the implied reader, neither the 

31. Janice capel anderson, “matthew, Gender, and reading,” Semeia 28 (1983): 3–27, 
here 23.

32. renita J. weems, “reading Her Way through the struggle: african american 
women and the Bible,” in Stony the Road We Trod: African American Biblical Interpretation 
(ed. cain hope Felder; minneapolis: augsburg Fortress, 1991), 57–77, here 63.

33. ibid., 67.
34. ibid. Thus the “implied she is really the implied ‘other’ and might include subor-

dinate men as well as women” (aichele, The Postmodern Bible, 61).
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“female” nor the “feminist” reader is an unlocated position. as a result of con-
tributions such as weems’s (and yee’s, above), attention to located readers and 
to the intersections of systems of domination (such as race, class, status, etc.) 
is a critical requirement for what constitutes feminist theory and practice for 
many interpreters. 

one of the results of reader-oriented criticism has been to introduce 
diversity and multiplicity as categories of critical deliberation. can there be 
one meaning of a text? can there be a feminist reading of a text? if the answer 
to both of these questions is no, then how does one choose among meanings? 
are the possible effects of one’s reading legitimate criteria? where are these 
questions negotiated? is biblical scholarship accountable to diverse reading 
communities within or outside it? shifting to an understanding of meaning 
produced in the reading process in diverse contexts thus implicitly raises many 
questions of accountability. 

5. the rhetoric and ethics of interpretation

For many narrative and reader-oriented feminist critics, there is a decided 
turn away from historical questions, even those about ancient women’s tradi-
tions, perspectives, or experiences. This is explained both in the shift away 
from understanding texts as windows onto reality as well as the recognition 
that historical-criticism is a located discourse—one that reflects euro-amer-
ican interests and questions. historical questions have not been prominent 
among feminist (or non-white women) interpreters in two-Thirds world and 
u.s. minoritized contexts.35 an emphasis on questions about texts and read-
ers rather than on ancient israelite or Greco-roman cultures allows for the 
biblical text to be relevant to women’s lives in contemporary contexts, as well 
as for academic biblical studies to be opened up to a wider range of scholarly 
questions.36 in part, the critique of historical criticism is part of the larger 
political critique of biblical studies’ ethnocentric, christian, and colonialist 
heritage and structures. 

35. one of the risks of this turn away from historical questions is that the anti-Judaism 
of the christian testament (and its history of interpretation) is not always recognized and 
engaged. For a conversation among Jewish and two-Thirds world women on this problem, 
see amy-Jill levine, “The disease of Postcolonial new testament studies and the herme-
neutics of healing,” JFSR 20.1 (2004): 91–99. 

36. early on, mary ann tolbert asked whether “any historical reconstruction can 
form the basis for christian faith and practice” (“defining the Problem: The Bible and 
Feminist hermeneutics,” Semeia 28 [1983]: 124).
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while there is debate among feminists as to the extent to which feminist 
interpreters should continue to engage historical questions,37 there is gen-
eral recognition that the objective and scientific or value-free epistemologi-
cal structures of the discipline are indefensible. no reading is context free or 
universal in its perspective. The production of knowledge about the Bible is a 
political practice. Because feminists and other minoritized scholars have fre-
quently been forthright about their social location and interpretive interests, 
their work has often been classified as “ideological,” a term that functions in 
this context as largely synonymous with “political.”38 while this naming cor-
rectly identifies the ethical-political nature of these kinds of interventions, 
relegating feminist and other minority criticisms to a subcategory of the dis-
cipline labeled “ideological” also masks the ideological-political nature of all 
interpretation and exempts supposedly nonideological interpretations from 
reflecting on their accountability to readers and the effects of their interpreta-
tions.

The most influential voice calling attention to the politics the field as a 
whole is elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, whose 1987 society of Biblical lit-
erature presidential address drew on a rhetorical-political understanding of 
knowledge to call for a shift in how the discipline understands itself. schüssler 
Fiorenza has pressed for a rhetorical understanding of the entire field that 
recognizes that “biblical interpretation, like all scholarly inquiry, is a com-
municative practice that involves interests, values, and visions.”39 marking the 
rhetorical context of her own speaking as a woman in the academy, schüssler 

37. see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “re-visioning christian origins,” in Christian 
Origins: Worship, Belief, and Society (ed. Kieran o’mahoney; london: sheffield academic 
Press, 2003), 225–50.

38. in the two editions of To Each Its Own Meaning, only the essays on feminist and 
socioeconomic criticism are marked as political, with the titles: “reading the Bible ideo-
logically: Feminist criticism” and “reading the Bible ideologically: socioeconomic criti-
cism.” all of the other chapters in the book are simply labeled by their type of criticism. 
apparently, such criticisms as source, canonical, social-scientific, or poststructuralist are 
not “reading ideologically.” see steven l. mcKenzie and stephen r. haynes, eds., To Each 
Its Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and their Application (1993; 2nd 
ed.; louisville: westminster John Knox, 1999). in a nonpejorative sense, ideological cri-
tique requires that readers “own their own commitments and agendas, which can be diffi-
cult and uncomfortable” for many biblical scholars, given that “ideology is usually what the 
other has” (tina Pippin, “ideology, ideological criticism, and the Bible” CR:BS 4 [1996]: 
51–78, here 51).

39. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “The ethics of Biblical interpretation: decentering 
Biblical scholarship,” JBL 107 (1988): 3–17; cited in its reprinted version in Rhetoric and 
Ethic, 17–30.
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Fiorenza challenged biblical scholars to adopt a new rhetoric of inquiry, one 
that recognizes and evaluates the prevailing epistemological and pedagogical 
frameworks of the discipline that mask its interests and values in scientific-
objectivist terms. whether or not they recognize it, all biblical scholars are 
part of contemporary meaning production about the Bible. understanding 
the field itself as a rhetorical-political formation that shapes wo/men’s lives 
and voices leads to analytical questions about how scholarly constructions 
perform ideological work, what questions are allowed and asked, and what 
categories, models, and images are used and to what effect.40

This interest in the politics of biblical interpretation is reflected in 
schüssler Fiorenza’s rhetorical method (see n. 23). Because both biblical texts 
and their interpretations produce kyriarchal conceptions of reality, the first 
stage of interpretation must be to articulate the social location and analyze 
the rhetoric of interpretations. interpretations have rhetorical contexts and 
cannot simply produce a new scholarly-authoritative interpretation of the 
text; thus as a last step one must also evaluate and revision the theological 
and/or political-ethical visions and values of the text and the interpretation. 
Because the feminist movement challenges biblical scholarship to be account-
able for its relationship to liberation struggles against kyriarchal oppressions, 
schüssler Fiorenza views these steps as essential to rhetorical criticism with a 
feminist perspective. For this reason, she has critiqued literary and rhetorical 
approaches that remain with the text, do not critically reflect on the rhetori-
cal context and political-ethical goals and effects of interpretation, or do not 
move to a constructive feminist revisioning.41 The challenge is that feminist 
and other politically-engaged scholarship not simply produce new methods 
or readings, but transform the discipline and contribute to social change. 
These wide-scope interests are apparent in schüssler Fiorenza’s unfolding 
articulation of a rhetorical-emancipatory paradigm of biblical interpretation 
as a paradigm rooted in the social-political movements for change, which is 
theorized and practiced both at the micro-level of wo/men’s lives and at the 

40. see ibid., 196–97. For a summary, see melanie Johnson-deBaufre, Jesus Among 
Her Children: Q, Eschatology, and the Construction of Christian Origins (hts 55; cam-
bridge, mass.: harvard university Press, 2006), 11–17.

41. see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said (Boston: Beacon, 1992), 34–40; and 
schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and Ethic, 83–104. For an example of a literary-critical reading 
that includes a feminist revisioning—in this case of the silence of the women in the Gospel 
of mark—see Joan l. mitchell, Beyond Fear and Silence: A Feminist-Literary Reading of 
Mark (new york: continuum, 2001), 50–56, 108–113. 
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macrostructural levels of ideology, language, power relationships, and insti-
tutional practices.42

notions of working for change, however, raise the issue of the diversity 
of feminist politics. For example, elizabeth castelli’s examination of Paul’s 
rhetoric of imitation exposes the tendency among biblical scholars to identify 
with and replicate Paul’s authority, which is constructed on a model of privi-
leging identification (but not equality) between leader and follower.43 cas-
telli evaluates Paul’s rhetoric of identity-as-sameness as part of a drive toward 
unity/universalism. drawing on the postmodern critique of modernism (via 
Foucault and derrida) and the challenges raised to feminism and liberation 
theology by minoritized and postcolonial critics, castelli articulates a politics 
that affirms difference over a drive toward equality. in her reading of gender in 
revelation using reader-response, postmodern, and marxist-materialist liter-
ary criticism, tina Pippin does not find humanist values and visions in the 
book’s vision of the end of the world, but rather an “apocalypse of women” in 
which misogyny and violence are root features. rather than translating rev-
elation for contemporary struggles, Pippin seeks to expose its misogyny and 
violence because “the apocalypse is decolonizing literature that turns around 
and recolonizes.”44 The fact that the feminist scholars discussed in this article 
do not agree on the nature of feminist political values and goals suggests that 
feminist interpretation must routinely include deliberation and debate about 
the nature of feminist politics as much as a stated commitment to them.

This raises a final issue about accountability in interpretation. account-
ability to whom? to the church? to the academy? to the poor and oppressed? 
to the feminist movement? to democratic society? Feminist interpreters 
have differed on their answer to these questions in ways that reflect their own 
locations of communication and the attendant exigencies of that context. For 
example, as this volume attests, the form, target audience, and content of fem-
inist work is often shaped by the constraints and needs of the author’s con-
text. This suggests that once we have asserted that texts have social-ideological 
power and that readers participate in making meaning, the feminist discus-
sion has just begun.

42. For the rhetorical-emancipatory paradigm, see schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and 
Ethic, 44–55. 

43. elizabeth castelli, Imitating Paul: A Discourse of Power (louisville: westminster 
John Knox, 1991). 

44. tina Pippin, Death and Desire: The Rhetoric of Gender in the Apocalypse of John 
(lousiville: westminster John Knox, 1992), 47, 56. 
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This essay considers methods employed in the writing of feminist biblical 
history in the late twentieth century along with issues of central concern in 
these historical narratives. The plethora of scholarship produced on this topic 
makes the undertaking both celebratory and daunting—celebratory, owing to 
the substantial nature of the corpus under consideration; daunting, owing to 
the necessity of shorthand in an article constrained by limitations of space. 

much historiographic energy in this time period has been devoted to 
the project of retrieval—of restoring wo/men1 to the historical record. Thus, 
methods employed in these retrieval projects, beginning in the late 1970s and 
flourishing to the end of the twentieth century, receive considerable attention 
here. i will then consider other questions of power, identity, and ideology that 
feminist biblical scholars have engaged in their historical narratives. 

1. historical retrieval: documenting wo/men’s roles,  
contributions and struggles in ancient israel,  

second temple Judaism, and the early christian era

in this first and necessarily largest section, i outline key methods employed 
to document wo/men’s presence in biblical periods, beginning with meth-
ods employed with particular efficacy in reading biblical texts. i then turn 

1. i adopt the neologism wo/men, introduced by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza as a 
means to signal that women are not all the same but rather experience the world differ-
ently owing also to structures of race, class, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, and colonialism. 
This neologism also signals the inclusion of subaltern men who in kyriarchal systems are 
seen “as wo/men.” i also employ the neologism kyriarchy, coined by schüssler Fiorenza 
as an alternative to patriarchy, as a means of signaling the multiplicative and intersecting 
structures of domination. see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and Ethic: The Politics 
of Biblical Studies (minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), ix.
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to consider how feminist scholars engaged extrabiblical materials and also 
employed models from the social sciences in their reconstructive work. 
Finally, i introduce theoretical frameworks proposed by these scholars to 
account for wo/men’s presence and prominence in various historical periods. 

1.1. retrieval strategies Focused on the Biblical text

1.1.1. shifting lenses to Find the wo/men “in Plain sight”

one of the legacies of kyriocentric biblical interpretation has been to occlude 
the presence and agency even of those wo/men who are acknowledged in bib-
lical texts, and one strategy for restoring these women to history has been to 
adopt lenses that allow them to be seen. Feminist exegesis of rom 16 illus-
trates both that some women in biblical history are hidden “in plain sight,” 
and that a prerequisite for retrieving even these women leaders in the early 
Jesus movement is a scholarly imagination allowing for such a possibility.2 
in this final chapter of romans, Paul greets several women as missionar-
ies and coworkers. consider Phoebe, hailed by Paul as adelphēs, diakonos, 
and prostatēs (rom 16:1–2); and Junia, who, with andronicus, is marked 
as “prominent among the apostles” (16:7). in traditional exegesis, Phoebe’s 
leadership titles are diminished and mistranslated, so that instead of receiv-
ing the relatively high status of a “minister”3 and “presider (or ruler),”4 she 
becomes a “deaconess” and “benefactor,” the rough equivalent of a member of 
a modern christian ladies auxiliary. Furthermore, while the missionary part-
ner of andronicus, greeted in the accusative Iounian, was regarded by authors 
of the early church as Junia, the female partner of andronicus, exegetes since 
the time of aegidius of rome (1245–1316 c.e.) began to insist that Paul was 
addressing a male, Junias, and not a female, Junia, with this apostolic title, in 
spite of the fact that the male name Junias is otherwise unattested in Greek or 
latin inscriptions. For centuries after aegidius, traditional scholarship simply 

2. Bernadette Brooten, “Junia—outstanding among the apostles (romans 16:7),” in 
Women Priests: A Catholic Commentary on the Vatican Declaration (ed. leonard J. swidler 
and arlene swidler; new york: Paulist, 1977), 141–44; elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “mis-
sionaries, apostles, coworkers: romans 16 and the reconstruction of women’s early 
christian history,” WW 6 (1986): 420–33. 

3. cf. this translation choice for the male diakonos tychicus in col 4:7 (nrsV); and 
see also elizabeth castelli, “Les Belles Infidèles/Fidelity or Feminism? The meanings of 
Feminist Biblical translation,” in A Feminist Introduction (vol. 1 of Searching the Scriptures; 
ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; new york: crossroad, 1993), 189–204.

4. compare the nrsV translation of ho proistamenos at rom 12:8 as “the leader” and 
the translation of proestōtes presbyteroi as “the elders who rule” at 1 tim 5:17.
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assumed that since women could not have been apostles, the apostolic partner 
of andronicus could not have been a woman.5 however, with the introduc-
tion of a feminist lens in the field of christian testament studies, the view of 
what was historically possible has again shifted, so that the leadership titles 
ascribed to these women are read as indications of a network of early believers 
in Jesus in which leadership is assumed by wo/men as well as men.

uncovering wo/men in plain sight has also involved attention to the inter-
secting nature of gender, class, sexuality, and ethnicity, in order to privilege 
textual materials that have been neglected for reasons other than gender bias 
alone. clarice martin, for example, in writing of the ethiopian chamberlain in 
acts 8, refocuses on the chamberlain’s ethnographic identity, analyzing how a 
“politics of omission has been operative in perpetuating a lack of familiarity 
with ethiopians in antiquity and in contemporary culture.”6 

of course, given the andro-kyriocentric nature of the biblical texts, 
most attempts at retrieving wo/men’s history from the biblical periods have 
required more than a simple adjustment of lenses in order to foreground wo/
men who are already featured within the text. as elisabeth schüssler Fio-
renza has famously argued, visible wo/men in biblical texts should be con-
sidered as representing merely “the tip of the iceberg” in terms of wo/men’s 
historical struggles and agency.7 i turn now to strategies of reading kyriocen-
tric biblical language against the grain and with a hermeneutics of suspicion 
in order to find traces of wo/men’s agency and presence that are submerged 
beneath the text. 

1.1.2. recognizing the rhetorical: reading Biblical texts as Prescriptive,  
not descriptive

texts in both the hebrew Bible and the new testament seek to restrict wo/
men’s participation in cultic life, and either presume or explicitly exhort the 
submission of wo/men to their husbands, masters, or fathers.8 Feminists have 
responded to this kyriarchal tendency in biblical texts by noting that this lan-

5. Brooten, “Junia.”
6. clarice martin, “a chamberlain’s Journey and the challenge of interpretation for 

liberation,” Semeia 47 (1989): 105–35, here 105.
7. see, for example, elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theo-

logical Reconstruction of Christian Origins (new york: crossroad, 1983), 54.
8. see, for example, Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist 

Perspective (new york: harpercollins, 1991), 25–74, on women’s invisibility at the entry 
into the sinai covenant; Phyllis Bird, “The Place of women in the israelite cultus,” in 
Women in the Hebrew Bible (ed. alice Bach; new york: routledge, 1999), 3–20. 



236 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

guage does not reflect social reality, but is rather the skewed attempt of an elite 
minority to prescribe exclusion and subordination. Feminists have worked 
to reconstruct historical narratives in which wo/men feature more centrally, 
both by drawing from extra-canonical texts and through employment of 
models from the social sciences inflected by gender concerns and reconstruc-
tive practices which will be elaborated more fully below. 

here i note that, even from reading the prescriptions in the biblical text 
alone, it has been possible to do some reconstructive work on the principle 
that the more shrill the authorial voice rings, the more plausible it is to assert 
the agency and/or leadership of wo/men that this voice opposes. on this prin-
ciple, both silvia schroer and susan ackerman have read prophetic condem-
nations of goddess worship in the hebrew Bible (e.g., Jer 7:16–20; 44:15–19, 
25; ezek 8:14) as signs of sixth-century israelite women’s religious practice 
apart from the yahweh cult.9 or, as linda maloney has argued on the grounds 
that the Pastoral epistles are patriarchal and androcentric “almost to the point 
of absurdity,” the author of these epistles is “a frightened would-be author-
ity on the defensive against powerful and intelligent opponents who are not 
attackers from the outside, but are themselves … active leaders within their 
local communities.” reading against the grain of his proscriptions, insults 
and attacks, she posits communities of women who “preach, teach, proph-
esy, travel, preside at worship and preserve certain ‘Pauline’ traditions that are 
anathema to the author.”10 

1.1.3. recognizing the rhetorical: decentering Biblical authors to  
reconstruct other Voices within the text

recognizing that all biblical texts are “rhetorical … multivoiced, and ten-
sive-conflictive”11 makes it possible to employ rhetorical criticism in order 
to reconstruct competing views of those to whom the text is addressed. This 
reading strategy has been employed to particularly good effect on the Pauline 
correspondence. such decentering provides a hearing for participants in the 

9. silvia schroer, “diachronic sections,” in Feminist Interpretation: The Bible in Wom-
en’s Perspective (ed. luise schottroff et al.; minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 109–44; susan 
ackerman, Under Every Green Tree: Popular Religion in Sixth-Century Judah (atlanta: 
scholars Press, 1992).

10. linda maloney, “The Pastoral epistles,” in A Feminist Commentary (vol. 2 of 
Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; new york: crossroad, 1994), 
361–80, here 361–62.

11. schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and Ethic, 196.
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early ekklesia beyond “that man, Paul,” who has been granted colossal status in 
mainstream christian tradition. 12

one way of decentering Paul has been to assess pre-Pauline creeds, 
prayers, and hymns contained within the Pauline epistles, apart from Paul’s 
own employment of them. Because these liturgical formulas are not authored 
by Paul, but rather represent earlier communal theological expressions that 
Paul subsequently incorporated into his letters, feminist scholars regard them 
as resources for reconstructing a multivoiced ekklesia in which Paul is but one 
speaker among many.13 

The most well-known pre-Pauline formula related to questions of gender, 
status, and agency in the early ekklesia is the baptismal formula preserved in 
Gal 3:28, proclaiming that, among those who have been baptized into christ, 
“there is no longer Jew or Greek; there is no longer slave nor free, there is no 
longer male and female; for all of you are one in christ Jesus.” By detaching 
the formula from its rhetorical context in Galatians, feminist scholars have 
shifted the focus concerning the formula’s significance from the question of 
“what Paul really meant” by these words, and related debates about whether 
Paul himself had egalitarian tendencies to the question of how it might have 
functioned in other settings.

reading Gal 3:28 apart from Paul’s use of it is one tool in antoinette 
wire’s arsenal as she subjects the whole of 1 corinthians, a letter in which 
sex, gender, and authority are key points of contestation, to rhetorical criti-
cism. in her work, wire dislodges Paul as an oracular figure and places the 
women prophets of corinth at the center of the debate. This enables her to 
acknowledge the role of Gal 3:28 in shaping resistance to Paul in corinth 

12. cynthia Briggs Kittredge, “rethinking authorship in the letters of Paul: elisabeth 
schüssler Fiorenza’s model of Pauline Theology,” in Walk in the Ways of Wisdom: Essays in 
Honor of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (ed. shelly matthews et al.; harrisburg, Penn.: trinity, 
2003), 318–33. The method of decentering has also been applied in Gospel studies by those 
who shift focus away from Jesus as central, and toward the communal basileia movement 
which included wo/men such as mary magdalene and mary and martha of Bethany. see 
mary rose d’angelo, “reconstructing ‘real’ women from Gospel literature: The case of 
mary magdalene,” in Women and Christian Origins (ed. ross Kraemer and mary rose 
d’angelo; new york: oxford university Press, 1999), 105–28. on decentering Jesus, see 
also melanie Johnson-deBaufre, Jesus among Her Children: Q, Eschatology, and the Con-
struction of Christian Origins (hts 55; cambridge: harvard university Press, 2005); and 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical Issues in Femi-
nist Christology (new york: continuum, 1994). 

13. on the implications of decentering the pre-Pauline christ hymns, see cynthia 
Briggs Kittredge, Community and Authority: The Rhetoric of Obedience in the Pauline Tra-
dition (hts 45; harrisburg, Penn.: trinity, 1998). 
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in the matter of head coverings and women’s prophecy. it also allows her to 
reconstruct empathetic and plausible theological viewpoints articulated by 
women, apart from Paul, on matters of wisdom, celibacy, women’s authority, 
and the resurrection.14 

1.2. retrieval strategies that move beyond the canon

1.2.1. extracanonical texts

another avenue for retrieving wo/men’s history from the biblical period 
has been to consider roughly contemporary texts that stand outside of the 
kyriarchal-androcentric canonization process.15 in her history of female 
homoeroticism in the ancient world, Bernadette Brooten casts a wide net 
beyond the one verse commonly associated with such sexual practices (rom 
1:26), considering sources as disparate as Greek erotic spells, astrological 
texts, artistic representations, and medical texts.16 a number of contributors 
to Women Like This also work to reconstruct Jewish women’s history in the 
Greco-roman world through reading extrabiblical narratives such Ben sira, 
tobit, Judith, and the maccabees.17 

Because of the prominence of their female protagonists, the Gospel of 
mary and the apocryphal acts have also been scrutinized by feminist inter-
preters. Though the Gospel of mary is generally dated no earlier than the last 
decade of the first century, and other so-called “gnostic” traditions in which 
mary magdalene features date even later, these traditions remember mary as 
an authoritative figure, a primary confidant of Jesus, and a teacher and com-
forter of the disciples in his absence. Karen King, Jane schaberg, and ann 
Brock have used these texts to supplement and challenge canonical tradi-
tions concerning mary, making the case that mary was revered in many early 
christian circles.18

14. antoinette clark wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction through 
Paul’s Rhetoric (minneapolis: Fortress, 1990). see also schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and 
Ethic, 149–73. 

15. see denise Buell in this volume.
16. Bernadette Brooten, Love Between Women: Early Christian Responses to Female 

Homoeroticism (chicago: university of chicago Press, 1996).
17. amy-Jill levine, ed., “Women Like This”: New Perspectives on Jewish Women in the 

Greco-Roman World (atlanta: scholars Press, 1991). 
18. Jane schaberg, The Resurrection of Mary Magdalene: Legends, Apocrypha, and the 

Christian Testament (new york: continuum, 2004); Karen l. King, The Gospel of Mary of 
Magdala: Jesus and the First Woman Apostle (santa rosa, calif.: Polebridge, 2003); ann 
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The apocryphal acts have been a significant retrieval site, owing to the 
prominence of their elite female heroines, who serve as the focal point of resis-
tance in defying kyriarchal institutions of household and city. of these texts, 
the acts of Thecla is particularly salient to feminist new testament scholars, 
because of its relatively early date and the thematic relationship between it 
and the Pastoral epistles. while noting that the Thecla text might be dated 
to the late second century, dennis mcdonald posited an oral Vorlage dating 
to the time of the Pastoral epistles. he argued that the acts of Thecla, read 
against the Pastoral epistles, bears witness to a second-century christian 
struggle over the legacy of Paul in which gender and authority are key points 
of contestation. The Thecla text, through its depiction of Paul as authorizing 
a woman’s self-baptism and her subsequent teaching ministry, stands against 
the rival assertion that “Paul,” the pseudonymous author of 1 and 2 timothy 
and titus, prescribes marriage, childbearing, and women’s silence in church. 
mcdonald also made the historical argument that women were responsible 
for the oral transmission of Thecla stories, and were also the primary audience 
for these tales.19 

1.2.2. retrieval strategies incorporating nontextual materials and methods 
from the social sciences

a number of feminists engaged in reconstructive projects have turned to the 
disciplines of anthropology, sociology and social history, along with archeo-
logical and epigraphical materials, to provide a profile of women’s agency and 
presence in the biblical period unattainable from textual sources alone.

some have focused on epigraphic materials, considering these sources 
less beholden to the androcentric-kyriarchal interests of narrative prose. 
relying primarily on inscriptional evidence from hellenistic and roman 
periods (along with synagogue archeology), Bernadette Brooten argues that 
leadership titles associated with women in the ancient synagogue, including 
“leader,” “elder,” “mother,” and “priest” should be understood as functional 

Graham Brock, Mary Magdalene, the First Apostle: The Struggle for Authority (cambridge: 
harvard university Press, 2003).

19. dennis ronald macdonald, The Legend and the Apostle: The Battle for Paul in 
Story and Canon (Philadelphia: westminster, 1983). see also steven l. davies, The Revolt 
of the Widows: The Social World of the Apocryphal Acts (carbondale: southern illinois uni-
versity Press, 1980); and Virginia Burrus, Chastity as Autonomy: Women in the Stories of 
Apocryphal Acts (lewiston, n.y.: mellon, 1987). For a summary of these women-centered 
accounts of the apocryphal acts, and subsequent response, see shelly matthews, “Think-
ing of Thecla: issues in Feminist historiography,” JFSR 17.2 (2001): 39–55.
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rather than honorific.20 others who have worked with inscriptions and papyri 
to supplement and counter the androcentric-kyriarchal canonical perspective 
on Jewish women in antiquity include ross Kraemer and tal ilan.21 in the field 
of early christian studies, ute eisen has turned to epigraphical evidence from 
tombstone inscriptions, along with a selection of papyri, to supplement texts 
that document women office holders in the early church. she has retrieved 
epigraphic attestation to women serving in the church as apostles, prophets, 
teachers of theology, presbyters, enrolled widows, and even bishops.22

carol meyers has been a pioneer in using archeological remains along 
with models from social anthropology to sketch the roles of women and 
gender relationships in premonarchical israelite society. Focusing on rural 
village settlements in the highlands of israel, meyers has argued that because 
the household was the central economic unit in these societies, women’s roles 
in this subsistence economy were substantial, and included responsibilities 
for food preparation and allocation, the making of subsistence crafts, and the 
nurturing and education of children (including the teaching of at least rudi-
mentary literacy). while conceding that gender hierarchies, so pronounced 
in the monarchical period, may have existed in “incipient” forms in these vil-
lage societies, she argues: “Female power deriving from the various roles … 
played by women in the complex peasant households enabled them to mini-
mize or offset whatever formal authority was held by males. assumptions of 
male dominance and female subservience in ancient israel … may be part of 
the ‘myth’ of male control masking a situation of male dependence.”23

others who have turned to the social sciences in their projects of retrieval 
include ross Kraemer, who adopted the group-grid model first articulated 
by anthropologist mary douglass to account for women’s status and roles in 

20. Bernadette Brooten, Women Leaders in the Synagogue (atlanta: scholars Press, 
1982). Brooten’s work demonstrates also the importance of the feminist lens in retrieving 
women “in plain sight.” Though many of the inscriptions treated in her work were long 
known, the leadership titles associated with women in them were routinely dismissed as 
merely honorific.

21. see, for example, ross s. Kraemer, “hellenistic Jewish women: The epigraphical 
evidence,” SBLSP 25 (1986): 183–200; Kraemer, “non-literary evidence for Jewish women 
in rome and egypt,” in Rescuing Creusa: New Methodological Approaches to Women in 
Antiquity (ed. marilyn B. skinner; lubbock: texas tech university Press, 1987) = Helios 13 
(1986): 85–101; tal ilan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine (Peabody, mass.: hen-
drickson, 1995), 37–40. 

22. ute eisen, Amtsträgerinnen im frühen Christentum: Epigraphische und literarische 
Studien (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1996).

23. carol meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (new york: 
oxford, 1991), 181. 
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religions of the ancient mediterranean; Kathleen corley, who made use of 
anthropological insights concerning the cultural symbolism of food in her 
arguments about women and meals in the synoptic tradition; and Kathleen 
torjeson, who employed the dualistic framework of honor and shame from 
anthropological studies of mediterranean cultures to account for resistance to 
women’s leadership in early churches.24

Finally, i note here retrieval projects falling under the rubric of social his-
tory. Both luise schottroff and ivoni richter reimer have contributed social 
histories of early christian women, with special attention to material circum-
stances of everyday life in the roman world. This focus on women’s work in 
the ancient world, including details of bread making and working in textile 
shops, and the obligations of slave women, shed light on questions of class 
and status among early christians.25 more recently, carolyn osiek and mar-
garet macdonald have authored a social history of women in early christian 
house churches, considering questions such as infant care, the vulnerability of 
female slaves, and wo/men’s leadership within the household structure.26 

1.3. articulating a theoretical Framework through which  
egalitarian and/or utopian impulses in Various Periods of  
Biblical history might Be traced

hand in hand with the work of retrieving wo/men as agents and actors in bib-
lical history has been the work of accounting for this presence, and particu-
larly in accounting for shifts in wo/men’s status and privilege across historical 
time periods and from various social locations. 

concerning women in ancient israel, carol meyers characterized the 
premonarchical period as one in which the importance of women’s work to 
the economic success of the village household resulted in a relatively high 

24. ross s. Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings: Women’s Religions Among Pagans, 
Jews, and Christians in the Greco-Roman World (new york: oxford university Press, 1992); 
Kathleen corley, Private Women, Public Meals: Social Conflict in the Synoptic Tradition 
(Peabody, mass.: hendrickson, 1993); Karen Jo torjesen, When Women Were Priests: 
Women’s Leadership in the Early Church and the Scandal of Their Subordination in the Rise 
of Christianity (san Francisco: harpercollins, 1993).

25. luise schottroff, Lydias ungeduldige Schwestern: Feministische Sozialgeschichte des 
frühen Christentums (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1994); schottroff, Befrieungserfahrungen: 
Studien zur Sozialgeschichte des Neuen Testaments (munich: Kaiser, 1990); ivoni richter 
reimer, Frauen in der Apostlegeschichte des Lukas: Eine feministische-theologische Exegese 
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1992).

26. carolyn osiek and margaret y. macdonald, with Janet h. tulloch, A Woman’s 
Place: House Churches in Earliest Christianity (minneapolis: Fortress, 2006).
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social status for women. This economic situation accounts for the measure 
of “gender unity” in biblical affirmations of household roles from this time 
period. she noted significant decreases in this status and privilege as israel 
shifted politically from a tribal league of agricultural settlements to a monar-
chy with a centralized government focused on urban settlement of Jerusalem.27 

claudia camp, in her study of wisdom literature of the postexilic period, 
pursuing a historical explanation for the prominence of the symbol of woman 
wisdom in Proverbs, proposed a shift in social situation among israelite 
women after the exile. like meyers, she posited that the israelite monarchy 
was a time of decreased social status and privilege for most israelite wo/men. 
she then suggested that as those returning from exile faced difficulties in rees-
tablishing their society, need for the “wise” wife and mother to anchor the 
household again became particularly keen.28 Thus she read the prominence 
of both the wise woman and of the feminine, divine sophia in Proverbs as 
suggestive of an elevated status for israelite wo/men during the restoration. 

in an elaborate theory of wo/men’s relative prominence in christian 
beginnings, schüssler Fiorenza situated the early Jesus movement within 
Jewish reform movements of Palestine, a movement inspired by prophetic 
and wisdom traditions focusing on wholeness and holiness, in solidarity with 
the most powerless in society.29 The theoretical model posited by schüssler 
Fiorenza to account for these egalitarian influences was not (contrary to a 
frequent misreading of this work) one of pristine origins followed by patri-
archal decline, but rather one of struggle between communities that argued 
for accommodation to patriarchal structures and mores of society and those 
that resisted such accommodation. as a sign of early christian debate and 
struggle concerning conformity versus resistance, for example, she noted that 
the exhortations in the household codes to adopt the master/lord/father soci-
etal hierarchy are written at a time roughly contemporary with the Gospels 
of mark and John (the last third of the first century c.e.). These Gospels, in 
contrast to colossians, ephesians, and 1 Peter, accord women “apostolic and 
ministerial leadership” while counseling that sufferings and persecution are 
an inevitable part of the countercultural basileia movement. 

27. meyers, Discovering Eve.
28. claudia camp, Wisdom and the Feminine in the Book of Proverbs (decatur, Ga.: 

almond, 1985).
29. schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her. For assessment of the breadth of schüssler 

Fiorenza’s contribution to the project of reconstructing early christian history, and espe-
cially of the value of her insights into the epistemological challenges to the field, see hal 
taussig, “The end of christian Origins? where to turn at the intersection of subjectivity 
and historical craft,” RBL 13 (2011): 1–46. 
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while schüssler Fiorenza’s In Memory of Her specifically, and feminist 
biblical historiographical work in general, has been dismissed as anachronis-
tically projecting contemporary egalitarian ideals back into the first century, 
this work from the early 1980s could be characterized as sober and cautious 
about the relative nature of the egalitarian and utopian impulses it traces.30 
The models posited by these scholars to account for social situations in which 
women of the biblical period experienced a relative status increase and/
or achieved positions of authority and leadership were not naively utopian; 
rather, they presume the strong influence of androcentric and patriarchal cur-
rents standing in tension with these egalitarian traces.

2. other Questions of Power relations engaged by  
Feminist historiography

while the project of retrieving wo/men as historical agents and actors has 
been central to much feminist historiographical work in the twentieth cen-
tury, feminists have also turned spotlights on the power dynamics of cate-
gory construction (including gender construction), and other hegemonizing 
modes of employing historical narrative. 

2.1. critiquing concepts of essential, orthodox, and  
normative religious identity

one dualistic category that has been criticized in feminist historiography is 
the binary orthodoxy/heresy, along with the related employment of catego-
ries such as “pagan,” “canaanite religion,” “goddess worshipper,” “gnostic,” and 
“heretic” as terms of derision. These scholars share the conviction that the 
imposition of normative categories on ancient religious practice diminishes 
the range of religious practice that becomes part of the historical record, and 
further, that the religious practices often on the “chopping block” of normativ-
izing history are those from persons resisting androcentric-kyriarchal forces. 

susan ackerman has been instrumental in arguing that goddess wor-
ship, performed mainly by women, was an integral part of popular religion 
in sixth-century Judah, and thus should be considered in accounts of israelite 
religious practice. Through these arguments she joins a number of scholars 
of israelite religion who emphasize the canaanite fabric of these practices, as 

30. see mary ann Beavis, “christian origins, egalitarianism, and utopia,” JFSR 23.2 
(2007): 27–49.
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well as the religious pluralism of the period.31 elaine Pagels and Karen King 
scrutinize early christian texts traditionally categorized as “Gnostic,” putting 
human faces on members of the communities in which these texts were cher-
ished, as a means of countering traditional christian historiography in which 
they are vilified and dehumanized. They have also pointed to the gender poli-
tics of early anti-gnostic polemic, which served to diminish possibilities for 
wo/men’s leadership.32 

2.2. Feminism and anti-Judaism

anti-Judaism is inherent in traditional, malestream christian assertions of 
supersessionism and superiority formulated against the foil of an inferior 
Judaism, and continues to be a problem in christian feminist historiography 
as well. one indication of the intractability of the problem is that christian 
feminists often unwittingly reproduce such formulations, even when they are 
sensitive to the problem and attempt to avoid it.

Jewish scholars such as Judith Plaskow and amy-Jill levine have long 
challenged attempts of feminist christians to frame Jesus and /or early chris-
tian tradition as unique and liberatory, over and against an intractably oppres-
sive Jewish backdrop. They have raised devastating critiques, for example, 
against scholarship which erroneously caricatures Jewish ritual, and against 
the notion that Jesus’ prohibition of divorce is somehow more liberating for 
women than practices of divorce in first-century Judaism.33 The challenge for 
feminist scholars who wish to claim new testament traditions as liberatory 
resources, without reinscribing anti-Judaism, as elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza 
has argued, is to “articulate a model of historical reconstruction that does not 
continue to assert Jesus’ superiority or uniqueness but also does not deny 

31. ackerman, Under Every Green Tree. see also susan ackerman, “at home with the 
Goddess,” in Symbiosis, Symbolism, and the Power of the Past: Canaan, Ancient Israel, and 
Their Neighbors from the Late Bronze Age through Roman Palaestina (ed. william G. dever 
and seymour Gitin; winona lake, ind.: eisenbrauns, 2003), 455–68.

32. elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (random house: new york, 1979); Karen King, 
ed., Images of the Feminine in Gnosticism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988); King, What is 
Gnosticism? (cambridge: harvard university Press, 2003).

33. see, for example, Judith Plaskow, “anti-Judaism in christian Feminist interpreta-
tion,” in A Feminist Introduction (vol. 1 of Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Introduc-
tion; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza with the assistance of shelly matthews; new york: 
crossroad, 1993), 117–29; amy-Jill levine, “anti-Judaism and the Gospel of matthew,” in 
Anti-Judaism and the Gospels (ed. william Farmer; harrisburg, Penn.: trinity, 1999), 9–36.
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either his particularity, nor our common—i.e., feminist—yet different Jewish 
and christian struggles to transform kyriarchal relations of domination.”34

The problem of christian, including feminist christian, anti-Judaism 
becomes even more complex when viewed through the prism of global chris-
tianity and postcolonial biblical interpretation, as a roundtable discussion in 
the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion indicated.35 The history of chris-
tian anti-Judaism is tied specifically to the west, and redressing the problem 
has become acute in the european and north american contexts in the wake 
of the holocaust. one aspect of redressing this problem has been for these 
scholars to avoid dualistic assertions of christian “goodness” over Jewish 
“badness.” For liberationist christians from other parts of the globe, however, 
problems of most urgency include oppression of wo/men, the aids epidemic, 
and poverty. Political violence nearer to home, including genocide in africa, 
resonate in these contexts with more urgency than the european holocaust. 
in this context, those seeking to utilize the christian Bible as an emancipa-
tory resource may highlight Jesus’ goodness as a means to critique oppressive 
christian leaders and practices. The anti-Jewish framing of the gospels them-
selves points to the complexity of how the gospel narratives are recontextual-
ized to other historical contexts. This conversation is ongoing, and conten-
tions are still not assuaged. Kwok Pui-lan has offered the hopeful insight that 
postcolonial theory, because of its emphasis on the complexity of multiple and 
competing perspectives, might offer a way out of the impasse.36 

2.3. slavery in the Biblical Period

while the institution of slavery was integral to the cultures of the biblical peri-
ods, malestream scholarship on the subject has either tended to ignore the 
implications of that social fact or to argue that the institution in these periods 
was relatively benign.37 Both clarice martin and Jennifer Glancy have been 
unwavering in their attention to slaves and the historical implications of the 
numerous prescriptions concerning slavery in the biblical text in order to raise 
questions concerning the subjectivity of slaves in early christianity and to 

34. schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, 72–73. 
35. roundtable discussion, “anti-Judaism and Postcolonial Biblical interpretation,” 

JFSR 20.1 (2004): 91–132. see also lawrence m. wills, “a response to the roundtable dis-
cussion ‘anti-Judaism and Postcolonial Biblical interpretation,’” JFSR 20.1 (2004): 189–92. 

36. round table discussion, “anti-Judaism,” 99–106.
37. clarice martin, “The eyes have it: slaves in the communities of christ Believers,” 

in Christian Origins (ed. richard horsley; minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 221–39.
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expose the harshness of the institution.38 This work has also demonstrated the 
merits of a framework acknowledging the intersecting nature of oppressions, 
rather than a dualistic frame which assumes only that women are oppressed 
by men. adopting this more complex framework, Glancy has reminded us 
that lydia of acts 16, often celebrated for her role as an independent woman, 
is depicted also as a slave-owning head of household. attention to the histori-
cal data suggesting that slaves were frequently used as sexual objects, along 
with the importance of sexual purity in the ekklesia, at least as this ekklesia is 
imagined by Paul, has raised troubling questions about whether, and on what 
terms, slaves could possibly take part in early christian worshipping com-
munities. 

2.4. using women “to think with”: reading Female characters as 
ciphers for androcentric ideological agendas

other feminist scholars analyze women characters in narratives not for the 
purpose of retrieving women as historical figures, but for assessing how these 
characters function as ciphers, used by male authors to think through the ide-
ological problems of a particular historical period. 

under the umbrella of ideological criticism, attuned to interrelation-
ships of material modes of production and societal ideologies, and employing 
social-scientific models to shed light on ancient historical circumstance, Gale 
yee teases out the historical circumstances of various periods of the hebrew 
Bible that lead to depictions of evilness in the female gendered body. For 
example, she concludes that depictions of gender relations in Gen 2–3, includ-
ing the depiction of eve as source of evil, are truly displaced class conflicts 
owing to shifts in modes of production from the tribal to the monarchic peri-
od.39 she notes that the story of domination of adam over eve (Gen 3:16b) 
provides the theological rationale for the division between upper and lower 
classes: “as the king ruled over the farmer, so would a husband rule over his 
wife.”40 likewise, the pornographic depictions of samaria and Jerusalem as 
adulterous wives in ezekiel 23 “furnish a way for the prophet to deal with the 

38. clarice martin, “Polishing the unclouded mirror: a womanist reading of revela-
tion 18.13,” in From Every People and Nation: The Book of Revelation in Intercultural Per-
spective (ed. david rhoads; minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 82–109; Jennifer Glancy, Slavery 
in Early Christianity (new york: oxford university Press, 2002). 

39. For more on Gen 1–3, see schüngel-straumann in this volume.
40. Gale yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve: Woman as Evil in the Hebrew Bible (min-

neapolis: Fortress, 2003), 161.
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personal and collective trauma of the conquest and exile of the Judean royal 
and priestly aristocracy.”41 

elizabeth clark, an early church historian deeply engaged in issues of lan-
guage and representation raised by poststructuralist theory, argued in 1998 
for a turn from projects of historical retrieval toward analyzing how gender 
and women are constructed in the text, and what these constructions might 
reveal about these texts’ “social logic.” Thus, for example, she shows how Greg-
ory of nyssa’s portrayal of his sister undergirds his own theology of creation, 
or serves to shame his male readers who have not attained her degree of ratio-
nality and wisdom.42 clark’s turn to analyzing the social logic of gender con-
struction is coupled with an expressed pessimism about the future of retrieval 
projects, especially insofar as those projects focus on women who function 
as characters in ancient narratives. yet she also acknowledges that “the lady” 
[sic] need not entirely “vanish” from the work of modern historians, since 
she “leaves her traces, through whose exploration, as they are imbedded in a 
larger social-linguistic framework, she lives on.”43 

3. concluding remarks: consensus and contention

although a variety of methods, social locations, and interests inform femi-
nist historical scholarship—a phenomenon that elizabeth castelli has aptly 
celebrated as “heteroglossia”44—it is possible to discern common principles 
undergirding it. a broad consensus holds that the Bible in its final form is 
a kyriocentric/androcentric text constructed in a kyriarchal/androcentric 
social world. Thus, feminists have devoted their energies to documenting the 
patriarchal/kyriarchal strategies of the biblical narrative, on the one hand, and 
to retrieving submerged voices and countercultural impulses, on the other. 
Feminists also widely repudiate enlightenment frameworks positing objec-
tivity and disinterestedness, acknowledging instead that all interpreters are 
socially located and that all interpretations have political effects. For many, 
this presupposition is articulated in terms of theological commitments—

41. ibid., 162.
42. elizabeth clark, “The lady Vanishes: dilemmas of a Feminist historian after the 

linguistic turn,” CH 67 (1998): 1–31, here 28–30.
43. ibid., 31. For further debates concerning the historical significance of women 

characters in the apocryphal acts, see Kate cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized 
Womanhood in Late Antiquity (cambridge: harvard university Press, 1996); matthews, 
“Thinking of Thecla.” 

44. elizabeth a. castelli, “heteroglossia, hermeneutics, and history,” JFSR 10.2 
(1994): 73–98.
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commitments articulated with particular force in feminist scholarship emerg-
ing in the 1970s and 1980s—though increasing numbers of feminist scholars 
articulate their ideological investments apart from theological discourse.45 

while these two principles are points of consensus, they might also be 
acknowledged as sites of contention. For instance, those dedicated to map-
ping out and condemning the kyriarchal/androcentric nature of the biblical 
world worry that retrieval projects shade into biblical apologetics.46 Feminists 
situated outside of theological contexts have argued that those within hold 
to biases that skew the results of their research; the counter argument holds 
that those eschewing theological commitments themselves are adhering to a 
notion of scientific disinterestedness they purport to avow.47 with elizabeth 
castelli, however, i see these and other points of contention among feminist 
historiographers signaled above not as reasons for distress, but rather as signs 
of the vigor of the intellectual discipline as it enters the twenty-first century.

45. on the significance of connections between historical and theological questions 
pertaining to feminist work on biblical materials, see ibid., 80–92. 

46. esther Fuchs, “The literary characterization of mothers and sexual Politics in 
the hebrew Bible,” in Women in the Hebrew Bible: A Reader (ed. alice Bach; new york: 
routledge, 1999), 127–39, here 127.

47. castelli, “heteroglossia,” 80–82.
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1. introduction1

taking stock of the present situation of biblical women’s studies involves 
something more than a mere glance at the numerous and often disparate 
works that have come into existence in practically every linguistic region 
of the planet, particularly during the second half of the twentieth century. 
since recognition of women’s studies in the most diverse academic settings 
is not a fait accompli, and our way of examining it and evaluating its impor-
tance is not without certain ambiguities, it is important to revisit several 
basic questions that are still of current interest, including those specifically 
pertaining to biblical studies. i hope that a review of this type can help to 
keep alive the internal debate within feminist biblical studies as a whole in 
the twenty-first century.

i consider such a discussion to be an indispensable condition to ensure 
the possibility of survival of feminist exegesis and its ability to establish itself 

1. i shall refer exclusively to bibliographies that came into being during those decades. 
worthy of note is mercedes navarro Puerto, “Boletin Bibliográfico: Biblia, mujeres, femi-
nismo. i Parte: Biblia hebrea,” ’Ilu: Revista de Ciencias de las Religiones 14 (2009): 231–83; 
and “Boletín Bibliográfico: Biblia, mujeres, feminismo. ii Parte: el nuevo testamento y el 
cristianismo primitivo,” ’Ilu: Revista de Ciencias de las Religiones 15 (2010): 205–86. This 
work reports on exegetical research in spanish and italian as well as in German and eng-
lish. i have dealt with this subject in Perroni, “lettura femminile ed ermeueutica Femmini-
sta del nt: status Quaestionis,” RivB 41 (1993): 315–39; Perroni, “l’interpretazione Biblica 
Femminista tra ricerca sinottica ed ermeneutica Politica,” RivB 45 (1997): 439–67; Per-
roni, “cent’anni di solitudine: la lettura Femminista della scrittura,” Servitium 150 
(2003): 21–34.
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institutionally, given that the epistemological maturity of an area of research 
is in direct proportion to its internal scientific debates. The internal debates 
within every science are rooted in speculations that are already very abstract, 
and they are reopened each time an effort is made to consider a theoretical or 
practical reality not merely as incidental or cyclical but rather as structural. 
Particularly because of its flexibility, women’s studies must be considered a 
core of feminist biblical epistemology, a core that is cyclical and indispensable. 
above all, to focus on its singularity means positioning it within a method-
ological debate that helped to impart a scientific status to the feminist point of 
view during the twentieth century and to accord feminist biblical research a 
dialectically interlocutory specificity.

it is not insignificant that feminist thought was articulated and developed 
in the twentieth century. with respect to the history of the episteme, the last 
century was important in many ways. i shall mention two factors that seem 
extremely decisive. First, from the point of view of criteriology, the require-
ments of political theology and liberation theory encouraged the awareness 
that contextual theologies do not become mere adaptations, but require the 
development of critical paradigms. 

second, in terms of methodology, investigative research is now charac-
teristic even in theology; in addition, it provides concepts and criteria that are 
“open,” flexible, and functional, and offers a comprehensive form of engage-
ment among more disciplines. The conviction that theological reflection by 
christian scholars can henceforth only be ecumenical, at least in terms of per-
spective, with all that this involves not only in terms of overcoming contro-
versial opposition but also from the point of view of dialogical comparison, is 
not underrated. we shall see the broader nuances and the importance of this 
statement in the course of this essay. 

a final preliminary comment is indispensable because, even if in all 
probability it springs from resentment of my personal situation as an ital-
ian woman, it nevertheless makes it possible to identify a problem that, in a 
number of ways and with varying intensity, exists in other cultural circles as 
well. lexically, i use the word “feminist” to indicate a broad area of research. 
i am well aware that this involves a certain risk, because for many scholars it 
could be an unwelcome classification. however, the tendency—widespread 
in italy—to prefer the word “feminine” is as insidious as ever, because it is 
charged with ideological content that is even stronger, and for that reason 
more underhanded, than the content that may be attributed to the word 
“feminist.” The preference, particularly in clerical circles, for all the variants 
of the term “feminine,” including even “in a feminine way,” reminds us that 
no word is “innocent.” Generally speaking, therefore, i view as “feminist” all 
those studies that reveal—admittedly in a wide variety of approaches—a criti-
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cal intentionality with respect to any kind of monocratic male system, be it 
linguistic or sociopolitical, material or spiritual, atheist or religious.2 

2. Biblical women’s or Gender studies: some identity marks?

as i have already mentioned, my point of view is closely connected with my 
situation as a roman catholic, italian, female exegete. a reading of the inter-
esting online debate that for years has occupied scholars in various disciplines 
on the subject of “women’s studies versus gender studies”3 has subsequently 
confirmed my conviction that the distance between the english-speaking 
world, particularly the united states, and the latin world, particularly italy, 
is characterized by both a great diversity of horizons and a wealth of cultural 
intersections that are encouraged by the positioning of theological research 
within multidisciplinary academic circles.4 in the united states, ideas circu-
late and are modified at great speed. in the latin countries, the reactivity of 
scholars to, or even their participation in, the international cultural debate 
has in contrast slowed considerably, at least with respect to humanistic and 
theological studies in particular. a small number of catholic exegetes from 
southern europe have sought to encourage the importation of some subjects 
and problems that have been under discussion across the atlantic, but always 
iuxta modum (“with reservations”) and not without a certain perplexity. There 
has not been much traffic in the opposite direction. it is true that there is gen-
uine and characteristic censorious resistance, rather than perplexity, in our 
academic and ecclesiastical circles. But this does not mean that the debate has 
not been beneficial nonetheless: no separatism, whether elitist or censorious, 
can henceforth be useful to any cause, still less to the cause of women.

Thus, if we compare the energy of the online debate on the implications 
of the transition from women’s studies to gender studies, which has been 

2. in this connection i agree with the presentation of the premises of feminist theol-
ogy by teresa Forcades i Vila, La Teología Feminista en la Historia (Barcelona: Fragmenta, 
2011), 13–40.

3. This is just one of the innumerable voices that contribute to in-depth discussions 
of the status quaestionis of women’s studies in its various articulations and possibilities, 
complete with suggested bibliographies. wmst-l, a veritable trove of information, is an 
international electronic forum for teachers, researchers, librarians, and webmasters who 
are involved in the study of questions concerning the academic aspect of women’s studies 
[wmst-l File collection]. 

4. in italy, schools of theology are not part of the civil academic network. They operate 
under the authority of the churches. The catholic schools of theology are under the author-
ity of the Vatican via the pontifical schools; the others are under that of the episcopal con-
ference; and the one Protestant school of theology operates under the waldensian church. 
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developing in the u.s. for years, with what has occurred in italy, for exam-
ple, we are struck by the difference even in the fundamental terms of the 
debate itself. in the u.s., in engaging with a subject of reflection by schol-
ars in various disciplines on a crossdisciplinary question, such as that of the 
development of women’s studies, we encounter a basic assumption: that the 
transition from women’s studies to gender studies implies a denaturing loss 
of political drive. as soon as the word “women” disappears from women’s 
studies, thanks to an operation of inclusion via gender, both men and women 
are made the center of interest. The subversive political focus on women that 
characterized women’s studies from the beginning is indisputably weakened. 

in italy we experience a complete reversal of perspective: the practice of 
women’s studies is academically accepted precisely because, with respect to 
feminist biblical studies or gender studies, it is considered free of any ideologi-
cal or political implications. often this goes hand in hand with a strong resis-
tance to the assumption of theoretical benchmark horizons, and even more to 
cases of transformation characteristic of the “american” formulation, whether 
feminist or gender-related—frankly stated, a refusal to submit to a form of 
cultural colonialism considered theologically misleading. 

true, it is not by accident that in italy only a Protestant publishing house 
(claudiana) refrained from posing preliminary questions to openly feminist 
publications, while various catholic publishing houses cited explicit reserva-
tions concerning the publication of the series la Bibbia e le donne (The Bible 
and women), which were specifically motivated by contributions from the 
other side of the atlantic. on the other hand, it is true that in italy the small 
size of the biblical studies market does not allow any venturesome choice. 
in addition, catholic teaching exercises an explicit or implicit pressure over 
editorial policies. 

some will point out that this situation is limited solely to a single coun-
try, italy. This is only partly true. The “active resistance” to feminist exegesis 
is in fact more catholic than italian. even when questions of principle are 
involved, it is not always easy to draw a clear line between what is catholic and 
what is italian. There is no doubt, however, that theoretical arguments extend 
far beyond the confines of a single nation, and establish themselves through-
out the world with varying degrees of moderation, but nevertheless perva-
sively. This rings true even if, like italy, that country is considered emblematic 
for catholicity. and, starting from the closing decades of the last century, the 
various feminisms or questions surrounding the sex/gender binary have been 
presented as load-bearing elements of catholic religious ideology. 

on the other hand, resistance from academia, and not only male aca-
demia, in discussing the differences between feminist studies, women’s 
studies, and gender studies is still widespread. in latin countries this is not 
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always and not only because of an ideological allergy to any discussion of 
the status quo that is presumably neutral and thus considered unquestion-
able. during the twentieth century, the tumultuous development of feminist 
biblical science led to the emergence of a range of hermeneutical views, with 
its roots in political militancy within and outside the churches. its ideologi-
cal charge, both its geo-cultural and confessional circles of dissemination, 
as well as its meta-confessional and meta-religious openings are aimed at a 
broad spectrum of revision of the traditional exegetical system. added to 
this, and cutting across the various feminist approaches, is the heavy charge 
of methodological and also ideological “official suspicion” with respect to 
traditional exegesis, a suspicion that has generated aversion toward biblical 
scholars from origen to Bultmann. we need only to recall the statements of 
luise schottroff that articulate the challenge to the historical-critical method 
in order to understand that feminist exegesis seeks to unmask the ideology/
methodology nexus against any presumption of neutrality, including the 
neutrality ascribed to research methods and tools.5 Paradoxically, however, 
this precisely reinforced official catholic theology had always looked to the 
historical-critical method with great reservations. 

however, while to some extent a more historiographic, political, or socio-
logical connotation makes it possible to define the differences between wom-
en’s studies, gender studies, and feminist critical theory, it is also true that in 
addition to being different and sometimes even divergent, they also overlap 
in part—at least in their intentions—since they share the same concern with 
(re)discovery or (re)determination of the participation of women in biblical 
history, with particular attention to early christianity, an attention that goes 
beyond “archaeo-historical” recovery and implies instead expectations of 
transformation for the future.

what teresa Forcades states with respect to feminist theology is also true 
for exegesis: it is a critical position that starts from an experience of contra-
diction, and it requires one to take a personal stance that does not necessarily 
signify estrangement from institutions, but instead anticipates the possibility 
of influencing their transformation.6 whatever their approach, both the theo-
logians and the exegetes have taken up the principle of tua res agitur—“this 
concerns you”—that rudolf Bultmann indicated as the existential purpose of 
any critical exegesis, and have made it at least the motivational basis for their 
biblical research.

5. luise schottroff, silvia schroer, and marie-Theres wacker, eds., Feminist Interpreta-
tion: The Bible in Women’s Perspective (minneapolis: Fortress, 1998).

6. Forcades, La teología, 19–20.



254 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

on the other hand, women’s studies and gender studies diverge with 
respect to the positions they assume regarding recognition of the difference 
and the assessment of expression concerning the sex/gender difference. i am 
deliberately using the dual term “sex/gender” because it reminds us of the 
internal polemic surrounding gender studies with respect to the meaning to 
be attributed to male/female difference. This conflict, which centers on the 
question of whether to consider the body as a product of nature or as a social 
construct, is far from resolved, and it hinders the comparison of the various 
feminisms, namely, the feminisms of equality, distinction, and difference.7 

The basic premises of the sex/gender difference, on the other hand, cannot 
always be easily identified and described, because they involve an epistemo-
logical arc that ranges from the neurosciences to jurisprudence, from physiol-
ogy to anthropology, from philosophy to psychology and sociology. when 
documentary attention was brought to the type of historiographic research 
aimed at historicosocial reconstruction of contexts, it imparted great dyna-
mism to its own analytical point of view and became more attentive to social 
nexi and comparisons, even if this did not necessarily include an explicit 
assumption of political requirements.

3. women’s studies, Biblical Feminist studies,  
and Gender studies in italy and southern europe:  

identification and critical contestation

despite possible simplifications, i will attempt to delineate the specific scope 
of women’s studies, starting with what distinguishes it from biblical feminist 
studies and gender studies, at least through our understanding of this field 
of research in italy and, as i have discovered, in other countries of south-
ern europe as well. what normally passes for feminist critical theory is the 
tendency toward a systemic development of the male/female conflict and the 
possibility of moving beyond it. Gender studies in turn are understood to be 
the application of the sociological method that involves a mirror reading from 
social gender roles to biblical text interpretation, thereby leaving to women’s 
studies the task of rediscovering the figures of women present in the scriptural 
texts and in the interpretive traditions of scripture, without depriving such 
topical research of its specific critical strength. Precisely because the concept 
of “gender” tends to dissolve the difference between the sexes, and feminist 

7. in this connection, see adriana cavarero, Le Filosofie Femministe: Due Secoli di 
Battaglie Teoriche e Pratiche (ed. adriana cavarero and Franco restaino; milan: Bruno 
mondadori, 2009).
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critical theory looks to an ideological approach directed toward the overcom-
ing of sex-based oppression, it seems fundamental that historiographic recog-
nition is obligated to ensure a useful dialectical circularity between the differ-
ent approaches, and consequently rejects a position of neutrality.

let us therefore take as the first identity mark of women’s studies—as it is 
understood in italy—the broad scope of topical research. in its most rigorous 
performance, topical research of this type has had, and continues to have, a 
very important function as long as its basic system is secured by the use of his-
torical criticism or a convincing literary analysis. it makes it possible to bring 
a large quantity of data to light, and to reveal a network of elements that until 
now has remained buried under a Wirkungsgeschichte (history of activity) of 
texts markedly stamped by monosexism and directed essentially toward the 
centuries-old preservation of the patriarchal order among various christian 
churches.8

The limits of a topical approach are obvious, however. The fact that this 
area of research often opens the way to apologetics and has been enthusiasti-
cally put to the test by male exegetes who consider it a neutral operation is an 
embarrassing proof. nevertheless, because of the variety and multiplicity of 
results that are dependent upon various levels of exegetical competencies as 
well as bibliographic output, the topical approach to biblical studies enjoyed 
considerable dissemination at the close of the last century even in italy. such 
widespread dissemination has the merit of having helped to liberate the topos 
of “women in the Bible” from the spiritual, ascetic, or pastoral manipula-
tions that fill both early and recent ecclesiastical tradition. Furthermore, this 
exposure has restored “women in the Bible” to a specific historical and liter-
ary dignity.

however, the possibility of an acknowledged dissemination of the results 
of this type of research is another story. Basically, the current acritical vali-
dation of postmodern theories causes women to disappear from history yet 
again by reducing everything to a purely textual reality. while at first it rep-
resented a favorable alternative to biblical research on women, it could be 
considered in the long run a more serious danger than people have often 
been willing to admit.9 

8. in this connection the volume edited by adriana Valerio, Donne e Bibbia: Storia 
ed esegesi (la Bibbia nella storia 21; Bologna: dehoniane, 2006), can also be considered 
indicative for the italian public.

9. on this point i am in complete agreement with elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza when 
she warns feminists of this danger in her concise critical presentation of feminist christo-
logical research in Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical Issues in Feminist Chris-
tology (new york: continuum, 1994), 67–87. see also the critical review of the book by 
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in addition to its positioning within the scope of historical research, bibli-
cal women’s studies in italy is also characterized by three other traits. First of 
all, this field has received academic credence, admittedly after varying degrees 
of effort, in the various disciplines in which increasing attention is now being 
paid to the integrative function of a topical reading concerned with the pres-
ence of women in history. when it is done, however, it is done in the name of 
an historical research free of ideological commitments. any type of specific 
or systematic critical analysis is therefore omitted. often, moreover, even for 
women in academia, the search for vindication represents a specific and very 
real struggle.

a second identity mark that attests to the growing importance of bibli-
cal women’s studies is its commercial usability. For very obvious reasons, the 
publishing market considers subjects relating to women to be an important 
sales vector even in biblical circles. The attention to women figures in the Bible 
has had a major popular impact because it coincides with increasing access of 
women to biblical literacy, and also because it does not propose any explicit 
vindication or demand radical transformations of existing social and eccle-
siastical structures. it nonetheless represents a possibility for empowerment 
that is well suited to new forms of feminist awareness.

There is a third identity marker of biblical research on women that can be 
ascribed to the area of women’s studies as understood in italy: ecclesiastical 
credibility. in this regard, the italian situation offers a useful perspective. The 
attention paid to the subject of women in the hebrew and christian scrip-
tures, or even to a “feminine reading” of the sacred text—which is increasing 
even in the italian scientific and publishing worlds—has gradually come face 
to face with extremely strong resistance in relation to feminist critical herme-
neutics. This resistance is part of what has been defined as “the burgeoning of 
new theologies that has characterized and continues to characterize thinking 
on faith and the life of the church in central europe and the americas … the-
ologies that also include new biblical hermeneutics and in the face of which 
italy has remained a spectator.”10 The question of the relationship between 
theology and faith, which is often relegated to the margins of much theologi-
cal and scientific exegetic output, is instead postulated as a determining factor. 

romano Penna in RivB 4 (1998): 496–500. The comprehensive and intelligent presentation 
of her thought and work by the american exegete elizabeth Green, Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza (novecento teologico; Brescia: morcelliana, 2006) is also important in this con-
nection.

10. see Giuseppe Betori, “tendenze attuali nell’uso e nell’interpretazione della Bibbia,” 
in La Bibbia nell’epoca moderna e contemporanea, La Bibbia nella storia (ed. r. Fabris; Bolo-
gna: dehoniane, 1992), 247–91, here 257. 
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added to this is the fact that the perspective of gender is considered com-
pletely incompatible with the fundamental principles of catholic theology. 
catholic teaching has been set forth in extremely censorious terms that, at 
various levels of authority, leave no possibility for discussion. This situation 
cannot be underestimated. while in no way limited to the subject of women, 
it in fact calls into question the very nature of exegesis. i mention it here 
because i feel it represents the basis on which feminist exegesis, and particu-
larly women’s studies, are called upon to prove themselves not just in italy but 
around the globe.

4. Biblical women’s studies: a theological discipline?

The reference here to catholic teaching serves to focus on theological formu-
lations that feminist research must take into account, and not only in latin 
countries with a catholic tradition. in reality, it is the theological paradigm 
that has strong pervasive power among women—a paradigm that is shared 
by other churches or is current in interfaith circles, but rarely within femi-
nist critical theory or certain liberationist approaches. it may be painful to 
admit this, but it is a fact. For this reason it is important not to dismiss it 
as undue self-importance, but rather to discuss both its theoretical premises 
and its ecclesiastical functions. From this perspective, precisely women’s stud-
ies, understood above all as historical research, can serve as a useful trojan 
horse. in catholic circles, the document that embodied the acceptance of 
feminist exegesis by the Pontifical Biblical commission—an acceptance that 
positioned it among contemporary hermeneutic approaches—was a pivotal 
event.11 inasmuch as it is a document with restricted pedagogical value, the 
mere fact that the term “feminist” was used, and moreover was used with-
out being coupled with detailed explanations or criticisms, was completely 
unexpected, and continues to some extent to have positive effects. The com-
prehensive document, which referred to the historical-critical method as the 
“progenitor of all methods,” put an end to the exhausting and painful story 
of catholic biblical exegesis, and finally legitimized its intersection with the 
historical and human sciences. That is, it put an end to any lingering antimod-
ernism, and this is why it was so important. 

in this vein, it is not arbitrary to view this document as a clear and firm 
reaction to the position of the then-Prefect of the congregation for the doc-
trine of the Faith, Joseph ratzinger, who sought instead to provide orienting 
guidelines for an overturning of historical criticism and a return to the pri-

11. Pontificia commissione Biblica, L’interpretazione della Bibbia nella Chiesa, 1993.
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macy of dogma, including in scriptural interpretation. The text of his guide-
lines was widely disseminated because it was translated into a number of lan-
guages and triggered extensive debate in the world of international exegetics.12 
it overturned the standpoint set forth in Dei Verbum, the dogmatic constitu-
tion on divine revelation in which Vatican ii had approved the opening of 
catholic exegesis to historical research, and thus made a striking contribution 
to a specific project aimed at standardization of council guidelines. today, as 
is evident from the first two volumes of Gesù di Nazaret by Benedict XVi, that 
text very clearly appears to be indicative of a specific program.

ratzinger stated that feminist exegesis, together with materialist exege-
ses, was “a symptom of the breakdown of interpretation and hermeneutics,” 
because it considers “no longer truth but rather only that which can serve as a 
practice,” conducted in such a way that “the contribution of religious elements 
reinforces the rush to action.” Feminist exegesis therefore cannot “be an inter-
pretation of the text and its intentions,”13 and it poses a fundamental problem 
that is much more serious and radical.

These statements speak for themselves. They call out for commentary 
a further discussion. when ratzinger rejects feminist exegesis, along with 
any other exegesis directed toward social transformation, the very nature of 
exegesis requires, even if only involuntarily, that the discussion turn to the 
heart of the problem: what is the nature of biblical exegesis, the factor that 
precedes and guides any methodological choice? The answer is clear, but rich 
in implications: it is the ability to understand the intentions of the text. let us 
ignore the fact that for a theologian of his stripe the intention is to identify the 
“truth,” and the assumption that there is complete correspondence between 
truth and church doctrine. These are assumptions that are not very useful 
from an exegetical point of view. 

among exegetes, the discussion is very different, and not restricted to 
finding the intentio auctoris and/or the intentio textus, the intention of the 
author or the intention of the text. Biblical scholarship has problematized 
such an assumption on methodological and hermeneutical grounds. above 
and beyond this problem, however, exegesis, including the exegesis of biblical 
women’s studies, can place the question of the meaning of the text within the 
theological sciences. 

absence of a desire to subject biblical interpretation to doctrinary or 
pietistic stereotyping cannot signify abstention from research into the theo-

12. in italian, see Joseph ratzinger, “l’interpretazione Biblica in conflitto: Problemi 
del Fondamento ed orientamento dell’esegesi contemporanea,” in L’esegesi Cristiana Oggi 
(casale monferrato: marietti, 1991), 93–125.

13. ibid., 97.
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logical meaning internal to the text, that is, abstention from evaluation of 
the nature of religious texts or the value of theological texts. nor can topical 
research on women in scripture be considered exempt from such research. 
Thus, it is precisely here that its transformational impetus can take root. 

The composition and writing of the biblical texts accords with “pasto-
ral” needs, that is, must be directed toward establishing specific commu-
nity practices. Thus the interpretation of these texts also has to meet needs 
that are equally concrete with respect to the life of the churches. The risk of 
instrumentalization is not present in political exegeses any more than it is 
in spiritual exegeses. exegesis that searches for the intention of texts cannot 
be accused of instrumentalization with fundamentalist intent. respecting the 
intention of the texts in fact means also establishing whether, and on what 
terms, the adherence of the biblical texts to the reality of the time in which 
they were written opens or closes off their intrinsic potentiality for faith today. 
in my opinion, interpreting texts always includes the implicit but responsible 
assumption of a “theological pedagogy,” and therefore it is not possible to cut 
scripture and its interpretation off from the life of faith of the churches.

if, precisely for this reason, the defense of the theological dimension of 
biblical women’s studies is of necessity mediated by a comprehensive criti-
cal theory, the problem is all the more difficult. i glimpse possibilities here, 
but also risks. as in the case of other attempts to use systematic theoretical 
models, i ask, first of all, whether these models can serve in the interpretation 
of such complex texts as the Bible, which cannot be reduced to any omni-
comprehensive system and must remain nonreducible. Basically, i am asking 
whether such systems are an important heritage from the twentieth century, 
but are difficult to apply in the new century. time will tell.





Queer studies and critical masculinity  
studies in Feminist Biblical studies
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1. introduction and initial context

in the previous and current centuries, feminist studies has taken many forms, 
made both wide and specific impacts, and interacted with a range of allied or 
affiliated areas of study (as evidenced by the contributions within this volume). 
The development of queer studies and critical studies of masculinity reflect 
these feminist forms, impacts, and areas of study. indeed, the relationship 
among these approaches has been a fraught one, with occasionally compet-
ing (or even clashing) timelines, even as there were also striking confluences 
between feminist, queer, and critical masculinity studies. certainly feminisms 
influenced both of these academic developments, as will become evident over 
the course of this survey. yet it is useful to think of queer studies and critical 
masculinity studies (themselves oddly paired here), or at least the most com-
pelling parts of them, as specific kinds of feminist studies. Their development 
and practices were and are particular feminist projects. These confluences and 
compelling connections are at least partially mirrored in the development of 
queer studies and critical masculinity studies within biblical studies.

2. Queer studies (outside of Biblical studies)

The coining of the term “queer theory” is frequently attributed to a key essay 
by feminist teresa de lauretis, in which she calls for lesbian and gay studies to 
pay greater critical attention to differences within sexual minority communi-
ties in light of dynamics of gender, race, class, and geography.1 Queer studies, 

1. teresa de lauretis, “Queer Theory: lesbian and Gay sexualities: an introduction,” 
differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 3 (1991): iii–xviii.
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then, does not simply “belong” to lesbian and gay activists and scholars; from 
its beginnings, queer scholarship sought to complicate such claims to iden-
tity in parallel to the various ways in which feminist scholars were required 
to complicate any straightforward notions of how the category “woman” was 
constructed and deployed in light of womanist and mujerista critiques, among 
others. another feminist and a founding figure for queer studies, Judith Butler, 
will argue in a similar vein, insisting that there is no “proper object” for queer 
theories. Though it has historical and topical ties to lesbian and gay studies, 
queer studies are not confined to the study of sexual minorities or the topic of 
sexuality.2 in short, queer studies does not equal sexuality studies. such a divi-
sion of labor actually inhibits any attempt to interrogate how certain norms 
are created and enforced (an important aim for queer studies), particularly 
given how people socially construct the meaning of something like “sexuality” 
differently with and through gender, race, ethnicity, class, religion, age, ability, 
and national or colonial factors. From its inception, then, but increasingly as 
queer studies makes inroads and examines its own practices, intersectional 
forms of analysis are needed, modes that grapple with how multiple factors of 
power and identification intersect and reinforce each other.

The theories and perspectives that would come to define queer studies 
coalesced in response to and out of a number of different movements and 
practices in the last two decades or so of the twentieth century. Various queer 
theories draw promiscuously from a range of partners and participants, 
including feminists inside and outside of the academy, as well as historians of 
sexuality, scholars in lesbian and gay studies, theorists adapting poststructur-
alist and psychoanalytic concepts, and activists attending to a range of issues, 
including lesbian feminisms, rights for sexual minorities, and the aids crisis 
(many of whom adapted feminist strategies and concepts). drawing upon the 
theoretical articulations of feminist standpoint epistemology, queer theory 
can involve a kind of eccentric subjectivity or positionality connected to les-
bian and gay studies.3 yet queer theoretical work also tends to trouble the 
function of identity categories, aiming rather to identify and subvert compul-
sory processes of normalization and naturalization. Butler’s Gender Trouble, 
for instance, is a momentous work for late twentieth-century feminist theory 
and an early landmark in queer theory for the ways in which it interrogated 

2. For an interrogation of a “division of labor” in which feminists study gender and 
queer theorists study sexuality, see Judith Butler, “against Proper objects,” differences: A 
Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 6.2–3 (1994): 1–26.

3. see teresa de lauretis, “eccentric subjects: Feminist Theory and historical con-
sciousness,” Feminist Studies 16 (1990): 115–50; and david m. halperin, Saint Foucault: 
Toward a Gay Hagiography (new york: oxford university Press, 1995), 56–73.
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such processes of identification.4 Butler reinforces key feminist work on the 
social construction of both gender and sexuality, while questioning the way 
the category “woman” functions to stabilize problematic gender concepts and 
support a heteronormative framework for subjectivity.

Queer studies, then, has deep and significant roots in feminist theoretical 
work. This is further reflected by many, even most, of its most prominently 
cited and deployed thinkers: de lauretis, Butler, eve Kosofsky sedgwick, and 
Gayle rubin each explicitly name and work toward feminist aims.5 more 
controversially for feminist scholars, though, is the influence and impact of 
michel Foucault, another pivotal thinker for queer studies, whose perspec-
tive and utility are much debated between feminists of various theoretical and 
practical commitments.6 Foucault’s attention to the construction of discourses 
and their powerful effects on bodies certainly corresponds with a number of 
feminist trajectories, though his persistent inattention to women within such 
interests is admittedly curious. nevertheless, his work has proven adaptable 
for both feminist and queer purposes, particularly in the ways that queer stud-
ies focuses not on stable subjectivities, but on how various subjects are disci-
plined by calls to be, behave, or become normal or natural.

indeed, the relation of queer to regimes of the normal and the natural is 
crucial for the development of queer activism and the parallel forms it takes in 
the academy. The selection of this particular word is purposeful, given queer’s 
previous (and often still current) pejorative or derogatory uses. as a term that 
aims to pathologize or marginalize its targets, queer means odd, abnormal, or 
perverse. it has been used both as slang for homosexuals and as a homophobic 
term aimed at those who apparently do not adequately fit (enough) with dom-
inant points of view. Therefore, its use for a different purpose indicates a spirit 

4. Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (new york: 
routledge, 1990).

5. see previously cited works, as well as Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive 
Limits of “Sex” (new york: routledge, 1993); Butler, Undoing Gender (new york: routledge, 
2004); and eve Kosofsky sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial 
Desire (new york: columbia university Press, 1985); sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet 
(Berkeley: university of california Press, 1990); and Gayle s. rubin, Deviations: A Gayle 
Rubin Reader (durham, n.c.: duke university Press, 2011). sedgwick’s work is also influ-
ential in critical masculinity studies. 

6. see, for instance, irene diamond and lee Quinby, eds., Feminism and Foucault: 
Reflections on Resistance (Boston: northeastern university Press, 1988); Jana sawicki, 
Disciplining Foucault: Feminism, Power, and the Body (new york: routledge, 1991); lois 
mcnay, Foucault and Feminism: Power, Gender, and the Self (cambridge: Polity, 1992); and 
susan J. hekman, ed., Feminist Interpretations of Michel Foucault (university Park: Penn-
sylvania state university Press, 1996).
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of reclamation and even defiance in the face of insult and injury. The force, 
and often the excitement, of this term comes from the resignifying, even the 
reversal in its evaluation. Those groups and scholars who have reclaimed this 
word will not dispute that it connotes abnormality or nonconformity. rather, 
they will dispute that such a contrary relation to “the normal” and often “the 
natural” is a negative thing. Queer, then, can indicate a challenge to regimes 
of the normal, a desire to resist and contest such a worldview. in this sense, 
then, queer is less an identity and more a disposition, a mode of examining 
the processes that cast certain people and practices into categories of normal 
and abnormal and then of interrogating the various effects of such processes. 
Queer can also work more like a verb or adverb: to “queer” an arrangement of 
power and privilege, or to interpret queerly by attending to certain dynamics. 
This is mostly how i use the term (as one might have noted by the description 
thus far).

Queer studies, then, can mean the study of those processes called “nor-
malization” which have often been used against lGBtiQ people, but not only. 
Foucault is helpful in describing normalization as those exercises in power that 
perform and combine five particular operations by (1) comparing activities; 
(2) differentiating between them; (3) arranging them into a hierarchy of value; 
(4) imposing a homogenized category to which one should conform (within 
this hierarchy); and (5) excluding those who differ, and are thus abnormal.7 as 
Foucault’s various works on power and sexuality became available in english 
translations,8 such techniques for analysis found wider audiences and con-
tributed to the rise of queer theories in the 1980s and 1990s.

such techniques reflect the resistance that many queer theorists show 
toward defining their tasks to one set of limited questions and concerns, indi-
cating the mobility of a term such as queer. instead of being a source of frus-
tration, this quality of queer theories makes it quite useful, given how it adapts 
to new contours and critically reflects on its own practices. since the queer 
is arrayed in a contesting relation with and against the normal, there is an 
underlying suspicion about imposing only one meaning or insisting that there 
is only one task for a queer thinker and activist. Thus, it is important to keep in 
mind that no definition and description of queer theories can be exhaustive; 
in fact, any claim to be giving the final and definitive version of what queer 
theories are or do would itself be un-queer! my introduction of such concepts 
and practices, then, will by necessity need to struggle with this aspect of queer 

7. michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (trans. alan sheri-
dan; new york: Vintage, 1979), 182–84.

8. see especially Foucault, An Introduction (vol. 1 of The History of Sexuality; trans. 
robert hurley; new york: Vintage, 1978).
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theories, even as i strive to indicate briefly only some of the unique and useful 
directions queer interpretations can and do take.

ironically, even as queer theories direct us to interrogate basic assump-
tions and critique received narratives, a standardized story is beginning to 
be told about what queer theories are and what they do. in fact, by beginning 
with thinkers like Butler and Foucault, i have at least initially reproduced one 
such common narrative. if the queer impulse to contest normativity is to be 
maintained, then one must recognize that there are other ways to organize 
and describe queer sorts of approaches and analyses. a questioning disposi-
tion to ideas, practices, and presumptions that seem foundational or funda-
mental to any of our social structures—particularly what we call normal or 
natural—hones both critical reflection and intersectional analysis for queer 
theorists. such a disposition highlights that other stories can be told about 
work that, for instance, precedes Foucault and exceeds his focus. one of the 
longest critical engagements of the operations of sexuality as it intersects with 
a wide range of social dynamics can be found in the work of “women of color 
feminists” like audre lorde, Barbara smith, and Gloria anzaldúa.9 Queer 
theories meet their critical potential when they recognize how the subjects of 
gender and sexuality are not fixed, but are enmeshed and moving in trajec-
tories within and between intersecting differences and multiple dynamics of 
power. when queer modes fail to recognize this and, in turn, reinforce certain 
normalizing trajectories, it is justifiable to ask “what’s queer about queer stud-
ies now?”10 The charge to think and work in increasingly intersectional ways 
might just be recalling one of the impulses behind de lauretis’s first use of 
queer theory (precisely at a time when feminists had themselves been grap-
pling with differences within and between women). such multiple genealogies 
for queer studies suggest that readers and users of this volume would be wise 
to attend to and mix insights from those entries that engage critical feminist 
approaches to gendered, sexual, racial, ethnic, economic, class, colonial, and 
national dynamics, among others.

9. see audre lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkeley: crossing, 1984); 
lorde, I Am Your Sister: Collected and Unpublished Writings of Audre Lorde (ed. rudolph 
P. Byrd et al.; oxford: oxford university Press, 2009); Barbara smith, ed., Home Girls: A 
Black Feminist Anthology (new york: Kitchen table: women of color, 1983); and Gloria 
anzaldúa, Borderlands: The New Mestiza-La Frontera (san Francisco: aunt lute, 1987); 
and anzaldúa, The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader (ed. analouise Keating; durham: duke uni-
versity Press, 2009). see a similar critique in roderick a. Ferguson, Aberrations in Black: 
Toward a Queer of Color Critique (minneapolis: university of minnesota Press, 2004).

10. david l. eng et al., “introduction: what’s Queer about Queer studies now?” 
Social Text 23.3–4 (2005): 1–17.
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Queer studies, then, develops and proceeds in ways similar to feminist 
studies, since queer studies aims to counter oppression and pathologiza-
tion, while interrogating the arguments about the “normal” and the “natural” 
that buttress such dynamics. Feminists, for instance, counter the oppression 
of women by challenging sexist arguments and institutions that claim that 
females (and males) have certain essential, biological, or “natural” traits. Their 
targets are similar and even interrelated, as contesting heterosexism requires 
contesting sexism (and, to be honest, vice versa). Feminists must work to rec-
ognize and resist the androcentrism that constructs a (certain elite pale) male 
point of view as normal, just as queer scholars do likewise with heteronorma-
tivity, both aiming to displace oppressive claims about what is essential and 
valued, what should be seen as natural and normal. works like Butler’s Gender 
Trouble, then, are signal efforts for both queer and feminist studies not only 
because gender and sexuality are so closely and mutually constructed, but also 
because the interrogation of gender categories is crucial for resisting the forms 
of exclusion and domination they encounter.

3. masculinity studies (outside of Biblical studies)

even as masculinity had been an intermittent subject of previous feminist 
analyses, the final decades of the century marked a change in approach by 
some feminist and feminist-allied scholars. This change can be followed 
through both the continuing expansion of subjects for feminist analysis and 
the differentiating response to the emergence of many “men’s movement” 
groups. such groups frequently subscribe to gender essentialist and outright 
antifeminist viewpoints that are irreconcilable with the aims of feminist stud-
ies (in or outside of biblical studies).11 it is important, then, to separate those 
who claimed some sort of parallel “men’s liberation” or “masculinist” identity 
from those male supporters of and advocates for women’s rights, and then, 
further, both of these groups from those scholars and activists who turned 
a specifically feminist lens upon masculinity as a construction and practice. 
indeed, the second of these groups go back to what we might call “first wave 
feminism,” when activists like Frederick douglass reflected on the intertwined 
histories of abolitionist and women’s rights efforts.12 yet the role of males in 
feminist efforts and communities will remain controversial for over a century, 

11. For some responses and dialogues between such groups and males allied with 
feminists, see michael s. Kimmel, ed., The Politics of Manhood: Profeminist Men Respond 
to the Mythopoetic Men’s Movement (and the Mythopoetic Leaders Answer) (Philadelphia: 
temple university Press, 1995).

12. scholars often also highlight the central role of certain males in political philoso-
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as reflected even in debates about what such males should call themselves: 
profeminist, antisexist, feminist-allied, but seldom simply feminist. such con-
cerns over the presence of, names for, or alliances with, males in movements 
for women’s rights tended to be lower among groups, like women of color 
feminists, socialist feminists, or lesbian feminists, when they saw the impor-
tance of working across gendered lines in order to fight intersecting structures 
of oppression: sexism alongside and within racism, capitalism, or heterosex-
ism (see, e.g., the combahee river collective).13

still, there is an important difference between males in feminist studies 
and the feminist (or at least feminist-influenced) analysis of masculinity.14 
Feminists have long interrogated how masculinity has been defined, or at least 
men have, in contrast to women. often, as in the work of simone de Beau-
voir, this was done to trace how woman has historically been conceived as 
the “other” to the man—conceived as the stable, typical, and reliable subject, 
the “one” who is rational and therefore naturally essential and superior to his 
“other.”15 while feminists have powerfully interrogated this picture of women 
for many decades, it is only in the last three decades that the subject of mas-
culinity as a powerful and problematic construction has received sustained 
attention. critical masculinity studies, then, begins by viewing masculinity as 
a result of specific cultural representations and social practices.

in fact, critical masculinity studies takes as its focus not a singular 
object, masculinity, but rather plural masculinities, recognizing that such 
concepts and practices take many different forms. one of the more influen-
tial conceptualizations of these plural masculinities by r. w. connell begins 
by acknowledging the concentration of social power among males.16 This 
concentration is maintained through a culturally dominant ideal or norm 
for masculinity, or hegemonic masculinity. hegemonic masculinity refers 
not to males’ essential place in the sociopolitical order, but to the practices 

phy (like John stuart mill and Friedrich engels) for contributing key arguments about 
women’s rights.

13. combahee river collective, “a Black Feminist statement,” in The Second Wave: A 
Reader in Feminist Theory (ed. linda nicholson; new york: routledge, 1997), 63–70.

14. two helpful resources for sorting the roles of feminisms and feminist theories 
within masculinity studies are Judith Kegan Gardiner, ed., Masculinity Studies and Feminist 
Theory: New Directions (new york: columbia university Press, 2002); and Peter F. murphy, 
ed., Feminism and Masculinities (oxford: oxford university Press, 2004).

15. simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (trans. h. m. Parshley; new york: Vintage, 
1989; first published 1949).

16. raewyn w. connell, Masculinities (Berkeley: university of california Press, 1995). 
see also connell, Gender and Power (stanford, calif.: stanford university Press, 1987); and 
connell, The Men and the Boys (cambridge: Polity, 2000).
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that position certain males in the highest rungs of a gender hierarchy. when 
tracing this form of masculinity, then, masculinity studies grapples with cer-
tain practices among those socialized to be masculine, including aggression, 
competition, and even violence; authority, paternalism and heterosexuality; 
emotional control or remoteness, physical strength or resilience, and eco-
nomic production. such practices give certain males greater social clout in 
order to exercise dominance, even as (or perhaps because) hegemonic mas-
culinity as an ideal is nearly impossible to achieve or quite simply be. its 
comic unattainability is compatible with many of Butler’s arguments about 
the inherent instability of gender as performative: it is panicked in its need 
to be repeatedly practiced and constantly reinforced, all in order to appear 
natural. This is one aspect of its power, but also a place from which it can be 
denaturalized and destabilized.

The plurality of masculinities, though, indicates that there is more than 
just hegemonic masculinity to consider, reinforcing the possibilities for sub-
verting or resisting hierarchically arranged norms, as well as maintaining or 
even reinforcing them. unfortunately, the next category in connell’s gender 
hierarchy reflects the effectiveness of hegemonic masculinity, even given its 
ostensible “failures.” complicit forms of masculinity occur when males benefit 
from the patriarchally arranged gender order by at least partially correspond-
ing to or aspiring to participate along the lines of the ideal represented by 
hegemonic masculinity. (The layered complicities and interwoven aspects of 
this hierarchy might remind feminist biblical scholars of elisabeth schüssler 
Fiorenza’s conceptualization of kyriarchy.17) Those who conform even less to 
the features of this norm are described in terms of subordinated masculinities. 
The most prominent examples of these include racially and sexually minori-
tized males, indicating that this gender hierarchy differentiates between sev-
eral different kinds of males, not just between males and females. 

nevertheless, in connell’s conceptualization, all of these masculinities are 
still more hierarchically valued than femininity. most males benefit in one way 
or the other from the subordinated place of females and femininities. Thus, 
connell is not simply identifying a range of gender differences, or even differ-
ent masculinities, but stressing male dominance as supported by claims about 
male difference(s). The aim of critical masculinity studies, so conceived, is not 
just to catalogue the forms masculinity takes; rather, it moves from identifying 
to interrogating and critiquing the impacts of these forms. in this way, critical 
masculinity studies destabilizes the claims made by many “men’s movement” 

17. see, for instance, elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Rhetoric and Ethic: The Politics of 
Biblical Studies (minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), ix.
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figures, particularly when those figures assert some sort of natural role or even 
biological grounding for a “real” and monolithic masculinity. masculinity 
studies aims to denaturalize gender, both masculinity and femininity, contest-
ing hegemonic conceptions of masculinity and the accompanying, oppressive 
views of femininity. Further, it demonstrates the ways that these hegemonic 
conceptions discipline and damage males (even while providing some signifi-
cant cultural and political capital to most).18 indeed, hegemonic masculinity’s 
structural support for elite, heteronormative pale males can be troubled and 
undermined by alternative masculinities, not only those enacted by racially 
and/or sexually minoritized males, but even by masculine females.19 in that 
light, masculinity does not simply “belong” to “biological men.”

critical masculinity studies, then, is an extension of or simply just one 
particular exercise within feminist analysis. The analytic practices of mascu-
linity studies show its clear conceptual debts to the social constructionism 
that is characteristic of a great deal of both feminist and queer scholarly work. 
its aim to interrogate the construction of masculinities in forms of domina-
tion and oppression is compatible with a range of feminist practices, while 
its examination of alternative masculinities overlaps with queer studies’ chal-
lenges to heteronormativity. such interconnections are inevitable once a field 
of study grasps how masculinity was and is defined in opposition to females 
and queer males (among others). hegemonic masculinity is not only misogy-
nist in its devaluation of femininity, but also homophobic in its flight from 
certain kinds of male contact (particularly with those males who are ostensi-
bly too closely associated with femininity).

as the current century began, some of the potential tensions and concerns 
previously articulated by feminist scholars about their colleagues in masculin-
ity studies (particularly in the 1980s) have settled into the mostly uncontro-
versial current consensus about feminist kinds of and collaborations with(in) 
masculinity studies.20 whereas masculinity was previously unmarked, mas-
culinity studies highlights how masculinity is indeed a gender, quite often tied 

18. see michael s. Kimmel, Manhood in America: A Cultural History (new york: 
Free, 1996).

19. see Judith halberstam, Female Masculinity (durham, n.c.: duke university 
Press, 1999).

20. For an important expression of these initial concerns about males participating 
in feminist academic enterprises (and particularly literary criticism), see alice Jardine and 
Paul smith, eds. Men in Feminism (new york: methuen, 1987). For further elaboration on 
the current consensus, see Judith Kegan Gardiner, “introduction,” in Masculinity Studies 
and Feminist Theory (ed. Judith Kegan Gardiner; new york: columbia university Press, 
2002), 1–29, especially 11–15.
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to the distribution of power and privilege to certain kinds of males. Though 
forces work to make it appear essential and natural, masculinity is neither 
stable nor monolithic, but constructed, contingent, and changing according to 
a variety of conditions and contexts. Feminist, queer, and masculinity studies 
often share similar starting points about social constructions, accounting for 
their suspicion of any essentializing conception that claims that a sex, gender, 
or sexuality is natural, unchanging, or even crosscultural. Finally, for social 
change around any of these topics to be possible, scholarly and political col-
laboration between feminist, queer, and masculinity studies is necessary and 
useful. despite previous debates about who can participate in which fields and 
movements, males have contributed to feminist studies, females to masculin-
ity studies, and heterosexuals to queer studies. as queer studies and critical 
masculinity studies developed, it became incumbent to recognize that none 
of these fields are the exclusive property of only particular identity groups, but 
are organized around certain commitments and practices. if nothing else, the 
prominent contributions of a feminist scholar like eve sedgwick (who identi-
fied neither as a lesbian nor as male) within both queer studies and critical 
masculinity studies makes this evident.

to be clear, then, critical masculinity studies are engaged in interrogating 
and resisting hegemonic masculinity—constructions of masculine identifica-
tion and differentiation that maintain sexism and heterosexism, for example—
not defending or recuperating it. understood in this fashion, critical studies of 
masculinities are not antifeminist but rather part of a very particular exercise 
of or within a larger feminist project.

4. impacts and Practices within Feminist Biblical studies

Thus, as the twentieth century drew to a close, the academic environments 
were rather different from the contexts in which feminist biblical studies first 
emerged. as the Bible and culture collective noted in its own moment: “in 
the 1990s, feminist studies finds sometime allies in gender studies, gay and 
lesbian studies, men’s studies, and studies of sexuality.”21 The feminist alliances 
and interconnections described thus far outside of biblical studies (including 

21. The Bible and culture collective, “Feminist and womanist criticism,” in The Post-
modern Bible (new haven: yale university Press, 1995), 225–71, here 269. The conclusion 
to this entry also notes that, though scholars might be using different (if allied) terms in 
feminist, gender, black, ethnic, postcolonial, and sexuality studies, for example, cultural 
forces of regulation and domination do not discriminate between these: any critical reflec-
tion upon gender or its intersections with sexuality, race, ethnicity, economy and empire 
is treated as a threat.
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its feminist forms) will eventually be reflected and even crystallized in bibli-
cal interpretation influenced by queer studies and critical masculinity studies, 
two areas that also share elements but are not exactly identical to each other 
either. Queer work in biblical studies will be more voluminous than work that 
interrogates the constructions of masculinity, likely because of the prominent 
and persistent ways biblical images, arguments, and ideas are still used to 
target lGBtiQ people in various political and ecclesial contexts.

such a tendency is less marked than in the neighboring discipline of clas-
sical studies, in which the interested reader can find a veritable explosion of 
research on Greek and roman masculinities. Given the porous or even par-
asitical relationship between classical studies and new testament and early 
christian studies, it is not surprising to find relatively more focus on mascu-
linity in these areas than in hebrew Bible studies. The masculine self-fash-
ioning described by maud Gleason’s Making Men, for instance, proves influ-
ential for a number of contributions, starting perhaps with Virginia Burrus’s 
“Begotten, Not Made”: Conceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity.22 The ancient 
forms, arguments, and practices of masculinity delineated in classical stud-
ies, then, reinforce key claims about the construction and contextualization 
of masculinity, while providing the point of contact and contrast for scholars 
resituating and reconsidering the various forms of masculinity in new tes-
tament and early christian texts.23 This methodological tendency to begin 
with the similarities and differences from the surrounding, often dominant 
culture, is reflected in the range of contributions to Janice capel anderson 
and stephen d. moore’s New Testament Masculinities, up to and through col-

22. maud w. Gleason, Making Men: Sophists and Self-Presentation in Ancient Rome 
(Princeton: Princeton university Press, 1995); Virginia Burrus “Begotten, Not Made”: Con-
ceiving Manhood in Late Antiquity (stanford, calif.: stanford university Press, 2000). other 
important works in classical approaches to masculinity include carlin Barton, The Sorrows 
of the Ancient Romans: The Gladiator and the Monster (Princeton: Princeton university 
Press, 1993); Jonathan walters, “ ‘no more Than a Boy’: The shifting construction of mas-
culinity from ancient Greece to the middle ages,” Gender and History 5 (1991): 20–33; 
walters, “invading the roman Body: manliness and impenetrability in roman Thought,” 
in Roman Sexualities (ed. Judith P. hallett and marilyn B. skinner; Princeton: Princeton 
university Press, 1997), 29–43; and craig a. williams, Roman Homosexuality: Ideologies of 
Masculinity in Classical Antiquity (new york: oxford university Press, 1999).

23. For a helpful, if initial, charting of masculinity studies in new testament stud-
ies, including its debts to classics and differences from “men’s movements,” see stephen d. 
moore, “ ‘o man, who art Thou…?’: masculinity studies and new testament studies,” in 
New Testament Masculinities (ed. stephen d. moore and Janice capel anderson; semeiast 
45; atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2003), 1–22.
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leen conway’s more recent Behold the Man.24 such scholarship traces the ways 
these texts present figures and standards for conduct that match as well as fail 
to conform to the idealized forms of masculinity (what connell might call 
hegemonic masculinity). while these interpretations are often too optimis-
tic about figures like Jesus or Paul, they at least conceive such marginalized 
or resistant practices of masculinity as aligned against the patriarchy, ethnic 
privilege, and/or imperialism of its time, finding common cause with or as 
feminist scholarship.

what masculinity studies in hebrew Bible tend to lack in amount are 
more than balanced by efforts at systematization, particularly in the efforts of 
david J. a. clines.25 clines has repeatedly attempted to delineate what quali-
ties have been attached to masculinity, in both the ancient context of stories 
surrounding figures like david and the more modern context in which bibli-
cal figures are received as conforming to more recent norms for masculinity. 
The david narratives reflect his superior masculinity through such qualities as 
fighting, persuasion, beauty, male-bonding, womanlessness, and musicality.26 
The association between masculinity and violence, of both the military and 
sexual varieties, has been a recurrent concern for feminist scholars like renita 
J. weems, particularly when engaging with troubling aspects of the prophetic 
literature.27 The tight, even synonymous connection between violence and 
manliness in the hebrew Bible has been most acutely articulated by harold c. 
washington, whose work follows closely on the heels of an important collec-
tion by claudia camp and carole Fontaine.28

24. moore and anderson, New Testament Masculinities; and colleen conway, Behold 
the Man: Jesus and Greco-Roman Masculinity (oxford: oxford university Press, 2008). 
conway’s second chapter is even titled “how to Be a man in the Greco-roman world.”

25. david J. a. clines, “david the man: The construction of masculinity in the 
hebrew Bible,” in Interested Parties: The Ideology of Writers and Readers of the Hebrew 
Bible (sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1995), 212–43; clines, “Ecce Vir, or, Gender-
ing the son of man,” in Biblical Studies/Cultural Studies (ed. J. cheryl exum and stephen 
d. moore; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1998), 352–75; and clines “he-Prophets: 
masculinity as a Problem for the hebrew Prophets and Their interpreters,” in Sense and 
Sensitivity: Essays on Reading the Bible in Memory of Robert Carroll (ed. alistair G. hunter 
and Philip r. davies; london: sheffield academic Press, 2002), 311–27. For a more recent 
contextualization of critical masculinity studies, particularly in relation to feminist and 
queer approaches to the hebrew Bible, see deryn Guest, Beyond Feminist Biblical Studies 
(sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, 2012).

26. in fact, these qualities make up the headings of the first half of clines, “david 
the man.”

27. see renita J. weems, Battered Love: Marriage, Sex and Violence in the Hebrew 
Prophets (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1995).

28. see harold c. washington, “Violence and the construction of Gender in the 
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clines’s efforts are also intriguing for the way they provide an academi-
cally autobiographical (though contested) rationale for a critical approach to 
masculinity in biblical interpretation. as he narrates it:

one day, feeling a little marginalized by the impact of feminist biblical criti-
cism, i asked cheryl exum, in the words of Peter, what shall this “man” 
do?, feeling sure that feminist criticism could be no business of mine. i got a 
one-word answer: masculinity; and i have gone in the strength of that word 
forty days and forty nights.29

This brief anecdote reveals the feminist impulses behind work like clines as 
well as common mistakes about the division of labor between and within fem-
inist, queer, and masculinity studies. indeed, as i have already noted, scholars 
who happen to be female and, more relevantly, feminist have done important 
work in masculinity studies (in and outside of biblical studies), and scholars 
who happen to be male and, again more relevantly, feminist have contrib-
uted to feminist studies (again, in and outside of biblical studies).30 The lines 
between feminist, masculinity, and queer studies are so blurry that policing 
any apparent boundaries among (or within) them seems unnecessary and 
even counterproductive.

indeed, many works traverse not only the lines between feminist and 
masculinity studies, but also those that ostensibly differentiate queer and 
masculinity studies. in a series of articles, Brigitte Kahl, for example, has 
reflected upon the emphasis on masculinity as well as the potential gender 
trouble in Paul’s letter to the Galatians.31 Kahl asserts that this letter is the 

hebrew Bible: a new historicist approach,” BibInt 5 (1997): 324–63; claudia V. camp and 
carol r. Fontaine, eds., Women, War, and Metaphor: Language and Society in the Study of 
the Hebrew Bible (Semeia 61 [1993]).

29. clines, “Ecce Vir,” 353.
30. since this chapter has already highlighted several instances of the former, it might 

be relevant to point out instances of the latter. washington coedited an important feminist 
volume, Escaping Eden: New Feminist Perspectives on the Bible (ed. harold washington 
et al.; new york: new york university Press, 1999), and has made several useful feminist 
contributions besides; and i would be remiss not to point out my own commitments and 
contributions. (in fact, it is telling that, though my previous work has seldom if ever explic-
itly interrogated masculinity per se, my assigned contribution to the present volume was 
meant to include masculinity studies alongside queer studies.)

31. Brigitte Kahl, “der Brief an die Gemeinden in Galatien: Vom unbehagen der 
Geschlechter und anderen Problemen des andersseins,” in Kompendium feministischer 
Bibelauslegung (ed. luise schottroff and marie-Theres wacker; Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 
1998), 603–11; Kahl, “Gender trouble in Galatia? Paul and the rethinking of difference,” 
in Is There a Future for Feminist Theology? (ed. deborah F. sawyer and diane m. collier; 
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most phallocentric in the second testament: “nowhere else have we so 
much naked maleness exposed as the centre of a deeply theological and 
highly emotional debate: foreskin, circumcision, sperm, castration, to name 
only some of the relevant terms.”32 at times, Kahl’s argument proceeds via 
rather traditional approaches, conducting a literary analysis of the letter 
through word statistics and stressing the recurrence in several chapters of 
terminologies such as sonship and oneness. yet these articles make quite 
nontraditional claims that Paul is mitigating masculine authority, subvert-
ing hierarchical binaries, and delegitimizing biological categories. explicitly 
feminist, yet focused on masculinity, Kahl underscores how such Pauline 
arguments manage also to reconceptualize femininity and motherhood 
through their different readings of the creation, kinship, and circumcision 
accounts in Genesis.33 in fact, to Kahl’s eyes, this Paul appears rather queerly, 
as a transgendered maternal figure in labor pains (4:19).34 Kahl’s explication 
of the “gender trouble” in Galatia allows her to read Paul’s letter as a critical 
interrogation of masculinity, and yet also an apostolic transformation away 
from it.

still, even as one of the titles of these articles echoes Butler’s famous work 
Gender Trouble, Kahl’s analyses reflect, but manage also to obscure, the influ-
ence of queer studies outside of biblical studies. Kahl does not explicitly cite or 
reflect upon key concepts like Butler’s gendered performativity, Foucault’s dis-
ciplinary power, or either of their reflections on practices of the self. Those bib-
lical scholars who will engage such concepts tend also to be those with exten-
sive backgrounds or interactions with literary theory and cultural studies. 

a touchstone work in this regard, with a searing focus on hypermas-
culinity in biblical texts and interpreters (and the cultures that love them), 
is moore’s God’s Gym.35 in this work, moore interrogates broader cultural 
fixations around violence, control, and masculinity by juxtaposing the tor-
tured male body of Jesus and the spectacularly perfected biblical bodies of 
the divine, in general, alongside and akin to the bodies treated by butch-

sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1999), 57–73; and Kahl, “no longer male: masculinity 
struggles behind Galatians 3.28?” JSNT 79 (2000): 37–49.

32. Kahl, “Gender trouble,” 57; cf. Kahl, “der Brief an die Gemeinden,” 604; and Kahl, 
“no longer male,” 40–41.

33. Kahl, “Gender trouble,” 68–73; and Kahl, “no longer male,” 42–43, 48–49.
34. see Kahl, “Gender trouble,” 60, 68; and Kahl, “no longer male,” 43, 49; cf. Beverly 

r. Gaventa, “The maternity of Paul: an exegetical study of Galatians 4.19,” in The Con-
versation Continues: Studies in Paul and John in Honour of J. Louis Martyn (ed. robert r. 
Fortna and Beverly r. Gaventa; nashville: abingdon, 1990), 189–210. 

35. stephen d. moore, God’s Gym: Divine Male Bodies of the Bible (new york: rout-
ledge, 1996).
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ers, autopsies, and body-builders. as anachronistic and idiosyncratic as 
this technique might be (particularly in biblical studies), moore’s analysis 
remains incisively relevant and revelatory about the impact of interpretive 
histories, borrowing and adapting frequently from Foucault’s sense of disci-
plinary power. The central symbol of Jesus’ dead body prepares its viewers to 
be docile bodies for normalization. The wrath of God—cast as “’roid rage”—
highlights that one is in the presence of a hegemonic hypermasculinity that 
opposes and attempts to expel anything feminine.36 Just as feminist scholars 
have focused upon gendered pronouns, moore highlights how the insistent 
barrage of masculine pronouns buries and all but extinguishes the female 
metaphors scholars like Phyllis trible found for the deity.37 with clear links 
to cultural studies approaches, including those of feminists, moore’s work 
reminds readers that if a figure is embodied, it is also hauntingly and poten-
tially horrendously gendered. 

in this sense, moore’s narrations of biblical views on masculinity are far 
less optimistic than Kahl’s: the divine is foreboding, even threatening, a kind 
of troubling that is not positively transformative. yet, both types of analy-
sis are often quite different, even opposed to, malestream biblical criticism, 
and are allied and interconnected with many feminist and queer approaches. 
such work is poised to make vital contributions to feminist, critical masculin-
ity, and queer approaches to biblical interpretation.38 Thus, simultaneously, 
such studies also anticipate and/or participate in the development of queer 
approaches to biblical interpretation. 

Queer approaches similarly depart from traditional methodologies and 
perspectives, while sharing concerns and strategies with feminist approaches. 
as was the case outside of biblical studies, inside biblical studies many, even 
most, of the first scholars working in queer approaches are also committed to 
or connected with feminist strategies and goals. like queer studies, in general, 
queer biblical interpretation also has debts to and departures from gay lib-
erationist and critical sexuality studies. such studies have often, by necessity, 
been shaped by the contemporary use of certain “clobber passages” from the 

36. ibid., 96–101.
37. ibid., 102, where he also quotes and cites the admission of Phyllis trible, God and 

the Rhetoric of Sexuality (oBt; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), 23 n. 5. For further reflections 
on the masculinity of the deity, see howard eilberg-schwartz, God’s Phallus and Other 
Problems for Men and Monotheism (Boston: Beacon, 1994).

38. moore’s later, more (?) queerly inflected collection demonstrates this continued 
overlap, given that his targets for analysis and subversion include both compulsory hetero-
sexuality and hegemonic masculinity (see moore, God’s Beauty Parlor: And Other Queer 
Spaces in and around the Bible [stanford, calif.: stanford university Press, 2001], 17).
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Bible against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered people (among others) 
in both ecclesial and political contexts. evoking trible’s earlier feminist work, 
robert Goss justifiably labeled these passages as further “texts of terror.”39 

From this particular religious and cultural context, then, three kinds of 
strategies developed. The first attempted to recuperate other, more gay-affir-
mative biblical traditions, such as david and Jonathan, ruth and naomi, or 
Jesus and the “beloved disciple.”40 a second set of responses, more frequently 
practiced by professionalized academic biblical scholars, insisted on properly 
placing biblical texts and cultures in their ancient historical contexts.41 such 
contextualizations often highlight that those bashing passages that are osten-
sibly “about homosexuality” are built upon and reflect the asymmetries of 
ancient gender roles.42 sex acts are closely tied to status claims, thus marking 
and creating differences in gender, geography, ethnicity, economy, and age.43 
at the close of the twentieth century, these kinds of strategies found greater 
purchase than the third resistant response developing in conversation with 
wider sets of queer studies and theories.

a more queerly resistant strategy to biblical interpretation will often be 
ambivalent or in tension with more recuperative-affirmative or historical-
contextual approaches. in her foreword to the volume Take Back the Word 
(2000), mary ann tolbert echoed the tensions and ambivalences she sounded 
for feminist hermeneutics in 1983, only now in the context of queer readings.44 
Given how the same text that can be read in creatively destabilizing ways is 

39. robert e. Goss, Jesus ACTED UP: A Gay and Lesbian Manifesto (san Francisco: 
harper san Francisco, 1993), 90–94; referencing Phyllis trible, Texts of Terror: Literary 
Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (oBt; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984).

40. see, for example, nancy l. wilson, Our Tribe: Queer Folks, God, Jesus, and the 
Bible (san Francisco: harper san Francisco, 1995).

41. see especially Bernadette J. Brooten, Love Between Women: Early Christian 
Responses to Female Homoeroticism (chicago: university of chicago Press, 1996); and 
martti nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A Historical Perspective (trans. Kirsi 
stjerna; minneapolis: Fortress, 1998).

42. see also, for example, Ken stone, “Gender and homosexuality in Judges 19: sub-
ject-honor, object-shame?” JSOT 67 (1995): 87–107.

43. see, for example, randall c. Bailey, “ ‘They’re nothing But incestuous Bastards’: 
The Polemical use of sex and sexuality in hebrew canon narratives,” in Social Location 
and Biblical Interpretation in the United States (vol. 1 of Reading from This Place; ed. Fer-
nando segovia and mary ann tolbert; minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 121–38; and Ken 
stone, “The hermeneutics of abomination: on Gay men, canaanites, and Biblical inter-
pretation,” BTB 27/2 (1997): 36–41.

44. mary ann tolbert, “Foreword: what word shall we take Back?” in Take Back 
the Word: A Queer Reading of the Bible (ed. robert e. Goss and mona west; cleveland: 
Pilgrim, 2000), vii–xii. 
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also susceptible to “a barrage of killing interpretations,” queer interpreters 
“must take it back in a new way, a way that attempts to obviate its potential for 
harm while engaging its message of liberation and love.”45 in continuity with 
at least some feminist approaches (and in a similarly ambivalent spot), queer 
interpretations will need to develop different strategies of resistance to the 
processes of normalization and naturalization. in doing so, these interpreta-
tions can draw upon facets of the two other responses: shifting attention to 
texts besides the four typical bashing passages (like the recuperative-affirma-
tive strategy) and to multiple power dynamics and historical specificities (like 
the historical-contextual strategy).

For an example of a queer reading that identifies and challenges norma-
tivities, sexual or otherwise, this entry ends where many of the first feminist 
interventions into biblical studies began: with concerns about the creation 
accounts of Genesis. as Ken stone highlights in his analysis, both popular 
and scholarly interpretations of these accounts reflect what de lauretis and 
monique wittig have alternately called the “heterosexual presumption” or the 
“heterosexual contract.”46 indeed, trible’s reading of Gen 1:27 potentially bol-
sters the assumption of this obligatory relation, given her emphasis on the 
binary division of the sexes as foundationally defining for humans. such a 
vision could provide a stronger compulsory naturalization of heteronorma-
tive gender and sexual roles than supposedly condemnatory texts. yet, a focus 
on the arguments of these accounts need not necessarily reinstall or make 
inevitable their success. rather, stone asserts that “Butler’s work encourages 
us to focus upon instabilities and ambiguities in those texts, instabilities and 
ambiguities that might represent weak spots in the biblical foundation of the 
heterosexual contract and, hence, openings for a queer contestation.”47 Thus, 
the delay in the text’s specification that the female human’s desire will be for 
the male (until 3:16b) could be showing the always incomplete and unstable 
effort to make certain relations of desire “natural” and compulsory. 

45. ibid., ix, xi. This parallels her previous characterization of the tense and paradoxi-
cal place of feminist hermeneutics in mary ann tolbert, “defining the Problem: The Bible 
and Feminist hermeneutics,” Semeia 28 (1983): 113–26, here 126 (see also 120–21). The 
terminology of “taking back” should also be familiar to various feminist communities on 
college campuses (take Back the night events) and in biblical studies (trible, “take Back 
the Bible,” RevExp 97 [2000]: 425–31).

46. see teresa de lauretis, “The Female Body and heterosexual Presumption,” Semi-
otica 67:3–4 (1987): 259–79; and monique wittig, The Straight Mind and Other Essays 
(Boston: Beacon, 1992), 32–45; as utilized in Ken stone, “The Garden of eden and the 
heterosexual contract,” in Goss and west, Take Back the Word, 57–70. 

47. ibid., 63.
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indeed, in the narrative sequence of the second creation account, the 
edenic existence of humanity and their sex-gender differentiation precede this 
delineation of female desire. unlike the first creation account, then, the nor-
malizing assumption of heterosexual desire is not present “from the start.” This 
heterosexual presumption is perhaps not entirely inscribed in these texts, sug-
gesting that they are less “obviously about” heteronormative marriage (“adam 
and eve, not adam and steve”), among other commonly taken-for-granted 
ecclesial and cultural claims. nevertheless, stone still clarified that the purpose 
and outcome of this reading was not recuperation to find a “queer-positive 
text.”48 in fact, one reason why the text cannot operate as an alternative founda-
tion for queer hermeneutics is because this text and interpretations of it have 
been implicated in the domination of women.49 what this reading can do, 
though, is undercut and subvert the foundations—religious, social, and politi-
cal—that naturalize and normalize certain constricted roles of gender and 
sexuality (to start). such strategies are less concerned with solving the meaning 
of a text or resolving its incoherencies and ambiguities than with resisting the 
operation of such texts in biblical and biblically-styled arguments by exposing 
the insecurities and instabilities of the texts and the arguments that use them. 

such work demonstrates that the troubling that queer reading strategies 
provide, then, cannot be reduced to a focus on masculinity. critical masculin-
ity studies and queer studies might overlap and influence each other, but they 
are not identical. even as stone’s article also considered the potential homoso-
cial discomfort at the heart of the second creation account, the article clearly 
draws upon feminist work in and outside of biblical studies, often to explicitly 
focus upon the role of the female human (“eve”).50 

5. conclusion

This entry (and readings like stone’s) complicates any simplified narratives 
about the relations and connections between feminist, masculinity, and 

48. ibid., 67.
49. ibid. such a stance reflects how queer hermeneutics often are (or at least can be) 

forms of feminist critique, while further reminding that women are among queer folk, and 
queer folk are often treated “as” women.

50. ibid., 64–67. aside from the feminist (and queerly feminist) theorists described 
above, stone’s work regularly engaged a number of feminist biblical scholars, including 
trible and exum (among others). For the connections between stone’s queer approach 
and schüssler Fiorenza’s feminist approach, see Joseph a. marchal, “responsibilities to the 
Publics of Biblical studies and critical rhetorical engagements for a safer world,” in Secu-
larism and Biblical Studies (ed. roland Boer; london: equinox, 2010), 101–15.
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queer approaches.51 critical masculinity studies and queer studies need not 
be framed as completing or competing with feminist approaches; rather, they 
are mostly particular kinds of feminist approaches. The participants in such 
studies often learned critical perspectives and approaches as, with, and/or 
from feminists. in the end, this work surveys just two of the ways that fem-
inist biblical studies developed and impacted approaches in the twentieth 
century.

These two forms of feminist biblical studies are important for scholars in 
the twenty-first century to consider and critique, adapt and practice. Queer 
studies and critical masculinity studies suggest the complicated kinds of 
accountability that feminist biblical scholars must address if we are to remain 
reflexively critical about our prior and ongoing projects. These confluences 
and meeting points will be crucial to examine, particularly if feminist biblical 
studies will be able to reflect contemporary dynamics and ethical demands of, 
for instance, movements around and for transgender and intersex people. as 
we pause to look back on the previous century and the current contours of 
biblical studies, feminists will have to make difficult and honest assessments 
about unexamined heterosexism or the often heteronormative frames used 
(as stone’s work highlights about trible’s) when interrogating and working to 
change women’s roles in religion and society. indeed, such reflective projects 
like this collection would do well to consider what kind of disciplinary role 
normativity plays as the various contributions select ways of narrating the 
histories, presents, and prospects of feminist biblical studies. is it, for instance, 
possible to have norms without normalization?

i opened this entry by positing that the most compelling parts of queer 
studies and critical masculinity are specific kinds of feminist studies. one 
might not have noticed this because, at times, feminists in biblical studies 
have acted hesitantly in the face of such projects. in efforts to reform commu-
nities by reaching less committed or convinced publics, feminists with various 
religious or political commitments were worried about appearing too radi-
cal. if one imagines that the sole focus of these projects was on sexuality, this 
might even seem problematic to efforts that sought to counteract the ways 
women were historically reduced to (certain constrained) sexual roles. yet it 
remains vital to interrogate the naturalization in such argumentation, and to 
critique how certain forms of masculinity were enacted as the unexamined 
norm (here and elsewhere). Perhaps, then, to reorder my opening, the still 

51. For two recent but rather different explications of the relation between queer and 
feminist approaches to biblical interpretation, see Guest, Beyond Feminist Biblical Studies; 
and Joseph a. marchal, “ ‘making history’ Queerly: touches across time through a Bibli-
cal Behind,” BibInt 19 (2011): 373–95. 
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most compelling kinds of feminist studies to come will also be queer and/or 
critical masculinity projects.



Postcolonial Feminist Biblical criticism:  
an exploration

Tan Yak-hwee 
Taiwan Theological College and Seminary

let me begin with my social location, which has in many respects informed 
my interest in exploring postcolonial feminist biblical criticism. i was born 
when singapore was still a British colony, and even though singapore gained 
its independence in the late 1950s, the education system was still very British 
in orientation. since i went to a christian missionary school, i learned more 
about the Bible, British history, and english literature than about chinese his-
tory and literature. as a result, my identity and status were influenced by such 
lenses—a form of discursive colonialism of the mind had taken place. such a 
narration of my encounter with the west explains the production of a “mixed” 
yak-hwee—an “in-between” person. my reality is no longer fixed or essential-
ized, because i embody a conflicting disposition of classes, nationalities, reli-
gions, and ethnicities. having taught in a theological college in singapore for 
six years, i have now moved to taipei, taiwan to teach in taiwan Theological 
college and seminary.1 Thus, the political, socioeconomic, and cultural envi-
ronments of taiwan further inform my social location.2

1. in 1872, the canadian Presbyterian George mackay initiated a training program 
that eventually became taiwan Theological college and seminary. taiwan Theological 
college and seminary is one of the Presbyterian seminaries affiliated with the Presbyterian 
church in taiwan. 

2. The aborigines of taiwan (formerly known as the Formosa) lived in peace for thou-
sands of years until settlers from china and Japan occupied certain parts of the island in 
the sixteenth century. The political history of taiwan is very eventful: the region was occu-
pied by foreign powers (dutch, Japanese, and chinese) for approximately three hundred 
years. in 1949, the nationalist regime was defeated by the chinese communist Party and 
expelled from china. since then, taiwan has been forced under the rule of the republic 
of china. taiwan was under martial law for thirty-eight years, and it was only in 1987 that 
this was lifted. in 1991 and 1992, the taiwanese were finally able to elect their own repre-
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in June 2010, the government of taiwan signed the economic co-oper-
ation Framework agreement (ecFa) with china. while the signing of the 
agreement was meant to be positive for the financial industries on both sides, 
many taiwanese were wary that china might have political designs that 
extended beyond economic benefit, especially since china saw taiwan, and 
continues to see it, as a renegade province.3 The reality of the empire, whether 
in literary texts or in contemporary life, was and continues to be overwhelm-
ing for the taiwanese. although i am a “female guest worker” in this institu-
tion and country, this imperial context encompasses almost every facet of my 
life. in light of my past and current political, socioeconomic, and religious 
contexts, i find the hermeneutical lens of feminist postcolonial criticism par-
ticularly relevant. Postcolonial criticism allows me to analyze and critique the 
empire that permeates politics, economics, and society in general; the femi-
nist aspect allows me to analyze the repression of women within these systems 
and to interrogate and resist such oppression. 

Postcolonial feminist biblical criticism is a political activity that is 
interested not only in authors and texts, but also in readers of ancient texts, 
namely the Bible. on the one hand, it looks at the author’s intentions in his/
her writing to the original audience as situated within political and social 
realities, particularly in relationship to women. on the other hand, it also 
seeks to bring to the fore the ideals and aspirations of the real, flesh-and-
blood readers who engage with the Bible, readers like me, a colonial/postco-
lonial feminist.

in this exploratory essay, i will first briefly chart the theoretical frame-
work of postcolonial studies in general. second, i will examine its impact 
upon the field of biblical studies, especially feminist biblical criticism. Third, i 
will delineate the works of some biblical scholars who have used such a strat-
egy in their readings of the biblical texts. as a conclusion, i will add some 
comments regarding the challenges and opportunities postcolonial feminist 
biblical criticism could offer to the field of biblical criticism.

sentatives to congress and the legislative body. economically, taiwan is capitalist and state-
owned. most of the people are affiliated with Buddhism and chinese religions (taoism, 
confucianism, and folklore). christianity constitutes 2–3 percent of the population. see 
yang-en cheng, “taiwan,” in A Dictionary of Asian Christianity (ed. scott w. sunquist.; 
Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2001), 815–17. 

3. see n. 1.
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1. Postcolonial criticism and Postcolonial Biblical criticism

Postcolonial studies has its origins in literary criticism, so it is not surprising 
that leading postcolonial theorists come from that field. These leading theo-
rists include edward said, homi Bhabha, and Gayatri chakravorty spivak. 

Greatly influenced by a Foucauldian understanding of “discourse,” 
edward said’s Orientalism demonstrates the close relationship between the 
production of western knowledge and the non-western world.4 he asserts 
that “orientalism” is a discourse whereby european culture manages and pro-
duces the orient.5 That is to say, the representation of the civilization and 
culture of the orient is ideologically constructed through writings, doctrines, 
vocabulary, and scholarship in various disciplines of academic institutions 
and colonial bureaucracies.6 Paradoxically, the encounter between the west 
and the orient brought about a “dangerously unotherable” native and, in the 
words of rey chow, “The native is no longer available as the pure, unadul-
terated object of orientalist inquiry—she is contaminated by the west.”7 in 
short, the native is “hybridized.”

according to homi Bhabha, “hybridity” is an ambivalent space of ten-
sion created by the “splitting” of different facets within different cultures. This 
“split” identity suggests that one’s identity is inevitably doubled, that is, the 
individual is never fully colonizer or fully colonized, but always shifting.8 
There is neither a one nor the other, but “something else besides.”9 in other 
words, “hybridity” renders the possibility of “resistance mingled with com-
plicity, and domination with its own disruption.”10

Gayatri chakravorty spivak pushes the boundaries of postcolonial stud-
ies by raising the issue of the invisibility of women in the writings of subaltern 
studies, an enterprise in the rewriting of previous histories of india by colo-

4. michel Foucault, Discipline and Punishment: The Birth of the Prison (trans. alan 
sheridan; new york: Pantheon, 1997), 27. Foucault advances the notion that knowledge 
and power are interdependent, serving and reinforcing each other. he states, “There is no 
power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowl-
edge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations.” 

5. edward w. said, Orientalism (new york: Vintage, 1979), 1–9.
6. ibid., 7, 23.
7. rey chow, Writing Diaspora: Tactics of Intervention in Contemporary Cultural Stud-

ies (Bloomington: indiana university Press, 1993), 12.
8. homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (london: routledge, 1994), 85–92, 107. 
9. ibid., 97.
10. tat-siong Benny liew, “Postcolonial criticism: echoes of a subaltern’s contribu-

tion and exclusion,” in Mark and Method: New Approaches in Biblical Studies (ed. Janice 
capel anderson and stephen d. moore; 2nd ed.; minneapolis: Fortress, 2008), 220.
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nial British and elite indian scholars. she comments that the participation of 
females did not surface in the face of colonial uprisings against imperialism.11 
The “figure” of woman, both as object of colonialist historiography and as 
subject of revolution, has been kept at bay as “the ideological construction 
of gender keeps the male dominant.”12 while spivak must be credited for 
bringing to the fore the gender question in postcolonial studies, like said and 
Bhabha, she restricts her investigations within literary criticism.

similarly, the Bible is seen a discourse in which the dominant presence of 
empire is overarching with respect to the lands and people of their colonies. 
The imperial settings of the hebrew Bible were the empires of egypt, assyria, 
Babylonia, and Persia.13 likewise, the dominant roman empire provides the 
political framework for every first-century christian and every new testa-
ment text by and about the christian disciples.14 

many biblical scholars, such as mark G. Brett and tat-siong Benny liew, 
have broached the field of postcolonial biblical criticism.15 however, two fore-
most biblical critics, Fernando F. segovia and r. s. sugirtharajah, are to be 
particularly noted, because they have charted the path of the criticism. sego-
via and sugirtharajah proposed their method and theoretical frameworks for 
the analysis of the biblical texts. segovia calls for a reading strategy that takes 
into account the sociopolitical and cultural reality of the “world of antiquity,” 
“the world of modernity,” and the “world of today” in which the biblical texts 
are constructed.16 in a similar vein, in his initial work on postcolonial bibli-

11. Gayatri chakravorty spivak, “can the subaltern speak?” in Colonial Discourse 
and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader (ed. Patrick williams and laura chrisman; new york: 
columbia university Press, 1994), 82.

12. ibid.
13. Jon l. Berquist, “Postcolonialism and imperial motives for canonization,” Semeia 

75 (1996): 15. Berquist alleges that the early stages of hebrew Bible canonization are “an 
imperial production of ideology during the reign of the Persian empire over colonial 
yehud.”

14. richard J. cassidy, Christians and Roman Rule in the New Testament: New Per-
spectives (new york: crossroad, 2001), 1. see also cassidy’s book, Paul in Chains: Roman 
Imprisonment and the Letters of St. Paul (new york: crossroad, 2001), in which he argues 
that Paul’s letters, especially rom 13:1–7 and Philippians, disclose the world of the roman 
empire and its ramifications for Paul, a believer in Jesus christ.

15. see mark G. Brett, Decolonizing God in the Tides of Empire (sheffield: sheffield 
Phoenix, 2008); and Brett, Genesis: Procreation and the Politics of Identity (new york: rout-
ledge, 2000). see tat-siong Benny liew, Politics of Parousia: Reading Mark Inter(con)textu-
ally (leiden: Brill, 1999); see also liew, What Is Asian American Biblical Hermeneutics: 
Reading the New Testament (hawaii: university of hawai‘i Press, 2008).

16. Fernando F. segovia, Decolonizing Biblical Studies: A View from the Margins 
(maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2000), 119–32. 
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cal criticism sugirtharajah suggests some markers for a reading strategy, such 
as looking for protest voices in the text, looking for structural realities that 
collaborate with the victimization of characters, and addressing current ques-
tions that people face.17 

The methods and theoretical frameworks of segovia and sugirtharajah 
are helpful for engaging with biblical texts. But, like said, Bhabha, and spivak, 
they confine their engagement to the literary texts—though they have raised 
the importance of social location in such an investigation. The issue of gender 
in postcolonial biblical studies has been taken up by musa W. Dube.

1.1. Postcolonial Feminist Biblical criticism

While musa W. Dube concurs with segovia and sugirtharajah that biblical 
texts are colonizing narratives that validate traveling and taking possession 
of foreign lands and people, her work brings gender especially to the fore of 
such investigations. This is seen in the authorization of travel through divine 
claims, the representation of the superiority of the colonizers, and the gender 
representations used to construct the colonizers’ claims.18

Dube proposes a decolonizing feminist postcolonial reading that she calls 
“rahab’s reading Prism,” which highlights “the historical fact of colonizing 
and decolonizing communities inhabiting the feminist space of liberation 
practices.”19 as such, postcolonial feminist critics need to develop a decol-
onizing posture against colonial destruction, and to articulate their voices 
boldly, refusing to privilege the colonizing narratives of patriarchal oppres-
sion as well as imperial claims of cultural, economic, and political superiority. 
such a stance will provide new postcolonial spaces that promote “native and 
international relations of equity, difference and liberation.”20 Dube’s “rahab’s 
reading Prism” could be elucidated in a number of ways, but i will limit 
myself to underlining two aspects. 

one aspect is the “contact zone,” which is the space where the coloniz-
ers and the colonized, whose relationship is usually disparate, encounter and 
grapple with each other.21 according to Kwok Pui-lan, the “contact zone” is 

17. r. s. sugirtharajah, Asian Biblical Hermeneutics and Postcolonialism: Contesting 
the Interpretations (maryknoll, n.Y.: orbis, 1998), 20–24.

18. musa W. Dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (st. louis: chalice, 
2000), 117–18.

19. ibid., 122.
20. ibid.
21. mary louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (new York: 

routledge, 1992), 4.



286 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

one of the foci of postcolonial feminist critics who pay “special attention to 
the biblical women in the contact zone and present reconstructive readings 
as counternarrative.”22 rahab, for example, finds favor with the israelites after 
she helps them with the capture of Jericho, and her citation in the genealogy 
of Jesus confirms that she is highly regarded because of her heroic behavior on 
behalf of israel (matt 1; cf. heb 11:31; Jas 2:25). rahab, the canaanite other, 
stands in the “contact zone” and represents a counternarrative. 

another aspect of postcolonial feminist criticism is the role of the real, 
flesh-and-blood readers, that is, the social background of its practitioners 
from both academic and ordinary readership. For dube, ordinary readers 
include those of the Third world who are often at the margins and excluded 
by the political and economic structures of society, such as the women from 
the african independent churches with whom she is involved and whose 
reading approach tends to be community-based.23 

Postcolonial feminist criticism must broaden its investigation of the poet-
ics and politics of the text to include the politics of location. tolbert argues 
that the politics of location emphasizes the “multiplicity, complexity, and con-
textuality of human experience,” and raises questions concerning the writing 
of the text, its ideology, and so forth. on the other hand, the poetics of loca-
tion analyzes the text understood as “constitutive reality,” raising the question 
of the language of power and the construction of positive or negative repre-
sentations of others.24 This brings one to the consideration of the complexity 
of social location, and also to the crossroads of different approaches used to 
analyze the texts. 

many postcolonial feminist critics are aware of their multiple identities, 
both as oppressors and oppressed.25 with respect to asia, Kwok acknowledges 
that there is no single, homogenous identity of the oppressed women of asia 
because of the multiplicity of oppressed people in the Third world. as such, 

22. Kwok Pui-lan, Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology (louisville: west-
minster John Knox, 2005), 82.

23. musa w. dube, “readings of Semoya: Botswana women interpretation of matt. 
15:21–28,” Semeia 73 (1997): 111–29.

24. mary ann tolbert, “The Politics and Poetics of location,” in Reading from This 
Place: Social Location and Biblical Interpretation in the United States (ed. Fernando F. sego-
via and mary ann tolbert; minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 305–17. 

25. sharon h. ringe, “Places at the table: Feminist and Postcolonial Biblical inter-
pretation,” in The Postcolonial Bible (ed. r. s. sugirtharajah; sheffield: sheffield academic 
Press, 1998), 136–51. ringe speaks of the ambivalent situation of feminists in the united 
states who find themselves both colonizers and colonized. she raises the importance of 
such consciousness that women in the west live in the “betweenness,” that of the dominant 
culture and also being dominated on the basis of gender. 
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she concludes that to identify racial minority, economic disparity, or sexism as 
the only mark of “otherness” traps us into a privileged position of exploiting 
others. Kwok advocates that one must be aware of the cross sections of differ-
ent cultures and religious traditions of asian women’s lives, and that “there is 
always the other within the other.”26 Therefore, postcolonial feminist critics 
“have to work to mitigate the practice of colonial authority and to share table 
fellowship with others for greater inclusiveness.”27 

to achieve this “greater inclusiveness,” postcolonial feminist criticism 
should address the various forms of oppression of women, such as the issues 
of race, class, and sexuality, as argued by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza.28 That 
is, other aspects of domination and subordination must be addressed in addi-
tion to the issues of gender and empire, as these forms of oppression are inter-
connected with each other. schüssler Fiorenza coined the term kyriarchy, a 
combination of two words, kyrios and archein, asserting the multiple and 
mutual relationships of gender with other facets of domination.29 

2. doing Postcolonial Feminist Biblical criticism

to further focus on feminist postcolonial criticism, i will now outline the 
works of three biblical scholars and/or theologians, musa w. dube, Kwok 
Pui-lan, and Joseph a. marchal, who engage with the biblical text from 
postcolonial feminist perspective. The initial practice of postcolonial femi-
nist biblical criticism has attracted biblical scholars and theologians who are 
“women from the west; men and women from outside the west as well as 
from ethnic and racial minorities in the west.”30 however, with the end of 
formal colonialism, the rise of postcolonialism, and the continued impact 
of imperial culture everywhere in the form of neocolonialism, postcolonial 
feminist biblical criticism attracts a diverse group of interested biblical schol-
ars using multifaceted approaches to interrogate imperial reality in its differ-
ent forms and guises. 

26. Kwok, Postcolonial Imagination, 82–83.
27. ibid., 84.
28. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, The Power of the Word: Scripture and the Rhetoric of 

Empire (minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 125.
29. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpreta-

tion (Boston: Beacon, 1992), 115–17, 122–25; schüssler Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways: Introduc-
ing Feminist Biblical Interpretation (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2001), 118–22.

30. segovia, “Biblical criticism and Postcolonial studies,” 130. 
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2.1. musa w. dube

in her reading of John 4:1–42, dube states that residing within the Johannine 
text is the colonial ideology that sanctions the cultural subjugation of foreign 
lands and peoples.31 dube highlights some colonial innuendos in the text that 
warrant the intrusion into and subjugation of the territory of the “other,” the 
samaritans. The mention of Pharisees, Jesus, and John the Baptist highlights 
the intense struggle for power directly related to imperialist occupation (4:1). 
with the disciples of Jesus losing control and power to the Pharisees, they 
extend their influence to samaria, accentuating the characterization of Jesus 
as superior and authoritative (4:42) vis-à-vis the ignorant samaritans (4:10, 
22). The samaritans’ cultural and religious values are advanced as inferior, 
and must be replaced by the values of Jesus and his disciples. moreover, dube 
shows that the Fourth Gospel constructs Jesus’ highly exalted christology and 
his place of origin vis-à-vis the world (1:1–4, 29; 8:58; 17:5, 24; 5:19–20; 20:28). 
in other words, Jesus’ origin is outside this world. Furthermore, the “spatial 
origins” and authority of Jesus override all other religious figures, including 
nicodemus, a representative of the leadership of israel (3:1–12). Therefore, 
the colonizing ideology of the Fourth Gospel is unraveled in the light of Jesus’ 
claims over earthly spaces, cultural figures, and his own elevated status. Fur-
thermore, his disciples are asked to emulate his actions, and to go into other 
people’s lands. Jesus not only permits, but also orders them to do so (4:34, 38; 
17:18, 21–22; 20:21b). 

These colonizing ideologies, insists dube, must be decolonized. using 
mositi totontle’s The Victims32 as her intertext, dube discusses how totontle 
rereads John 4:1–42, interrogating the oppressive constructions of gender, 
race, geography, and religion. totontle’s rereading attempts to feature a female 
character in the place of Jesus in order to take hold of the gender superiority 
enacted in the text. The article also attempts to describe the samaritan woman 
as “sent.” Therefore, she has the same status as that conferred upon the male 
disciples. Furthermore, totontle’s samaritan woman, mmapula, was offered 
living water from her own well on her own land, a decolonization of geo-
graphical hierarchy. dube acknowledges that, in her rewriting of John 4:1–42, 
totontle rewrites the samaritan identity for postcolonial subjects and time. 
she does not deny her samaritan race. totontle’s samaritan woman, mmapula 

31. musa w. dube, “reading for decolonization (John 4:1–42), in Voices from the 
Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the Third World. (rev. ed.; ed. r. s. sugirtharajah; maryk-
noll, n.y.: orbis, 2006), 297–318.

32. mositi totontle, The Victims (Gaborone: Botsalo, 1993).
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“comes to the reality of who she is—a mixture of many different things: a 
despised heretic and an outcast half-breed.”33

2.2. Kwok Pui-lan

in her article “Finding ruth a home: Gender, sexuality, and the Politics of 
otherness,” Kwok uses “finding a home” as a metaphor and heuristic device 
in order to question the meaning of the term “home” from a postcolonial 
perspective.34 “home” is significant, as it discloses the issues of identity and a 
person’s desire to belong. Kwok argues that looking at “home” from the angle 
of kinship demonstrates that ruth is the foreign woman who stands in the 
contact zone of different cultures: the culture of the moabites and that of the 
Jews. in her marriage to Boaz, naomi’s kinsman, ruth secures economic and 
political protection for herself and naomi, on the one hand, but on the other 
hand, her “foreignness” is obliterated in the davidic patrilineal genealogy. in 
short, ruth is the “boundary marker” of the two cultures.35 

Furthermore, Kwok asserts that feminist scholars have focused upon 
female friendship, decent/indecent female sexual behavior as well as lesbian 
love36 instead of focusing on the important roles of ethnicity, race, and nation 
of the protagonists. These perspectives have overlooked, silenced, and sup-
pressed the role of patriarchal and heterosexual power. Kwok argues that 
“a romantic tale about ruth and naomi can equally cover up ethnic differ-
ences, as well as the difficulties of maintaining an interethnic or interracial 
relationship.”37 Besides, the story of ruth has been read as a model of compas-
sion and hospitality extended to strangers as Boaz protects and even marries 
ruth, an enemy of his people. however, Kwok argues that such a romantic 
reading disguises the fact that the reality is otherwise, and “people at home 
do not accept all strangers equally.”38 a closer examination of the marriage 
between Boaz and ruth reveals that it is a marriage for the continuation of 
Boaz’s family line and that of his kin, naomi.39 Therefore, ruth is a “surro-

33. dube, “reading for decolonization,” 314.
34. Kwok, Postcolonial Imagination, 100–121.
35. ibid., 107.
36. ibid., 108–11. Kwok cites works such as Phyllis trible’s, God and the Rhetoric of 

Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978); ruth anna Putnam, “Friendship,” in Reading 
Ruth: Contemporary Women Reclaim a Sacred Story (ed. Judith a. Kates and Gail twersky 
reimer; new york: Ballantine, 1994), 44–54; and rebecca alpert, “Finding our Past: a 
lesbian interpretation of the Book of ruth,” in Kates and reimer, Reading Ruth, 91–96.

37. Kwok, Postcolonial Imagination, 111.
38. ibid.
39. ibid., 114–15. regina schwartz argues that scarcity and kinship are attached to 
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gate” mother. in the face of group stability, the identity of the foreigner or the 
stranger is being undermined and the question of infliction of violence upon 
the foreign woman’s identity who is “finding a home” is raised.

in highlighting some of these trajectories, Kwok states that the ques-
tion of identity is complex. on the one hand, the colonizers are interested in 
the colonized (the “other”) by means of power through cultural and sexual 
means. on the other hand, there is the desire on the part of the colonized (the 
“other”) to imitate the colonizers, the “Pocahontas Perplex.” The encounter 
between the “self ” and “other” reveals, as in the case of Boaz and ruth, “the 
complexity of interethnic and interreligious encounters … fruitfully inter-
preted with the help of the theories of the contact zone.”40

The theories of the contact zone are also used by Joseph a. marchal in his 
analysis of Paul’s letter to the Philippians. Thus i shall now turn to his postco-
lonial feminist interpretation.

2.3. Joseph a. marchal

at the outset of his book The Politics of Heaven, marchal states that he will 
use a variety of sources to develop postcolonial feminist analysis of Paul’s let-
ters and Pauline interpretation.41 as a feminist scholar, marchal notes that 
the discussion of feminism should include the treatment of the structures of 
empire, but should also grapple more broadly with the “intersecting dynam-
ics of gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and empire” and the way they functioned 
in the ancient world of Paul’s writings as well as in our contemporary world.42 
in his multiaxial approach, he looks for the gaps in the rhetoric of the text so 
as to show the “complicated picture of colonial and communal dynamics in 
terms of agency, resistance, reinscription, and/or co-optation” in Paul’s “cross-
ethnic, cross-gendered imperial context.”43 

Therefore, using Paul’s letter to the Philippians and the notions of travel 
and contact zone, marchal reconstructs the role of euodia and syntyche, “who 
struggled alongside” Paul (Phil 4:3). scholars have argued that euodia and 

monotheism, and this is illustrated in the book of ruth, with the adoption of ruth to the 
God of israel. see regina m. schwartz, The Curse of Cain: The Violent Legacy of Monothe-
ism (chicago: university of chicago Press, 1997), ix–x, 90–91.

40. Kwok, Postcolonial Imagination, 119.
41. Joseph a. marchal, The Politics of Heaven: Women, Gender, and Empire in the 

Study of Paul (minneapolis: Fortress, 2008).
42. ibid., 3. 
43. ibid., 13.
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syntyche are missionaries44 or leaders45 who are not working together. how-
ever, marchal questions the nature of their role with regard to their struggling 
together as well as with Paul. 

marchal locates euodia and syntyche, possibly freed slaves, spatially in 
the “coercion and asymmetry of the kyriarchally colonized contact zone.”46 
on the one hand, Paul recognized them as his coworkers, and possibly they 
were converted as a result of Paul’s missionary journey to Philippi. These 
“unconverted native women” have through their conversion become “heroes 
of anti-imperial or anti-kyriarchal liberation.”47 while Paul might expect 
them to be in agreement with him regarding the issue of life conditioned by 
suffering as favorable, euodia and syntyche think otherwise. They had expe-
rienced suffering because of roman kyriarchical occupation and oppression 
based on their gender, ethnicity, slavery, and status. They refuse to be manipu-
lated or coerced, because coercion is precisely the means by which their colo-
nizers maintained their power.48 hence, they are both resistant and complicit. 
Their conflicted status, one that is conditioned by the realities of the roman 
empire as well as their gender and ethnicity, becomes the “contact zone” as 
they “struggle alongside” Paul’s authority in their lives and in the Philippian 
community. 

with reference to euodia and syntyche, marchal argues that to engage 
with postcolonial feminist criticism is to consider the complex and multifac-
eted dynamics regarding methodology in its analysis and interpretation and 
also its ramifications for the political and ethical significance in which women 
and empire have been characterized in the past, present, and future. 

2.4. summary

The three scholars cited illustrate the deployment of postcolonial feminist crit-
icism in different settings and for different purposes. in some measures, they 
reflect the evolution of postcolonial biblical criticism from one that initially 
highlights the issue of gender in light of empire to an understanding of the 
multifaceted dimensions introduced by text and methodological approach. 

44. mary rose d’angelo, “euodia,” in Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named 
and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, and 
the New Testament (ed. carol meyers et al; Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2000), 79. see also 
d’angelo, “syntyche,” in meyers et al., Women in Scripture, 159.

45. ibid., 79, 159.
46. marchal, The Politics of Heaven, 103.
47. ibid., 107.
48. ibid.
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however, they all call for the liberation and transformation of women with 
respect to the realities of empire, gender, and status as articulated in the texts 
as well as in the approaches undertaken in the field of biblical criticism. 

3. some thoughts on Future explorations

The state of the world we live in is currently glocal in nature. Glocal is a term 
used in “global and transnational cultural studies to indicate the notion of 
how the local and global are co-complicit, each implicated in the other.”49 
what happens in the local affects the international and vice-versa. our lives 
are intertwined. hence, to set these boundaries as exclusive is bound to be 
met with challenge and resistance. The voices of scholars who use postcolo-
nial feminist criticism in their approaches to reading biblical texts are primar-
ily influenced by social locations that are often conditioned by the reality of 
imperialism. 

Furthermore, the question of gender is especially foregrounded in these 
studies. such is the opportunity set before the field of biblical criticism, to 
expand and transform its horizons. it is a dis-cover(y). however, such expan-
sion will be met with challenges and will create dis-ease. For transformation to 
take place, dis-ease is necessary. Just like a chrysalis that has to undergo some 
discomfort and uneasiness in its shell before transforming into a butterfly, so 
i see postcolonial feminist criticism, currently in a transformative stage that 
challenges the field of biblical criticism by questioning its political and ethical 
implications.

49. susan stanford Friedman, “locational Feminism: Gender, cultural Geographies, 
and Geopolitical literacy,” in Feminist Locations: Global and Local, Theory and Practice (ed. 
marianne dekoven; new Brunswick, n.J.: rutgers university Press, 2001), 31.



canons unbound
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Feminist biblical scholarship cannot remain within the limits drawn by the 
established canon. rather it must transgress them for the sake of a different 
theological self-understanding and historical imagination. 

— elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza1

[t]he point of discussing the canon as a politically conservative force is to 
change its status—from self-evident power to a phenomenon to analyze, 
and thereby, by definition, to transform.

— mieke Bal2

1. canons: what are they, and how do Feminists transgress them?

all feminist biblical interpreters call for some kinds of transformations, 
within Judaism or christianity, within academic practices, or in contempo-
rary politics. Feminist biblical interpreters have demonstrated that canons 
are of political and ethical concern to religious and nonreligious folks alike; 
biblical canons are not simply authoritative texts conveying the content from 
which Jewish or christian identities are constituted, nor is canon simply the 
law that regulates legitimate religious identities. making canon an object of 
scrutiny enables feminists to critique the relationship between collective iden-
tities (especially, but not only, religious ones), texts, and reading practices. 

1. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “introduction: transgressing canonical Boundar-
ies,” in A Feminist Commentary (vol. 2 of Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler 
Fiorenza with the assistance of ann Brock and shelly matthews; new york: crossroad, 
1994), 8.

2. mieke Bal, “religious canon and literary identity (Plenary lecture nijmegen, 
conference ‘literary canon and religious identity’),” Lectio difficilior: European Elec-
tronic Journal for Feminist Exegesis 2 (2000); online: http://www.lectio.unibe.ch/00_2/2-
2000-r.pdf.
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The term “biblical canon” refers to either the tanak or the christian 
Bible, collections associated with and often understood to index Jewish and 
christian identities respectively. defining canon in terms of texts with spe-
cial religious or cultural authority is familiar outside of biblical and religious 
studies, too. religious and nonreligious feminists have critically interrogated 
the formation of literary canons (including biblical ones) and engaged the 
claims made in the name of these texts. But “canon” has additional meanings. 
within roman catholicism, canon continues to refer especially to the author-
ity of tradition, echoing the ancient christian definition of a canon as a “rule” 
or standard for interpretation. For feminist biblical interpreters, this under-
standing of canon has been adapted to critique the power-saturated process 
of interpretation and to advance feminist hermeneutics. some feminist inter-
preters embrace an alternative “canon” or standard for interpretation, one that 
claims contemporary individual and collective wo/men’s struggles for libera-
tion as an authoritative countersite from which to evaluate canon.3 This kind 
of standard is used to evaluate interpretations with reference to their ability 
to contribute to liberation of oppressed wo/men. it may be employed to read 
texts within conventional literary canonical boundaries, to revise and expand 
the notion of what counts as scripture or the sites and forms of revelation and 
authority in this world, or to redefine the significance of biblical texts. other 
feminists are more wary of adopting alternative canons, promoting instead 
approaches that continue to make biblical canons a site of critical examination 
and transformation. 

1.1. canon as site of authority

identifying biblical texts as the privileged container of divine authority has 
a mixed record. The contents of these texts have been experienced as lifegiv-
ing by many, but also as oppressive for many others. Biblical texts have been 
invoked to support oppressive practices such as slavery, colonialism, chris-
tian supremacy over other religious identifications, exclusion of wo/men from 
leadership roles, authority of men over women in heterosexual marriage, and 
heterosexism, even as they have been invoked to challenge many of these 
forms of oppression. Thus, central problems that feminist biblical interpret-
ers address with respect to canon have included: (1) is the content of biblical 
canons, as a literary collection, itself the problem? if so, how to resolve it? 

3. i employ the term “wo/men” here, following elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, to indi-
cate both “the instability in the meaning of the term but also … to include subordinated 
men” (Jesus and the Politics of Interpretation [new york: continuum, 2000], 4 n. 10).
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if not, how can the interpretation and application of canon avoid oppressive 
outcomes? (2) can a different understanding of canon address the issues of 
authority and power, boundary-marking and collective identity formation? 
(3) what kind of critique of canon is adequate for analyzing the christian-
centric character of biblical studies in order to avoid perpetuating “christian” 
as the unmarked form of the Bible (in religious and literary canons)?

The idea of canon as a fixed group of texts has informed biblical stud-
ies especially by way of Protestant forms of christianity. nonetheless, 
approaches to canon within roman catholicism and Judaism have also been 
very important for many feminist biblical interpreters as a way to speak about 
how canon can denote both a collection of texts and the ways these texts 
are interpreted (further raising the questions of by whom, for whom, and in 
what contexts). The ancient christian definition of canon as a “rule” or stan-
dard for interpretation is echoed in roman catholicism’s understanding and 
practice of canon as the “traditions” authorized by and also serving to rein-
force kyriarchal ecclesial structures. nonetheless, many catholic feminists 
also build upon an understanding of canon as a standard for interpretation 
of biblical texts, arguing for alternative traditions and sites for determining 
what counts as authoritative, such silvia regina’s call to “begin with life not 
orthodoxy.”4 within Judaism, the centrality of oral torah as well as midrashic 
and halakhic commentaries underscores that biblical texts function only in 
relationship to other traditions and interpretation.5 Feminists need not be 
catholic, Jewish, or religiously affiliated to benefit from these alternative 
understandings of canon. 

elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza has built upon but altered the notion of 
canon as rule or standard by suggesting we view the Bible as a “historical 
prototype, or as a formative root-model,” with specific reference to what it 
means to be christian.6 The idea of a prototype imbues biblical texts with 
value, but challenges the notion that the Bible’s content alone is authoritative 

4. see elsa tamez, “Feminist Biblical studies in latin america and the caribbean,” in 
this volume, citing silvia regina, “Fe y axe: sanació como experiencia de encuentro con la 
fuerza que nos habita,” in Ecce mulier: Homenaje a Irene Foulkes (san José: seBila, 2005), 
231–45.

5. see, e.g., Bonnie devora haberman, “Praxis-exegesis: a Jewish Feminist herme-
neutic,” in Women’s Sacred Scriptures (ed. Kwok Pui-lan and elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; 
london: scm, 1998), 91–101; see also the contribution by cynthia Baker in this volume.

6. see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone: The Challenge of Feminist Bibli-
cal Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1984), 16; and claudia V. camp, “Feminist Theological 
hermeneutics: canon and christian identity,” in A Feminist Introduction (vol. 1 of Search-
ing the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza with the assistance of shelly matthews; 
new york: crossroad, 1993), 158–59. see also schüssler Fiorenza, “The will to choose or 
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for or determinative of christian doctrine and practice. This view enables 
those who wish to preserve christian religious identifications to continue 
to invest biblical texts with special, but not exclusive, value, because it can 
foreground the creative engagement with biblical texts as received and used 
in specific contexts; it can highlight “the subversive reading and imaginative 
use of the Bible by people who are subjugated and colonized” and foreground 
the multiplicity of voices who continuously produce truth through discus-
sion and creative dialogue.7

such a stance can be useful for inter- or multifaith dialogue as well as 
for crafting decolonizing/anti-imperialist forms of christianity, because it 
allows nonbiblical texts, traditions, and wo/men’s experiences to be under-
stood as possible sites for divine revelation, liberating ethics, and wisdom.8 a 
few feminist biblical interpreters have called for a transformation of feminist 
new testament studies that decenters the status of the new testament texts 
by approaching all scriptures of the world as sites of potentially liberating 
knowledge, and by “disavow[ing] the colonialist model of comparative litera-
ture that sought to subject all other cultural/religious narratives to the literary 
corpus of the empire.”9 

1.2. canon as Boundary

The definition of canon as a group of texts clearly involves the marking of 
boundaries. These texts have special, if not exclusive authority, for Jews or 
christians (or for english curricula, and so on). and when defined as a rule or 
standard, a canon also marks the boundary of legitimate interpretation and/

to reject: continuing our critical work,” in Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (ed. letty 
m. russell; Philadelphia: westminster, 1985), 135–36.

7. Kwok Pui-lan, Discovering the Bible in the Non-Biblical World (maryknoll, n.y.: 
orbis, 1995), 40–43, here 42. in this context, Kwok actually critiques the prototype in favor 
of the notion of the Bible as a “talking book,” a concept from african-american biblical 
hermeneutics. nonetheless, i see more similarity than discrepancy between the notion of 
the Bible as a prototype creatively engaged by later readers and that of the “talking book.”

8. see, e.g., the essays in Pui-lan and schüssler Fiorenza,Women’s Sacred Scriptures, 
especially musa w. dube, “scripture, Feminism, and Post-colonial contexts,” 45–54; elsa 
tamez, “women’s lives as sacred texts,” 57–64; saroj nalini arambam Parratt, “women 
as originators of oral scripture in an asian society,” 74–80; and yuko yuasa, “Performing 
sacred texts,” 81–90. see also tamez in this volume.

9. musa w. dube, “rahab is hanging out a red ribbon: one african woman’s Per-
spective on the Future of Feminist new testament scholarship,” in Feminist New Testament 
Studies: Global and Future Perspectives (ed. Kathleen o’Brien wicker et al.; new york: Pal-
grave macmillan, 2005), 192.
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or practice. Feminist biblical interpreters have exposed and problematized 
these boundary-marking processes and their often kyriarchal contexts and 
applications; they have also embodied challenges to various kinds of estab-
lished boundaries. That is, feminist biblical interpreters in the twentieth cen-
tury have also been the who of canonical boundary transgression when we 
claim a place in the academy, religious communities, or public conversations. 
in the late nineteenth century, first-wave feminist biblical interpretation took 
place largely outside of academic institutional structures, sometimes within 
specific religious communities and sometimes from their fringes. while femi-
nist biblical interpretation continues in these non-academic locations across 
the globe,10 starting in the 1960s, second-wave feminists in western europe 
and north america gained voices inside seminaries, divinity schools, as 
well as colleges and universities. inside the academy, feminists often employ 
interpretive frameworks and methods in tension with the majority of their 
departmental and institutional peers. Thus, feminist biblical interpreters have 
devised or adapted a range of strategies to challenge and transform dominant 
methodological canons of philological, textual, and historical positivism. to 
the extent that there remain even implicit canonical boundaries for becoming 
a fully licensed biblical interpreter or academic, feminist biblical interpreters 
may transgress by our very presence. 

at the same time, feminists of all religious backgrounds as well as non-
religious feminists must negotiate the way that the academic study of biblical 
texts echoes Protestantism’s prime edict of sola scriptura (“scripture alone”) by 
prioritizing analysis of biblical texts and contexts over the history of interpre-
tation, including contemporary communities of interpreters. Feminist biblical 
interpretation undertaken outside of academic contexts now exists in vary-
ing degrees of contact and alliance or tension with academic feminist biblical 
work. Because feminist biblical interpreters are located both inside and out-
side of academia, we potentially challenge a privileging of academic training 
and affiliation over other sites of knowledge.11 But feminists within the acad-
emy also risk choosing professional validation over allegiance to grassroots 
activism, inside and outside of religious communities.

while feminist biblical interpreters may be from any religious or nonreli-
gious location, the term “biblical” conjures a boundary between nonreligious 
literary canons and all others that might also be considered scriptural.12 That 

10. see, in this volume, discussions by dora mbuwayesango and monica melanchthon.
11. Judith Plaskow, “we are also your sisters: The development of women’s studies 

in religion,” WSQ 1.2 (1997): 199–211; first published in 1993.
12. The term “scripture” is itself complicated; for discussion, see Pui-lan and schüssler 

Fiorenza, Women’s Sacred Scriptures, especially 1–3 and 105–12; and Vincent wimbush, 
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is, “biblical” may appear to be a descriptive term for Jewish and christian scrip-
tures, but it is also a rhetorical-ideological concept. The rhetorical-ideological 
functions of “Bible” and “biblical” regularly include a preference for a literary 
canon linked with christian supersessionism as well as colonial missionizing.13 
For example, feminists could do more to analyze and critique the histories of 
the use of the “Bible” in ways that imply only the Christian Bible. indeed, such 
a line of analysis has been articulated especially in contexts where multiple reli-
gious traditions flourish or where christianity has been practiced as a mission-
ary religion linked with colonialism and imperialism. But this line of analysis 
is also salient for euro-american histories of anti-semitism. canaan Banana 
has argued for a “radical rewriting” of what constitutes the Bible based on the 
understanding that divine revelation is not limited to the historical christian 
Bible, but is found also in the “religious shrines and traditions of the peoples of 
asia, africa, europe, the caribbean, and latin america.”14 such a position is 
compatible with feminist views of the canon as prototype. 

2. accepting Biblical canons  
while transgressing interpretive canons

scripture does not authorize its own interpretations all by itself.
— margaret adam15

For many Jewish and christian feminists active in religious communities, 
the Bible constitutes a limited, authoritative group of texts with which they 
want to continue to wrestle.16 in these cases, feminist biblical interpreters may 

ed., Theorizing Scriptures: New Critical Orientations to a Cultural Phenomenon (new 
Brunswick, n.J.: rutgers university Press, 2008). This essay focuses on the question of 
canon in relationship to biblical texts. as Zayn Kassam’s essay in this volume indicates, 
the Qur’ān is canonical scripture for muslims; while tanak and the christian testament 
are both intertextually referenced in the Qur’ān, neither has canonical status for muslims.

13. see cynthia Baker’s contribution in this volume concerning christian-centered-
ness of feminist biblical interpretation.

14. canaan s. Banana, “The case for a new Bible,” in Voices from the Margin: Inter-
preting the Bible in the Third World (ed. r. s. sugirtharajah; 2nd ed.; london: sPcK, 1995), 
71, 73. 

15. margaret B. adam, “This is My story, This is My song…: a Feminist claim on 
scripture, ideology and interpretation,” in Escaping Eden: New Feminist Perspectives on the 
Bible (ed. harold c. washington et al.; new york: new york university Press, 1999), 225.

16. certainly, nonreligious feminists also regularly engage the consensus canons of 
the tanakh and the christian Bible, and often in transgressive ways, but they do not view 
the texts under consideration as authoritative for themselves, so the stakes differ.
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acknowledge the historical process of delimiting a limited group of texts as 
scripturally authoritative as a development fraught with gendered and other 
kinds of power-saturated dimensions, but the focus of biblical interpretation 
remains the end product, the consensus canon for Jews (tanak) and chris-
tians (the two-testament Bible).

although not situating her remarks as a feminist, loveday alexander 
effectively distills the issue that feminist biblical interpreters face who con-
tinue to value their Bibles: “The problem is not what we are to read but how.”17 
Feminists articulate responses to this “how” especially in terms of author-
ity. Jewish feminist naomi Graetz, “respect[s] the authority inherent in the 
traditional text,” viewing her feminism as “inseparable from [her] religious 
orientation.”18 even as Graetz grants the biblical texts “inherent” authority, she 
insists that the feminist interpreter also has authority: “authority evolves out of 
the dialectic process of closely studying a text and simultaneously interpreting 
its meaning in terms of our own feminist and religious consciousness.”19 writ-
ing about christian feminist biblical interpreters, claudia camp has argued 
that “the authority of the text is always an embodied authority: persons must 
authorize the text, even as it authorizes them.” similarly to Graetz’s dialectic 
process, camp suggests that 

true authority has a dialogical quality … in order to grant authority to some-
one or something else, one must first have the authority to do so. legitimate 
or uncoerced granting occurs from a position of strength, not weakness. This 
granting is, moreover, reciprocal. For a text to have this dialogical author-
ity, it must continually create new persons to participate in this ongoing 
interaction. in other words, a truly authoritative text will have a generative, 
life-giving quality.20

as camp emphasizes, this approach authorizes both the Bible and the inter-
preter in lifegiving ways that require not simply celebration of the text’s con-
tent but also critique, “for sometimes the authority of scripture that is embod-
ied in persons will call for the destruction of the existing coercive institutions 

17. loveday alexander, “God’s Frozen word: canonicity and the dilemmas of Biblical 
interpretation today,” ExpTim 117 (2006): 238.

18. naomi Graetz, Unlocking the Garden: A Feminist Jewish Look at the Bible, Midrash, 
and God (Piscataway, n.J.: Gorgias, 2005), 4.

19. ibid.
20. claudia V. camp, “Feminist Theological hermeneutics: canon and chris-

tian identity,” in A Feminist Introduction (vol. 1 of Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth 
schüssler Fiorenza with the assistance of shelly matthews; new york: crossroad, 1993), 
162–63, emphasis original.
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that have usurped authority,” that is, institutions that have prevented some 
persons from being able to engage scripture with authority. From camp’s 
perspective, “The act of interpretation becomes the bringing together of bib-
lical traditions with present circumstances to create life for the present and 
future.”21 some womanist biblical scholars such as renita weems and raquel 
st. clair embrace an approach to scripture along these lines.22

This approach may not lead to a questioning of the canonical status of bib-
lical texts.23 nonetheless, it can offer an effective feminist basis for challenging 
and transforming both what count as authoritative interpretations of bibli-
cal texts and how such interpretations are enacted in moral, ethical, social, 
and institutional arrangements. For example, in her powerful insistence on 
interpretive communities as the place where all biblical interpreters, including 
feminists, “find the authority to make sense of and defend our biblical inter-
pretations,” margaret adam urges feminists to continue to wrestle with pas-
sages such as eph 5:22: “wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the 
lord,” not simply to denounce it, soften it, or explain it away, but to highlight 
its anomalousness and conflict with “what we know about our story of God-
with-us” and “many other new testament passages that recount the primacy 
of communal, grace-filled interaction over hierarchical social convention.”24 

a dialogical approach to biblical texts need not reinforce canonical 
boundaries, however. in a postcolonial register, Kwok Pui-lan has proposed a 
“dialogical model of interpretation [that] imagines the Bible as a talking book, 
engendering conversations and creating a polyphonic theological discourse,” 
one that does not specifically privilege the biblical texts, but in which multiva-
lent meanings are produced in collective and religiously pluralistic contexts.25 

21. ibid., 163.
22. see, e.g., renita J. weems, “reading Her way Through the struggle: african 

american women and the Bible,” in Stony the Road we Trod: African American Biblical 
Interpretation (ed. cain hope Felder; minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 57–77; raquel st. clair, 
“womanist Biblical interpretation,” in True to Our Native Land: An African American New 
Testament Commentary (ed. Brian K. Blount; minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 54–62.

23. loveday alexander describes a comparable interpretive process, based on a dia-
logical interrelation between the ancient canonical text and the contemporary experience 
of the interpreter who seeks to make the text meaningful for her present: “ ‘learning from 
tradition’ … is a complex interactive dialogue with the text, in which it is the task of the 
skillful interpreter to incorporate new discoveries into the text. But this ongoing process 
of adaptation and creative interpretation does not detract from the canonic status of the 
text: if it wasn’t authoritative, it wouldn’t be worth interpreting” (alexander, “God’s Frozen 
word,” 239). 

24. adam, “This is My story,” 226, 229–30.
25. Kwok Pui-lan, Discovering the Bible, 32, but see 36–70.
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one literary form that such dialogical interaction can take is commen-
tary writing. Biblical commentary often reproduces canonical boundaries, yet 
feminists have used it both to destabilize them and to advance “canon within 
a canon” kinds of critiques. elizabeth cady stanton’s The Woman’s Bible is 
a touchstone of first-wave feminism, explicitly honored in the multi-author 
Women’s Bible Commentary and in the two-volume Searching the Scriptures.26 
athalya Brenner and amy-Jill levine have edited additional multiauthor and 
multivolume feminist commentary collections.27 Both stanton’s project and 
the Women’s Bible Commentary emphasize the authority of women to chal-
lenge the content and interpretations of biblical texts deemed to be androcen-
tric, patriarchal, or kyriarchal. For its part, Searching the Scriptures consists 
of one volume of essays addressing feminist interpretive approaches and one 
volume of short commentaries on a range of texts associated with christian 
tradition, both canonical and noncanonical, thus foregrounding associations 
of canon with prototype.28 Feminists have also participated in the creation of 
The Torah: A Woman’s Commentary and composed feminist midrash.29 

3. historicizing literary canons

evidence for the canon of scripture and its precise limits can only be found 
outside the canon!30 

— mary ann tolbert

26. elizabeth cady stanton, The Woman’s Bible (Boston: northeastern university 
Press, 1993; first published 1895); carol a. newsom and sharon h. ringe, eds., The Wom-
en’s Bible Commentary (louisville: westminster John Knox, 1992). see also luise schottroff 
and marie-Theres wacker, eds., Kompendium feministische Bibelauslegung (3rd ed.; Güter-
sloh: Gütersloher, 2007; first published 1998).

27. see their Feminist companion series, with volumes published by sheffield aca-
demic Press, Pilgrim, and t&t clark.

28. schüssler Fiorenza specifies that the inclusion of noncanonical texts alongside 
canonical ones does not signal a gesture toward a new literary canon ( “introduction,” 8). 
rather, the inclusion of noncanonical texts and the variety of interpretive considerations 
and approaches in volume 1 embody her notion of historical prototype—contemporary 
engagement with an expanded range of historical “root-models.”

29. tamara cohn eskenazi and andrea l. weiss, eds., The Torah: A Woman’s Com-
mentary (new york: women of reform Judaism, urJ, 2008); ellen Frankel, The Five Books 
of Miriam: A Woman’s Commentary on the Torah (new york, Putnam, 2006); athayla 
Brenner, I Am…: Biblical Women Tell Their Own Stories (minneapolis: Fortress, 2005). see 
also Baker in this volume.

30. mary ann tolbert, “reading the Bible with authority: Feminist interrogation of 
the canon,” in washington et al., Escaping Eden, 146.
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another way that feminist biblical interpreters have interrogated canoni-
cal boundaries is by emphasizing that the Bible was the result of a process 
of centuries of use, interpretation, negotiation, and debate. This line of argu-
ment, developed primarily among scholars of christianity, challenges claims 
that the texts of the christian Bible are authoritative by divine fiat. instead, as 
Karen King puts it: “The new testament and nicene creed were not the start-
ing points but the end products of debate and dispute, the result of experience 
and experimentation.”31 From a postcolonial or decolonizing angle, feminist 
biblical interpreters have called for attention also to the historical introduc-
tion and impact of the christian Bible in colonial missionary contexts, often 
at the expense of other oral and literary resources. less work has been done to 
assess the kinds of reading strategies that helped to produce “christian” forms 
of identification in the roman empire through literary and hermeneutical dif-
ferentiation from “Jewish” forms. 

This mode of transgressing canonical boundaries has had greatest sig-
nificant impact on early christian historiography, including outside of femi-
nist circles, as an increasing number of scholars reconstruct early christian 
history without privileging canonical sources over noncanonical ones.32 
and while the identification of most christian testament texts as historically 
Jewish texts is not controversial, none of these texts has become canonical in 
any Jewish communities. 

in her writings on the Gospel of mary, Karen King makes two kinds of 
arguments that destabilize canonical boundaries: first, experiment and strug-
gle over all matters—including canon and creed—characterize earliest forms 
of christianity, so this is a model for contemporary christians to embrace. 

31. Karen l. King, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala: Jesus and the First Woman Apostle 
(santa rosa, calif.: Polebridge, 2003), 161. see also silke Petersen, “die evangelienüber-
schriften und die entstehung des neutestamentlichen Kanons,” ZNW 97 (2006): 250–74. 
For some useful nonfeminist discussions of the historical process of Bible formation, see, 
e.g., James l. Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible As It Was at the Start of the 
Common Era (cambridge: harvard university Press, 1998); david l. dungan, Constan-
tine’s Bible: Politics and the Making of the New Testament (minneapolis: Fortress, 2007); lee 
martin mcdonald, The Formation of the Christian Biblical Canon (rev. ed.; Peabody, mass.: 
hendrickson, 1995); aleida assmann and Jan assmann, Kanon und Zensur: Beiträge zur 
Archäologie der literarischen Kommunikation II (munich: wilhem Fink, 1987); hans von 
campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible (trans. J. a. Baker; Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1972).

32. see also the programmatic statement by elizabeth a. castelli and hal taussig, 
“drawing large and startling Pictures: reimagining christian origins by Painting like 
Picasso,” in Reimagining Christian Origins: A Colloquium Honoring Burton L. Mack (ed. 
elizabeth a. castelli and hal taussig; Valley Forge, Penn.: trinity, 1996), 3–20. 
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second, the soteriology, anthropology, and ethics she discerns in the Gospel 
of mary exist not simply in this noncanonical writing but also within those 
texts and practices that have persisted “inside of christianity … down to the 
present day,” implicitly calling into question the notion that canonical bound-
aries mark the difference between authentic and authoritative teachings and 
their opposite.33 The first argument is a variation on a long-standing Protes-
tant argument for the origins of christianity to serve as a warrant for current 
reform inside christianity, even as her argument does not rely on appeal solely 
to writings that became canonical. while King never calls for contemporary 
christian communities to add the Gospel of mary to the biblical canon, her 
second argument opens the door for its ideas to serve as a basis for highlight-
ing submerged elements within christian tradition.

Jane schaberg’s work on mary magdalene offers a related kind of impor-
tant feminist approach, one that examines “the texts of the canonical Gospels 
through the lens of their Nachleben or afterlife as well as their prelife.”34 her 
work is also explicitly concerned with contemporary theological-political 
feminist transformations, as she aims to articulate a “magdalene christian-
ity” as “an alternative and challenge to Petrine christianity, which has never 
been able to silence it.”35 Thus, like King, schaberg’s engagement with canoni-
cal and noncanonical sources offer a historiographical approach to “christian 
origins” as one of struggle and experimentation. Furthermore, both argue that 
this struggle and diversity has persisted over time, inside canonical texts and 
traditions, even if in asymmetrical and muted ways. 

as mary ann tolbert observes, the literary canon exists only because it 
has been designated so—individuals and communities had to formulate and 
debate interpretive standards before the scriptural canon could be secured. 
This insight underscores how any discussion of canon, feminist or not, must 
attend to both the what and the how of biblical interpretation. The canon is 
never simply the text. in the twenty-first century, feminist biblical interpret-
ers may find more ways to articulate the possible relationships between these 
historiographical interventions and the decolonizing challenges to scriptural 
boundaries explored in the next section.

33. King, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala, see esp. 155–90.
34. Jane schaberg, The Resurrection of Mary Magdalene: Legends, Apocrypha, and the 

Christian Testament (new york: continuum, 2004), 8.
35. ibid., 19.
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4. Bursting canonical Boundaries

mutual criticism and openness to the critique of women from other faith 
traditions is essential. such critical engagement with one another is neces-
sary if women of all faith traditions are to work together for the liberation 
and well-being of all women.

— Kwok Pui-lan36

as was noted above, feminist biblical interpreters have consistently transgressed 
the “rules” for interpretation and sometimes also the literary boundaries of bib-
lical canons. These two kinds of canonical boundary crossing are sometimes 
explicitly conjoined to advance feminist theological understandings of religious 
identity as resonating with texts classically defined as biblical, but not limited to 
or determined by these texts. we see this especially in the notion of the Bible as 
exemplar or prototype, as suggested by schüssler Fiorenza: 

what leads us to perceive biblical texts as providing resources in the struggle 
for liberation from patriarchal oppression, as well as models for the transfor-
mation of the patriarchal church is not some special canon of texts that can 
claim divine authority. rather, it is the experience of women themselves in 
their struggle for liberation. i have therefore suggested that we understand 
the Bible as a structuring prototype of women-church rather than as a defi-
nite archetype.37

indeed, as this quotation indicates, when feminist biblical interpreters trans-
gress canonical boundaries (literarily and/or methodologically), they must 
also articulate the implications of these transgressions for religious identifi-
cations: “such a notion of the Bible not as mythic archetype but as a histori-
cal prototype provides women-church with a sense of its own ongoing his-
tory as well as christian identity.”38 in her introduction to the commentary 
volume of Searching the Scriptures, schüssler Fiorenza suggests that there is a 
tension between what she underscores as a necessary “deconstructive, trans-
gressive method” of feminist biblical interpretation and “a positive image 
for the function of scripture in feminist struggles to transform religion and 
society.”39 she finds just such an image in the figure of divine wisdom, iden-
tifying it as a figure that appears in those classical canonical texts but also 

36. Kwok Pui-lan, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology (sheffield: sheffield academic 
Press, 2000), 50.

37. schüssler Fiorenza, “The will to choose or to reject,” 135.
38. ibid., 136.
39. schüssler Fiorenza, “introduction,” 11. 
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one that “permeates the whole world” and, in her view, “does not allow for 
an understanding of canonical authority as exclusive and commanding.”40 
By identifying an image found in biblical texts, divine wisdom, schüssler 
Fiorenza enacts her position that the Bible is the heritage and legacy for 
christian-identified feminists in their efforts for liberative transformation 
of christianity. she also presents it as an image conducive to addressing the 
theological, social, and political problem of boundary marking, as she does 
not proclaim that wisdom is limited to or contained by the content of bibli-
cal texts.41 

Searching the Scriptures is carefully framed as a project that engages 
“inherited christian socioreligious boundaries.” its contributors are not all 
christian, and some explicitly speak to the need for biblical texts to be inter-
preted “from the perspective of other faith traditions.”42 in making this point, 
Kwok Pui-lan and other feminist biblical interpreters such as chung hyun 
Kyung call for critically engaging the biblical canon along with the religious 
traditions of one’s home context as one strategy for addressing the long his-
tory of the christian Bible’s use as a canon of colonialism in africa, asia, the 
americas, and elsewhere.43 

musa dube not only calls for feminist biblical interpreters to consider 
all world scriptures in their scope, but also urges the expansion of a feminist 
“oral-spirit place,” which she calls a “semoya place,” from which wo/men 
“hear anew God speaking to them about the well-being of women and all 
the oppressed.”44 The urgency of this kind of analysis arises as a matter of 
intrareligious struggle, as members of a transnational religious identifica-
tion such as “christian” work to enact locally and globally what it means to 
hold this identification. But it also matters for how feminist struggles can 

40. ibid.
41. This topic exceeds the question of canon. issues considered include: when and 

what kinds of feminist reforms might result in the production of a new religious tradition 
no longer understood as “Jewish,” “christian,” and so on (e.g., Judith Plaskow, Standing 
Again at Sinai: Judaism From a Feminist Perspective [new york: harpercollins, 1991]); 
conditions for productive interfaith and multifaith alliances and exchange (e.g., Kwok Pui-
lan, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology) and the status of monotheism in feminist the-
ology and praxis (e.g., laurel schneider, Beyond Monotheism: A Theology of Multiplicity 
[london: routledge, 2008]). 

42. schüssler Fiorenza, “introduction,” 5; and Kwok Pui-lan, “racism and ethnocen-
trism in Feminist Biblical interpretation,” in schüssler Fiorenza, A Feminist Introduction, 110.

43. see chung hyun Kyung, Struggling to be the Sun Again: Introducing Asian Women’s 
Theology (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1990); and Kwok Pui-lan, Introducing Asian Feminist 
Theology, 42–62.

44. dube, “rahab is hanging out a red ribbon,” 187–88.
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be enacted across and between religious identifications in various local and 
supralocal contexts. This kind of critical engagement can occur in academic 
contexts or in boundary crossing contexts, such as the ecumenical associa-
tion of Third world Theologians, comprised of academics, lay people, and 
religious professionals.45 

Biblical canonical boundaries do not simply pertain to religious affilia-
tion. within literary studies, the notion of a canon and the challenging of the 
boundaries of literary canons is a familiar one that is often linked to “culture 
wars” over gender, race, ethnicity, and national identity (though less often reli-
gious affiliation).46 indeed, the christian Bible has functioned as a kind of 
canonical text along the lines of other literary works, such as shakespeare’s 
plays. That is, the christian Bible is a widely circulated literary document with 
extensive intertextual and cultural influence in christian-dominated parts of 
the world that is linked with histories of colonialism. in a multifaith, glob-
ally interconnected world with a range of transnational forms of alliance and 
activism, it is especially important for feminists of various locations to tackle 
and to transform the legacy of the christian Bible as a literary canon whose 
effects include but also exceed the theological.47

45. see, e.g., discussion by teresa okure, “Feminist interpretations in africa,” in 
schüssler Fiorenza, A Feminist Introduction, 76–85; and maría Pilar aquino, “‘The dynam-
ics of Globalization and the university’: toward a democratic-emancipatory transforma-
tion,” in Toward a New Heaven and a New Earth: Essays in Honor of Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza (ed. Fernando F. segovia; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2003), 385–406.

46. see e.g., harold Bloom, The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages (new 
york: harcourt Brace, 1994).

47. non-christians may thus view the two-testament Bible as canonical for nontheo-
logical reasons and wish to transgress or challenge its boundaries or uses in order to achieve 
feminist aims, including decolonization or civil rights for queer people. nonetheless, the 
bulk of academic biblical interpreters were raised as christians. Jewish feminists such as 
Judith Plaskow, ross Kraemer, amy-Jill levine, and susannah heschel have made impor-
tant contributions to the study of christian testament materials; some of their work indi-
rectly suggests that canon formation interacts with the production of differences between 
“christian” and “Jewish” identifications. see, e.g., Judith Plaskow, “Feminist anti-Judaism 
and the christian God,” JFSR 7.2 (1991): 99–108; ross Kraemer, “Jewish women and 
christian origins: some caveats,” in Women and Christian Origins (ed. ross Kraemer and 
mary rose d’angelo; new york: oxford university Press, 1999), 35–49; amy-Jill levine, 
“women in the Q communit(ies) and traditions,” in Kraemer and d’angelo, Women and 
Christian Origins, 150–70; susannah heschel, “Jesus the Theological transvestite,” in Juda-
ism Since Gender (ed. miriam Peskowitz and laura levitt; new york: routledge, 1997), 
188–99. as cynthia Baker cautions, however, attention to the Jewishness of christian tes-
tament interpreters, as opposed to their interpretive approaches, is problematic, especially 
given the history of christian anti-Judaism; see Baker in this volume.
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Bibliodrama in a German context

Leony Renk 
Pastor; TCI graduate; Laase Conference Centre (Wendland), Germany

1. introduction

“what is in the past of the Jews, the turks have ahead of them.” i read this 
horrific prediction on a house wall in Berlin at the beginning of the 1980s and 
was deeply shocked. This graffiti reminded me of the disturbing events in my 
village at the end of the war in 1945, when i was six years old, the depressing, 
stultifying silence that followed our children’s questions, and the disconsolate 
phrase: “one is powerless here.” alongside wartime and postwar memories, 
however, were also the liberating experiences during the student revolts at the 
end of the 1960s, when the great silence was broken and the myth of power-
lessness radically questioned. 

at this point in time i had already developed bibliodrama as a method, 
which in addition to the text and its effective history includes the reality of 
the participants in all its aspects (individually, socially, politically). The expe-
riences at the beginning of the 1980s led me to develop an interreligious 
bibliodrama concept. From the beginning, my bibliodrama concept can be 
understood only within the humanistic concept of Theme-centered interac-
tion (tci).

1.1. learning Processes in the encounter with tci

i met ruth c. cohn, the developer of tci, for the first time in the mid-1970s. 
her method, based on humanist psychology, was developed as a way of coun-
teracting the horrors of the nazi period. her original and pivotal approach 
was to make those belonging to different nationalities, professional groups, 
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and social grassroots movements aware of their partial power and to increase 
their autonomy. as a result, it would be possible for them to resist emerging 
hierarchies and dictatorships by way of common, networked activities. The 
inspiration for this approach lay in her own experiences as a Berlin Jew in the 
Third reich and in the u.s., where she fled after 1933. 

ruth cohn had returned for a seminar in Berlin in order to establish a 
“workshop institute for living learning” (will)1 in collaboration with other 
Jewish leaders committed to tci in Germany. i have to thank ruth especially 
and foremost, as well as a few other tci instructors such as elisabeth tomalin 
and helga aschaffenburg, for giving me the essential drive during my educa-
tional learning process of many years2 to develop an interreligious concept of 
bibliodrama that focuses on gender, religion, and social justice.

influenced as i was by the mechanisms of denial and repression in post-
war German society at the end of the 1950s, i would normally have rejected 
the graffiti mentioned at the beginning of this article. due to my longstanding 
learning process, i am today able to accept my involvement in the dreadful 
history of anti-semitism and racism, because i am not the guiltless woman i 
would like to be. i, like everyone in our society, live in contexts shaped by an 
anti-semitic history. Thus, the political contexts in which i, and all people, live 
must be considered and incorporated into my work. 

ruth cohn introduced me to an ultra-democratic theory of education. 
she based her philosophy on the fact that every group learning process is 
defined by four factors: (1) the individual person (i); (2) the group and group 
interaction (we); (3) the subject or the task (it or, in bibliodrama, the text); 
and (4) the context in a narrow and wider sense (the Globe).3 tci works on 
the assumption that all four of these factors are important and must be incor-
porated in a dynamic balance. 

The tci method includes, among others, the following postulates, which 
provide a new understanding of leadership and the role of participants.4 

1. “i am my own chairperson.” each person is her or his own leader 
and takes responsibility for oneself and one’s part in the group event. 

1. since 2002 it has borne the name: ruth cohn institute for tci international (www 
.ruth-cohn-institute.com).

2. it is typical for tci that the training takes a minimum of three years, and to take ten 
years to receive the diploma is nothing extraordinary.

3. The english term “globe” was also taken over as a specialist tci expression for the 
entire German-speaking area.

4. see the introduction to the tci model by ruth cohn and alfred Farau, Gelebte 
Geschichte der Psychotherapie: Zwei Perspektiven (stuttgart: Klett cotta, 1984), 351–70. 
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Therefore, each individual is involved in the leadership and the 
responsibility for the success of a seminar. 

2. “i am autonomous and interdependent.” This factor involves recog-
nizing our connectedness with others in our various living, learning, 
and unlearning processes. 

3. The postulate “i am not all-powerful; i am not completely power-
less; I am powerful in part” highlights the individual’s ability to take 
countermeasures when networked with others when a potential for 
social risk becomes apparent. The inclusion of the religious/cultural, 
social, political, and economic context and of the globe5 is particu-
larly important because “anyone who does not take the globe seri-
ously is devoured by it.”6

1.2. developing Feminist interreligious Bibliodrama

Feminist theology and bibliodrama emerged in Germany around the same 
time.7 Bibliodrama and feminist theology aim to take into account every facet 
of the context.8 Both understand women or participants as subjects of inter-
pretation, and both are committed to justice. in dealing with biblical texts, 
both movements seek the marginal and marginalized clues in the text, and 
they use many different methods to do so.9

5. The importance of the globe must constantly be remembered in the tci setting. 
The majority of the i-you-we-it levels overlap with the meaning of the political dimen-
sions. when creating will america, the political dimension was even deleted again 
from the articles of association. see leony renk, “die dringlichste Frage: erinnerung an 
ruth c. cohn,” Schlangenbrut 109/110 (2010): 51–53. 

6. cohn and Farau, Gelebte Geschichte, 355. 
7. an in-depth examination of the relationships between bibliodrama and feminist 

theology is still pending. uta Pohl-Patalong depicts the relationship of both as a “Kritische 
Freundschaft” (criticial friendship) in her article of the same title in Bibliodrama: Theorie–
Praxis–Reflexion (ed. elisabeth naurath and uta Pohl-Patalong; stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 
2002), 30–37.

8. in bibliodramatic practice, the focus is usually on the individual (i), and often too 
little consideration is given, unfortunately, to the other factors (the context/globe and the 
group), even when the theory states otherwise.

9. in the Protestant history of women’s Bible study, this has a long tradition only the 
rudiments of which have been researched. see on this heike Koch, “ ‘wichtig ist es, dass die 
Frauen lernen, “zwischen den Zeilen zu lesen” ’: “der Beitrag maria weigles für die Bibel-
arbeit der evangelischen Frauenhilfe,” in 100 Jahre Evangelische Frauenhilfe in Deutschland: 
Einblicke in ihre Geschichte (ed. christine Busch; düsseldorf: archive of the Protestant 
church in the rhineland, 1999), 171–204. an investigation could also be undertaken as 
to what differences can be identified between Protestant and catholic female bibliodrama-
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in the 1980s, German feminist theology became aware of how it was 
caught up in its own history. “The anti-semitism debate in Germany placed 
christian feminists in their most profound social, cultural, religious and his-
torical context.”10 This observation is still valid and places before us a specific 
challenge: the tradition of christian anti-semitism shapes the way in which 
we deal with biblical texts.11

in developing my interreligious bibliodrama concept, i have tried to take 
up the aforementioned challenges as a significant part of my work in con-
tinuous education on the parish level and in other community venues.12 in 
doing so, i have learned much from the field of humanistic psychology in the 
u.s., which was developed mainly by Jewish psychotherapists. at the point 
at which the unconscious and our inner creative strengths and imaginative 
capacities separate, they saw the impetus for destructive thought and action. 

The theologian ernst lange also underlined the need for play, for aimless 
experimentation, and for exploring possibilities: “without playing with possi-
bilities, there is no recognition that reality needs not remain as it is, that it can 
be changed, improved. Play in our lives represents our utopian strengths, our 
capacity for visualizing a better world, for going beyond our limits.”13 with 
respect to bibliodrama, this means: “we express only what would otherwise 
remain inside … in music, in dealing with symbols, in dance, in play, in physi-
cal movement, what moves us inwardly and what inner movement there may 
be in the text.… God is given a living place in space and time.”14

working in such a holistic way requires more time than the traditional 
Bible class does. a bibliodrama seminar ideally lasts five days. There should 

tists. see Klara Butting, “Bibel: hermeneutik,” in Wörterbuch der Feministischen Theologie 
(ed. elisabeth Gössmann et al; Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2002): 64–66, here 64. 

10. Britta Jüngst, “Kontexte,” in Was Ist Feministische Theologie? (ed. claudia rakel 
and Britta Jüngst; Gelnhausen: arbeitsstelle Fernstudium eKd, 2004): 67–136, here 100.

11. see antje röckemann and Kathrin winkler, “christlich-feministische Theologie, 
antijudaismus und jüdisch-christlicher dialog,” in Feministische Theologie: Initiativen, 
Kirchen, Universitäten—eine Erfolgsgeschichte (ed. Gisela matthiae et al.; Gütersloh: Güt-
ersloher, 2008), 344–50.

12. until i retired in 2000, i led the arbeitsstelle for Gemeinde- und religionspädago-
gische aus-, Fort- und weiterbildung (workplace for community and religious training, 
continuing and Further education). since 1990, i have been responsible for the Berlin and 
Brandenburg area and, prior to this, for west Berlin alone.

13. ernst lange, Sprachschule für die Freiheit: Bildung als Problem und Funktion der 
Kirche (munich: Kaiser, 1980), 52.

14. Gerhard marcel martin, in the introduction to walter wink, Bibelarbeit: Ein 
Praxisbuch für Theologen und Laien (Kohlhammer: stuttgart, 1982), 12. First published as 
Transforming Bible Study (nashville: abingdon, 1981).
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be between ten and twenty people in the group, and it should be led by at least 
two people.

1.3. the need for liberating Biblical interpretation

when we experience the dangers in our society with all our senses, we are 
often seized by both fear and crippling resignation. i am convinced that in 
these situations we need the liberating potential of biblical traditions so that 
courage and resistance can grow within the community of other resisters on 
our long way through the desert. i regard the biblical writings in my German 
context as an important “school of justice”15 and assume that “the suspicion has 
been unproven that scripture and feminist experience cannot be mediated.”16 
This does not in any way indicate an uncritical approach. on the contrary, it 
means exposing not only the violent, misogynistic biblical texts but also the 
encouraging biblical narrative threads and those that liberate from structures 
of oppression. it means developing new democratic methods and educational 
concepts that nurture experiences of freedom and positively reinforce aware-
ness and action for change.

2. Bibliodrama as a holistic, experiential, and  
contextual democratic Praxis of Biblical interpretation

a contextual engagement with the Bible that will liberate women in such a 
way that they are able to perceive injustices can be nothing other than experi-
ential and holistic. Biblical language in many places is already full of sensual-
ity and physicality, even where it involves humiliating and depressing experi-
ences between human beings (see, e.g., the texts about sarah and hagar). The 
body aspect of biblical language, however, is usually overlooked in conven-
tional exegetical processes.17 

15. luise schottroff, Lydias ungeduldige Schwestern: Feministische Sozialgeschichte des 
frühen Christentum (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1994), 11. translated into english as Lydia’s 
Impatient Sisters: Feminist Social History of Early christianity (louisville: westminster 
John Knox, 1995).

16. Klara Butting, Prophetinnen gefragt: Die Bedeutung der Prophetinnen im Kanon 
aus Tora und Prophetie (Biblisch-feministische texte 3; wittingen: erev-rav, 2001), 205–6. 

17. The theologian antje röckemann has developed a continuing education course 
from these considerations with the dance teacher Gabriela Jüttner: “studying the Bible with 
your Body” (www.theologie-in-bewegung.de).
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2.1. Bibliodrama: holistic reading of Biblical texts

holistic experiences with all the senses, with heart and mind, with the whole 
body, inspire confidence and relation even with “outsiders”—in an entirely 
different way from cognitively disseminated information—and they change 
deeply internalized attitudes. “The body has its own language.… it makes the 
invisible visible—without words. when we translate its nonverbal language 
into a verbal one, we increase our understanding.”18

in my first bibliodrama seminars, i was introduced to trainers who had 
trained intensively with Katya delakova, a Jewish dance teacher who has had 
an enormous influence on bibliodrama in Germany. motion and physical 
exercises make other experiences and perceptions possible and put our obser-
vational considerations into perspective. we become aware of differences, and 
even initial skeptics are captivated after some time. 

each bibliodrama, therefore, includes bodily awareness. since we have 
not learned in our society to observe the body and include it in our learning 
processes, we need preparatory exercises. after an intensive exercise phase, 
the participants encounter the biblical text in a different way. The develop-
ment of nonverbal gestures toward individual words of a text facilitate highly 
individual access—in approval or rejection, in experiencing intimacy or alien-
ation. out of the gestures, short scenes can be developed in small groups, 
which can change the meaning entirely or suggest new relationships between 
parts of the text. Bodily oriented play alternates with periods of reflection and 
periods of silence. Bibliodrama should therefore be seen as a process of body 
awareness; it is exegesis with the body.

in bibliodramatic work, the history of the impact of a biblical text often 
becomes apparent, too, through this alienation effect. each bibliodrama can 
produce a practical implementation of the “hermeneutic of suspicion” (elisa-
beth schüssler Fiorenza). each text is critically examined through the experi-
ences of the bibliodramatists, and a lively resymbolization can be achieved 
in the readaptation process during the play. The text can thus be retold and a 
nonproductive history of its effects can be removed or its significance elimi-
nated. Biblical texts come alive again as women become aware of their own 
roots in a new way. in doing so, all the participants become competent bibli-
cal interpreters, whether they are theologians or not, whether they are Jewish, 
christian, muslim, religious, or nonreligious women. “Bibliodrama is there-

18. ruth cohn, Von der Psychoanalyse zur Themenzentrierten Interaktion: Von der 
Behandlung Einzelner zu einer Pädagogik für alle (stuttgart: Klett-cotta, 2009), 202.
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fore a democratic, nonacademic, interpretive feminist method that inspires 
and empowers women to appreciate their own theological authority.”19

2.2. Bibliodrama: the contexts are co-readers

i live and work in a multicultural and multireligious society in Germany. a 
multireligious group in a bibliodrama is a great opportunity as well as a chal-
lenge for participants and for the leadership, because we have not had suffi-
cient practice at being aware of our differences.20

working with the body is also a great help here in developing a sense of 
the fact that we are all different. There is not just one globe for all, but each 
participant in a bibliodrama brings her own globe with her. This applies to all 
bibliodrama but more particularly to interreligious bibliodramatic work. 

differing globe perceptions also have an impact on leadership interven-
tions in relation to the weighing of the themes of the individual participants (i 
level), their interactions (we level), and the significance of the respective bib-
lical text (it level). There is a difference when i lead a bibliodrama group alone 
as a member of a christian21 majority as opposed to when i work as part of a 
leadership team in which a member of the small Jewish minority and/or the 
larger muslim minority participates. along with the religious background, the 
context also includes the collective patterns of reception that influence indi-
viduals, such as anti-semitism and nationalism. it is essential that the globe 
should also be included in bibliodrama work.

my experiences with the leitura Popular da Bíblia, particularly in Brazil 
itself, have once again reinforced for me the significance of the globe, which—
as already suggested—is not adequately considered in the tci movement. 
experiences in Brazil have made me aware of the fact that the globe of the 
individual participants—with their hopes, dreams, strengths, and weak-
nesses—is determined by the social globe.

19. antje röckemann,“in spiralen fliegen: Bibliodrama und tZi interkulturell,” in In 
Spiralen fliegen: Bibliodrama und TZI [Themenzentrierte Interaktion] interkulturell (ed. mar-
garete Pauschert and antje röckermann; münster: schlangenbrut, 1999), 7–13, here 12.

20. annette mehlhorn therefore demands new educational concepts that also convey 
a “differential competence,” in “Feministische Theologie und Praxis unter globalisierten 
Bedingungen: Thesen,” in Feministische Theologie: Initiativen, Kirchen, Universitäten—eine 
Erfolgsgeschichte (ed. Gisela matthiae et al.; Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2008), 367–72, here 
369.

21. in this text i include those with a christian socialization in the term “christian,” 
even when some actually might have left their church.
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The leitura Popular da Bíblia gives considerable weight to the detailed 
analysis of political, social, economic, and cultural-religious aspects of the 
context of the participants, just as it does to the perception of these aspects in 
the historical biblical texts; the bibliodrama’s strength lies in the appreciation 
of the individual and physical awareness.22

latin american Bible study is marked by basic processes such as the 
pedagogy of the oppressed (Paulo Freire) and the theater of the oppressed 
(augusto Boal). They understand the experiences of women in the so-called 
“social underclasses” and their religious ideas but also take into account 
their material living conditions. Freire’s approach has also become familiar 
in europe and Germany through theologian and educational theoretician 
ernst lange. 

my concept of bibliodrama is based on tci and inspired by the experi-
ences with the leitura Popular da Bíblia in Brazil. with it, i would like to over-
come the gaps between thinking and feeling, between the personal and the 
factual, the private and the public, in order to bring areas that have diverged 
back together again. in this model, biblical texts will have more relevance in 
the long run in the public sphere and play a role in interreligious, intercultural 
contexts as “discussion partners” to be taken seriously. The division between 
the personal and political can be removed in this model by including the per-
sonal themes as well as themes of the globe. in this concept, a bibliodrama 
group is not a closed system but is defined by events in the outside world. my 
major concern is to raise awareness of the conditions of the social frameworks 
under which we all live. These include historical events whose impacts define 
the legacy we have inherited.

i see my experiences in the development of an interreligious bibliodrama 
as one step along the path to perceiving our diversity as enrichment rather 
than as threat. i understand bibliodrama as an open, creative process of inter-
action between a biblical text (it level) and the participants from different 
religions and cultures with their resulting different essential issues (i-you-we 
levels). The social and religious backgrounds of the participants and the par-
ticular context of the biblical text (globe) meet each other in this process of 
interaction. These encounters provide another view of individual participants’ 
own life circumstances and a further opportunity to observe the “unfamiliar 

22. see on this mônica ottermann, “The Blessing of the canaanite woman: Biblio-
drama and Leitura Popular: ten years of working with Bibliodrama in Brazil,” Bulletin Dei 
Verbum 66/67 (2003): 11–15. ottermann talks about a “love relationship” between bib-
liodrama and leitura popular (12). articles on bibliodrama in asia and the Pacific region 
can also be found in this edition of Bulletin Dei Verbum, a quarterly journal in German, 
english, French, and spanish. 
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other.” This fundamental experience is an important prerequisite for unlearn-
ing anti-semitism and relearning how to live together from an interreligious 
and intercultural point of view.

2.3. Bibliodrama: the text Pleads its own case

in my own theological education, i had learned that i need to hold on to 
the skopos (Greek for goal, intention, aim, purpose) of the texts that i have 
exegetically defined. in my lengthy tci education, on the other hand, i 
learned that i can liberalize the skopos of the text.23 i have preferred attend-
ing seminars led by Jewish women who, based on their tradition, have a pro-
found belief that the truth will in no way be lost even if extreme positions 
are expressed. my experience is that theological positions that also appear 
extreme to me are put into perspective in the play of bibliodrama and in the 
reflection following the debate. 

we can learn from the midrashic tradition in Jewish exegetical history to 
allow different interpretations to stand side by side. we can rely on the fact 
that the message of the text prevails between all the extreme positions. For me, 
this is the profound meaning of this originally Jewish word from the tradition: 
“when two or three are gathered together in my name, the shekinah is there 
in their midst.”24 The belief that the shekinah is there in our midst gives me 
inner peace. 

The bibliodrama method used by Peter and susan Pitzele from the u.s. 
operates within the midrashic tradition. in the rabbinic tradition the black 
fire (the text itself, the characters) and the white fire (the spacing, the exege-
sis) belong together. This means that creative and imaginative exegesis makes 
the text complete. “The texts of the Bible stories (black fire) represent half of 
whole stories and are turned into whole stories by interpretation (white fire).”25 
For various reasons the term “bibliolog” was introduced for the Pitzeles’ form 
of bibliodrama in German-speaking areas.26

23. a good exegetical preparation, as intensive and multifaceted as possible, is still 
important, of course.

24. shekinah comes from the hebrew verb šākan “to dwell” and can be translated as 
“in the presence of God.” The Jewish word from m. avot 3:2 reads: “when two sit together 
and concentrate on the words of the torah, the shekinah dewlls among them.”

25. michael ellendorf, “Bibliolog im Ku,” Lernort Gemeinde 2 (2002): 49. 
26. The Pitzeles’ method refers primarily to language; physical work is not planned, 

and it is heavily focused on performance. This is precisely because the bibliolog is better 
suited to certain contexts, however, than bibliodrama, as shown by the latest Pohl-Patalong 
publications. see on this andreas Pasquay, “ ‘i need you, to Participate the story’: Bib-
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in the christian tradition, we are exhorted to find the truth. The fact that 
there are several “truths” and, as a result, there can be different perspectives 
that are equally legitimate is cognitively easy to understand, but it is difficult 
actually to embrace this knowledge in christian terms. The body work in a 
bibliodrama is helpful here, because we are able to learn in practical terms that 
there is no right or wrong. each person has a different (physical) perception 
due to one’s particular situation, physical, and spiritual constitution.

The acceptance of different opinions and different interpretations relating 
to the “truth” of biblical texts is also substantially more difficult. This is also 
true as a rule for the leadership. leaders are also influenced by their purported 
correct understanding of a text. Their own hurts and vulnerabilities, however, 
are a disruptive factor and prevent participative leadership. in order to obviate 
these disruptions by the leadership, regular supervision or counseling and, if 
possible, a team leadership of two are very important.

3. interreligious Bibliodrama in Practice

in Jewish-christian bibliodrama workshops we are confronted—often very 
decisively—with the globe of Jewish-christian-German relations, still largely 
unresolved. These form the background and provide the obvious answer to 
the question: “why don’t most Jews actually want any religious contact with 
us?”27 The globe of the “mountain of collective holocaust memories”28 that 
has not yet become dissolved and its trauma are also consistently being high-
lighted in the second and third generations as the major problem between 
Jews and christians. This “mountain of holocaust memories” often torpedoes 
specification and organization of topics and ideas and at times makes any play 
or ritual impossible. auschwitz as the collective tragedy in our country, as a 
violation of civilization, is neither adequately lamented nor thoroughly stud-
ied. This task of psychological work is still necessary for the mainstream in 
our society and our churches. 

3.1. Bibliodrama on Genesis 12 (Kirchentag 2001)

Permit me to give an example of how the globe is present and at work in a 
Jewish-christian bibliodrama. at the deutscher evangelischer Kirchentag in 

liodrama/Bibliolog im christlich-jüdischen Gespräch”; online: http://www.judentum.net/
dialog/bibliolog.htm.

27. heiner aldebert, “Bibliodrama und interreligiöser dialog,” in naurath and Pohl-
Patalong, Bibliodrama, 38–45, here 44.

28. ibid.
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2001, i led a Jewish-christian bibliodrama workshop together with iris weiss, 
a Jewish bibliodrama leader.29 twenty-five women and men had gathered, all 
of them christian. The only Jewish woman in the room was therefore one of 
the leaders. after a period of body exercises in silence, the individual par-
ticipants were asked to answer the question: what kind of experiences with 
Jewish people or Judaism do i bring with me to the conversation? 

some talked about very enlightening discoveries in Jewish-christian dis-
cussions, in connection with aktion sühnezeichen: Friedensdienste (action 
reconciliation: service for Peace)30 or in educational events put on by Prot-
estant academies.31 most, however, had not had any personal encounter with 
a Jewish person. instead, they had heard a great deal about Judaism and had 
adopted, usually unconsciously, an anti-Jewish attitude. all this was uncriti-
cally expressed by comments along a spectrum from “subject to the law” and 
“dim,” because it was not illuminated by the bright light of the gospel, to stat-
ing that “Jews are arrogant.”

we had not counted on so many anti-Jewish attitudes at the prelimi-
nary stages of the bibiliodrama. Therefore, after this conversation i put on 
hold our idea to approach Gen 12:1–11 with body exercises. i spontaneously 
suggested that they all change places on the stools and take on the role of a 
Jewish woman or man in order to react to what they had just heard as judg-
ments about Jewish people. in doing so, they were not to look for any coun-
terarguments but to observe what hearing these prejudices had unleashed 
within them. i asked the participants to take a few steps “in Jewish shoes” 
and to let the observation sink in without evaluating it. a deep dismay began 
to spread. after a long silence, a few voiced what they had experienced: “i 
need to question my so-called christian identity, due to what i have just 
experienced.” “as a woman, i regret my lack of wisdom when i think of what 
i have said before about Jewish people. i think i was very hurtful.” “Perhaps 
this change in perspective i have just experienced is the start of a new Jewish-
christian understanding.” 

29. deutscher evangelischer Kirchentag [German Protestant church day] is a lay 
movement and independent organization that, in cooperation with the Protestant churches, 
organizes a biannual five-day event. it is something between a congress and a festival and 
attracts up to a hundred thousand participants. see www.kirchentag.de.

30. aktion sühnezeichen [action reconciliation] was founded in 1958 by members 
of the synod of the Protestant church in Germany. acknowledging Germany’s guilt for 
nazi crimes, they set out with volunteer programs toward reconciliation in many european 
countries and israel. see www.asf-ev.de.

31. see www.evangelische-akademien.de.
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The dynamics of the text of Gen 12:1–11 began to work in a mysterious 
way even before it was realized. a performance “exodus from the errors” took 
place among a few of the participants at this stage, as a midrash interprets 
the text.32 Perhaps a segment of spiritual strength has had an impact in this 
inspired internal Jewish-christian encounter, which also made it possible to 
recognize the truth of the Jewish internal counterpart. “all understanding 
grows out of relation,” according to martin Buber. a relationship according to 
the mutuality principle was imagined through role reversal, even though only 
a single Jew was present.

3.2. Bibliodrama on Genesis 16 (second european women’s synod 
2003)

i had a completely different experience in a similar situation. together with 
ewa alfred, a Jewish Feldenkrais teacher and lawyer, i led an interreligious 
bibliodrama at the second european women’s synod in Barcelona in 2003. 
we set out a circle of chairs for the twenty-five participants expected, and 
the Jewish participants were “absent” again. using hagar’s text, which we 
“translated” in gestures, our perception of the “empty chairs” was sharpened. 
in identifying with hagar, the participants experienced an emotional change 
that led, for instance, to one participant coming out as Jewish in the course 
of the seminar and another participant revealing to me as leader that she was 
“actually” Jewish.

The fact that hagar is “seen” changes her and her view of her own worth. 
The fact that hagar is seen also changed participants’ awareness, and they 
were able to grasp what it meant to trust others in the group and name their 
own identity. This moment was a gift for us. it was a moving moment at the 
end of the seminar. with a sharper perception of the room in which we were 
working, we realized that the “unoccupied chairs” had stayed empty for good 
reason: the absent Jewish women were absent because they had been mur-
dered in the shoah. Those who were present needed to remember those who 
were absent.33

32. with regard to Gen 12, a midrash explains that the threefold request “move out” 
also means that every man and woman must move out of the errors of the homeland, of 
the family, and of friends. 

33. see margarete Pauschert, “der stuhl bleibt frei: die Präsenz der abwesenden 
im Bibliodrama,” in Interreligiöses Bibliodrama: Bibliodrama als neuer Weg zur christlich-
jüdischen Begegnung (ed. leony renk; schenefeld: eB, 2005), 135–43.
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3.3. Bibliodrama on Genesis 21 (women’s trialogue 1996)

in 1996, the secular association Goldnetz initiated a major women’s trialogue 
in Berlin.34 For the bibliodrama workshop that i offered at the trialogue, i 
chose the expulsion of hagar, whose dramatic story plays a significant role in 
all three religions.35 Jewish, christian, muslim, and nonreligious women were 
able to identify at different levels with hagar and with her history. we saw that 
in all three religions of the book there are stories of women that tell of depres-
sion and oppression, of not being seen and not being valued. 

in the bibliodramatic play we saw hagar screaming in the desert from 
grief, loneliness, and anger because she was oppressed by sarah. she found no 
support and without further ado was declared a nonperson—she was simply 
a slave. hagar did not remain the speechless object in the play. her suffering 
in and at the hands of the desert changed her. she became a strong woman, 
conversing with God: “you, God, have seen me.” “hagar, the first theologian,” 
said the muslims, “have you noted that?” 

one participant, a radio broadcast editor, said in the feedback round: “we 
have acted out a ‘book drama’—a story in a Jewish, christian, and muslim 
version in a way that indiscernibly backed up our approach. a word from the 
text stands out. From the word we form a gesture, from the gesture a move-
ment and then, together, a play, a drama. we talk about how we experience 
it, our play and the play of others. we laugh, we open up, we appreciate one 
another.”36 “i got to know hagar today,” said an israeli woman later, “as the 
mother of a nation.” 

This experience is evidence of the relation-generating, interreligious 
opportunity for communication in bibliodrama. here, where thoughts and 
feelings come into play in the dealings with the holy scriptures, a willing-
ness to change prejudgments about members of other religions can grow. it 
is crucial that the leaders provide space for individual religiosity. exchanging 
these experiences within the group can become important for developing the 
important gift of a resilient solidarity for public culture.

34. see on this rita unruh and waltraud Thiel, “Frau sein–Fremd sein–offen sein: 
mit t.a.n.g.o. zum ersten Frauen-trialog in Berlin,” in Pauschert and röckermann, In Spi-
ralen fliegen, 33–34. 

35. in a Jewish-christian-muslim project, the term “Bible” in bibliodrama is, of 
course, no longer used solely for the christian Bible, but textual bases on an equal footing 
are the torah and the Qur’ān. 

36. on august 29, 1996, the sFB (sender Freies Berlin) broadcast this to commemo-
rate the first interreligious women’s trialogue in Berlin.
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The discussions with the theme of religion and with the texts that have 
emerged in this field have a public and political dimension that is revealed in 
our play sequences. in the subsequent discussion, the subject was broached 
regarding the problematic understanding of religion in the singular and the 
resulting claims of exclusivity that have been made throughout the history of 
religions. The claim of absoluteness consequently led to delusional thinking 
in every area and was conducive to oppression and expulsion of heretics. This 
thinking has led to genocide. in the experiences of the participants, it became 
clear that religion in the singular attacked not only heretics or nonbelievers 
but also all those who attempted to juxtapose several alternative interpreta-
tions in their own religion.

4. “hermeneutics of suspicion” in Bibliodrama

The engagement with interreligious bibliodrama practices can change the 
european bibliodrama movement, which has to date been predominantly 
focused on christian participants. in a Jewish-christian bibliodrama, becom-
ing aware of and understanding the “presence of those who are absent” will 
lead to a more critical interaction with presentations of the traditionally “holy 
text authorities” and the typologies derived from them.37 

in both respects we need to sharpen our senses for a “hermeneutics of 
suspicion.” on the one hand, it is essential to name clearly the claim of abso-
luteness in the traditional christian interpretation of the Bible and to rec-
ognize how sublimely it is sometimes expressed and how deeply anchored 
it is in the collective christian unconscious. This exegetical tradition has a 
monologist structure and is therefore inappropriate for a dialogue in inter-
religious bibliodrama seminars as well as in other interreligious contexts. in 
order to perceive one’s own blind spots, it is always wise to have two leaders 
for mutual correction.

on the other hand, this “hermeneutics of suspicion” needs, in ideologi-
cal-critical terms, to question the controlling interests of current interpreta-
tions, the history of exegesis, and the impact of biblical texts as to whether, for 
example, non-christians, Jewish, or muslim women and men are defamed, 
marginalized, or made invisible. whenever the holy scriptures also are a doc-
ument of the historical victors—speaking at the expense of the dignity of the 

37. examples include the presentation of the so-called “wicked” Pharisees (it has long 
since been established that Jesus was probably attached to the Pharisaic movement as well) 
and the ostensive opposition of law and gospel, about which complaints continue to be 
made, showing evidence of christian ignorance of the Jewish understanding of the law.
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defeated—we are expressly asked to distance ourselves from these texts and 
their exegetical history.38

aside from the fact that bibliodrama seminars of the three religions of the 
book challenge us to reflect our religious identity to a considerable extent, the 
following basic rule for interreligious dialogue must be applied if bibliodrama 
is to succeed: “we need to represent our own tradition with integrity and 
conviction in interreligious dialogue, but this integrity and conviction must 
include and not exclude self-criticism.”39 without self-criticism and without 
self-assurance of one’s own cause, there cannot be successful dialogue.

5. conclusion

in summary, my feminist interreligious bibliodrama seeks: 

1. to make a contribution to a gender-just, experience-related, holistic, 
and creative interpretation of the Bible; 

2. to develop a model of understanding that takes seriously the context 
both of the particular biblical ancient text as well as today’s context 
in equal measure; and

3. to make conscious and to present the controlling interests of all those 
involved in the process of interpretation. even unconscious interests 
thus become apparent, creating opportunities to expand self-aware-
ness and textual awareness.

understood in this way, bibliodrama is an ultra-democratic40 group, teaching, 
and learning model in which theologians and scholars, alongside those who 
have not studied and those socialized as christian alongside those of other 
faiths and no faith can participate as subjects in the process of understanding 
biblical texts and can thereby deepen and extend the resonating sphere within 
the text. Given the many and varied challenges that we can tackle only as a 
community in this globalized world, feminist interreligious and intercultural 
bibliodrama based on tci can help in moving away from the errors of culture, 

38. For example, “satan’s synagogue” (rev 2:9–3:9) is still part of the pericope series. 
reference is seldom made to this in sermons themselves; instead, this point is ignored. 
how such a text can be handled in bibliodrama is the question that should be raised. 

39. leonard swidler, “Grundregeln für den interreligiösen dialog,” in his Die Zukunft 
der Theologie (regensburg: lang, 1994), 31.

40. see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways: Introducing Feminist Biblical 
Interpretation (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2001), 23–24.
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religion, and generation and in starting the necessary unlearning processes.41 
at best, new learning processes can then begin, and the Bible will become a 
book of life, encouraging us to take political action.

41. see antje röckemann, “ ‘erbsünde gibt es bei uns nicht’: Jüdisch-christliches Bib-
liodrama als chance für Ver-lernprozesse,” in renk, Interreligiöses Bibliodrama, 125–33.



wo/men in liturgy and art on wisdom’s Paths

Regula Grünenfelder 
Schweizerischer Katholischer Frauenbund

a police officer appeared at the break of dawn and quietly carried off the 
school satchel of our neighbor’s boy. The refugee family was deported unan-
nounced to an unknown destination. many in the small swiss village reacted 
with dismay and signed a letter of protest to the authorities. The children’s 
education was not even considered. The swiss children cried and wrote fare-
well letters to their schoolmates and their parents, as a teacher reported, 
“whom they would never see again.” Three days later, the refugee family was 
back again. The police had taken them out of the country and left them at 
a european airport with no contact, money, food, or shelter. in their need 
and despair, they had one thing in mind: to get back to their home. Their 
arrival was a celebration organized by the community mixed with anger and 
especially fear—fear of further police action and fear of rendering themselves 
liable to prosecution by caring for the family. They fed and accommodated 
the hungry, exhausted people in various homes. a group organized further 
support and sent out invitations for a public meeting that same evening using 
posters, emails, and phone calls.

in the evening the church where the meeting took place was full. The 
muslim couple and a friendly translator—a refugee recognized by switzer-
land—were there. People from different parties, denominations, and those of 
no faith, young and old had come. a wide range of people rose to speak and 
share what they knew or to ask questions. together we struggled to under-
stand what was happening and what our duty was now as a village commu-
nity. in preceding days, children had clearly voiced their belief that the family 
was one of us. now they urgently wanted their questions answered and their 
demands heard. The following morning, the refugee family had to go with 
their children to the very office where the injustice had taken place. People 
offered to go with them and provide civil protection. in the meantime, others 
were organizing legal and psychological aid, food, shelter, and clothing.

-325 -
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That evening the church turned into a forum of wisdom: a place where 
the openness and solidarity that our village dreamt of began. it was a period of 
struggling to understand and to take the right action. it was a community in 
which children and outsiders had a voice and shared a common concern for 
serving justice and human kindness. 

an unusually high number of people attended the harvest festival two 
weeks later. The refugee family had brought apples from “their” garden. we 
celebrated an interdenominational and interreligious eucharist with apple 
slices in thanksgiving for salvation and for the community. two years later, 
the family was finally recognized as refugees in switzerland—a wonder, stated 
their lawyer at the party which the family gave for all supporters and friends.

1. “wisdom is Feminist”

i began this essay with an example of how wisdom is at work among people 
today who seek for justice and friendship. i did so in order to tell the story 
of wisdom/wisdom as rediscovered by feminist theology and biblical inter-
pretation. 

The notion of wisdom is ancient and is at home in many religious tradi-
tions. wisdom is the experience and longing for well-being and for all to be 
able to make their own contributions. wisdom is the joy of living in har-
mony—therefore righteously—with oneself, with others, and with creation 
as a whole. wisdom is also reflecting on wisdom and formulating wisdom-
filled thoughts and actions. wisdom is a space for wise interaction. counter-
experiences are also ancient: confusion, stupidity, domination, injustice, fixed 
ideas, and dogma about wisdom that are not always connected with wise and 
wisely shared experiences. wisdom is a process, and it changes according 
to need, experience, and association, just as it does with patterns of domi-
nation and violence that oppose its development. wisdom is also the one, 
the Goddess,1 the custodian of justice with many names: ma’at, the ancient 
egyptian Goddess of a just human and cosmic order and its biblical, Jewish 
and christian “daughters and granddaughters” chokhma, sophia, shekhina, 
christ and “sister” Goddesses of wisdom of many religious traditions, such as 
the american Pachamama, the tibetan green tara, and the indian saraswati. 
There are wisdom theologians in all religions and in every period. as creation 

1. The spelling G*d indicates the provisional nature of human language to name the 
divine. it was introduced to feminism by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s 
Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical Issues in Feminist Christology (new york: continuum, 
1994).
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theologians, they consider the just order that encompasses everything and 
provides space for all creatures, and admits all wo/men.

2. Feminist Biblical research and celebration in the  
context of wo/men’s liberation movements

nelle morton (1905–1987), church activist and feminist theologian, who saw 
wisdom with biblical roots and everyday practical sustenance at work in the 
wo/men’s liberation movements stated, “wisdom is Feminist.”2 This means 
that wisdom is available at present to those who wish to find it—irrespec-
tive of gender, origin, or other affiliations. it calls everyone alike to its table. 
wisdom is therefore an internationally and interreligiously unifying project. 
it is also a female image of G*d that empowers wo/men to share in the vision 
and struggle for global justice. many feminists have begun to nurture their 
spiritual and intellectual strength in wisdom-chokhma-shekhina-sophia’s 
name, whom they need for their political work of liberation. 

in the 1970s, christian feminist biblical scholars began conducting 
research on the biblical traditions of wisdom and making the old stories of 
female images of G*d and “wise living” available to liberation movements 
worldwide. in books, lectures and seminars, they have shared stories that tell 
of justice, quality of life, and education for all wo/men. 

at that time, some Jewish feminists embraced the shekhina with the same 
goals: liberation and equality. marcia Falk as well as susan sered3 criticized 
the inherent polarity of gendered religious symbols. if G*d is conceptualized 
and addressed as “other” (creator, savior, lord, even in feminine terms), as 
opposite to the “world,” they argued, we are not able to speak of and create 
equal relations. hence, marcia Falk, author of a liturgical classic among Jewish 
feminists, does not use shekhina as an appropriate term for the divine. 

The dilemma of monotheism for feminist Jews is more profound than at first 
we may have thought. it is not just that monotheism has been perverted, 
throughout Jewish (as well as christian and moslem) history, to mean male 
monotheism; this problem would be relatively easy to correct. we would 
add female images to our language, change “he” into “she” and “God” into 
“Goddess” (at least part of the time), and substitute shekinah for adonai in 

2. nelle morton, The Journey Is Home (Boston: Beacon, 1985), 175.
3. see susan sered, “Jewish wo/men and the shekhina,” in In the Power of Wisdom: 

Feminist Spiritualities of Struggle (ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza and Pilar aquino; con-
cilium 5 (london: scm, 2000) 78–90.
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our prayers—or come up with new feminine names for divinity. would it 
be so easy!4

This objection of Jewish feminists, which is in line with the tradition of the 
biblical ban on images (the ban of only one image), is a warning not to misun-
derstand wisdom-chokhma-shekhina-sophia as a dogmatic concept rather 
than as empowering elements in a multifocal dynamic process of liberation.

The antagonism between prophetic and wisdom-filled biblical texts 
stirred up by German feminist exegetes indicates how necessary such a multi-
focal, political focus is. a wisdom-filled reading is opposed to a fixed or man-
datory dogmatic access to wisdom. The figure of chokhma-sophia-shekinah-
sapientia may be read as “lady wisdom,” as a fantasy of the eternal Feminine 
by elitist educated men and therefore inappropriate for the practice of wo/
men’s liberation.5 This finding was duplicated by analyses of the “female out-
sider” in Prov 1–9, which was seen in light of the kyriarchal dualist opposition 
of saints and whores in sacred texts6 and anti-semitic studies of the new tes-
tament.7 wo/men researching feminist wisdom objected to this interpretation 
and demonstrated that the figure of biblical wisdom bears hardly any traits of 
a macho fantasy. it speaks and calls out to the public, organizes feasts, asks 
rulers to take the right action, is friendly with all those who seek it, and does 
not assume any privileges. a wise approach to any text, whether it belongs to 
prophetic or wisdom literature, whether it is old and sacred or the latest media 
report, needs to consider the complex power relationships inscribed in the 
texts as well in the community of producers and readers.8

Justice as a vision and wo/men’s work in progress are common to the pro-
phetic and wisdom traditions of the hebrew Bible and the second testament. 
critical study of all texts is necessary in order for the kyriarchal mechanisms 

4. marcia Falk, “toward a Feminist Jewish reconstruction of monotheism,” Tikkun 4 
(July–august 1989): 53.

5. e.g., luise schottroff, “The sayings source Q,” in A Feminist Commentary (vol. 2 
of Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; new york: crossroad, 1994), 
510–34.

6. christl maier, Die “fremde Frau” in Proverbien 1–9: Eine exegetische und sozialge-
schichtliche Studie (oBo 144; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1995).

7. angelika strotmann, “weisheitschristologie ohne antijudaismus? Gedanken zu 
einem bisher vernachlässigten aspekt in der diskussion um die weisheitschristologie im 
neuen testament,” in Von der Wurzel getragen: Christlich-feministische Exegese in Ausein-
andersetzung mit Antijudaismus (ed. luise schottroff and marie-Theres wacker; leiden: 
Brill, 1996), 153–75.

8. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways: Introducing Feminist Biblical Interpre-
tation (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2001).
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and anti-semitisms inscribed in biblical texts and their exegetical histories to 
be interrupted. with texts of biblical prophecy and biblical wisdom, the work 
of emancipation is the same, because both traditions convey kyriarchal rela-
tions, and these are reenlisted in exegesis, liturgy, and representative art or 
music, and thereby contribute further to the alienation and marginalization 
of wo/men. it is not whether and which sacred texts or any other texts are 
used, but how they are used that decides whether they are violent or empower 
a commitment to the liberation and well-being of all.

3. a Feminist Biblical wisdom hermeneutics and  
Politics for wo/men’s liberation

elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, feminist theologian, new testament scholar, 
collaborator in feminist movements and projects, teacher and guest in count-
less “grassroots movements,” developed the dance of wisdom in the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century, enabling wo/men’s movements to conceive a 
spirituality of wisdom, to think about justice in extremely complex relation-
ships, to point out unjust situations and privileges, and to work to achieve 
moments of wisdom in a shared existence in society. schüssler Fiorenza has 
coined a term for vision and experience in radical democratic collaboration 
with the oxymoron ekklesia of wo/men9 (wo/men church), which has been 
adopted in analytical discussions as well as in rituals and practices of libera-
tion movements.

The image of the spiral dance of wisdom of the wo/men’s ekklesia links 
the multidimensional experiences of dissonance, thought processes, rela-
tions of dominance and their criticism, reference texts such as the Bible and 
the implication of their interpretations, privileges and unjust relationships, 
liturgical and artistic forms of expression. This wisdom dance has the fol-
lowing hermeneutical steps, which are not linear but spiral: hermeneutics 
of experience and social location, of kyriarchal structural analysis, of suspi-
cion, evaluation, imagination, remembering, and transformation. it seeks to 
meet, methodically,10 the goal of wisdom first articulated by nelle morton: 

9. Ekklesia: democratic assembly in the city states of ancient Greece. “Because 
throughout history, full citizenship and democracy were limited to elite men, it is nec-
essary to qualify the term ekklesia with the term wo/men to overcome the kyriocentric 
certainty of this term” (elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Wisdom Ways, 297). see the detailed 
justification there.

10. in contrast to instructions establishing the “method,” as in a “practice” book bor-
dering on plagiarism by luzia sutter rehmann and Kerstin rödiger, Der springende Punkt: 
Anleitung zur Bibellektüre in sieben Schritten (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2010).
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“hearing into speech,”11 so that wo/men may engage in conversation and 
dialogue, think critically, write poetry and music about their experiences 
and their ideas about liberation, act on them and nurture themselves “danc-
ing” with others at wisdom’s table. 

4. liturgy in wisdom’s ways

Feminist Bible studies have turned academic biblical studies into an object 
of public, political debate as well as into a forum of wisdom. The wisdom 
liturgy movements enrich the forum of wisdom with a particular empha-
sis. They have politicized liturgy and examined their liturgical experience 
and development. as with the term ekklesia, so also is the community and 
authority of wo/men addressed with the word leitourgia, or “public work” and 
“service of the people and for the people.” Furthermore, the ekklesia must be 
specified as ekklesia of wo/men in order not to reproduce the marginalization 
of wo/men who find themselves at the bottom of the kyriarchal pyramid of 
power. “The recognition of the feminist political position and the impacts of 
the liturgy is necessary.”12 

Jewish feminist theologians, poets, and liturgists as well as Jewish ritual 
groups also see liturgy as a test case as to whether wo/men with their experi-
ences feel themselves to be actually part of a group that is understood to be 
egalitarian. marcia Falk highlights important moments in wo/men’s lives for 
which there is no blessing even in liberal Judaism, for example the menarche.13 

Because of its political impact, it is dangerous to occupy the squares and 
dance in the streets with wisdom. This was demonstrated, for instance, at the 
plenary meeting of the ecumenical council in canberra in 1991, where the 
theologian and shaman dr. Kyung chung hyun addressed the sacred spirit in 
the form of the Goddess Kwan yin, the Goddess of compassion and wisdom 
in the Korean tradition. she issued an invitation to the assembly to take part 

11. “we experienced G*d as spirit—hearing human beings to speech—to new cre-
ation. The word came as human word, the human expression to humanness. The creative 
act of the spirit was not word speaking, but hearing—hearing the created one to speech” 
(morton, Journey, 82).

12. christine schaumberger, “wir lassen uns nicht länger abspreisen! überlegungen 
zur feministischen suche nach liturgie als Brot zum leben,” in Meine Seele sieht das Land 
der Freiheit: Feministische Liturgien—Modelle für die Praxis (ed. christine hojenski et al.; 
münster: edition liberación, 1990), 43–58, here 51.

13. marcia Falk, “notes on composing new Blessings,” in Weaving the Visions: Pat-
terns in Feminist Spirituality (ed. Judith Plaskow and carol P. christ; san Francisco: harper 
& row, 1989), 128–38.
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in transforming power dynamics in the church and world. she was accused of 
blasphemy and regarded thereafter as disruptive to ecumenism.14 

in 1993, the re-imagining conference organized by Protestant wo/men 
in minneapolis led to enormous negative professional consequences for the 
wo/men who gave featured lectures and invoked and celebrated wisdom in 
prayer and liturgy. malestream Protestantism in the u.s.a. reacted so violently 
that one promoter lost her church job and others had to face tremendous dif-
ficulties.15 This conference had a vital impact on the development of divine 
chokhma-sophia-wisdom the*logy, liturgy, and politics around the globe.

liturgy in the house of wisdom is interreligious like the wisdom in numer-
ous sacred texts of religions. liturgies, prayers and songs, collections of litur-
gies, suggestions for the creation of liturgy and ritual, prayer, and song books, 
as well as numerous offerings on the internet, provide materials and support 
for preparing and conducting feminist liturgies. teresa Berger underscores, 
however, the problem that ensues when texts are taken over and become for-
mulaic without the involvement of wisdom communities:

collections of liturgical material alone, however, invariably serve to decon-
textualize and dehistoricize, since by only reproducing the liturgical text, 
these collections occlude the particular material realities that produced the 
liturgies and determined their meaning in the first place.16 

she emphasizes that the numinous, creative, and linear-rational unseizable 
dimension of the liturgy does not justify any precritical or uncritical handling 
of liturgy, but rather calls for a critical contextualization:

contrary to the popular assumption that ritual is a precritical activity, 
reflexivity is a prominent element in many of the new wo/men’s liturgies 
themselves: a phase of reflecting on the liturgy is common for many wo/
men-identified communities and in some cases is built into the ritualizing 
process itself.17

14. see chung hyun Kyung, Struggle to Be the Sun Again: Introducing Asian Women’s 
Theology (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1990).

15. see nancy J. Berneking and Pamela carter Joern, eds., Re-membering and Re-
imaging (cleveland: Pilgrim, 1995).

16. teresa Berger, “introduction,” in Dissident Daughters: Feminist Liturgies in Global 
Context (ed. teresa Berger; louisville: westminster John Knox, 2001), 14.

17. Berger, “introduction,” 15. likewise, as a reflection of one’s own practice, see 
christine hojenski et al., “Feministische liturgien: suchbewegungen–erfahrungen–
reflexionen,” in Meine Seele sieht das Land, 59–75.
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Berger’s anthology of self-reflections on feminist liturgies around the world 
shows how wo/men have had to struggle with the conviction that religion and 
feminism do not go together. in the Peruvian context of militarism, wo/men 
created wisdom liturgies in which they articulated the tensions of their diverse 
engagement and were able to point out their commitment, their dilemmas, 
and their convictions. Talitha Cumi created its own liturgical space in lima.

The liturgical space felt like an oasis, a place and space that i longed for: no 
orthodoxy, no right formulas or words, time of silence, times of no words if 
we did not find any.18 

in this space, they take the liberty of including indigenous symbols such as 
the ears of corn as a sign of unity, the chicha drink and coca leaves together 
with the biblical symbols of light, dark, salt, and bread. The gatherings 
enable the wo/men to live with their overlapping faith and feminism, to 
study them and to construct them well. liturgies are an essential and sup-
portive part of their commitment. The gatherings combine eating, working, 
and ritualizing together.

wisdom liturgy movements arose out of wo/men’s movements for change. 
hence, critical voices have even been loudly raised in europe to continue 
asking whether wisdom liturgies distract from the struggles for self-determi-
nation, liberation, and solidarity. christine schaumberger thus designates the 
aim of a wo/men’s liturgy in the subjunctive: 

Bread of life, in contrast, would need to awaken the memory, sharpen 
awareness and sorrow, keep the flame of the longing for salvation burning 
and re-ignite the power of resistance and the strength to fight.19 

5. wisdom art

in the space of wisdom, music, paintings, sculptures, and poems do not 
simply depict wisdom. Furthermore, wisdom liturgies, rituals, pictures and 
music are not simply illustrative, but “difficult art.” They instigate to action 
and engender new perceptions. according to christine schaumberger:

what is most important is that i experience such “difficult” art by perceiving, 
by changing from a first impression and many others, with the presentiment, 

18. rosanna Panizo, “women rise up, close ranks! Talitha Cumi in lima Peru,” in 
Berger, Dissident Daughters, 51.

19. schaumberger, “wir lassen uns nicht länger abspreisen,” 49.
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with the impact on seeing further … and that i learn how controlled and 
limited my perceptions are and how difficult it is to have a clear perception.20

to this end, works that have so far only been incorporated to a limited extent 
in feminist Bible studies can become important, such as, for example, the 
water color “wisdom is bought with blood” by maria lassnig (1981).21

This “difficult” art does not illustrate, does not look back, does not explain, 
does not offer to mean something to reflect the viewer(s), and does not allow 
the viewer(s) to peek through. in the wisdom dance, these idiosyncrasies shat-
ter familiar perceptions and behavior and break rigidly-held opinions. dif-
ficult wisdom art would be respite, for instance in hospitals. Pulheim and 
schaumberger assert that difficult art involves

facing difficulties and staying standing, constantly seeing anew and differ-
ently and learning to understand. This would break a viewing habit that 
makes the magnitude of the difficulties dependent on success and function 
and leads to the difficulties and struggles themselves being acknowledged... 
not becoming accustomed to sighs, but hearing and respecting them.22

illustrative practical artwork in an open forum of wisdom can also open up 
new perspectives and possible courses of action. in the wisdom dance, for 
example, a picture that is meant in an entirely different way may suddenly set 
free critical impulses such as the web icons of the blond, delicate, beautiful 
lady wisdom embracing the earth.23 

students have recognized in it the clichés and marginalizations of wo/
men associated with it in spiritual representations of wisdom: the countless 
wisdom images in the picture of the “white lady” embody the cosmic dimen-
sion and healing power of g*dly wisdom in the racist equation of “white” and 
“good,” and assign to “the woman at the side of the warrior” the power to 

20. christine schaumberger, in an email of June 2010, said: “das wichtigste ist, dass 
ich mit solcher ‘schwieriger’ Kunst erfahrungen mit wahrnehmen mache, mit dem wech-
sel vom ersten eindruck und vielen weiteren, mit dem ahnen, mit den auswirkungen auf 
das weitere sehen … und dass ich lerne, wie beherrscht und begrenzt meine wahrnehm-
ungen sind und wie mühsam es ist, genau wahrzunehmen.”

21. see http://www.artnet.com/artists/maria-lassnig.
22. Peter Pulheim and christine schaumberger, “mit Figuren von hans steinbrenner 

leben,” in Hans Steinbrenner zum 70. Geburtstag (ed. helmut dreiseitl; cologne: Galerie 
dreiseitl, 1998), 29.

23. Pamela matthews, Sophia: Peace through Wisdom. see further, Katia romanoff, 
“sophia: Goddess of wisdom and God’s wife”; online: http://www.northernway.org/
sophia.html.
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support the task of putting right and restoring what he destroys. such images 
of the great embrace are applied to reflection and identification and almost 
call out to them to go against the grain so that the complicity of privileged 
wo/men is not glorified in systems of injustice.24 Perhaps the development of 
ideas has a transforming effect on the healing power of wisdom. For this to be 
the case, the iconography would need to be more diverse. 

sophialogy is an important discipline in orthodox the*logy, and iconog-
raphy provides new opportunities in the twentieth century for commemorat-
ing and valuing wo/men. The following icon thus shows the orthodox theo-
logian, mother, and religious sister maria skobtsova, who looked after female 
employees in Paris eating houses and helped Jewish people to escape in Vichy’s 
France. mother maria was murdered in 1945 in the ravensbrück concentra-
tion camp. (on holy saturday in 1945, she took the place of a Jewish woman 
who was going to be sent to the gas chamber, and died in her place.) she is 
represented on the icon to the left with her thick spectacles, her simple robe, 
but (exceptionally) without a cigarette. 25 The table at which she is represented 
with her colleagues is presided over by sophia.

The indian artist lucy de souza, who has a christian background, also cre-
ates illustrative wisdom art, representing, for example, the interreligious aspect 
of sophia, in which she pictures wisdom as mary of Bethany with the attributes 
of the goddess saraswati, the goddess of wisdom, language, the intellect, and 
art, who is traditionally accompanied by a swan and a musical instrument.26

religious art also includes cultural objects as they are produced in their 
own right or purchased in online stores and educational establishments, for 
example this Passover tambourine with the dancing and drumming wo/men 
at the red sea, as well as statues of g*ddesses or icons of the Pachamama.27 

24. see Kwok Pui-lan, Discovering the Bible in the Non-biblical World (maryknoll, 
n.y.: orbis, 1995), esp. 84–95.

25. ivanka dymyd, St. Maria of Paris with those Glorified with Her. reproduced from 
Jim Forest, “st. maria of Paris with those Glorified with her,” n.p. [cited 13 august 2013]. 
online: http://www.flickr.com/photos/jimforest/158061160/in/set-72157594152181792/
lightbox/. “This is an icon painted by ivanka dymyd, the composition of which is probably 
inspired by rublev’s holy trinity icon. at the head of the altar-like table is an angelic figure 
identified (in French) as “saint sophia, the wisdom of God.” at the lower left is mother 
maria skobtsova. The others at the table are, going clockwise, Father alexis of ugine, ilya 
Fundaminsky, the figure representing holy wisdom, mother maria’s son ilya, and finally 
Father dimitri Klepinine.”

26. see http://www.lucy-art.de.
27. The tambourine: http://www.allthingsjewish.com/browseproducts/miriam-tam-

bourine.html). see also http://www.elcaminodeladiosa.com.ar/pachamama.htm. in tradi-
tional andean culture, there are no images of Pachamama.
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sophia has also become famous as a guest at the “dinner Party” (1974–1979). 
Thirty-nine place settings on the three-piece table recall thirty-nine famous 
wo/men figures. nine hundred ninety-nine names of other well-known wo/
men are arranged in gold letters on the carpet in front. The “dinner Party” is 
a milestone of feminist art and is part of a permanent exhibition in the eliza-
beth a. sackler center for Feminist art (Brooklyn, new york). The artist is 
sending a message with her artwork: “our earth is our power.”28

wisdom art by wo/men, like wisdom liturgy, refers not only to repre-
sentations of sophia, but also to artistic contributions that inspire, support, 
irritate, and assimilate wisdom’s dance in an open forum. The motif of Jesa 
christa could rank as an entire category, which various wo/men artists have 
devised.29 The motif is neither a new age nor a western one. The crucified 
wo/men are particularly provocative. many male and female artists in the 
twentieth century used the motif inside and outside church contexts, includ-
ing “the canadian almuth lutkenhaus, the us american James m. murphy, 
the indian lucy de souza, the english woman margaret argyle, the Korean 
woman Kim yong lim.”30 

awareness of feminist biblical studies is demonstrated in the paintings of 
the German artist and art critic Gisela Breitling (b. 1939), who turns her atten-
tion to the nameless wo/men in matthew’s Gospel in sixteen pictures that can 
be found in the tower of the church of st. matthäus in Berlin. one painting 
shows the canaanite wo/man picking up chunks of bread, straddle-legged, 
from the ground, while well-heeled contemporary churchmen sit at table and 
watch her.31

sophia is expressed in creative, bold works of art such as elizabeth tarr’s 
“Black Virgin lets rip,”32 which plays with the attributes of the madonna/
Black Goddess and brings them out of the motionlessness of the pure maid-
servant into a completely new, playful dynamic, balancing with the golden 

28. “sadly, most of the 1038 women included in The dinner Party, are unfamiliar, 
their lives and achievement unknown to most of us. to make people feel worthless, society 
robs them of their pride; this has happened to wo/men. all the institutions of our cul-
ture tell us—through words, deeds and even worse silence—that we are insignificant. But 
our heritage is our power!” (Judy chicago, The Dinner Party: A Symbol of Our Heritage 
[Garden city: doubleday, 1979], 241. online: https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibi-
tions/dinner_party).

29. see claudia Kolletzki, “Christus ist unsere wahre Mutter”: Feminine Konnotationen 
für Christus in Denken der Julian von Norwich (Fts 36; Frankfurt: Knecht,1997).

30. martin leutzsch, “The Vision of a Female christ, ” in Soziale Rollen von Frauen 
in Religionsgemeinschaften (ed. siri Fuhrmann et al.; münster: lit, 2003), 25–38, here 33.

31. online: http://www.stiftung-stmatthaeus.de/die-kirche/kunstwerke.
32. online: http://www.elizabethtarr.com/gallery.html.
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apple and her ancient, Gothic face on the history of salvation. a transfer from 
art here could be related back to the wisdom texts and inspire anew the inter-
pretation of the dynamic wisdom of Prov 7. 

traces of wisdom can also be found in animated images, for example 
Antonias Line (1995, by marleen Gorris), which recounts a banquet of wo/
men celebrating together and discovering and exchanging their truths at a 
large table.

6. wisdom’s music

like improvisations, songs and instrumental pieces express experiences, sto-
ries, and emotions, and play an important part in wo/men’s liturgies. wisdom 
liturgy groups find various sources throughout the world: their own compo-
sitions or redrafts of existing songs, traditional pieces, songs from wo/men’s 
movements, indigenous songs, and songs which they have come to know 
from other wo/men’s groups through celebrating together or through song-
books. artists such as colleen Fulmer and carolyn mcdade33 have a support-
ive effect with spiritual sophia music, as well as singers such as mercedes soza, 
who has inspired and sustained numerous wo/men’s liberation movements in 
latin america and beyond, as well as many other female singers of various 
musical styles:

ring us round o ancient circle,
Great mother dancing free,
Beauty, strength and holy wisdom,
Blessing you and blessing me.34

too little consideration has thus far been given in feminist Bible studies to the 
various aspects of music, for example, experiences in states of trance or con-
tributions of “difficult music” in a wisdom forum. like difficult representative 
art, it could break the habits of listening and obeying in tonal ranges and make 
new perceptions possible.

7. outlook on wisdom’s ways

The wisdom dance of wo/men is as old as wisdom, and yet is new and amaz-
ingly open, each time wo/men resolve to collaborate in interpreting sacred 
texts and in shaping liturgies celebrating their own lives, their relationships, 

33. see http://www.carolynmcdademusic.com.
34. colleen Fulmer, Dancing Sophia’s Circle, cd from: loretto spirituality network.
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and global links. The forum of g*dly wisdom invites us to change kyriarchal 
relationships into “grassroots movements,” which throw whatever they have 
into the pot: bread and apple slices, borrowed prayers and prayers they have 
written themselves, liturgies and stories that connect us with others way 
beyond the barriers of culture and religion. They invite us likewise to share 
the grape juice in the forum of wisdom and to teach our children about 
sharing and accepting, recounting and about being connected. talking 
about wisdom is therefore meaningless. Being filled with wisdom is about 
creating, protecting, and organizing spaces in which we wo/men listen to 
one another speaking and moving together. since wisdom is always calling 
and dancing all over the world, wisdom’s action for justice is a daily and 
lifelong invitation.

wisdom was there a long time ago. wisdom was there and it was present 
everywhere in all its intensity and with all its desire in everything that was. 
and when the word was spoken, it, and it alone, plunged into the spaces 
between the words and blessed the silence, bringing forth new worlds. now, 
as it was in the beginning, wisdom hears the whole of creation speaking. it 
alone knows something of the possibilities of such talk.35

The refugee family in Greppen, switzerland, has obtained the right of resi-
dency from the Federal administrative court—the deportation was an official 
act against the convention on human rights and therefore against swiss law. 
yet “we are only able to save a few people,” the Jewish poet and refugee hilde 
domin stated in an interview in romero-haus, luzern. let us do that with all 
our wisdom and, likewise, let us occupy the streets and dance together wis-
dom’s wonderful wild and loud dance. so also let our whole existence express 
it in wisdom’s terms: well-being as the birthright of all beings!

35. lucy tatman, “wisdom,” in An A to Z of Feminist Theology (ed. lisa isherwood 
and dorothea mcewan; sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1996), 236–40, here 238.





a long history of sowing, from which miracles 
occasionally Grow: Bible translations in  

language that is Just

Claudia Janssen and Hanne Köhler 
Bibel in gerechter Sprache Editorial Group Members1

Bible translations do not appear out of nowhere, but emerge under certain 
social conditions and from within specific power networks. Furthermore, 
translations are always influenced by preconceptions and by the theologies of 
those involved, as well as other contextual factors.2 These include economic 
considerations, images of the Bible as a cultural asset,3 and issues of theologi-
cal/church teaching and authority.4 since the Bible was, and is, often perceived 

1. Both authors were involved at the origin of the German inclusive language Bible 
translation “Bibel in gerechter sprache,” a title invoking notions of justice. a comparative 
analysis of Bible translations that also considers the development in all areas of the world 
and in languages of differing structures and gender designations has yet to be undertaken. 
see, however, satoko yamaguchi, “Father image of G*d and inclusive language: a reflec-
tion in Japan,” in Toward a New Heaven and a New Earth: Essays in Honor of Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza (ed. Fernando F. segovia; maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2003), 199–224.

2. translation scholar heidemarie salevsky refers both to a network of antinomies 
and to a wealth of influences that are significant for biblical translation and its evalua-
tion; see heidemarie salevsky, “auf der suche nach der wahrheit bei der Bibelübersetzung: 
ein Beitrag aus translationswissenschaftlicher sicht am Beispiel der hagar-Geschichte 
(Gen 16; 21; 25),” in Heidemarie Salevsky: Aspekte der Translation. Ausgewählte Beiträge 
zur Translation und Translationswissenschaft (ed. ina müller; Frankfurt: Peter lang, 2009), 
19–20; heidemarie salevsky (collaborating with ina müller and Bernd salevsky), Transla-
tionswissenschaft: Ein Kompendium (Frankfurt: Peter lang, 2002), 337–38.

3. This applies in particular to languages in which individual translations were widely 
distributed and culturally influential, such as the King James Bible and the luther Bible.

4. The roman catholic Fifth instruction for the right implementation of the con-
stitution on the sacred liturgy of the second Vatican council–liturgiam authenticam 
of 7.5.2001 makes this clear. some Protestants also consider authorization of translations 
by the church in compliance with dogmatic teaching as necessary. see the statement of 

-339 -



340 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

as an important document for independent faith and for legitimizing religious 
institutions, the history of Bible translation is marked by conflict. These con-
flicts, which at times have been life-threatening for translators, continue today 
as translators are accused of heresy.5 Bible translations appear to serve as crys-
tallization points for different debates and for opening up a wealth of con-
flicting emotions. The increasing public awareness of Bible translations offers 
the opportunity to discuss topics and positions in depth beyond those groups 
that are invested in “pure” theological sciences, particularly those interested in 
feminism, social sciences, liberation theology, or christian-Jewish dialogue.

1. From antidiscrimination legislation to new Bible translations

The use of “inclusive language”6 in the united states is connected with the 
civil rights movement and especially the women’s movement. in 1972 and 
1973, the u.s. american national organization for women made contact 
with catholic, Protestant, and Jewish Bible translation projects in order to 
bring its influence to bear on the deletion of an unjustifiable masculiniza-
tion in Bible translations.7 unesco also has issued guidelines for combating 
sexist and discriminatory language.8 These guidelines are based on the view 

rat der evangelischen Kirche in deutschland (eKd) (council of Protestant churches in 
Germany) on the “Bibel in gerechter sprache” (march 31, 2007); online: http://www.ekd.
de/presse/pm67_2007_bibel_in_gerechter_sprache.html.

5. see martin leutzsch, “Bibelübersetzung als skandal und Verbrechen,” in Bibel-
Impulse: Film–Kunst–Literatur–Musik–Theater–Theologie (ed. rainer dillmann; inPut 
5: Berlin, 2006), 42–57. see further the discussion surrounding the “Bibel in gerech-
ter sprache,” particularly the accusation of heresy by ulrich wilckens, “Theologisches 
Gutachten zur ‘Bibel in gerechter sprache,’” in epd-Dokumentation 17/18 (2007): 24–38. 
For the rejection of this accusation, see luise schottroff, “stellungnahme zum theolo-
gischen Gutachten von ulrich wilckens zur Bibel in gerechter sprache,” in epd-Dokumen-
tation 31 (2007): 34–37.

6. The term was and is variable, depending on which aspects of discriminatory lan-
guage are to be avoided. comprehensive current guidelines are, e.g., the university of 
wisconsin at madison’s A Guide to Bias-Free Communication: A Reference for Preparing 
Official University Publications; online: http://academicaffairs.ucsd.edu/_files/aps/adeo/
article_Guide_to_Bias-Free_communications.pdf. 

7. martin leutzsch, “inklusive sprache in der Bibelübersetzung” in Die Bibel–über-
setzt in gerechte Sprache? Grundlagen einer neuen Übersetzung (ed. helga Kuhlmann; 
Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2005), 202.

8. The unesco Guidelines for english and French were issued in 1987 and subse-
quently revised. The third revised edition of 1999 is available online under the modified 
title Guidelines on Gender-Neutral Language/Pour l’egalite des sexes dans le langage at http://
unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0011/001149/114950mo.pdf. These guidelines are the basis 
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that a modified pattern of language also creates a corresponding change in 
personal attitudes towards discriminated groups of the population. equiva-
lent standards for Bible translation were also being demanded in this regard. 
in 1974, the division of education and ministry of the national council of the 
christian churches in the u.s.a. set up a “task Force on sexism in the Bible” 
with women who had a proven academic track record. one result was the 
publication in 1976 of The Liberating Word: A Guide to Non-Sexist Interpreta-
tion of the Bible.9 in addition to key questions on hermeneutics, it also referred 
to the connection between linguistic modification and church reform.10

The suggestions of the task force were adopted by the “inclusive language 
lectionary” (ill), which appeared in 1983.11 The translation committee had 
the task of revising the revised standard Version (rsV), considered to be the 
standard scientific translation at that time, “only in those places where male-
biased or otherwise inappropriately exclusive language could be modified to 
reflect an inclusiveness of all persons.”12 This was carried out in reference to 
human language as well as in reference to the language about christ and God.

Parallel to the work on the ill, a revision of the rsV was initiated. in the 
new revised standard Version (nsrV), which appeared in 1990,13 change 

of the version published by the German unesco committee in 1993; see http://www.
unesco.de/fileadmin/medien/dokumente/Bibliothek/eine_sprache.pdf. a spanish version 
Recomendaciones para un uso no sexista del lenguaje is online at: http://unesdoc.unesco.
org/images/0011/001149/114950so.pdf. The versions are not translations but are adapted 
to the corresponding language and cultural grouping.

9. letty m. russell, ed., The Liberating Word: A Guide to Nonsexist Interpretation of the 
Bible (Philadelphia: westminster John Knox, 1977). The German translation neither uses 
inclusive language nor mentions the organizational context: letty m. russell, ed., Als Mann 
und Frau ruft er uns: Vom nicht-sexistischen Gebrauch der Bibel (munich: Pfeiffer, 1979). 

10. see letty m. russell, “sprachveränderung und Kirchenreform,” in russell, Als 
Mann und Frau ruft er uns, 70–84.

11. national council of the churches of christ in the united states of america, divi-
sion of education and ministry, ed. An Inclusive Language Lectionary: Readings for Year A 
(atlanta: John Knox, 1983); Readings for Year B (1984); Readings for Year C (1985). This lec-
tionary was compiled by robert a. Bennett, dianne Bergant, Victor roland Gold (chair-
person), Thomas hoyt Jr., Kellie c. Jones, Patrick d. miller Jr., Virgina ramey mollenkott, 
sharon h. ringe (vice-chairperson), susan Thistlethwaite, Burton h. Throckmorton Jr., 
and Barbara a. withers.

12. national council of the churches of christ in the united states of america, divi-
sion of education and ministry, ed., Readings for Year A, under “Preface.” 

13. national council of the churches of christ in the united states of america, divi-
sion of christian education, ed. New Revised Standard Version Bible: The Holy Bible Con-
taining the Old and New Testaments with the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books (nash-
ville: Thomas nelson, 1989). at the time of the publication of the nrsV, the translation 
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was restricted entirely to the language about human beings and limited to 
cases in which, according to the opinion of the translation committee, inclu-
sive language could be used without altering passages that would be appro-
priate to the patriarchal historical context. androcentric language continues 
to be used in reference to God in the nrsV. These moderate changes of the 
english translation tradition, however, were met with vehement criticism. 
For example, the authorization of the nrsV in the roman catholic church 
was countermanded because of the inclusive language used by the Vatican’s 
congregation for the doctrine of the Faith at the end of 1994.14 inclusive 
language with respect to humans was also taken up in other Bible translation 
projects and was successful to varying degrees, although criticized by conser-
vative groups.15

The New Testament and Psalms: An Inclusive Version,16 published by six 
of the eleven members of the ill committee, is based on the nrsV but goes 
beyond it insofar as it uses not only gender but also race, class, or disability 

committee consisted of thirty people, including a Jewish man and four women; see “Fre-
quently asked Questions” (http://www.nrsv.net/about/faqs/).

14. see catherine wessinger, “Key events for women’s religious leadership in the 
united states: nineteenth and twentieth centuries,” in Religious Institutions and Women’s 
Leadership: New Roles Inside the Mainstream (ed. catherine wessinger; columbia: univer-
sity of south carolina Press, 1996), 347–401.

15. see, e.g., new century Version (1986, 1987, 1988), new american Bible (1988, 
1990), The message (1993), The new international reader’s Version (1994, 1996), con-
temporary english Version (1995), new international Version inclusive language edition 
(1995), new living translation (1996, 2004, 2007), new english translation (1998), today’s 
new international Version (2002 nt, 2005 entire Bible). each of these translations has its 
own guidelines regarding inclusive language. see, e.g., the webpage for the new living 
translation at www.newlivingtranslation.com/05discoverthenlt/faqs.asp?faq=12#go12. an 
examination of these respective guidelines, their changes, and the particular translation 
practice would require its own research work. For the discussion within the evangelical 
area in the u.s.a. alone, see nancy a. hardesty, Inclusive Language in the Church (atlanta: 
John Knox, 1987); donald a. carson, The Inclusive-Language Debate: A Plea for Realism 
(Grand rapids: Baker, 1998); mark l. strauss, Distorting Scripture? The Challenge of Bible 
Translation and Gender Accuracy (downers Grove, ill.: interVarsity Press, 1998); wayne 
a. Grudem and Vern s. Poythress, The Gender-Neutral Bible Controversy: Muting the Mas-
culinity of God’s Words (nashville: Broadman & holman, 2000); mark l. strauss, “cur-
rent issues in the Gender-language debate: a response to Vern Poythress and wayne 
Grudem,” in The Challenge of Bible Translation: Communicating God’s Word to the World 
(ed. Glen G. scorgie et al.; Grand rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 115–41; wayne a. Grudem 
and Vern s. Poythress, The TNIV and the Gender-Neutral Bible Controversy (nashville: 
Broadman & holman, 2004).

16. Victor roland Gold et al., eds. The New Testament and Psalms: An Inclusive Version 
(new york: oxford university Press, 1995).
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in order to underscore that all are addressed by the new testament and the 
Psalms. Furthermore, in contrast to the nrsV, this translation uses inclusive 
metaphors for God.17

independently of the translation projects mentioned so far, Priests for 
equality, a catholic reform movement established in the u.s.a. compiled 
its own translation of the Bible in 1975.18 in light of the official policy of 
the roman catholic church, it soon became clear to Priests for equality, 
who from the outset were committed to nonsexist language, that a change 
in language needed to be supported by a grassroots movement. as a result, 
Priests for equality completed a translation of the new testament in 1994, 
followed shortly by translations of the Psalms and the old testament with 
the apocryphal/deuterocanonical writings found in the roman catholic 
Bible by 2007. in the first partial editions, the tetragrammaton19 was ren-
dered “adonai,” which was transcribed after 2004 as “yhwh,” with the fol-
lowing recommendation:

when you approach the four-lettered name of God, you pause for a moment 
in prayerful reflection. when reading the scriptures aloud, you may choose 
to pronounce the name as “yahweh,” or substitute such epithets as holy one, 
our God, the most high, ha-shem, the i am, or other names that speak 
to your heart and communicate your understanding of the divine mystery. 
whatever you choose, however, choose with reflection and reverence.20

introductions, particularly to the partial editions, provide information on 
procedures, aims, contributors, and bases of the translation. The intention 
is to make the Bible accessible to all, particularly to those for whom sexist 
language is sometimes an insurmountable barrier to their life of faith. it is 
emphasized, however, that there are sections of the Bible that cannot be trans-
lated into inclusive language, but require theological revision. The contribu-
tors agreed on a series of guidelines, which they followed from the first to the 

17. ibid., viii–xi.
18. The starting point was a charter originally signed by seventy-five roman catholic 

priests in which they campaigned for equal opportunities in society and in the roman 
catholic church, including women’s ordination to the priesthood.

19. on the tetragrammaton, see Georg howard, “The tetragram and the new testa-
ment,” JBL 96 (1977): 63–76; Kristin de troyer, “The names of God, Their Pronuncia-
tion and Their translation: a digital tour of some of the main witnesses,” lectio difficilior 
2/2005; online: http://www.lectio.unibe.ch/05_2/troyer_names_of_god.htm; de troyer, 
“The choice is yours! on names of God,” JESWTR 14 (2006): 53–66.

20. Priests for equality, The Prophets (vol. 2 of The Inclusive Hebrew Bible; lanham, 
md.: altamira, 2004), xxii.
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last partial volume. The intention to create a critical feminist biblical interpre-
tation of scripture that is inclusive both in terms of content and style remained 
constant.

around the same time, david e. s. stein published a new Jewish Publica-
tion society’s (nJPs) translation of the torah in 2006 entitled The Contem-
porary Torah: A Gender-Sensitive Adaptation of the JPS Translation (cJPs), 
which adapts a well-known english Jewish translation in terms of gender.21 
The cJPs attempts to delineate how the original target group would have 
understood a text, as grammatically masculine terms did not necessarily sug-
gest the male gender. using the example of ‘ish, stein illustrates how the lexi-
cal findings are also misleading, as the term usually translated as “man” does 
not necessarily refer to a “male adult” but rather concerns social roles and 
positions.22 in addition to this sensitivity in relation to language about people, 
the translation focuses on the fact that gender-specific terms are dispensed 
with when referring to God:

in the absence of contextual indications that gender was germane, i ren-
dered the torah’s references to divine beings in gender-neutral terms.… 
in practice, such a rendering meant recasting nJPs to avoid gendered pro-
nouns for God.23

The tetragrammaton is expressed in unpunctuated hebrew letters in the eng-
lish text. The reading instructions in the foreword state: “we invite those who 
read this translation aloud to pronounce the name via whatever term that they 
customarily use for it.”24 This means that both the Priests for equality and the 
cJPs think users are capable of reading God’s name in an appropriate form at 
any time without directly dictating how this should be done.

21. in addition to david e. s. stein as revising editor, adele Berlin, ellen Frankel, and 
carol l. meyers are listed as consulting editors, whose collaboration is described in more 
detail in the foreword; see david e. s. stein, The Contemporary Torah: A Gender-Sensitive 
Adaptation of the JPS Translation (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 2006), i and xx.

22. ibid., xxiv–xxv, xxxi, xxxv n. 31, as well as the entry under ‘ish in the “diction-
ary of Gender in the torah,” 394–95, which states at the beginning: “The present transla-
tion takes as the primary sense of ’ish (and its effective plural, ’anashim), ‘a representative 
member of a group: a member who serves as a typical or characteristic example.’ ” on the 
translation of ’ish, see also the detailed background material under the title “what does it 
mean to Be a ‘man’? The noun ’ish in Biblical hebrew: a reconsideration” (http://scholar.
davidesstein.name/memoranda.htm).

23. see stein, Contemporary Torah, xxvii–xxviii, here xxvii. on the classification of the 
changes, see xxviii.

24. ibid., xxvii.
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2. “inclusive language” translations in Germany

The lectionary (ill) in particular, but also the inclusive translations of the new 
testament and the Psalms, have encouraged women in Germany to translate 
the Bible into language that is just. The evangelische Frauenarbeit in deutsch-
land e. V. (eFd) (Federation of Protestant women’s organizations in Ger-
many) provided a brochure entitled “Gerechte sprache in Gottesdienst und 
Kirche” (language That is Just in worship and the church) for the deutscher 
evangelischer Kirchentag (German Protestant church convention) in 1987 
in Frankfurt, which contained “three Bible study texts for the church conven-
tion in inclusive versions.”25

The translation was modified in places in which specifically male terms and 
images (“lord,” “Father”) or male pronouns (he, his) were used for God.… 
women are presumably included, but not named (“brother,” … “he”) or 
designated by a deprecatory word (“weib”) according to today’s linguistic 
sensitivity or have fewer opportunities for identification than men (brothers, 
men of God…). Believers of other religions (“heathens”) or people with dis-
abilities (“the blind”) are discriminated against linguistically.26

The foreword states that, despite the reference to the inclusive language lec-
tionary of the national council of churches of christ in the united states, the 
term “inclusive language” could not be adopted because it is easily misunder-
stood. “indeed, we do not want any kind of language that ‘includes’ and desig-
nates women in male terms.”27 The group chose the designation language that 
does justice to women (frauengerecht). women are not a minority alongside 
others who are deprived of justice in our society, but comprise more than half 
of society as a whole and even more than half of the church.

“Frauengerecht” (just to women) is a language that refers to women and 
men as being of equal value and equal before the law. it makes the existence 
and significance of women linguistically visible and recognizes the need of 
women for self-respect, identity, and encouragement. This language exposes 
injustice and motivates women to perceive their rights and the rights of 
other people and to take an active role in the community and church.28

25. evangelische Frauenarbeit in deutschland, Gerechte Sprache in Gottesdienst und 
Kirche: Mit Bibeltexten zum Frankfurter Kirchentag in frauengerechter Sprache (Frankfurt: 
evangelische Frauenarbeit in deutschland, 1987), 3.

26. ibid.
27. ibid.
28. ibid. For an argument against the term “geschlechtergerechte sprache” (language 
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The seven general guidelines under the caption: “language That is Just heals—
unjust language divides: how can i speak ‘Justly’ in an unjust world?” 
demonstrates that the focus was broader than justice only for women.29

a basic distinction was made between the reading of biblical texts in wor-
ship (lectionary), which as proclamation to the assembled congregation 
cannot exclude anyone, and Bible translation. worship requires a lectionary 
that “unveils anew in each case the liberating closeness of God.”30 

an accurate translation should not disguise the Bible’s patriarchal precon-
ditions. on the other hand, it must not be overlooked that biblical transla-
tions and their effects in church tradition are much more patriarchal than the 
hebrew or Greek text. The booklet met with a broad response.31alternative 
versions of Bible texts were printed in the program booklets from the twenty-
Third German Protestant church convention (deKt) from 1989 onward. 
They were based on the luther revision current at the time, and modified 
in places “in which God is referred to in masculine terms and grammatical 
forms and women are not referred to, or not referred to on equal terms with 
men.”32 From the twenty-fourth German Protestant church convention 
from 1991 onward, translations were compiled by Bible scholars and printed 
in the program booklet, usually alongside the current luther revision. in the 
beginning the tetragrammaton was rendered with “Gott” (God) and since 
1995 as “adonaj.” numerous commentaries have used the inclusive language 
in these Bible translations and have become ever more linguistically articu-
late and sophisticated in their translation solutions. The introduction to the 
translations in the deKt program booklet in 1999 points out that “in other 
(particularly anglo-american) countries, the effort made to produce inclu-
sive language when translating biblical texts has a long tradition and has been 

that is just concerning gender), see senta trömel-Plotz, “sprache: Von Frauensprache 
zu frauengerechter sprache,” in Handbuch Frauen- und Geschlechterforschung: Theorie, 
Methoden, Empirie (ed. ruth Becker and Beate Kortendiek; wiesbaden: Verlag für sozial-
wissenschaften, 2004), 749.

29. evangelische Frauenarbeit, Gerechte Sprache, 5.
30. hanne Köhler, “Frauengerechte sprache in Gottesdienst und Kirche,” in evange-

lische Frauenarbeit, Gerechte Sprache, 30. see further 23–31.
31. The booklet appeared in January 1987. although not available at bookstores, more 

than seven thousand copies were sold by november, and many were also circulated in 
photocopied form.

32. 23. deutscher evangelischer Kirchentag Berlin 1989, Programmheft des 23. 
Deutschen Evangelischen Kirchentages Berlin, 7.–11. Juni 1989 (Berlin) 13. This version was 
provided by the Federation of Protestant women’s organizations in Germany.
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tried and tested in numerous forms,”33 whereas in the German-speaking area 
there are scarcely any role models, and the church convention translations 
are therefore of an innovative nature, but have had far-reaching effects. The 
contextual nature of the church convention translations, as of all other trans-
lations, has been emphasized:

There is no such thing as a correct translation; a decision constantly has to 
be made as to what should be emphasised and where the weight needs to be 
placed in this particular instance.34

The first ecumenical church convention in 2003 was a step backward regard-
ing Bible translations in inclusive language. however, the deKt resumed the 
tradition of church convention translations in 2005 and explained:

twenty years ago, when theologians began to translate the Biblical texts for 
the church conventions with the aim of producing them in more just lan-
guage, this was a new venture in the German-speaking area. translations 
of the Bible texts of nine church conventions had become available in the 
meantime and this work led to other, larger projects.

the church convention translations attempt to meet the following criteria:
1. the translation should be true to the wording of the biblical texts in 

their hebrew or Greek original version. these are therefore translations of 
the hebrew Bible and the Greek new testament and not new versions or 
even “translations” of the luther Bible.

2. translation should be in inclusive language. the women referred to, 
or not expressly referred to but included in the texts themselves, should be 
visible, and women should be recognizable as addressed today.

3. such translation should be mindful of Jewish-christian dialogue and 
show respect for the Jewish reading of scripture.

4. it should have a mutually comprehensible language. this language 
must be “easy on the ear.” yet, when the text itself is cumbersome or ambiva-
lent, this should also be discernible in the translation.

These criteria should also be applied to language about God. God is not a 
man in the Bible, and the notion of the maleness of God is a violation of the 
aniconism in the ten commandments. nor should God be discussed pre-
dominantly in grammatically male forms. how to handle God’s proper name 
written in the hebrew Bible with the consonants y-h-w-h is an issue continu-
ally discussed since biblical times, and every Bible translation has to find its 

33. 28. deutscher evangelischer Kirchentag stuttgart 1999, Programmheft des 28. 
Deutschen Evangelischen Kirchentages Stuttgart, 16.–20. Juni 1999 (stuttgart), 14.

34. ibid.
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own solution. The church convention translations render God’s name by the 
description of authority, “adonaj.”35

today the church convention translations are a fixture of the deKt. 
with the generational change of contributors in recent years, the question 
has also come up as to how innovation can be institutionalized so that the 
wheel does not continually have to be reinvented. The Federation of Prot-
estant women’s organizations in Germany (eFd) has not only activated 
church convention translations, but has been trying to work from the outside 
toward consideration of an inclusive language in the revision of the Good 
news Bible. women’s groups were formed for this purpose in 1988 at the ini-
tiative of the Theological consultant of the eFd. They worked intensively in 
an honorary capacity over a period of eighteen months on revision proposals 
and made them available to the German Bible society, which holds the rights 
to the Gute Nachricht Bibel (Good news Bible). a detailed final report with 
general notes and a wealth of practical proposals for revision from the work-
ing groups was introduced by hildburg wegener in december 1989 at a con-
ference of German-speaking Bible societies in east Berlin, and subsequently 
been published.36 reactions were cautious to begin with, but the German 
Bible society subsequently decided to consider the aspect of inclusive lan-
guage in relation to people, insofar as they thought it justifiable. Beginning in 
1993, two women (renate Jost and monika Fander) were therefore invited to 
sift through the German texts submitted by the exclusively male translators 
and make suggestions for changes. since there was no obligation to adopt or 
agree to their proposals, the two female biblical scholars were only able to 
achieve a few changes. 

The Gute Nachricht Bibel, however, has been promoted since it appeared 
in 1997 as being the first German Bible translation to consider inclusive lan-
guage.37 hildburg wegener stated in her review that a great deal of work 

35. 30. deutscher evangelischer hannover 2005, Programmheft des 30. Deutschen 
Evangelischen Kirchentages Hannover, 25.–29. Mai 2005 (hannover), 24–25. Jürgen ebach 
is listed as the author. after 2005, the exegetical outlines with explanatory notes on the 
translations were no longer published internally but were made generally accessible and 
decisions made more transparently in a separate issue to the journal Junge Kirche.

36. see siegfried meurer, “Foreword,” in Die vergessenen Schwestern: Frauengerechte 
Sprache in der Bibelübersetzung (ed. siegfried meurer; Jahrbuch der deutschen Bibelgesell-
schaft [yearbook of the German Bible society]: stuttgart, 1993), 10; and hildburg wegener, 
“allen die Bibel, die sie brauchen,” in meurer, Die vergessenen Schwestern, 13–36.

37. see hannelore Jahr, “Foreword,” in Die neue Gute Nachricht Bibel (ed. hannelore 
Jahr; stuttgart: deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1998), 11: “The fact that for the first time in a 
German Bible translation, the aspect of “inclusive language” was systematically considered 
is, however, of fundamental significance.” This sentence is almost word for word on the 
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remained but that the German Bible society had shown courage, because it 
had “performed truly pioneering work with the Gute Nachricht Bibel in (tem-
pered) inclusive language for the German-speaking context and, in so doing, 
had hopefully started a process that will continue in the Bible society, in the 
churches, and in academic theology.”38 evidently hildburg wegener’s critical 
remarks had an impact on the continuing revision of the Gute Nachricht Bibel, 
because some of the phrasing she criticized is no longer included in the later 
edition of 2000, without this being pointed out in the paratexts.39

in 2001, as an independent project, a lectionary with the Bible sections 
needed for Protestant services of worship was published as a fourth volume 
of a series of liturgical texts in just and inclusive language.40 it expressly refers 
both to the inclusive language lectionary as well as to the hildburg wegen-
er’s publications. The tetragrammaton is rendered in the lectionary as adon

Gott
aj 

and it was suggested that either “God” or, in the tradition of church conven-
tion translations, “adonaj” should be read. rendering it with adon

Gott
aj makes it 

immediately recognizable in the text where the tetragrammaton is in hebrew.
The Bibel in gerechter Sprache (Bible in inclusive German), which began 

in 2001 and was published in 2006, bases its theory and contributors on the 
experiences with the aforementioned lectionary and church convention 
translations.41 it comprises the old testament/hebrew Bible, apocryphal/

webpage of the German Bible society in the abstract of the Gute Nachricht Bibel (http://
www.die-bibel.de/online-bibeln/gute-nachricht-bibel/ueber-die-gute-nachricht-bibel). 
another modified version of it has appeared in the meantime: evangelisches Bibelwerk/
Katholisches Bibelwerk e.V. stuttgart/ österreichisches Katholisches Bibelwerk/ schweize-
risches Katholisches Bibelwerk, eds., Gute Nachricht Bibel: Altes und Neues Testament: Mit 
den Spätschriften des Alten Testaments (Deuterokanonische Schriften/Apokryphen) (rev. ed.; 
stuttgart: deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2000).

38. hildburg wegener, “ ‘…und macht die menschen zu meinen Jüngern und Jünger-
innen’: die revision der Gute nachricht Bibel in gemäßigt ‘frauengerechter sprache,’ ” in 
Jahr, Die neue Gute Nachricht Bibel, 73–74.

39. wegener had demanded, for example, that the translation of luke 1:38 “be modi-
fied as a matter of urgency in view of the discussion on theological aspects of the direct 
and indirect violence used against women and girls” (ibid., 71). This has happened in the 
meantime, and instead of “i belong to the lord, i am entirely at his disposal,” it is now “i 
belong to the lord, i am ready.”

40. erhard domay and hanne Köhler, eds., Der Gottesdienst: Liturgische Texte in gere-
chter Sprache, Band 4: Die Lesungen (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2001). For the translation 
guidelines, the contributions and individual translation decisions, on which this lectionary 
is based, see hanne Köhler, Gerechte Sprache als Kriterium von Bibelübersetzungen: Von der 
Entstehung des Begriffs bis zur gegenwärtigen Praxis (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2012).

41. The Bible is edited by ulrike Bail, Frank crüsemann, marlene crüsemann, erhard 
domay, Jürgen ebach, claudia Janssen, hanne Köhler, helga Kuhlmann, martin leutzsch, 
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deuterocanonical writings, and the new testament. The German title of this 
project, “Bibel in gerechter sprache,” encompasses the outlook of the entire 
program, and this vision can be expressed as the central biblical theme of 
articulating justice in many different respects. Feminist and liberation theo-
logical discourses as well as discussions of christian anti-semitism have 
been considered in addition to historical-exegetical and literary approaches. 
all translations attempt to be true to the original text, and offer a compre-
hensible language. The Bibel in gerechter Sprache comes in addition to the 
numerous existing German translations. it distinguishes itself not only in 
its profile, but also because it has disclosed this from the outset, not only 
in numerous accompanying publications,42 but also with a programmatic 
introduction and a detailed glossary. Therefore the theological bases and 
theoretical issues of the translation process have been the subject of fierce 
debate since its publication.

The history of this translation43 makes clear that the Bibel in gerechter 
Sprache is the product of a movement. many aspects have been democratically 
decided by the translators at conferences, including the representation of God’s 
name, the names of biblical books, and the selection of glossary terms. The 
individual books of the Bible were translated by fifty-two commentators, who 
are actually listed by name in the respective introductions to the books of the 
Bible.44 many of the contributors were already involved in the translations for 

and luise schottroff. in 2007, the editorial group was expanded for further work to include 
Kerstin schiffner, Johannes taschner, and marie-Theres wacker. ulrike Bail and erhard 
domay retired. in 2006 there were two editions, and a third appeared in 2007 (total circu-
lation of over 70,000). a revised fourth edition appeared in 2011. For further information, 
see www.bibel-in-gerechter-sprache.de. 

42. erhard domay and hanne Köhler, eds., Gottesdienstbuch in gerechter Sprache: 
Gebete, Lesungen, Fürbitten und Segenssprüche für die Sonn- und Feiertage des Kirchenjahres 
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2003); erhard domay and hanne Köhler, eds., Werkbuch gerechte 
Sprache in Gemeinde und Gottesdienst: Praxisentwürfe für Gemeindearbeit und Gottesdienst 
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2003); erhard domay et al., eds., Singen von deiner Gerechtigkeit: 
Das Gesangbuch in gerechter Sprache (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2005). christiane Thiel, ed.; 
Tageslesebuch: Bibel in gerechter Sprache für jeden Tag des Jahres (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 
2008); isa Breitmeier and luzia sutter rehmann, Gerechtigkeit lernen: Seminareinheiten zu 
den drei Grundkategorien von Gerechtigkeit (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2008); martina Ger-
lach and monika weigt-Blattgen, eds., Gottes Antlitz hülle dich in Licht … Andachten für 
Frauen mit der Bibel in gerechter Sprache (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2009); luise metzler and 
Katrin Keita, Bibel in gerechter Sprache: Fragen und Antworten (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 
2009).

43. see Köhler, Kriterium.
44. in translations in inclusive language it is made clear who is responsible for the trans-

lation and who has contributed. many other translations do not contain equivalent details.
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deKt or the Protestant lectionary. This explains the Protestant background 
of the majority of translators. however, there were some catholic theologians 
involved also. The translators of the Bibel in gerechter Sprache are scholars of 
the old and new testaments, who base their translations on dissertations, 
postdoctoral theses, and other research work. This working process was inten-
sive, as the translations were discussed both in small interdisciplinary groups 
relating to the books of the Bible (e.g., the torah group and the group on Paul’s 
letters), as well as in a full plenary session. in addition to this, they have opened 
themselves up with their still tentative results to an intensive practical test, and 
have also repeatedly revised the results of their translation in an internal read-
ing process. over three hundred groups and individuals were involved in this 
creative process, or “practical review.” They have used tentative translations in 
Bible groups, in teaching or in their own readings, and have fed their experi-
ences back to the translators. 

This work was accompanied by an advisory council that publicly sup-
ported the project. a basic precondition for the project was that for five years 
the Protestant regional church in hesse and nassau provide a clergy person 
to organize the entire project. The work was supported by the Gütersloher 
Verlagshaus (publisher), which prefinanced the conferences. The project was, 
however, funded solely by donations from individuals and groups, which 
made it possible for this translation to be financially independent.45 in addi-
tion, the unusual route of carrying out a Bible translation as a project meant 
that many people were able to identify with it.

Feedback indicates that, beyond the actual translations, many users attri-
bute changes in congregations and social structures to the Bibel in gerechter 
Sprache. even people at the margins of the church see a movement repre-
sented in the Bibel in gerechter Sprache that is present in many places. inci-
dentally, this point is also made clear by the vehement rejections of the pro-
ject in the press.46 The Bibel in gerechter Sprache inspires people and provokes 
reactions. The introduction to the Bibel in gerechter Sprache embraces this 

45. The voluntary work of the donations officer, luise metzler, made a significant 
contribution to this.

46. a collection of the press reactions can be found at www.bibel-in-gerechter-
sprache.de. Three publications of the Protestant news service contain the controversial dis-
cussion in 2007; see epd Dokumentation 17/18; 23; and 31 (2007). reviews predominantly 
in opposition to the project are available in elisabeth Gössman et al., eds., Der Teufel blieb 
männlich: Kritische Diskussion zur “Bibel in gerechter Sprache” Feministische, historische 
und systematische Beiträge (neukirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener, 2007); ingolf dalferth and 
Jens schröter, eds., Bibel in gerechter Sprache? Kritik eines misslungenen Versuchs (tübin-
gen: mohr siebeck, 2007); walter Klaiber and martin rösel, Streitpunkt Bibel in gerechter 
Sprache (leipzig: evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2008).
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process of discussion of biblical texts and their translation into a contempo-
rary understandable language appropriate to the original texts, and points to 
the temporary nature of each translation:

The Bibel in gerechter Sprache already required revision the moment it was 
published.… we see this Bible translation as our contribution to a constantly 
new understanding of Biblical texts that have also had impact on our lives 
and continue to challenge us. This translation is therefore a preliminary stop 
on a never-ending path. The Bibel in gerechter Sprache has reached its goal 
when people are encouraged to take this library of books of the Bible into 
their own hands, read, and discuss them with others.47

since the Bibel in gerechter Sprache appeared, interest in theological issues has 
grown, particularly in the church fellowships and among nonacademic read-
ers of the Bible. in 2011, a revised edition appeared, incorporating the results 
of the multifaceted discussions and practical experiences with the texts.

commitment to more inclusive language in Bible translations exists not 
only in Germany but also in other countries, although such commitment is 
difficult to demonstrate, given the incomplete publication of decision-mak-
ing processes which have not so far been published in full. Thus, informa-
tion on the Zürich Bible in 2007 is available only on a very scattered basis,48 
but shows what efforts have been made to exclude contributions by female 
theologians and female new testament scholars. For instance, the decision to 
render God’s name with “herr” was criticized beyond switzerland.49 Because 
a women’s group has published alternative translation proposals, the counter-
arguments against numerous decisions by the new testament section of the 
Zürich Bible’s translation committee (2007) are available in print (no collabo-
ration was formed with the old trestament translation committee).50 why 
the translation committee did not act on these recommendations is difficult 
for outsiders who have no access to the internal documents to understand. 

47. ulrike Bail et al., Bibel in gerechter Sprache (4th ed.; Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2011), 
26. 

48. see the compilation and the literature in Köhler, Gerechte Sprache als Kriterium; 
also ute e. eisen, “ ‘Quasi dasselbe?’ Vom schwierigen und unendlichen Geschäft des 
Bibelübersetzens–neuere deutsche Bibelübersetzungen,” ZNT 26 (2010): 4–6.

49. see, e.g., the statement of the 9th international conference of the european society 
for women in Theological research (eswtr) in salzburg, which was adopted on august 
23, 2001. see http://www.eswtr.org/de/konferenz_2001 salzburg_stellungnahme.html. 

50. ursula sigg-suter, esther straub, and angela wäffler-Boveland, “… und ihr werdet 
mir Söhne und Töchter sein”: Die neue Zürcher Bibel feministisch gelesen (Zürich: Theolo-
gischer Verlag Zürich, 2007).
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why, for example, did the new testament committee translate two different 
Greek verbs in luke 22:25–26 with the same German verb “to rule over,” when 
the women’s reading group had suggested different terms (“to demand,” “to 
head/lead”)?51 since these translation decisions were challenged by the wom-
en’s reading group, one can only assume that they were made deliberately.

The rendering of God’s name in De Nieuwe Bijbelvertaling was also con-
troversial.52 This dutch translation had undertaken to avoid exclusive lan-
guage, among other things, but after controversial discussions53 on the tra-
ditional rendering of God’s name, they had decided to adhere to “heer” in 
print but pointed out alternative suggestions on how to read it.54

3. every translation is an interpretation

translation scholar heidemarie salevsky describes translation as a process 
of transformation that must take into account different causal connections: 
firstly, the content and meaning of the source text defined by a specific con-
text and the understanding of those that have written it and, secondly, the 
content and meaning of the target text. again, translation is influenced by 

51. see sigg-suter et al., Söhne und Töchter, 76.
52. nederlands Bubelgenootschap, De Nieuwe Bijbel Vertaling (NBV) (haarlem: ned-

erlands Bijbelgenootschap, 2004). The corrections compiled since it appeared are online 
at www.nbv.nl/correcties only occasionally concern inclusive language (e.g., when it now 
states in luke 17:3: “indien een van je broeders of zusters zondigt, spreek die dan ernstig 
toe; en als ze berouw hebben, vergeef hun.” [if one of your brothers or sisters sins, rebuke 
them; and if they repent, forgive them]. The current status is available http://www.biblija.
net/biblija.cgi?l=nl.

53. see anneke de Vries and manuela Kalsky, “ein name, der ein Geheimnis bleibt,” 
Junge Kirche 63 (2002): 22–25; annette Birschel, “Bibel wurde neu ins niederländische 
übersetzt,” Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (2004): online: www.ekd.de/aktuell_presse/
news_2004_10_27_1_niederlaendische bibel.html; lambert wierenga, “‘Jahwe’ versus 
‘heer’: niets opgelost,” Nederlands Dagblad (december 4, 2001); caroline Vander 
stichele, “The lord can no longer Be taken for Granted: The rendering of Jhwh in 
the new dutch Bible translation,” in Women, Ritual and Liturgy—Ritual und Liturgie von 
Frauen—Femmes, rituel et liturgie (ed. susan K. roll et al.; Jeswtr yearbook 9; leuven: 
Peeters, 2001), 179–87; Vander stichele, “der herr? das geht nicht mehr! die wiedergabe 
des tetragramms in der neuen niederländischen Bibelübersetzung,” in “Gott bin ich, kein 
Mann”: Beiträge zur Hermeneutik der biblischen Gottesrede (ed. ilona riedel-spangenberger 
and erich Zenger; Paderborn: schöningh, 2006), 318–27.

54. see http://www.nbv.nl/achtergrondinfo/godsnaam. caroline Vander stichele 
explains here that, in contrast to the German, the dutch article “de” is grammatically 
gender neutral. hence “de einige” (only one), for example, can refer both to a male as well 
as to a female person” (Vander stichele, “der herr,” 323 n. 14).
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various factors determined by the translator and her/his specific context is 
incorporated into the objective. added to this is the fact that a translation 
also has its own objective, which is dependent on its historical context: “it 
involves both reading and rereading as well as writing and re-writing and 
finally re-translating. claims that it alone is the truth would have to be 
excluded from the outset.”55 

translation does not take place without loss and change. anyone who has 
ever tried to translate a text into his or her own language knows how difficult it 
is to convey the manifold possibilities of word choice and to communicate the 
limitations of language that has a specific meaning in one cultural area into a 
different cultural area. according to translation scholar Fritz Paepcke, “trans-
lation is the communication between two languages at the level of the text.”56 
anyone who translates something needs to appropriate it in the source lan-
guage and communicate it in the target language. Because translators always 
contribute something of themselves in a translation, every translation is an 
interpretation and thus tensions are inevitable. The translation of biblical texts 
faces particular challenges due to the temporal and cultural differences as well 
as the long history of exegesis and its impact. ulrike Bail, one of the editors 
of the Bibel in gerechter Sprache, summarizes this, stating, “every translation 
moves in a grey area between text and interpretation, between faithfulness 
and betrayal, loss and gain, the literal and metaphorical, between the deep 
ambiguity of the text and the translation decision.”57

This insight is easily suppressed, particularly in cultural areas in which a 
definite Bible translation is almost normative. a few harsh reactions to transla-
tions that are candid about their criteria, such as the Bibel in gerechter Sprache, 
show that people are so familiar with some translations that these are regarded 
as “the original,” assumed to be objective, and that changes distort the per-
ceived “purity” of the original.58 our experience in working with groups is 
that the diversity and the coexistence of different translations enables serious 
discussion of the biblical texts. such diversity also enriches one’s own faith.

55. heidemarie salevsky, “auf der suche nach der wahrheit bei der Bibelübersetzung: 
ein Beitrag aus translationswissenschaftlicher sicht am Beispiel der hagar-Geschichte 
(Gen 16; 21; 25),” in Kuhlmann, Die Bibel, 111. 

56. Fritz Paepcke, “die sprache im Zusammenleben der Völker,” in Im Übersetzen 
leben: Übersetzung und Textvergleich (ed. Klaus Berger and hans-michael speier: tübin-
gen: narr, 1986), 22. 

57. ulrike Bail, “wenn Gott und mensch zur sprache kommen…: überlegungen zu 
einer Bibel in gerechter sprache,” in Kuhlmann, Die Bibel, 62.

58. This general misconception is being advanced in Germany by the German Bible 
society’s publicity campaign for the current luther revision, among others, under the slogan 
“The original.” see http://www.ekd.de/reformationstag/wissenswertes/lutherbibel.html.
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4. the Bibel in Gerechter Sprache understands Polyphony  
as opportunity

The Bible is a library of books that emerged in different contexts over many 
hundreds of years and were written down by diverse people and groups with 
differing political concerns. These books were also revised to some extent 
before being assembled into today’s canon. in addition, they were written in 
different languages—hebrew, aramaic, and Greek—by people with varying 
language skills. in the context of the Bibel in gerechter Sprache, the individual 
books of the Bible were translated by different people who tried to choose 
words that take the features of each biblical book into account. For instance, 
in his translation of the revelation of John, martin leutzsch points out several 
places that the language derives from an author whose mother tongue was not 
Greek, and who therefore made many mistakes in sentence construction. The 
intentional polyphony of the translations in the Bible in inclusive German 
corresponds to the polyphony of the books of the Bible.

There has nevertheless been a consensus to select language that is inclu-
sive and that avoids anti-semitism and the linguistic exclusion of marginal-
ized groups. all those involved were influenced by changes in theological 
thought in recent decades—christian-Jewish dialogue, feminist theology, the 
rediscovery women’s significant roles, liberation theology, and also a focus 
on the poor as historical subjects in the biblical texts. in each of these move-
ments, the Bible has been reread and its importance reiterated for the pres-
ent. central to this is the struggle for justice. some of the trademarks of the 
Bibel in gerechter Sprache are: as follows the biblical name of God is continu-
ally highlighted and a range of reading options offered (eternal [male/female] 
one, adonaj, God, living one [male/female], etc.);59 women are always 
explicitly mentioned wherever the intention of the text, the context, or the 

59. attentiveness to God’s name is expressed in the Bibel in gerechter Sprache in a par-
ticularly graphic designation: the places in the old testament in which God’s proper name 
appears have a grey background and are framed by the hebrew letters yod yod. in between 
is a reading suggestion, e.g., יadonajי. There is also a header on each double page with fur-
ther reading suggestions in alternating rows. For the new testament, the grey background 
is framed with the Greek letters kappa and sigma, making it transparent that it is a trans-
lation of the Greek kyrios, for example κthe eternal oneς. This designation is used if the 
substitute word kyrios was selected for God’s name in quotations from the old testament 
and in new testament texts where kyrios translated back into the hebrew would result 
in God’s name. The translators have taken different approaches here. see Jürgen ebach, 
“Zur wiedergabe des Gottesnamens in einer Bibelübersetzung, oder: welche ‘lösungen’ es 
für ein unlösbares Problem geben könnte,” in Kuhlmann, Die Bibel–Übersetzt in gerechte 
Sprache, 150–58; and christine Gerber et al., Gott heißt nicht nur Vater: Zur Rede über 
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research results of social history demonstrate that they are included in mas-
culine terms; the order of the books of the old testament corresponds to the 
Jewish canon; and references within the canon are recognizable.60

5. Justice

The reformation is identified with the biblical terms for justice: ṣədākâ 
(hebrew), and dikaiosynē (Greek).61 God’s justice is shown in fundamental 
acts of salvation and liberation such as the exodus, through which God vir-
tually defines Godself as God (exod 20:2). The praying women and men of 
the psalms of lamentation expect salvation through God’s action, and even 
sinners hope for justice (Ps 51:16) that includes forgiveness. The coming mes-
sianic age is described as the coming of God’s ṣədākâ (Jer 56:1). God’s justice 
is permanently attached to the torah: God will speak impartially to those who 
live as directed by God. The way they behave expresses their relationship to 
God and their response to God’s justice. The name Bibel in gerechter Sprache 
does not claim that this translation is more just or fair than others, only that 
the attempt is being made to comply with the basic biblical theme of justice 
in a particular way and, in so doing, actively to turn against biased, unjust, 
discriminatory, militaristic, and sexist language. This was and is enormously 
effective—both in christian theology and in Bible translations.

what is understood in the Bibel in gerechter Sprache by “gerechte sprache” 
will be outlined below in a few examples. as will be demonstrated, the “domi-
nant” theological interpretation is challenged in many cases by other transla-
tions, and another theology emerges as biblically based.62 The fact that many 
perceive this as a threat and react emotionally is hardly surprising.

Gott in den Übersetzungen der “Bibel in gerechter Sprache” (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
ruprecht, 2008).

60. see Frank crüsemann, Kurzdarstellung, online: http://www.bibel-in-gerechter-
sprache.de/downloads/hgundandere/kurzdarstellung.pdf.

61. see Frank crüsemann and luise schottroff, “Gerechtigkeit,” glossary article in 
Bibel in gerechter Sprache (ed. ulrike Bail et al.; Gütersloh, Gütersloher, 2006), 2347–49.

62. The examples refer to the Bibel in gerechter Sprache because the authors are well 
versed in relation to this translation. The translation decisions in the other listed and 
unlisted translations likewise convey insights that confound theological constructions and 
are opposed (sometimes vehemently) for this reason.
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5.1. the criterion of doing Justice to the text

The Bibel in gerechter Sprache should and will do justice primarily to the par-
ticular source text. it is a translation in its own right from the hebrew, ara-
maic, and Greek. all translations are based on an intensive scholarly engage-
ment with the source text. Therefore, widely differing translation solutions 
were found in order to do justice to particular texts and their language. The 
Bibel in gerechter Sprache dispenses with additional interpretive subheadings. 
The glossary gives an account of the basic understanding and the translation 
options of all key biblical terms, thus allowing for discoveries that are other-
wise only possible for people who have learned the ancient languages.

5.2. the criterion of Gender equality

Gerechte Sprache is a specialized term that has been in use in Germany since 
the 1980s as a rendering of the term “inclusive language” used in north amer-
ica. can a language be “just” or “unjust”? what criteria are there for this?63 
to answer these questions, helga Kuhlmann, a systematic theologian who 
was part of the Bibel in gerechter Sprache editorial group, examined the act of 
speaking in itself: 

relational structures between individuals, between groups, families, social 
environments, classes and larger institutions are reflected in the linguistic 
communication of these groups and maintain them at the same time by the 
speech patterns, the grammar and the linguistically explicit hierarchies. The 
structures of the gender ratio … are also shown in the language and con-
stantly reproduced by language or procedurally changed.64

since the 1980s, feminist linguists such as luise Pusch and senta trömel-
Plötz have pointed out that androcentric language with masculine forms 
has a particular dominance in everyday German usage.65 since women 
now occupy important offices, changes have been made for the better. For 
instance, masculine terms are less commonly used to address women. in 
many churches there are now women priests, deacons, and even bishops. 

63. see helga Kuhlmann, “in welcher weise kann die sprache einer Bibelübersetzung 
‘gerecht’ sein,” in Kuhlmann, Die Bibel, 77–98, here 77–78.

64. ibid., 77.
65. luise F. Pusch, Das Deutsche als Männersprache (Frankfurt: suhrkamp, 1984); 

senta trömel-Plötz, ed., Gewalt durch Sprache: Die Vergewaltigung von Frauen in 
Gesprächen (Frankfurt: Fischer taschenbuch, 1984).
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Finally, the election of a female German chancellor has challenged people to 
think about language use.

The Bible comes from a patriarchal world, and often speaks grammati-
cally in masculine terms of “sons of israel” and of “male disciples.” Feminist 
social historical analyses have shown that women were involved in the events 
and experiences of biblical times.66 Then, as now, androcentric texts refer to 
women. This fact shapes the translation of the Bibel in gerechter Sprache. Thus, 
a two-stage procedure was developed for the translations: 

1. a question was raised with regard to social history: did women in 
antiquity have this profession and did women carry out these activi-
ties? 

2. it was asked what evidence there is that they were referred to in the 
text to be translated. 

The reasons for this procedure are clear in an example from mark 15:40–41. 
here mark’s Gospel still only mentions women because the men were no 
longer present. it states: “They had followed Jesus in Galilee … and many 
other women, who had gone with him to Jerusalem.” This sentence assumes 
that women were among those who had followed Jesus from Galilee, and the 
Bibel in gerechter Sprache therefore translates mathētai from mark 1 onward 
as female and male followers.

were there actually women shepherds, fisherwomen, women prophets, 
women Pharisees, or women disciples? These questions were raised many 
times after the Bibel in gerechter Sprache appeared, and they provided the 
opportunity to present to an interested wider public the results of over thirty 
years of feminist and social-historical research on the Bible. criticisms of 
many translation decisions make clear that the corresponding research results 
are relatively unknown, and that it is possible in many cases to teach and to 
study at theological faculties without learning about such research. This con-
cern about gender-fair language causes us to ask further questions regarding 
the context and roles of women in first-century Judaism. 

66. on this, see also elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theo-
logical Reconstruction of Christian Origins (new york: crossroad, 1983); luise schottroff, 
Lydias ungeduldige Schwestern: Feministische Sozialgeschichte des frühen Christentums 
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1994); elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, ed., A Feminist Commentary 
(vol. 2 of Searching the Scriptures; new york: crossroad, 1994); ute e. eisen, Amtsträgerin-
nen im frühen Christentum: Epigraphische und literarische Studien (Göttingen: Vandehoeck 
& ruprecht, 1996); luise schottroff and marie-Theres wacker, eds. Kompendium Feminis-
tische Bibelauslegung (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1998).
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5.3. the criterion of Jewish-christian dialogue

The Bibel in gerechter Sprache is a christian translation that attempts to learn 
from Jewish-christian dialogue. in recent decades it has been widely recog-
nized how much the new testament that emerged from a Jewish base has 
been read and translated in an anti-semitic manner.67 The so-called “antith-
eses” of the sermon on the mount are one example, in which the translation 
“but i say to you” must not be understood in the sense of Jesus’ turning against 
the Jewish tradition.68 in the Bibel in gerechter Sprache, matt 5:21–22 reads: 
“you have heard that God said to earlier generations: thou shalt not kill.…” I 
interpret this for you today as.…” The hebrew or aramaic words correspond-
ing to the Greek egō de legō hymin (in matt 5:22, 28, 32, 34, 39, 44) introduce, 
as they did among other rabbis in Jesus’ time, a biblical interpretation that 
differs from that of other scholars (e.g., Bereshit rabbah 55:3). more recent 
research has emphasized this.69 Jesus’ interpretation of scripture in matthew’s 
sermon on the mount (5:21–48) should not be understood as a fundamen-
tal disagreement with the torah, as the headline “antitheses” suggests. it is 
instead Jesus’ contemporary interpretation of the torah, intended to apply the 
will of God to the society of the time.

The emphasis on Jesus’ Jewishness in the Bibel in gerechter Sprache was 
the subject of emotional discussions after it appeared. some accused it of a 
“Judaization of christianity,”70 while others emphasized that what it meant 
had become clear to them for the first time—Jesus, mary, Paul and many of 
the other followers were and remained Jews. The recognition of christianity’s 
being deeply rooted in Judaism is of great significance, particularly for inter-
religious discussions.

67. see also leonore siegele-wenschkewitz, Verdrängte Vergangenheit, die uns 
bedrängt: Feministische Theologie in der Verantwortung für die Geschichte (munich: Kaiser, 
1988); Judith Plaskow, “anti-Judaism in Feminist christian interpretation,” in A Femi-
nist Introduction (vol. 1 of Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; new 
york: crossroad, 1993), 117–29; luise schottroff and marie-Theres wacker, eds., Von der 
Wurzel getragen: Christlich-feministische Exegese in Auseinandersetzung mit Antijudaismus 
(leiden: Brill, 1996); dagmar henze et al., Antijudaismus im Neuen Testament? Grundlagen 
für die Arbeit mit biblischen Texten (Gütersloh: Kaiser, 1997).

68. see luise schottroff, “Votum zur Bibel in gerechter sprache in Zürich 9.11.2006” 
(http://www.bibel-in- gerechter-sprache.de/downloads/schottroffzuerich.pdf).

69. see martin Vahrenhorst, “Ihr sollt überhaupt nicht schwören”: Matthäus im hala-
chischen Diskurs (neukirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener, 2002), 218–34; Peter Fiedler, Das 
Matthäusevangelium (thKnt 1; stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2006), 122–58.

70. Johan schloeman, “und die weisheit wurde materie,” Süddeutsche Zeitung (23–24 
december 2006).
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5.4. the criterion of social Justice

liberation theology, feminist kyriarchal critique, postcolonial studies and the 
discussion of empire have shown that biblical texts and their exegetical history 
are also determined by power structures. They allude to the close association 
of androcentrism, colonialism, racism, militarism with other relationships of 
exploitation. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza stated this in programmatic terms 
in 1983:

historical interpretation is defined by contemporary questions and horizons 
of reality and conditioned by contemporary political interests and structures 
of domination. historical “objectivity” can only be approached by reflect-
ing critically on naming one’s theoretical presuppositions and political 
allegiances.71

translating biblical texts into the contemporary German language context 
means seeking language that is appropriate to the history of western chris-
tianity. The new testament uses many words that were used in the language 
of the roman imperial ideology and propaganda.72 For example: euangelium 
means “God’s good news” as well as the good news of the emperor’s birth; par-
ousia, “advent of christ,” also meant the arrival of the emperor for a visitation 
rewarding the allegiance of a dominion or a city. The term kyrios, “lord,” or 
“lord of the world,” referred to God’s authority as well as to the global domi-
nance of rome.73 in the Jewish tradition of the first century c.e. when the new 
testament was emerging, this language was language critical of authority. it 
communicated that believers listened to this lord and no other. The words 
contradicted the claim to power of political and social rulers, and were also 
understood by them in this way. These words and images were subsequently 
changed into authoritarian language, now itself legitimizing the language of 
an ideology, authority, and power. images of dependence, obedience, and sub-
mission are therefore associated with the word “lord” in a democratic cultural 
sphere. many words of the Bible have become unusable, as long as contem-

71. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, xvii. she describes hereafter how 
the androcentric perspective influences Bible translations and interpretations; see further 
43–48.

72. see below luise schottroff and claudia Janssen, “übersetzungsfragen zu 
herrschaft und sklaverei,” in Kuhlmann, Die Bibel, 212–21.

73. see adolf deissmann, Licht vom Osten: Das neue Testament und die neuentdeckten 
Texte der hellenistisch-römischen Welt (tübingen: mohr siebeck, 1909), 184–298.
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porary biblical interpretation does not help to develop awareness of their cri-
tique of hegemony and life force.

The following examples from matt 11:5 and luke 7:22 demonstrate what 
it means to understand social justice as a major criterion of translation. The 
presupposition that poor people are primarily objects of the new testament 
message and not subjects of its proclamation has in many cases defined the 
exegesis of these texts and their translation. Thus the conventional translation 
reads: “the gospel is preached to the poor.” in the Greek this is ptōchoi euan-
gelizontai. traditionally, this form of the verb “to proclaim” is interpreted as 
passive voice here, but it is in the middle voice, in the genus verbi, which in 
its meaning is between active and passive voice and is usually understood in 
the active: to proclaim the gospel.74 This active meaning of the middle voice is 
also present in Jer 61:1 (lxx), a verse that is quoted in luke 4:18: God’s mes-
senger proclaims the good news to the poor (dative: ptōchois). luke 7:22 and 
matt 11:5 also pick up Jer 61:1 but change the syntax. now the poor (ptōchoi) 
are in the nominative: the poor proclaim the gospel; they turn into subjects of 
the proclamation. The literary context in matt 11:5 and luke 7:22 reinforces 
this version, since a series of subjects (in the nominative) are listed here that 
become active in relation to Jesus: the blind, the lame, and the deaf. This par-
allelism is broken up in the conventional interpretation if the verb is inter-
preted as passive voice, turning the subjects into objects. The Bibel in gerechter 
Sprache translates in terms that do justice to the text: “The blind see, the lame 
walk, the lepers become clean and the deaf can hear. The dead are raised and 
the poor bring the good news.”

5.5. Biblical christology in inclusive German

The translation of the word kyrios, when it relates to Jesus, is a particular chal-
lenge. how can its meaning as critical of authority be rendered in a language 
that has been using it for centuries to legitimize authority? The translations in 
The Bibel in gerechter Sprache do not offer any standard solution. some con-
sciously avoid the word “herr” and paraphrase in order to express the mean-
ing of the term kyrios. in order to express the nature of belonging to Jesus as 
kyrios, the word is rendered many times with “(to) whom we belong.” other 

74. see walter Bauer, Griechisch-deutsches Wörterbuch zu den Schriften des Neuen Tes-
taments und der frühchristlichen Literatur (6th ed.; ed. Kurt and Barbara aland; Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 1988), 643. in addition to matt 11:5 and luke 7:22, he refers solely to one other 
place in the new testament where the verb is of passive significance: heb 4:2, 6. here the 
statement is expressed by using a participle.
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solutions are: “Jesus, the christ, in whose power we trust,” “in whose protec-
tive power we have entrusted ourselves,” or “liberator.”

in the translation of the letter to the church in rome, claudia Janssen has 
usually rendered kyrios, when it relates to Jesus or the messiah, with “to whom 
we belong.” The concern behind this is to make the christology of Paul acces-
sible to a contemporary understanding.75 This translation reflects a christol-
ogy of relationship based on reciprocity, not on authoritarian power. The mes-
siah represents the hope of an entire people and their suffering in the present. 
“christ,” however, is no longer the christological “title of sovereignty” in the 
sense of the 1960s.76 The title “son” or “child of God” (e.g., rom 8:16, 17) does 
not separate Jesus from other people as unique, because they, too, are called 
the daughters and sons of God.77

Paul has summarized this christology: “the firstborn among many broth-
ers and sisters” (rom 8:29). christology in this sense means finding encour-
agement, empowerment, and comfort in a relationship with God, the mes-
siah, and in fellowship with other people who see themselves as brothers and 
sisters. The translations of the Bibel in gerechter Sprache are based here on the 
drafts of women theologians who have been describing christology since the 
1980s under the category of relationship and its perpetuation.78

75. on the christology in 1 and 2 corinthians, see luise schottroff, “ ‘… damit im 
namen Jesus sich jedes Knie beuge’: christologie in 1 Kor und in Phil 2:9–11,” in Christus 
und seine Geschwister: Christologie im Umfeld der Bibel in gerechter Sprache (ed. marlene 
crüsemann and carsten Jochum-Bortfeld; Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2009), 81–94; and mar-
lene crüsemann, “trost, charis und Kraft der schwachen: eine christologie der Bezie-
hung nach dem zweiten Brief an die Gemeinde in Korinth,” in crüsemann and Jochum-
Bortfeld, Christus und seine Geschwister, 111–37.

76. see Ferdinand hahn, Christologische Hoheitstitel: Ihre Geschichte im frühen Chris-
tentum (5th ed.; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1995).

77. see claudia Janssen, “christus und seine Geschwister (röm 8,12–17.29f),” in 
crüsemann and Jochum-Bortfeld, Christus und seine Geschwister, 64–80.

78. see also carter heyward, Und sie rührte sein Kleid an: Eine feministische Theologie 
der Beziehung (stuttgart: Kreuz, 1986); doris strahm and regula strobel, eds., Vom Ver-
langen nach Heilwerden: Christologie in feministisch-theologischer Sicht (Fribourg: edition 
exodus, 1991); renate Jost and eveline Valtink, eds., Ihr aber für wen haltet ihr mich? Auf 
dem Weg zu einer feministisch-befreiungstheologischen Revision von Christologie (Gütersloh: 
Kaiser, 1996). see, however, elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s 
Prophet: Critical Issues in Feminist Christology (new york: continuum, 1994).
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6. there is life on the road to Justice

Bible translations in “gerechte sprache,” or inclusive language, are widely 
received and at the same time continue to be developed. They are already 
shaping the spirituality of many women and men today who are encouraged 
to advocate greater justice in their communities and churches as well as in 
local social projects.





the institutionalization of Feminist Biblical 
studies in its international and  
ecumenical contexts (dossier)*

Renate Jost
Kirchliche Hochschule Neuendettelsau

Feminist biblical studies, as a fundamental component of the feminist move-
ment in theology and religion, has accomplished much in the last thirty years 
worldwide. its influence on scholarship and on church and religious history is 
a source of pride, and its contributions must be recognized. it is particularly 
important in times of conservative reaction not to retreat behind what has 
been accomplished.

The goal of this contribution is to collect some of the fundamental com-
ponents of the institutionalization of feminist biblical studies. my primary 
focus is on institutions rather than persons, because they offer a context for 
further development. This focus is further defined by my academic context in 
Germany. in my introduction to Feministische Theologie, i adapted and used 
anthony Gidden’s definition of institution as a set of wide-ranging, extensive, 
longstanding practices with four discernible aspects: “(1) it is constituted by a 
common, unifying idea; (2) consists of a group of people who assume a prede-
termined set of tasks; (3) follows rules and norms that are accepted by all; and 
(4) it has a ‘material component,’ that is, objects and areas that are included in 
the institution.”1 according to this definition, religious communities, second-
ary schools, and universities are institutions, but so are other networks and 
independent groups working on feminist biblical interpretation.

Feministische Theologie is the first book to record the institutionaliza-
tion of feminist theology in the German-speaking context. The editors are 

* translated by richard ratzlaff.
1. renate Jost, “erfolgsgeschichte Feministische Theologie—initiativen, Kirchen, 

universitäten: einführung,” in Feministische Theologie: Initiativen, Kirchen, Universitäten—
eine Erfolgsgeschichte (ed. Gisela matthiae et al.; Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2008), 15.

-365 -



366 Feminist BiBlical studies in the twentieth century

convinced that the forty-year history of feminist theology has been a success 
worldwide. in order to learn from mistakes and avoid breaks with tradition, 
feminist theology also needs a culture of remembering that remains aware 
of its own past and deliberately makes it relevant in the present, so that it 
can become ever more part of the mainstream.2 in Feministiche Theologie 
we present successful initiatives and processes of institutionalization in Ger-
many. more than sixty women in various disciplines have described a rich 
variety of successful projects without ignoring the problems and difficulties 
that arose. while the largely Protestant perspective of the contributions is a 
function of the origins of the book, many contributors discuss ecumenical 
and interfaith perspectives.3

Because the first stirrings of feminist theology in Germany originated in 
women’s movements in churches,4 the first chapter is dedicated to various ini-
tiatives, networks, and projects.5 The second chapter offers examples of how 
feminist theology became influential in church groups, structures, and associa-
tions. Feminist exegesis plays an especially important role in proclamation; in 
this context it is noteworthy that women have been leading worship in Prot-
estant churches for forty years and in old catholic churches for twenty years, 
thus giving a new profile to this traditional role in the congregation.6 The third 
chapter focuses on the process of institutionalization in universities. The fourth 
chapter presents developments in the roman catholic church, the old cath-
olic church, and the international ecumenical movement. The final chapter 
focuses on Jewish feminists in the land of shoah and on muslim feminist the-
ologies.7 The appendix offers important data for the history of feminist theol-
ogy in Germany, from the time of the earliest women’s movement (ca. 1860).8 

2. Bärbel wartenberg-Potter, EFD-Mitteilungen 434 (2006): 42. 
3. renate Jost called for a volume collecting successful models of feminist theology at 

a symposium of “tempo! aktionsbündnisses zur institutionalisierung Feministischer The-
ologie” that took place in 2004 at the women’s studies and training centre of the eKd 
(evangelical church in Germany) (see Jost, “erfolgsgeschichte Feministische Theologie,” 
16). 

4. in Germany, these stirrings were inspired by the works of mary daly (The Church 
and the Second Sex; Beyond God the Father), elisabeth moltmann-wendel (see schüngel-
straumann’s chapter in this volume), catharina halkes (see schüngel-straumann), and 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza (In Memory of Her; Bread Not Stone). 

5. Jost, “erfolgsgeschichte Feministische Theologie,” 19.
6. ibid. For a discussion of feminist theology in switzerland, see dorothee dieterich, 

“hurra—wir leben noch! Feministische Theologie heute,” FAMA 16 (2000): 1–19. 
7. Jost, “erfolgsgeschichte Feministische Theologie,” 19.
8. see “daten zur Geschichte Feministischer Theologie in deutschland,” in matthiae 

et al., Feministische Theologie, 386–90.
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in the context of the astonishingly rich initiatives, institutionalization, 
and research presented in this book, i would like to focus in the rest of this 
chapter specifically on feminist biblical scholarship, taking international and 
interfaith academic contributions more fully into consideration. Because the 
organization of faith communities in many countries is much more diverse 
than in Germany, and because of the lack of materials documenting the 
influence of feminist exegesis in these contexts,9 i propose to focus on pub-
lications, academic organizations, and initiatives of faith communities. a 
complete distinction between academic and nonacademic publications and 
organizations seems to me to be even less possible or relevant in the interna-
tional context than it would be in the German context, as the people involved 
and the topics covered often overlap. after all, one goal of feminist theology 
from the beginning was to overcome this very separation between academia 
and lived religion.10 

1. Professorships, doctoral Programs, centers,  
selected academic organizations, and Grassroots initiatives

Feminist biblical scholars have been active in universities internationally since 
the 1970s.11 during the 1971 atlanta meetings of the two large scholarly asso-
ciations of the u.s., the american academy of religion (aar) and the society 
of Biblical literature (sBl), the first thematic women’s groups were formed.12 
carol christ (aar) and elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza (sBl) were elected co-
chairs of the women’s caucus religious studies, the women in religion sec-
tion was established, and chris downing was elected president of the aar. 
There were far fewer women professors in sBl, the largest and oldest society 
for biblical scholarship in the u.s., working on feminist issues. at that time, 
they included, among others, Phyllis Bird, Phyllis trible, elisabeth schüssler 
Fiorenza, winsome monroe, antoinette clark wire, and mary wakeman.

9. on the situation in argentina and Brazil, see in this volume wanda deifelt and 
mercedes navarro Puerto; in eastern europe, see Jutta hausmann.

10. when feminist exegesis has reached a certain degree of differentiation and schol-
arly weight, a distinction between the two realms will become possible. 

11. compare scholz, Plaskow, Baker, in this volume. For the years before this in 
the German context, compare also schüngel-straumann with her emphasis on catholic 
women scholars. a Protestant scholar worthy of mention is the anna Paulsen, whose bibli-
cal interpretation of the “particular pastoral role of women” is not without controversy and 
whose 1924 dissertation “overcoming Protestant scriptural Principles through historical 
revelation” was the second by a woman in Germany (after carola Barth’s, in 1904). 

12. For further developments, see scholz and Plaskow, in this volume.
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in the 1970s in Germany, the english-language books of mary daly, 
rosemary radford ruether and letty m. russell were widely read.13 in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, many groups both within and outside of universi-
ties began to study critically the biblical texts from a feminist point of view.14 
The Handbuch Feministische Theologie, edited by christine schaumberger and 
monika massen and published in 1986, was one of the results of this activ-
ity. The dutch scholar catharina halkes was also influential in Germany in 
both Protestant and catholic circles.15 even more influential was elisabeth 
schüssler Fiorenza, who is German but lives and works in the u.s. and whose 
publications have made pivotal contributions in both countries to ecclesial 
and academic work.16

The work of elisabeth moltmann-wendel was also especially important 
for German feminist biblical interpretation, and reached women readers far 
beyond academia. in 1974, she published a collection entitled Menschenre-
chte für die Frau: Christliche Initiative zur Frauenbefreiung (human rights for 
woman: christian initiatives for the liberation of women), which included 
contributions on biblical scholarship by Krister stendhal, leonard swidler, and 
rosemary radford reuther. in the same year the world council of churches 
consultation on “sexism in the 1970s” took place in Berlin. The discussion 
papers prepared for this consultation laid important groundwork arguing for 
complete equality for women pastors and, later, processes of institutionaliza-
tion in Protestant churches and seminaries.17 in 1980, moltmann-wendel 
published the book Ein eigener Mensch werden: Frauen um Jesus, in which 

13. see matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 236–40. mary daly’s works included 
The Church and the Second Sex (new york: harper & row, 1968), published in German as 
Kirche, Frau und Sexus (olten: walter, 1970); and Beyond God the Father (Boston: Beacon, 
1973), published in German as Jenseits von Gottvater, Sohn und Co. (munich: Frauenof-
fensive, 1980). compare Plaskow and scholz, in this volume. see also rosemary radford 
ruether, ed., Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish Christian Traditions (new 
york: simon & schuster, 1974); and letty russell, ed., The Liberating Word: A Guide to Non-
sexist Interpretation of the Bible (Philadelphia: westminster John Knox, 1977), published 
in German as Als Mann und Frau ruft er uns: vom nicht-sexistischen Gebrauch der Bibel 
(munich: Pfeiffer, 1979).

14. matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 236–40.
15. see elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “celebrating Feminist work by Knowing it,” 

JFSR 27.1 (2011): 97–127.
16. see, for example, elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone: The Challenge 

of Feminist Interpretation (Boston: Beacon, 1984), published in German as Brot statt 
Steine: Die Herausforderung einer feministischen Interpretation der Bibel (Freiburg: edition 
exodus, 1988).

17. see matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 209–34.
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she attempts to portray new testament women as people liberated by Jesus. 
The year 1983 saw the publication of elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza’s ground-
breaking book In Memory of Her.18 her analysis had a significant impact on 
subsequent discussions in biblical scholarship.19

toward the end of the 1980s two of Germany’s first women professors 
of biblical studies, luise schottroff (new testament) and helen schüngel-
straumann (old testament), also began to publish important work.20 in 
1971 schottroff was appointed adjunct professor in mainz, then professor in 
1973, teaching and researching there until 1986. From 1986 until 1999 she 
held the chair in new testament at the university of Kassel. together with 
christine schaumberger she founded and shaped the summer university 
program in feminist and liberation theology in hofgeismar and published 
numerous feminist studies on the social history of the new testament.21 
helen schüngel-straumann, the first catholic woman old testament scholar 
appointed to a chair of biblical studies (in Kassel, 1987–2000) is the founder 
of the helen straumann-stiftung für Feministische Theologie in Basel.22 in 
the netherlands, important contributions were made by Katharina halkes,23 

18. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Recon-
struction of Christian Origins (new york: crossroad, 1983), published in German as Zu 
ihrem Gedächtnis: Eine feministisch-theologische Rekonstruktion der christlichen Ursprünge 
(munich: Kaiser, 1988).

19. lone Fatum, “image of God and Glory of man: women in the Pauline congrega-
tions,” in Image of God and Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Traditions (ed. Kari elisa-
beth Børresen; oslo: solum, 1991), 56–137; Fatum, “1 Thessalonians,” in A Feminist Com-
mentary (vol. 2 of Searching the Scriptures; ed. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza; new york: 
crossroad, 1994), 250–62; Fatum, Kvindeteologi og arven fra Eva (Gyldendal intro; Köpen-
hamn: nordisk, 1992). i am grateful to hanna stenström for these references. 

20. For the earlier period, see schüngel-straumann, in this volume.
21. important books include luise schottroff and dorothee sölle, Jesus von Nazareth 

(munich: deutscher taschenbuch, 2000); luise schottroff, Lydias ungeduldige Schwestern: 
Feministische Sozialgeschichte des frühen Christentums (Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 1994).

22. important publications include helen schüngel-straumann, Die Frau am Anfang: 
Eva und die Folgen (3rd ed.; münster: lit, 1999); schüngel-straumann, Rûah bewegt 
die Welt: Gottes schöpferische Lebenskraft in der Krisenzeit des Exils (sBs 151; stuttgart: 
Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1992); schüngel-straumann, Denn Gott bin ich, und kein Mann: 
Gottesbilder im Ersten Testament—feministisch betrachtet (mainz: matthias-Grünewald, 
1996). For more information on the helen schüngel-straumann foundation, see antje 
röckemann, “helen straumann-stiftung für Feministische Theologie,” in matthiae et al., 
Feministische Theologie, 56–57.

23. Professor from 1983 to 1986, with an emphasis on feminism and christianity, at 
the Katholieke universiteit nijmegen, where she had been active as a scholar since 1967. 
see also schüngel-staumann.
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the first professor of feminist theology in the world, and by Fokkelien van 
dijk hemmes, old testament scholar and assistant professor in the Faculty 
of Theology in tilburg. new testament scholar lone Fatum was active in 
copenhagen, denmark, where she was assistant professor from 1981 to 2001.

The activities of these women and others led to the founding in 1986 of 
the european society of women in Theological research (eswtr), whose 
goal was to connect women working in academic theology in europe and 
to promote and support exchange, conversation, cooperation, and research. 
national branches of the society were formed in several countries, but the 
German branch is the largest, with three hundred members. since 1991, a 
new testament group within the German section has been meeting semian-
nually; since 1995 an old testament group has been meeting annually. inter-
national conferences and national meetings are crucial in order to maintain 
the vibrancy of the eswtr, because it is here that the organizational work 
and networking take place, rejuvenating the eswtr. national meetings 
which take place biennially, provide opportunities for scholarly exchange on 
selected topics, serve as a venue for conversations on research projects, and 
promote further networking. an international newsletter has existed since the 
beginning, to which several national branches also contribute.

together with the journal Schlangenbrut and the various conference cen-
ters of the Protestant church,24 the eswtr was an important forum in Ger-
many for the debate that began in 1987 concerning anti-semitism in femi-
nist theology and biblical interpretation.25 The lectures and publications of 
american Jewish feminists such as Judith Plaskow and susannah heschel26 
were important for prompting the debate. They pointed to the dangerous anti-
semitic clichés present in German biblical scholarship since the nineteenth 
century, which inhere in the thesis of an original matriarchy suppressed by a 
patriarchal Jewish yhwh, and a pro-women Jesus who distinguished him-
self from a Judaism that discriminated against women. an understanding 
of the role of women in Judaism was deepened through the work on rab-
binic scriptural exegesis from a feminist perspective by Jewish scholar Pnina 
nave levinson, co-founder and professor (until 1986) at the hochschule für 
jüdische studies in heidelberg.27

24. leonore siegele-wenschkewitz, Verdrängte Vergangenheit, die uns bedrängt: Femi-
nistische Theologie in der Verantwortung für die Geschichte (munich: Kaiser, 1988).

25. see on this wacker, winkler, schaumberger, in this volume.
26. see Plaskow, in this volume; susannah heschel, On Being a Jewish Feminist: A 

Reader (new york: schocken, 1983).
27. Pnina navè levinson, Was wurde aus Saras Töchtern? Frauen im Judentum (Güt-

ersloh: Gütersloher, 1989).
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Feminist organizations with scholarly agendas emerged in other regions 
of the world as well, both within and outside of existing faith communities, 
occupied with critical scriptural exegesis.28 For example, the Korean associa-
tion of Feminist Theologians (KaFt), founded in 1985, became a member 
of the Korean association of christian studies in 1987. Founded in 1986 in 
spain, the seminario en Fey secularidad sobre teologia Feminista established 
the school of Feminist Theology at the university of Barcelona in 2006. 

 sisters in islam was founded in 1988 in malaysia. The mission of sis-
ters in islam is to promote “the rights of women within the framework of 
islam as based on the principles of equality, justice and freedom enjoined by 
the Qur’an.”29 sisters in islam organizes public conferences, creates national 
and international muslim women’s networks, and publishes responses to con-
tested issues such as polygamy. 

The circle of concerned african women Theologians (The circle) was 
founded in 1989. also founded in 1989 was the Britain and ireland school of 
Feminist Theology (BisFt). conspirando was founded in chile in 1991, as 
well as the asociación teólogas españolas (ate). in addition to these, other 
organizations that are more or less or aligned with feminism offer a forum 
in various ways to feminist biblical scholars, depending. their need to work 
within their faith communities. Beginning in the mid-1980s, initiatives were 
undertaken in various locations (e.g., são leopoldo, Graz, harvard, neuen-
dettelsau, and münster30) to create permanent opportunities for feminist 
research and to promote them widely.

in 1991, the universidad luterana in São Leopoldo established a chair for 
feminist theology. This chair was held by Old Testament scholar Elaine Neuen-
feldt from 2004 until her appointment in Geneva. Notable in this context is the 
requirement of a course in feminist theology for all theology students. The uni-
versidad Biblica latinoamericana in costa rica and the universidad meto-
dista de São Paulo also actively promote feminist biblical scholarship.31

in 1994 in Graz, women’s studies and Gender studies were established as 
subjects in reaction to the papal letter Ordinatio sacerdotalis, which forbade 
the ordination of women as priests, and in 1997 anne Jensen was appointed 
as first professor, holding her position until 2008. since then, the catholic 
faculty has become an indispensable part of the curriculum of the interdisci-
plinary women’s and Gender studies program at the university of Graz. The 

28. This section draws on the contributions of many of the authors in this volume.
29. see https://www.facebook.com/officialsis/info.
30. on neuendettelsau, see matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 241, 249; on mün-

ster, 249.
31. see tamez, in this volume.
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fruits of research at that institution can be seen in the impressive number of 
theses on feminist topics.32 Further, the appointment of Graz-trained irm-
traud Fischer to the chair for Theological women’s studies at the catholic 
Theology Faculty at the university of Bonn, a position established in 1997, 
reflects the international reputation of scholarship at Graz.33 upon her return 
to take up the chair for old testament studies, she chaired the curriculum 
commission on women’s and Gender studies, which under her leadership 
developed an m.a. in Graz as well as a joint m.a. in Gender studies with ruhr 
university Bochum. Both programs include an in-depth module on feminist 
theology, which includes courses in biblical studies. as vice-rector of the uni-
versity, Fischer initiated the development of doctoral programs, including one 
established in women’s and Gender studies. Furthermore, she established 
an international doctoral and post-doctoral forum for theological women’s 
and gender studies which took place for the first time in 2010. although it 
is directed especially to those addressing gender-related theological issues in 
their doctoral or postdoctoral work, participants from other theological areas 
who are studying gender-specific issues are also welcome (e.g., the reception 
of biblical texts in literature or art history).34

in 1988 at harvard, margaret miles, clarissa atkinson, constance 
Buchanan, Bernadette Brooten, and sharon welch launched a Th.d. program 
in religion, Gender, and culture. miles was the chair until 1996, when elis-
abeth schüssler Fiorenza took over and continued to develop the program 
until it was also recognized as a Ph.d. program in 1997. important disserta-
tions of feminist theology and gender studies have been produced by this pro-
gram. another Ph.d. program in women’s studies and religion that includes 
feminist biblical scholarship is offered at the claremont university Graduate 
school of religion. 

while some German women biblical scholars accepted university posts 
in the u.s. in the early 1990s,35 a few others, despite the difficulties already 

32. however, to date there have been no habilitationen.
33. important publications include irmtraud Fischer, Erzeltern Israels: Feministisch-

theologische Studien zu Genesis 12–36 (BZaw 222; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1994); a trilogy that 
includes Fischer, Gottesstreiterinnen: Biblische Erzählungen über die Anfänge Israels (stutt-
gart: Kohlhammer, 1995); Fischer, Gotteskünderinnen: Zu einer geschlechter-fairen Deutung 
der Prophetie in der Hebräischen Bibel (stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2003); and Fischer, Got-
teslehrerinnen: Weise Frauen und Frau Weisheit im Alten Testament (stuttgart: Kohlham-
mer, 2006), which has now also been published in French (Paris: cerf). The first volume 
has also been published in english. see also Fischer, Rut (hThK; Freiburg: herder, 2000).

34. applications for travel expenses and additional information should be directed to 
vizerektorin.forschung@uni-graz.at. 

35. in the 1990s a growing number of female theologians aimed for permanent 
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mentioned, have been appointed since the late 1990s to positions in old tes-
tament36 and new testament studies in German-speaking universities. These 
appointments were made possible especially in places where years of active 
scholarship by women had prepared the way for the selection of an appro-
priately qualified woman scholar.37 chairs specifically in women’s theologi-
cal studies and feminist theology were also established. The importance of 
feminist biblical scholarship in Germany is due in part to the fact that the 
earliest positions in catholic theological women’s studies were filled with old 
testament/hebrew Bible scholars working from a feminist perspective: irm-
traud Fischer in 1997 in Bonn, and marie-Theres wacker in 1998 in münster. 
The only permanent Protestant professorial chair in feminist theology and 
theological women’s studies, at the augustana hochschule of the evangelical 
lutheran church in neuendettelsau, Bavaria, has also been held since 2003 by 
a feminist biblical scholar, renate Jost, who began there as a lecturer in 1997.38 
Because of this appointment, the augustana was able to include a required 
course in feminist theology in its curriculum, and to build an exceptional 
specialized library collection. in 2008 renate Jost, susannah heschel, and 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza founded the international institute for Feminist 
Theology and religious studies at the augustana, which also has a focus on 
biblical scholarship.

even when the challenges of establishing an academic position in femi-
nist studies are met, the position does not always last or ends up changing 
direction. moreover, such positions are often limited-term or part-time. For 
instance, the professorial chair held by catharina halkes, who was appointed 
in 1983 to the chair for Feminism in christendom at radboud university 
nijmegen, the first chair anywhere in the world for feminist theology, was 
created for her personally. after she retired in 1985, it was held for two years 

academic positions. some of them moved to the u.s., where feminist exegesis was more 
accepted. one example is angela Bauer-levesque (born 1960), who has served on the 
faculty of episcopal divinity school in Boston since 1994. another example is susanne 
scholz, who also has been teaching in the u.s. since the mid-1990s. since 2009 she has 
been a professor of old testament at the Perkins school of Theology at southern methodist 
university in dallas.

36. sylvia schroer was appointed in 1997 to the chair for old testament and its envi-
ronment in Berne.

37. i note especially here the catholic old testament scholar silvia schroer, who was 
appointed to the chair for old testament and its environment in Berne, when it was still 
the Protestant Faculty of Theology. Through her work on wisdom and feminist interpre-
tation of ancient near eastern iconography and religion, she has considerably enriched 
feminist biblical scholarship.

38. matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 241–48. 
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each by mary Grey and athalya Brenner. not until the appointment of maaike 
de haardt in 1998 did it become a permanent chair, but it remains as before 
only a part-time position. 

The second chair established in the netherlands for women’s studies and 
Practical Theology was held by riet Bons-storm at Groningen university 
from 1990 until 1998 and was paid for by reformed church of the nether-
lands, albeit for only one day a week. when Bons-storm retired, the chair 
was not filled immediately. Kune Biezeveld, who taught systematic theology 
at leiden university from 2002 to 2008, can be seen as her successor, but after 
her death in 2008, no one was appointed to this position; it is not clear, there-
fore, if the position still exists (i owe this information to maaike de haardt). 

The professor for Feminist Theology at são leopoldo was held from 1991 
until 2004 by the systematic theologian wanda deifelt, to whom i am grateful 
for the following information. when her successor elaine neuenfeldt became 
the director of wicas (women in church and society) of the lutheran 
world Federation, in Geneva, the financial support of the reformed church 
of the netherlands came to an end. The chair became a program in Gender 
and Feminist Theology, and the required course in Feminist Theology has 
since been taught by carlos nusskopf, who holds the chair for Gender and 
specializes in Queer Theology. 

The chair for Theological women’s studies in Bonn was converted to 
an academic research position in the area of church history (see Feminist-
ische Theologie) when irmtraud Fischer left in 2004. The chair for Theologi-
cal women’s studies at münster was combined with the chair for old testa-
ment.39 The professor for Theological women’s studies/Feminist Theologie at 
the augustana is dedicated fulltime to these subjects; since 2008 it has been 
a permanent c2 Professorship and in contrast to the c4 teaching positions 
at the same university it is much more poorly paid and has fewer resources. 

at present, feminist theology and gender studies is taught as a dis-
tinct discipline at only a few universities in the world, and even there is not 
granted the same long-term institutional commitment as other disciplines.40 

39. see Gisela matthiae and renate Jost, “Bonn,” in matthiae et al, Feministische The-
ologie, 271–72.

40. in 2011 the following are known to me, in addition to those held by women bib-
lical scholars in münster and neuendettelsau: assistant professor (i.e., appointed for six 
years, without the habilitation) in Feminist Theology with a concentration in ecumenism 
in wuppertal (Germany) (heike walz) (see also matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 
251–52); assistant professor for Theological Gender studies in Berlin, Germany (ulrike 
auga) (253–56); chair for religion and Gender (since 2003; previously Feminisme en 
christendom) with a concentration in systematic Theology and empirical Theology, i.e., 
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nevertheless, feminist content is taught in courses in biblical studies,41 and 
in some places is integrated into the curricula of programs in gender stud-
ies. examples of this integration can be found at the universities in oslo and 
in sarajevo.42 The feminist biblical scholar Jorunn Økland heads the center 
for Gender research in oslo. since 2006 sarajevo and novi sad have had a 
program in gender studies, to which was added the specialized program in 
gender studies in Bosnia and hercegovina in 2010. in sarajevo, the muslim 
scholar Zilka spahic-siljak has been teaching courses in gender and religion, 
comparing Jewish, christian, and islamic traditions. works of feminist bib-
lical scholarship such as the books of elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza play an 
important role in these comparative studies.43

in spite of many obstacles, women scholars have produced an almost 
unimaginable wealth of research and doctoral work on numerous areas of bib-
lical scholarship in many parts of the world.44 The large number of dissertations 

religious studies, in nijmwegen (netherlands, maaike de haardt); Professor for religion, 
Gender and modernity (since 2009; previously, from 1999 to 2009, women’s studies/
Theology for one day per week), Faculty of humanities, utrecht university (netherlands, 
anne-marie Korte) chair in interdisciplinary Theological Gender studies (Gender, Theol-
ogy, and religion) in the Theology Faculty in oslo (norway; since 2005, Jone salomonson, 
who also heads up the bilateral research project between south africa and norway, Broken 
women/healing traditions); chair in systematic Theology with a concentration on Femi-
nist Theology at the university of iceland (arnfidur Gudmundsdottir).

41. see the chapters in this book and matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie.
42. For Barcelona, see also navarro, in this volume.
43. see svenka savic (university of novi sad, serbia), Feminist Theology [serbian] 

(novi sad: Futura publikacije, 1999). other books include rebeka anic, Women in Church 
in the Twenty-First Century in Croatia [croatian] (Vienna: lit, 2004); Zilka spahic-siljak 
and rebeka anic, Women Believers and Citizens [Bosnian] (sarajevo: tPo Foundation, 
2009), Zilka spahic-siljak, Women, Religion, and Politics (sarajevo: imic Zajedno, 2010).

44. an overview of the results up to 1995 of the research of feminist biblical scholars 
writing in German can be found in matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie. hanna sten-
ström lists a number of publications in the nordic countries. There are some works by lone 
Fatum, the danish voice in international feminist biblical scholarship, who worked at the 
university of copenhagen and is now retired; inger ljung (university of uppsala), Silence 
or Suppression (stockholm: uppsala, 1989), which must be the first book in old testa-
ment feminist scholarship published in sweden; talvikki mattila (university of helsinki), 
Citizens of the Kingdom (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2002), as far as i know the 
first dissertation in feminist biblical scholarship in Finland; Jorunn Økland (university of 
oslo), Women in Their Place (edinburgh: t&t clark, 2004), a norwegian contribution to 
international feminist biblical scholarship; lilian Portefaix (university of uppsala), Sis-
ters Rejoice! (stockholm: almqvist & wiksell, 1988), the first dissertation on a new testa-
ment topic with a feminist perspective in sweden but formally in history of religions; turid 
Karlsen seim (university of oslo), The Double Message (nashville: abingdon, 1994), the 
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shows the growing acceptance of feminist work by those who direct doctoral 
research, even though they themselves are not involved in feminist theologi-
cal research. This acceptance is particularly evident in norway, although less 
scholarship is produced there than in Germany,45 no doubt due to the smaller 
population. however, statistics on doctoral students, postdoctoral scholars, 
and professors show that women are by far underrepresented at these levels, 
including, for example, in Germany in 2010. 

although currently more than 50 percent of students in the humanities 
and cultural studies are women, only 7–12 percent of all c4/w3 academic 
positions are held by women. This is true as well for feminist biblical studies. 
a comparison of hiring practices shows that a specialization in feminist bibli-
cal scholarship has become a criterion for exclusion. a feminist perspective 
is regarded as narrow, although it touches on all areas of biblical scholarship 
and thus broadens the perspective of the whole.46 nevertheless, in schools and 
universities in Germany beyond those already noted where feminist scholar-
ship is institutionally supported, there are women professors in various areas 
of biblical scholarship also working from a feminist perspective47 who give 
lectures with on various themes of biblical scholarship with explicitly feminist 
theological content.48 when these women professors retire, however, they are 

first feminist dissertation in new testament in norway and a contribution to the inter-
national discussion; mikael sjöberg (university of uppsala), Wrestling with Textual Vio-
lence (sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, 2006), the first feminist old testament dissertation in 
sweden written by a man who identifies as a feminist scholar; hanna stenström (univer-
sity of uppsala), The Book of Revelation: A Vision of the Ultimate Liberation or the Ultimate 
Backlash? A Study in 20th Century Interpretations of Rev 14:1–5, with Special Emphasis 
on Feminist Exegesis (uppsala: uppsala university Press, 1999), the first feminist new 
testament dissertation in sweden; the issue of Studia Theologica mentioned above; rut 
törnkvist (university of uppsala), The Use and Abuse of Female Sexual Imagery in the Book 
of Hosea: A Feminist Critical Approach to Hos 1–3 (uppsala: uppsala university library, 
1998), the first feminist old testament dissertation in sweden. to the list of “firsts” may 
be added the first dissertation using queer theory in biblical studies in sweden, and as far 
as i know it is the first in all five nordic countries using this perspective: malin ekström, 
Allvarsam parodi och möjlighetens melankoli: En queerteoretisk analys av Ruts bok (uppsala: 
uppsala university Press, 2011).

in india dissertations at the following universities are especially encouraged: senate 
of serampore college (university); the united Theological college, Bangalore; Gurukul 
lutheran Theological college, chennai; tamilnadu Theological seminary, madurai. i am 
grateful to monica melanchthon for this information.

45. i am grateful to Jorunn Økland for this information.
46. matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 236–37.
47. ibid.
48. asnath natar of indonesia describes the situation as follows: There are only two 
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not always succeeded by professors who work from a feminist point of view. 
in Kassel, helen schüngel-straumann was replaced by the feminist exegete 
ilse müllner, but this proved to be an exception.

The situation in most northern european countries appears to be similar,49 
except that in some countries, such as norway, feminist issues are more inte-
grated into society than in Germany.50 on the other hand, as in Germany, so 
also in many places in the world, feminist theologians hold important posi-
tions in Protestant churches and are relatively successful at integrating their 
concerns.51 This integration has been facilitated by the numerous church 
centers and organizations of women theologians formed since the end of the 
1980s.52 in some places feminist women theologians have created momentum 
through conferences and publications. Thus, the asian women’s resource 
center for culture and Theology, founded in hong Kong in 1988 and now 
operating in yogyakarta, mobilizes and supports asian women in the devel-
opment of feminist perspectives, whether they are theologically trained or 
not.53 at the women’s studies and training center founded by the German 
Protestant church in 1993, renate Jost was director of studies until 1997, 
a position held by claudia Janssen since 2007.54 Japan’s center for Feminist 

faculties of theology with courses in feminist theology: the duta wacana Theological Fac-
ulty in yogyakarta and tomohon Theological Faculty in manado. in the other theological 
faculties and postsecondary schools, feminist theology is only an aspect of other courses: 
in new testament, old testament, and systematics. The satya wacana Faculty of Theology 
in salatiga has courses in gender studies. 

49. see hanna stenström, in this volume.
50. see on this matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 98–235, 241–49.
51. For Germany, see matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie. Jorunn Økland describes 

the situation in norway: “Kari Børresen. she has been the most international pioneer and 
led a range of projects, including eu projects. sometimes they have been based in norway, 
other times not. she is by far the most important person; solveig Fiske, bishop of hamar, 
was its former leader; turid Karlsen seim, former dean of theology and very active in ecu-
menical contexts (faith and order, etc.); helga Byfuglien, also a former member of norsk 
kvinnelig teologforening, Jone is professor of feminist theology at the Faculty of Theology 
(university of oslo); ingrid Vad nielsen, former ceo of norges kristne råd, now executive 
position in the ministry for church and education.”

52. For example, der Konvent evangelischer Theologinnen in der Bundesrepublik 
e.V. 1925 (The convention of Protestant women Theologians in the Federal republic, 
incorporated in 1925; see also matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 191–208) and The 
norwegian women’s Theologian association (nKtF), which published the book Feminist 
Theology in norway in 1999.

53. see melanchthon, in this volume.
54. see on this issue Janssen and Köhler, in this volume.
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Theology and ministry, founded in 2000, is led by two women biblical schol-
ars, satoko yamaguchi and hisako Kinukawa.55 

while there are a large number of autonomous initiatives, i will describe 
only two examples. The women’s alliance for Theology, ethics, and ritual 
(water) was founded in 1983 by mary e. hunt and diann l. neu, who 
continue to lead this initiative. it is a training center and network for those 
seeking justice. its goal is to apply feminist values in the work for social and 
religious change. For twenty-five years, water has offered publications, con-
sultations, workshops, and spiritual retreats, through which it has supported 
thousands of people striving to build inclusive social and faith communities.56 

The Foundation for the Promotion of women (FrauenFörderungsFonds) 
of the erev-rav association has existed since 1996. erev-rav is a network of 
european christians united in collaborative work on a liberation theology in a 
european context. “erev rav” is the biblical hebrew word for the vast human 
swarm of non-Jewish people who accompanied israel on the exodus from 
slavery to freedom (exod 12:38). The association’s name identifies its goal: to 
remember the experience of liberation but also the need for the church to walk 
together with the Jewish people. with this goal in mind, erev-rav organizes 
international ecumenical meetings, runs a press that publishes, among other 
things, the journal Junge Kirche and has a fund for the promotion of women.57

in short, globally there are attempts to institutionalize feminist biblical 
studies in almost every country, although many obstacles are still encoun-
tered. let me provide two examples. First, with respect to hungary, Jutta 
hausmann explains that the sparseness of feminist literature in hungarian 
libraries is a sign not only of a lack of interest but also a lack of money. when 
one has only about €700–800 annually to buy books on old testament schol-
arship, as i have had for some years at our university, one must buy first the 
general standard literature, and it is not at all enough for this. so special femi-
nist literature is only from time to time on the list of the books to buy. it is 
more or less the same situation in the other institutions. That being said, even 
if there were more money, the lack of interest in feminist exegesis would often 
be the reason for not finding more feminist literature.

what about feminist exegetical literature written in hungarian? when i 
look closely, i find fewer than a dozen articles. There is one exception: when 
after eszter andorka’s death some friends collected and published her unfin-
ished and unpublished papers, sermons, and articles, everyone realized how 

55. see melanchthon, in this volume.
56. see http://waterwomensalliance.org.
57. see www.erev-rav.de; matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 52–53.
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much she was involved in feminist research. eszter andorka was a Ph.d. stu-
dent working on mark and was very engaged in social issues. she combined 
in a pronounced way theological research and her sense of responsibility for 
those living as marginalized people. she was aware that theology and life are 
not divided, that theological work is dynamic and has the means to change 
one’s life and the lives of others. eszter andorka was able to motivate students 
and to irritate colleagues in her work as pastor in a parish as well as in her 
work at the university, which she confronted with her sometimes inconve-
nient theological perspectives. The death of eszter andorka was a significant 
setback for the development of hungarian feminist exegesis. at this point 
we can alos mention márta cserháti (Budapest), who is integrating feminist 
hermeneutics into her work and, more and more, rita Perintfalvi and Gyön-
gyi Varga (both in Budapest) as well as Korinna Zamfir (in cluj).

second, asnath natar describes the situation of feminist theology in 
indonesia. There are many theologians working on feminist theology, one of 
whom is marianne Katoppo, who became known through her book Com-
passionate and Free: An Asian Woman’s Theology, in which she describes the 
experiences of asian christian women, who are widely regarded as “others” 
by the churches.58

another feminist scholar is K. a. Kapahang-Kaunang, author of a book 
of contextual theology from the perspective of minahasa women.59 nunuk 
P. murniati is a catholic woman who has written several articles and books 
about feminist theology, among them “Peran Perempuan dalag Gereja” (The 
role of women in the church). she criticizes the lack of roles for women in 
the catholic churches.

in addition to the women writing on theology, there are also several men 
who write on feminist theology, among them J. B. Banawiratma, a pastor. 
one of his books is entitled Gender dan Tali temalinya (Gender and its rela-
tionship to other Problems). he argues that gender injustice in the church 
is connected to other issues such as church tradition, power, and capitalism. 
another male theologian is e. G. singgih, who has also written several articles 
about feminist theology, for example, “implikasi Gender dalam lembaga pen-
didikan teologi” (The impact of Gender at the institute for Theological edu-
cation). in this article he criticizes the fact that there are few women teaching 
in the theology faculties and postsecondary schools.

58. marianne Katoppo, Compassionate and Free: An Asian Woman’s Theology (maryk-
noll, n.y.: orbis, 1980).

59. K. a. Kapahang-Kaunang, Perempuan: Pemahaman Teologis tentang Perempuan 
dalag Konteks Budaya Minahasa (Jakarta: BPK Gunung mulia, 1993).
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Feminist approaches to theology have been developed as well by elga 
sarapung, asnath n. natar, indriani Bone, sientje marentek-abrah, hendri-
etta hutabarat-leban, margarethe hendrik-ririmase, and others. it is regret-
table that many of them have taken over the ways of thinking and theology of 
women in the west and have written little about theology within an indone-
sian context.

2. Journals

The successful institutionalization of feminist biblical scholarship is evident 
worldwide in the wealth of journals that document the long-standing collabo-
ration of feminist biblical scholars. The diverse and increasingly differentiated 
goals of the journals presented in this section reflect the changing discussions 
and emphases within the feminist theology movement. They reflect both the 
changing political and social discussions and situations and the possibilities 
of new technological developments. Furthermore, it must be noted that in the 
earlier writings there is little distinction between scholarly and nonscholarly 
publications, and it is not until the new millennium that exclusively exegetical 
journals appear.

one of the first journals of feminist theology was Lilith: The Indepen-
dent Jewish Magazine. it was established in 1976 by a small group of Jewish60 
women working with susan weidman schneider. The publication’s name 
honors adam’s first wife, lilith. although she is not mentioned in the Bible, 
according to some Jewish scholars she was expelled from paradise because she 
was unwilling to obey adam in all things, particularly in sexual matters. she is 
the paradigm of the rebellious, disobedient wife. By naming their journal for 
this figure, the founders wanted to identify with all women who are prepared 
to take risks in their struggle for gender equality. The journal’s focus is on 
religious and social issues, but economic and political discussions are also fea-
tured. appearing sporadically in its early years, the journal is now published 
quarterly and has a readership estimated to be more than 25,000.61

The progressive international catholic journal Concilium includes 
numerous articles on feminist theology and with elisabeth schüssler Fio-
renza as coeditor published twelve volumes on feminist theology between 
1984 and 2002. Concilium had the largest number of women readers in 
europe; in many respects it introduced feminist theology to France, spain, 
and latin america. le Groupement international Femmes et hommes dans 

60. see Baker for a discussion of the question what constitutes “Jewish.”
61. see anne lapidus lerner at http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/lilith-magazine. 
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l’église (The international association of women and men in the church) 
was founded in 1970 in Brussels, Belgium, and Paris, France. This group 
introduced itself in a call to action in the september 1970 issue of the jour-
nal Concilium.62 serious internal discussions led finally to the first explicitly 
feminist volume of this journal in 1985.63

In God’s Image: Journal of the Asian Women’s Resource Centre for Culture 
and Theology has been published quarterly since 1981 with the intention to 
reflect the life situations, struggles, and hopes of christian women in asia.64 
The authors of the articles come from a range of asian countries such as india, 
Japan, taiwan, and new Zealand, and their work shows the cultural richness 
of asia.65 in prose and poetry the journal presents internationally relevant 
themes such as feminist expressions of God from various asian perspectives,66 
theology of the body, and abuse and sexual violence in the church. more spe-
cific issues are also addressed, such as “on the road to Freedom: The saga of 
Karenni women,” by eunice Barbara c. novio, from the Philippines.67 since 
the early 1980s,the newsletter Stee of the all india council for christian 
women (aiccw) has appeared regularly.68 The growing number of women 
authors writing from a feminist perspective is also evident in the exegeti-
cal journal Revista de Interpretación (latin american Biblical interpretation 
review–riBla). it has published the work of women biblical scholars from 
all of the latin american countries since 1982.69 Particularly notable is the 
fiftieth edition of this journal, containing the ground-breaking proceedings of 
a meeting of feminist exegetes in são leopoldo in 2004.70

in may of 1983, the first issue of Schlangenbrut, a journal for women 
interested in religious subjects, was published. Because there were only very 
limited possibilities for biblical feminists to publish their writings in the early 
1980s, this journal offered them excellent opportunities. From the journal’s 
very beginning, certain special editions concentrated on feminist biblical 
interpretation. The first special edition in 1999 by sabine Bäuerle and elis-

62. my thanks to mercedes navarro Puerto for this information.
63. my thanks to elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza for this information.
64. For further information on the journal, contact: igi@awrc4ct.org. For a critical 

deconstruction of the term “asian,” see melanchthon, in this volume.
65. see on this issue melanchthon, 105–19, above, as well as the table of contents of In 

God’s Image 29.1 (2010).
66. on the critical issues with these terms, see melanchthon, 105–19.
67. eunice Barbara c. novio, “on the road to Freedom: The saga of Karenni women,” 

In God’s Image 29.1 (2010).
68. melanchthon, 112.
69. see tamez, 35–52, in this volume. 
70. see tamez, in this volume.

Please supply exact pages to tamez’s 
chapter.
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abeth müller was about eulogies from a feminist biblical perspective. The 
second special edition of that year was in honor of leony renk, whose work 
focused on intercultural and inter-faith bibliodrama. The third special edi-
tion was published by the aG Feminismus und Kirchen in honor of elisa-
beth schüssler Fiorenza’s sixty-fifth birthday. For this event, a collection of 
articles was also published in FAMA, where the feminist liberation theory of 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza was presented. women wrote about how it had 
influenced their personal and professional lives and how feminist exegesis 
could be institutionalized.

Fortunately, Schlangenbrut already existed when the debate began on 
anti-Jewish feminist exegesis in Germany. most of the articles discussing this 
issue were published in the 1987 volume of the journal, the year when the 
public debate started. The many quotations from these volumes in academic 
work confirm the important role that Schlangenbrut played. since this debate, 
the journal has tried to include articles written by women of different cul-
tural and religious backgrounds, especially Jewish women.71 in 1984 in swit-
zerland, seven women theologians founded the association Fama and its 
eponymous journal. it was preceded by the Bulletin der theologischen Frauen-
Web- und Werkstatt, which was published quarterly in a small print run in 
1983 and 1984. 

The oldest interdisciplinary, interreligious feminist academic journal, 
the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, has been published twice annu-
ally since 1983. JFSR has two communities of accountability: the academy, 
in which it is situated; and the feminist movement, from which it draws its 
nourishment and vision.72 its editors are committed to rigorous thinking and 
analysis in the service of the transformation of religious studies as a discipline 
and the feminist transformation of religious and cultural institutions. JFSR’s 
national and international editorial boards are dedicated to diversity: diversity 
of religions, races, and cultures. it publishes contributions that focus not only 
on women’s experience and on gender as a category of analysis but also that 
work within a feminist theoretical framework that analyzes the intersections 
of gender, race, class, and other structures of domination.73 The founders and 
long-time coeditors, Judith Plaskow and elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, as well 
as the current coeditor melanie Johnson-deBaufre, are well versed in interre-
ligious dialogue and biblical scholarship. Thus, this journal also offers a wealth 

71. matthiae et al., Feministische Theologie, 27–31. 
72. see “about us” at http://www.fsrinc.org/jfsr/about-us.
73. ibid. 
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of feminist exegetical research.74 in 2007, JFSR established a prize for upcom-
ing feminist scholars to foster feminist research.

Founded in 1990 by ruth atkin, adrienne rich, elly Bulkin, clare Kin-
berg, rita Falbel, ruth Kraut, and laurie white, Bridges: A Journal for Jewish 
Feminists and Our Friends is another journal that originated in traditional 
Jewish values of justice and the resulting call to change in the world, as well 
as in the experiences of the gay and lesbian movement. The poems, prose, 
essays, graphic art, and reviews in Bridges take a stand against racism and 
discrimination based on class, gender, and sexual orientation in a variety of 
Jewish languages and in translation. admittedly, the women authors are pri-
marily from the ashkenazi Jewish tradition, but increasingly the sephardic 
tradition is also represented, for example by rita arditti and loolwa Khaz-
zoom, and by Jewish women from latin american countries such as marjorie 
agos’n (chile), ruth Behar (cuba), renée epelbaum (argentina), and aurora 
levins morales (Puerto rico), and finally women converts to Judaism. when 
required by certain themes, contributions of non-Jewish women and men 
were published as well.75 unfortunately, due to financial reasons Bridges had 
to cease publication and no longer appears in print.

in march of 1992 the first issue of the journal Con-spirando: Revista lati-
noamericana de Espiritualidad, ecofeminsmo y teología was published by the 
chilean group of the same name.76 Conspirando offers a space for women from 
various contexts to document and exchange views on ethical, spiritual, and 
ecofeminist issues, processes, and struggles. The journal thus serves to con-
nect various worlds: academic thought, feminism, church, spirituality, body, 
memory, internal and external.77 in the context of these concerns, several 
other journals should be mentioned because they publish the work of women 

74. some examples: yerra sugarman, “Pharaoh’s daughter/King solomon’s wife: 
Fragments from her diaries; Pharaoh’s daughter/King solomon’s wife: a letter home; 
From King solomon’s Journal: Fragment of an unsent letter (date unknown),” JFSR 23. 
(2007): 43–53; roundtable discussion: Feminist Biblical studies, JFSR 25.2 (2009): 93–143 
(there were nine articles dedicated to this theme); Katherine B. low, “The sexual abuse 
of lot’s daughters: reconceptualizing Kinship for the sake of our daughters,” JFSR 26.2 
(2010): 37–54; Julia watts Belser and melanie s. morrison, “what no longer serves us: 
resisting ableism and anti-Judaism in new testament healing narratives,” JFSR 27.2 
(2011): 153–70.

75. Themes included, for example, the holocaust, incest, Jewish women’s rituals, and 
the relationship between israel and Palestine. For contributions of non-Jewish women and 
men, see http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/bridges-journal-for-jewish-feminists-and-
our-friends. 

76. For more details on this group, see below in the section on organizations.
77. see http://www.conspirando.cl.
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authors from all over latin american countries: Mandrágora, published by 
an interdisciplinary group of scholars in the Gender and religion program of 
the methodist university of sao Paolo, which has produced sixteen issues on 
various themes such as christianity and feminism, ecofeminism, gender and 
images of God, homosexuality, and abortion;78 Aportes Biblicos in costa rica; 
and Alternativas in nicaragua.79 

The journal Feminist Theology was also founded in 1992, the first of its 
kind published in Britain. its goal is to give a voice to women in religion and 
theology in Britain and ireland. it is academically oriented, but strives to be 
readable for men and women without training in theology. its women editors 
aim to have the journal reflect feminism and its principles of experience, com-
monality/mutuality, creativity, respect, joy, education as learning accessible 
to all, and listening to the voices of women. Finally, from 1992 to 2008, the 
iranian journal Zanan published research in gender hermeneutics and femi-
nist interpretation of the Qur’ān. Zanan made space for a variety of diverse 
perspectives but was discontinued under the ahmadinejad regime.80 

in 1993 luise schottroff and annette esser edited the first volume of 
the annual yearbook of the eswtr,81 entitled Feministische Theologie im 
europäischen Kontext. The yearbooks have since appeared regularly, published 
by Peeters in Belgium, with contributions in German, english, and French. 
The titles of the individual volumes reflect discussions within specific, mostly 
christian disciplines such as pastoral theology, as well as a variety of other 
discussions taking place in eastern, western, and southern europe. since the 
mid-1980s, feminist scholars in asia have been active as well on the national 
and international level, working closely together to publish their research, pri-
marily in english.82 The journal Feminist Theological Thought was established 
in 1987 in Korea, focusing regularly on women in the Bible in subsequent 
years.83 in 1995 the ehwa institute for women’s Theological studies in Korea 
published the first volume of Ehwa Journal of Feminist Theology.84 

in 1998, international cooperation between the schechter institute 
of Jewish studies (Jerusalem, israel) and the hadassah-Brandeis institute 
(waltham, massachusetts, u.s.a.) led to the first issue of Nashim, an interna-
tional, interdisciplinary journal for Jewish women’s and gender studies. This 

78. see https://www.metodista.br/revistas/revistas-ims/index.php/ma.
79. see tamez, 40, in this volume. 
80. see Kassam, in this volume.
81. For details on its founding and goals, see below in the section on organizations.
82. i thank monika melanchthon for this information.
83. melanchthon, 110. 
84. see ibid.
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journal is a semiannual academic forum for articles on literature, exegesis, 
anthropology, archeology, theology, and current discussions on sociology, art, 
and other topics.85

The e-journal lectio difficilior: Europäische Zeitschrift für Feministische 
Exegese was first published in 2000 in Bern, switzerland. originally edited 
by silvia schroer and caroline Vander stichele, it is currently edited by silvia 
schroer and tal ilan. issues appear twice a year with two to five feminist 
biblical articles published in German, english, and French. The journal is 
free, nondenominational, and interfaith, and it provides a forum for exegeti-
cal research.

in 2013 a journal for muslim women, Azizah, appeared in the united 
states, publishing Qur’ān interpretation by muslim feminist scholars as well 
as others. other publications focusing on women in islam include Karamah: 
Muslim Women Lawyers for Human Rights as well as The International Network 
for the Rights of Female Victims of Violence in Pakistan. according to Zayn 
Kassam, “Both continue to publish on issues pertaining to gender in muslim 
societies, and both argue that the Qur’ān is a scriptural text that offers women 
dignity and rights that muslim societies have not always allowed, despite the 
fact that women are ontologically equal to men in the qur’ānic perspective.”86

3. dictionaries, introductions, commentaries,  
edited collections, and series

as in the case of journals, the edited collections chosen as exemplary reveal the 
growing sophistication and scholarly importance of feminist biblical studies.

in 1980 the second volume of Traditionen der Befreiung: Sozialgeschichtli-
chte Bibelauslegung, Frauen in der Bibel appeared, edited by wolfgang stege-
mann and willy schottroff. with important contributions by luise schottroff, 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, renate wind, eva loss, and others,87 it was the 
first German-language publication to make available the results of feminist 
biblical interpretation.

The collection edited by John s. Pobee and Bärbel von wartenberg-Potter, 
New Eyes for Reading: Biblical and Theological Reflections by Women from the 
Third World,88 which came out of the work done by the world council of 

85. managing editor: deborah Greniman; academic editor: renée levine melammed; 
see http://www.schechter.edu/women/journal.htm.

86. see Kassam, 183, in this volume.
87. willy schottroff and wolfgang stegemann, eds., Frauen in der Bibel (vol. 2 of Tra-

ditionen der Befreiung: Sozialgeschichtliche Bibelauslegungen; munich: Kaiser, 1980).
88. John s. Pobee and Bärbel wartenberg-Potter, eds., New Eyes for Reading. Biblical 
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churches, is credited with documenting for the first time the results of inter-
national feminist biblical interpretation within the context of ecclesial praxis.89 
This was followed in 1988 by the first edition of With Passion and Compassion: 
Third World Women Doing Theology, edited by Virginia Fabella and mercy 
amba oduyoye.90 

Feminist biblical interpretation entered the public eye as part of a larger 
movement in Germany in the same year, 1989, with the appearance of the 
two volumes of Feministisch gelesen,91 a group project edited by eva renate 
schmidt, mieke Korenhof, and renate Jost. in these volumes, intended for 
congregational work in preaching as well as biblical studies, there are inter-
pretations of more than sixty biblical texts by many women and some men 
who work with these texts on a practical level. in 1991, the first edition of the 
Wörterbuch der Feministischen Theologie was published in German. Both edi-
tions of the Wörterbuch attempt to the present the status quaestionis of current 
feminist theology, largely in a German-language context. in addition to many 
definitions of terms, the dictionary also contains longer entries written by 
women exegetes that outline the state of the debate in feminist biblical stud-
ies (ot/nt). The second edition is significantly larger, in terms of number of 
pages, entries, and index entries. a new feature is the index not only of biblical 
texts but also of extracanonical Jewish and early christian literature.92

The year 1992 saw the publication of The Will to Arise: Women, Tradi-
tion and the Church in Africa, edited by musimbi r. a. Kanyoro and mercy 
amba oduyoye, as well as Clamor por la vida: Teologia latinoamericana desde 
la perspectiva de al mujer, edited by Pilar aquino.93 Both collections contain 
exemplary feminist biblical interpretation from africa and latin america, 

and Theological Reflections from Women of the Third World (Geneva: world council of 
churches, 1986).

89. For an important predecessor of feminist Biblical interpretation, see the two-vol-
ume work The Women of Israel, by Grace aguilar (ed. mayer i. Gruber; Piscataway, n.J.: 
Gorgias, 2011); first published in 1851 by appleton. This sephardic Jewish woman was 
born in england and is buried in Frankfurt am main; on auilar, see Baker, in this volume. 
see also, in this volume, scholz, Plaskow, and the literature cited in schüngel-straumann.

90. see mbuwayesango, in this volume.
91. eva renate schmidt, mieke Korenhof, and renate Jost, eds., Feministisch gelesen 

(2 vols.; stuttgart: Kreuz, 1989). 
92. elisabeth Gössmann et al., eds., Wörterbuch der feministischen Theologie (Güter-

sloh: Gütersloher, 1991). The second fully revised and substantially expanded edition was 
edited by elisabeth Gössmann, helga Kuhlmann, elisabeth moltmann-wendel, ina Prae-
torius, luise schottroff, helen schüngel-straumann, doris strahm, and agnes wuckelt 
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher, 2002).

93. musimbi r. a. Kanyoro and mercy amba oduyoye, eds., The Will to Arise: 
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respectively. The first work with the sole aim of documenting systematically 
the results of feminist biblical interpretation is the Women’s Bible Commen-
tary, edited by carol newsom and sharon ringe, which also appeared in 
1992.94 The entries, written by women living and teaching in north america, 
include short commentaries on all of the books of the Protestant Bible, two 
articles with historical overviews, and two contributions dealing with groups 
of early Jewish and early christian literature.

since 1993, athalya Brenner has been editing the series Feminist com-
panion to the hebrew Bible.95 There are nineteen volumes that are mostly 
devoted to the hebrew Bible and one devoted exclusively to methodological 
questions.96 These volumes include feminist essays by authors from a range 
of social, religious, and ethnic backgrounds, who write from a variety of 
hermeneutical and methodological perspectives:, social scientific, history of 
religions (some with a background in ancient near eastern studies), literary/
intertextual or biblical/intertextual. They represent a broad spectrum of femi-
nist biblical interpretation.

in 1994 and 1995 two volumes edited by elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza 
appeared, entitled Searching the Scriptures.97 These volumes, published to cel-
ebrate the centennial anniversary of the appearance of two volumes of the 
Woman’s Bible (1895/1898), offer methodological and hermeneutical founda-
tions (vol. 1), as well as short commentaries on all of the books of the new 
testament and other works of early christian literature and of early Jewish 
literature that are not part of the hebrew Bible (vol. 2). The first volume deals 
with themes such as liberation theology and includes essays by black, white, 
and indigenous americans as well as women from all five continents. This ful-
fills the aim of the work, to document the great diversity of feminist engage-
ment with the Bible and to encourage more of the same.

The collection Feministische Exegese: Forschungserträge zur Bibel aus der 
Perspektive von Frauen was also published in 1995.98 The title Feministische 

Women, Tradition and the Church in Africa (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 1992); see further 
mbuwayesango. on Clamor por la vida, see tamez, in this volume.

94. see also scholz, in this volume.
95. The first volume was athalya Brenner, ed., A Feminist Companion to Judges (shef-

field: sheffield academic Press, 1993).
96. athalya Brenner and carole Fontaine, eds., A Feminist Companion to Reading the 

Bible: Approaches, Methods and Strategies (sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1997). 
97. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, ed., Searching the Scriptures (2 vols.; new york: 

crossroad, 1994–1995). see also scholz, in this volume.
98. luise schottroff et al., eds., Feministische Exegese: Forschungserträge zur Bibel aus 

der Perspektive von Frauen (darmstadt: wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1995; 2nd 
ed., 1997).
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Exegese does not fully reveal the wide range of approaches adopted by contrib-
utors to the volume. christian feminist engagement with the Bible is contex-
tualized historically, classified hermeneutically, developed methodologically, 
and given concrete application. The focus is on developments and the current 
state of the debate among those writing in German, but feminist scholarship 
by european and american biblical scholars is also included. The authors 
stress the importance of taking greater account of the work of liberation theo-
logians from other continents as well as Jewish scholarship on the Bible. 

Von der Wurzel getragen: Christlich-feministische Exegese in Ausein-
andersetzung mit Antijudaismus, edited by luise schottroff and marie-Theres 
wacker, also appeared in 1995.99 it documents the extent to which exegetes 
writing in German have engaged constructively with the criticism of chris-
tian anti-Jewish scholarship.

The Dictionary of Feminist Theologies,100 edited by letty russell and shan-
non clarkson and published in 1996, is, like the Wörterbuch Feministische 
Theologie, a reference work defining the central concepts of feminist theology. 
The editors made conscious efforts to include the widest possible range of 
feminist orientations. The entries do focus primarily on christian theology, 
but take other religions into account as well. The editors deliberately invited as 
many authors as possible whose ethnic background was not white american. 

in 1997 Reading the Bible as Women: Perspectives from Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America appeared.101 The thirteen contributions are united not by a 
common theme but rather by the gender and social location of the authors, 
which had previously excluded them from the scholarly debate in north 
america and thus also from the possibility of pursuing scholarly biblical 
interpretation. The contributors are aware of the challenges of dominance and 
subordination in the context of the two-Thirds world but seek nevertheless to 
overcome them. For the authors, there is a real tension between the method-
ological and conceptual tools of western biblical exegesis and the contexts of 
their countries of origin. none of the contributions can be taken, therefore, as 
representative of the country or culture of origin of the author.

whereas the primary focus of the two-volume work Searching the Scrip-
tures is hermeneutical and methodological feminist discussions, on the one 
hand, and transcanonical commentaries, on the other, the Kompendium 

99. louise schottroff and marie-teres wacker, eds., Von der Wurzel getragen: Christ-
lich-feministische Exegese in Auseinandersetzung mit Antijudaismus (leiden: Brill, 1996).

100. letty russell and shannon clarkson, eds., Dictionary of Feminist Theologies 
(louisville: westminster John Knox, 1996).

101. Phyllis Bird, ed., Reading the Bible as Women: Perspectives from Africa, Asia and 
Latin America (Semeia 78; atlanta: scholars Press, 1997). 
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Feministische Bibelauslegung, the first edition of which appeared in 1998, 
strives to develop further the work done in the past.102 it presents pluralist, 
contextual feminist exegesis that deals in new ways with the issue of canon, 
which is markedly different in the Protestant, catholic, and Jewish traditions. 
Prominent concerns of feminist discussion are addressed, primarily those 
from the German context, and biographical influences are made clear. The 
collection also contains several useful indexes.103

in 2000 The Women’s Torah Commentary appeared, a collection of inter-
pretations by women rabbis designed for sermons on the torah readings.104 
since 2001, amy-Jill levine has edited a series of companion volumes to the 
Feminist companion to the hebrew Bible (Feminist companion to the new 
testament). each of the volumes in this series deals with one book of the new 
testament (Gospel, letter of Paul, etc.) and thoroughly investigates it by the 
criteria of feminist theology. Various authors investigate either passages from 
the book or address larger theological themes or concerns.

also in 2001 the volume Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the 
Bible appeared, edited by musa dube. in it are published the results of african 
biblical interpretation.105 in 2002, musimbi r. a. Kanyoro edited Introducing 
Feminist Cultural Hermeneutics: An African Perspective,106 a volume intended 
to be a group history of the communal theology of african women. Kanyoro 
analyzes the cultural treasures, experiences, and practices of women in africa 
and interrogates especially the role of a cultural hermeneutics for understand-
ing the Bible and the increased possibilities for liberation for women in africa 
that will follow from that understanding. The book of ruth is at the heart of 
the book, as well as the theme of the responsibilities of the church, women’s 
organizations in the church, and african women theologians.

The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Theology, which appeared in 2002, 
also has a contribution on feminist hermeneutics of the Bible.107 in 2003 a 
volume edited by silvia schroer and sophia Bietenhardt appeared, entitled 

102. luise schottroff et al., eds., Kompendium Feministische Bibelauslegung (3rd ed.; 
Gütersloh: Kaiser, 2007). 

103. ibid., “foreword,” xiv–xv.
104. on this point see Baker, in this volume.
105. on this point see mbuewayesango, in this volume. 
106. musimbi r. a. Kanyoro, Introducing Feminist Cultural Hermeneutics: An African 

Perspective (cleveland: Pilgrim, 2002).
107. susan Frank Parsons, ed., Cambridge Companion to Feminist Theology (cam-

bridge: cambridge university Press, 2002). The chapter by Bridget Gilfillan upton is enti-
tled “Feminist Theology as Biblical hermeneutics” (97–113).
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Feminist Interpretation of the Bible and the Hermeneutics of Liberation.108 This 
collection brings together papers given at an international symposium of 
female theologians from around the world, with diverse christian and Jewish 
backgrounds. The theme of the symposium, held in tessin, switzerland in July 
2000, was feminist exegesis and the hermeneutics of liberation. The partici-
pants explored to what extent a feminist theological exegesis could be liberat-
ing, and how the categories “gender,” “feminism,” and “liberation” could be 
critically grounded. The volume includes the plenary presentations, and the 
resulting discussions are highlighted at the center of the book and presented 
in narrative form. Finally, the international character of the symposium is 
reinforced with the inclusion of eight reflections written after the conference 
and reflecting the geographic diversity of the participants. 

The 2003 publication of New Testament Masculinities, edited by stephen 
d. moore and Janice capel anderson, introduced a new voice into the dis-
cussion.109 The essays in this book investigate the ideas and constructions of 
masculinity in the writings of the new testament. The background of many 
of the contributions is in the discipline of masculinity studies and its efforts 
to uncover and change the implicit structures of male power. There are two 
introductory essays followed by thirteen contributions that shed light on the 
theme from many angles. The individual Gospels are examined, as is the title 
“son of man” and the theology of Paul. 

at the heart of the many contributions to On the Cutting Edge: The Study 
of Women in Biblical Worlds, a Festschrift for elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza 
edited by Jane schaberg, alice Bach, and esther Fuchs, is the encouraging 
and forceful energy of woman in the past.110 several texts take up directly 
thoughts of schüssler Fiorenza (e.g., ekklêsia of wo/men). others respond to 
her hermeneutical theories or build on some of her central themes, such as 
violence against women, remembrance, or the reconstruction of women’s his-
tory. many of the contributions in the Festschrift edited by Fernando segovia, 
Toward a New Heaven and a New Earth, clearly base themselves on her foun-
dational work, which transformed biblical scholarship.111

108. silvia schroer and sophia Bietenhard, eds., Feminist Interpretation of the Bible 
and the Hermeneutics of Liberation (london: sheffield academic Press, 2003).

109. stephen d. moore and Janice capel anderson, eds., New Testament Masculinities 
(semeiast 45; atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2003).

110. Jane schaberg et al., eds., On the Cutting Edge: The Study of Women in Biblical 
Worlds (new york: continuum, 2004).

111. Fernando segovia, ed., Toward a New Heaven and a New Earth: Essays in Honor 
of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (maryknoll, n.y.: orbis, 2003).
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The 2005 volume edited by Kathleen o’Brien wicker and others, Femi-
nist New Testament Studies: Global and Future Perspectives (Religion/Cul-
ture/Critique), brings together engaged and thought-provoking essays on 
contemporary feminist biblical theology.112 The authors read the new tes-
tament through the lens of their own social, cultural, religious background 
and against the backdrop of globalization. These contributions to biblical 
interpretation regard the relationships of gender/sex, race, class, and power, 
as structures that determine the context as well as the contents of the new 
testament texts. a special concern in this respect is to bring together femi-
nist sociological engagement with academic and ecclesial theology.

another collection published in the same year, Her Master’s Tools? Femi-
nist and Postcolonial Engagements of Historical-Critical Discourse, edited by 
caroline Vander stichele and todd Penner, has a similar goal, to enhance 
traditional historical-critical debates with a variety of feminist perspectives.113 
Thus there are feminist, gender-critical, and postcolonial points of view, with 
the focus on methodological reflections and applications to individual texts of 
the old testament (Joshua, sarah and hagar, lamentations, ruth, and ezra-
nehemiah) and new testament (Philippians, Paul).

The first edition of Die Bibel in gerechter Sprache appeared in 2006 and not 
only enriched the spectrum of German translations of the Bible but also docu-
mented the results of feminist exegesis and hermeneutics.114 By virtue of its 
special concern for justice, it brings a variety of discourses together. alongside 
the goal of every translation to be faithful to the text, there is a concern for 
gender justice and justice with respect to Jewish-christian dialogue—in other 
words, a translation that deliberately avoids anti-Jewish interpretations. in so 
far as social realities become visible in the language of the translation, there is 
also a concern for social justice.115

in 2007 todd Penner and caroline Vander stichele edited another collec-
tion, Mapping Gender in Ancient Religious Discourses, which focuses on role 
of the category gender in the religious debates in antiquity, early christianity, 

112. Kathleen o’Brien wicker et al., eds., Feminist New Testament Studies: Global and 
Future Perspectives (Religion/Culture/Critique) (new york: Palgrave macmillan, 2005).

113. caroline Vander stichele and todd Penner, eds., Her Master’s Tools? Feminist and 
Postcolonial Engagements of Historical-Critical Discourse (Global Perspectives on Biblical 
scholarship 9; atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2005).

114. a fully revised pocket edition of the Bible in inclusive language appeared in 2011. 
see also claudia Janssen, “Bibel in gerechter sprache,” in matthiae et al., Feministische The-
ologie, 182–84; and Janssen and Köhler, in this volume.

115. see Janssen and Köhler, in this volume.
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Judaism and the Greco-roman world.116 The contributors investigate the con-
nections between sex/gender, rhetoric, power, and ideology, and their roles in 
the creation of “identity” in the ancient world. one particular focus is on the 
construction of sex and sexuality in religious discourses. The chapters deal 
both with broader themes and with particular texts. also in 2007, susanne 
scholz published an introduction to the First testament entitled Introducing 
the Women’s Hebrew Bible, in which she presented the history, biblical charac-
ters, methods and main themes of the old testament.117 

in 2008, The Torah: A Women’s Commentary was published.118 That same 
year, the first entries of the Wissenschaftlichen Bibellexikons (WiBiLex) were 
published. This is a project of the German Bible society to make freely avail-
able on the internet a Bible dictionary prepared by scholars. The dictionary 
is not yet complete; through 2013 approximately 1,000 of the planned 3,000+ 
entries are accessible, most of them dealing with the old testament. it is edited 
by michaela Bauks and Klaus Koenen (old testament) and stefan alkier 
(new testament); among the more than three hundred scholars specializing 
in a range of disciplines (e.g., theology, ancient history, ancient near eastern 
studies) are numerous feminist biblical scholars who present the results of 
their research in their articles and thus share their most important work with 
a larger public.119

The Sozialgeschichtliche Wörterbuch zur Bibel appeared in 2009 and is 
edited by Frank crüsemann, Kristian hungar, claudia Janssen, rainer Kes-
sler, and luise schottroff. its primary focus is on the living conditions of the 
time in which the biblical traditions arose and in the generations in which 
they were handed down and developed. The results of feminist biblical schol-
arship have been incorporated into most of the entries.

New Jewish Feminism: Probing the Past, Forging the Future, appeared in 
2009 and was edited by rabbi elyse Goldstein. This book and New Feminist 
Christianity: Many Voices, Many Views, which appeared in 2010 and was 
edited by mary e. hunt and diann l. neu, were both published by the Jewish 
lights Publishing house.120 Both include valuable contributions to biblical 

116. todd Penner and caroline Vander stichele, eds., Mapping Gender in Ancient Reli-
gious Discourses (leiden: Brill, 2007).

117. susanne scholz, Introducing the Women’s Hebrew Bible (new york: t&t clark, 
2007).

118. tamara cohn eskenazi and andrea l. weiss, eds., The Torah: A Women’s Com-
mentary (new york: women of reform Judaism/urJ Press, 2007).

119. see www.wibilex.de.
120. mary e. hunt and diann l. neu, eds. New Feminist Christianity: Many Voices, 

Many Views (woodstock, Vt.: skylight Paths, 2010).
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interpretation. in 2011, sheila Briggs and mary mcclintock edited The Oxford 
Handbook of Feminist Theology.121 it makes clear the relevance of globaliza-
tion and the debates within gender studies and religious studies for feminist 
theology in the twenty-first century beyond the global north, and investigates 
new areas within the discipline.

work is currently underway on an exegetical, cultural-historical ency-
clopedia of the Bible, The Bible and women: an encyclopaedia of exegesis 
and cultural history, edited by irmtraud Fischer (austria), mercedes navarro 
Puerto (spain), adriana Valerio (italy), and Jorunn Økland (norway). This 
multivolume series, of which this volume is a part, is being published in four 
languages (english, spanish, italian, and German) and presents interdisciplin-
ary research using art history, archaeology, and music history.122 The Bible is 
studied as a book of occidental culture. There is an awareness of obligations to 
the “larger ecumene” that includes Judaism and a desire to present the female 
contribution to history and thus to write history anew.

The wisdom commentary series, which is in preparation, was initiated 
and is being edited by Barbara reid. it will be published by liturgical Press. 
in this commentary series, all of the biblical books will be interpreted from a 
feminist perspective. The title reflects both the importance of biblical figure 
wisdom and the wisdom that women and men inspired by feminism can 
bring to the process of interpretation. although questions about the role of 
gender will be at the center, questions of power and authority, ethnicity, race, 
and class will be examined as well in the interpretation. Questions such as 
these show how important it is to take account of the social location of the 
interpreter and that there can be no definitive feminist interpretation of a text. 
The primary audience for the series includes preachers, pastors, instructors, 
and students. in order that the series reach not only readers in the so-called 
First world, who will probably be the majority of those who buy the printed 
volumes, exegetes from many other parts of the world will be among the con-
tributors, and the entire series will be made available online.

The organizations, journals, and books presented here provide impres-
sive, albeit fragmentary, documentary evidence of the institutionalization of 
feminist biblical scholarship. however, it remains to be seen whether it sur-

121. sheila Briggs and mary mcclintock Fulkerson, eds., The Oxford Handbook of 
Feminist Theology: Oxford Handbooks in Religion and Theology (oxford: oxford university 
Press, 2012).

122. The first english volume, edited by irmtraud Fischer and mercedes navarro 
Puerto, with andrea taschl-erber, Torah, appeared in 2011, published by the society of 
Biblical literature. The German edition, Tora, was published by Kohlhammer in 2010.



vives the founding generations, since feminist biblical scholarship has not 
been able to create and financially sustain its own independent institutions.
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