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deconstruction. Its fundamental insight is a paradoxical one: God’s name,
revealed for the salvation of humankind in the word of Torah and for
Christians in the divine Word of Jesus Christ, is beyond all names (Exo-
dus 3:14), all “graven images” (Exodus 20:4-6; Deuteronomy 5:8-10), and
all human efforts at speaking and knowing (John 1:18, 5:37b, 6:46, 14:8-9).2
Evenin its most passionate naming of the divine, the Bible never forgets
that God is ultimately unnameable.?

Moreover, even within biblical anthropomorphism not all divine lan-
guage and imagery are patriarchal. The Bible offers a number of images
for God that are both non-patriarchal male, and female (Schneiders
1986:20-49). These arise out of the experience of the community of faith
as it struggles, at various points in its history, to name the divine in the
light of the “new thing” God has done (Plaskow 1990:134-136). In theo-
logical terms, the naming of God emerges from the union of divine revela-
tion and human experience. The traditions of the past are not discarded
in such naming - since they belong within the orbit of revelation — but
rather are re-interpreted. Feminists today are engaged legitimately in
the same naming process: the same reclaiming and renewing of the past
in light of present experience; the same contemporary “bringing to
speech” of revelation. The one whose speaking is described, on the one
hand, as “the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8; cf.
1:1-2) is also the one who is voiced anew in each generation.

In this process of spiritual renewal, feminist theology needs to re-
claim male imagery for God that can operate powerfully against patri-
archy. Behind the Synoptic Gospels, for example, the divine name “abba”
used by Jesus expresses a spirituality of love and trust within the terms
of a close relationship (Mark 14:36). In the Gospel of John, the Greek
pater (“father”) develops the usage of the historical Jesus into a sophisti-
cated Christology, without losing the intimacy, relationship and self-giv-
ing that lies at its heart. Pater in the Fourth Gospel occurs in contexts
that articulate the giving away of power, and the drawing of others into
relationship (e.g., John 1:18, 5:19-29, 6:37, 11:41-42, 14:1-31, 17:1-26, 20:17).
This Christology challenges the patriarchal instinct to retain power and
maintain exclusive relationships. In Paul, “abba” is used by the Chris-
tian community to express intimacy with God and the inclusion of all
believers in divine “adoption” and inheritance — an inheritance that be-
longs to Christ as first-born son yet is extended by the Spirit to all within
the household of faith, daughters as well as sons (Romans 8:14-17).%

Furthermore, divine fatherhood in significant parts of the New Testa-
ment is firmly anchored to the cross and not to patriarchal power struc-
tures. Rather than choosing patriarchal methods of power, the father-God
of Jesus is the one whose power is manifest through suffering, who iden-
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mons disciples to take on her easy yoke, which is life-giving and direc-
tional (Matthew 11:28-30; Sirach 51:26-27). She appeals to those who are
poor and hungry, lovingly nurturing them and satisfying their deepest
yearnings for life. More than any other image, Sophia embodies the fe-
male gestalt of God within Scripture (Johnson 1992:86-100). Her divine
characteristics make her a dynamic resource for Christian feminist spir-
ituality (cf. Cady et al. 1986:76-93).%

In addition to Sophia, mothering images are used of God in the He-
brew Scriptures: giving birth, breast-feeding and nurturing (e.g., Job
10:10-11; Hosea 11:3-4; Isaiah 42:14; 66:13; cf. Johnson 1992:100-103). Simi-
lar female imagery is found in the New Testament. The image of birth
lies at the basis of Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus in John 3, for
example, where the divine Spirit is the one who mysteriously gives birth
to God'’s children. Mothering images are used of Jesus — as in the lament
over Jerusalem where Jesus pictures himself as a mother hen gathering
her brood under her wings for protection (Matthew 23:37; Luke 13:34).
Female images are used of God in Jesus’ parables, such as housekeeper
(Luke 15:3-7) and bakerwoman (Matthew 13:33; Luke 13:20-21). It is sig-
nificant that in these two parables the link between God and the woman
at the centre of the story is seldom made, unlike parables with a male
protagonist (Schneiders 1986:38-40). Where these and other texts are used,
they are fruitful resources for developing female imagery for God in
relation to women'’s experience. The re-imaging of God reveals an im-
portant way in which Scripture can be reclaimed by women in today’s
context.

Christian spirituality is about encounter with God, through Jesus and
in the power of the Spirit; it means being open to the divine self-com-
munication and giving voice to one’s true self in response. In Christian
feminist spirituality, this mutual self-giving occurs not in individualis-
tic isolation, but in the context of Christian community and the concerns
of everyday life; it is also linked to a radical involvement in the world’s
oppression and pain. Despite being patriarchal, the Bible plays a key
role in this communication. It is the channel that facilitates self-knowl-
edge, knowledge of the world, and the intuitive knowledge of God. In
this sense, the Bible in a feminist reading is the icon of the divine Word
which radiates the mystery of God, through —and sometimes in spite of
— its human structures and language. In dialogue between past tradi-
tion and women'’s experience, the text becomes a mirror on women'’s
lives and a window to the divine. In this sense, women are “empowered
to take back the Scriptures: to speak of them and to hear them, painfully,
angrily, prophetically, hopefully, lovingly, and gracefully” (Chopp
1989:47).
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apostolic basis for women’s ministry, and draws women deeper into the
divine embrace.

Notes

1

10

11

Some of the material in this article appeared in my (1992) “Feminism and
Spirituality: The Role of the Bible in Women’s Spirituality”, The Way 32:23-
32 and is reproduced here with kind permission of the editor.

The form of this story is the betrothal narrative of the Hebrew Scriptures
(Genesis 24:10-61, 29:1-20; Exodus 2:15b-21); cf. Alter (1981:51-52) and
Schneiders (1991b:191). Some scholars, however, overplay the betrothal
imagery and fail to see how radically John has re-worked the form.

On Samaritan religious traditions, see Macdonald (1964) and Neyrey
(1979:419-437).

Scholars dispute whether water here is a symbol of the revelation (cf.
Sophia as revealer and teacher) or the Spirit. Most likely both meanings
are intended: so Brown (1966:1.178-179), Schnackenburg (1968:1.426) and
Culpepper (1983: 192-195).

The narrator has no interest in why the woman comes alone to the well;
from a literary point of view, both she and Jesus need to be alone for the
encounter to take place (v. 8). Similarly, too much weight cannot be given
to the woman’s lifestyle, despite its irregularity (vv. 17-18; cf. Moloney
1993:148-149), though some scholars (e.g., Derrett 1984:252-261) try to draw
an allegorical parallel with the supposed idolatry of the Samaritans
(2 Kings 17:29-34). On this, cf. Schnackenburg (1966:1.433) and Barrett
(1978:235-236).

There is some doubt in the text as to whether the woman'’s faith at this
point is partial or full. For the former view, see Moloney (1993:156-158,
169-173); for the latter, see Okure (1988:174); also BDB §427.2.

On the Sophia overtones of this narrative, see Scott (1992: 184-198).

For further on John 4:1-42 from a feminist perspective, see Schneiders
(1991b:180-199) and O'Day (1992:295-296); see also Lee (1993:35-48).

For a summary of various feminist approaches to the Bible, see Sakenfield
(1988:5-18), Wainwright (1989:142-150) and Schiissler Fiorenza (1992:21-
39).

For a Jewish perspective on feminist readings of the Bible, see Plaskow
(1990:25-74).

On the dangers of such subjectivity turning into prejudice, see Heine
1987:4-5. The creative role of subjectivity does not mean, in exegesis, that
we do not attempt to encounter the text as “other” than ourselves; see
Schiissler Fiorenza (1992:33-34).
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