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Flesh, and Blood,
and Deep Colonising

Deborah Bird Rose

I write from lived experience, from the life of the flesh, which is the life
I know. I share with many women the conviction that androcentric im-
ages of God speak to our silence, our suffering, our marginalisation, our
devaluation as human beings and the devaluation of our specific
anatomy. Androcentric representations of God are one facet, but only
one, of the structures which generate for us “the silence, absence and
opposition of God” (Trible 1984:2).

This is a human issue which women experience differently from men,
but which men also experience. Many men, I know, are convinced of the
deformation they have suffered under androcentric images of God; they
recognise a form of castration in being set always in opposition to hu-
manity, as well as to everything else in the world. In saying that thisis a
human issue, I do not intend to make it neuter. Rather I write from the
bodied experience of my life on earth, and I speak to your bodied expe-
rience. There are, of course, differences between male and female bod-
ies. I follow the lead of the French feminist theoretician Luce Irigaray
who contends that there is no such thing as a natural body (Grosz
1989:111).
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the inadequacy of my cultural constructs. My inadequacy is historically
contingent; it is the product of millennia of gendered violence during
which the public face of God has been denied us.

Here now in 1994 while we attempt to reclaim our path toward God,

we must know that colonising violence is being inflicted most specifi-
cally on Aboriginal women. I think we will not truly see God in our
flesh unless we also contest the policies and practices which violate
women'’s bodied, spiritual and godly experience.

Notes

1

Women's religious practice is discussed thoroughly by Bell (1983); see also
Berndt (1950), Gross (1980), Hamilton (1981), Kaberry (1939) and Rose
(1992). Merlan (1988) provides a critical overview.

Carrying dishes made of bark or wood.

Definitions of God ought always to be open to becoming. In addition, it is
misleéding, I think, to use the term with reference to Aboriginal Dreamings.
I have been inspired and consoled by feminist theological studies, par-
ticularly those of Delaney (1977), Farians (1974), Plaskow (1990) and Trible
(1978).

Women'’s ritual life is described and analysed in detail in Bell (1983), Berndt
(1950) and Kaberry (1939). There has been some discussion about the con-
tent of women'’s ritual. Bell emphasises country and nurturance as key
foci; Berndt emphasises sexuality and the control of men. Hamilton (1986)
criticises Bell’s emphasis (see also Hamilton 1981), as does Merlan (1988).
In my work, I have seen less nurturance, but intense focus on country,
Dreamings, sexuality and the control of men. It seems to me that women's
ritual (“business”) is broad enough to accommodate the range of wom-
en’s life issues in their historic contingency. No single focus ought, I be-
lieve, to be taken as the defining feature of women’s ritual life. Brock (1989)
presents a number of essays which indicate a range of approaches and
issues. Gross (1980) provides an excellent analysis of the issues I explore
here; as far as I know, she was the first to take Aboriginal women'’s reli-
gious practices truly seriously.

According to Catherine Berndt (1950), women'’s blood is sacred, and while
I'have some problems with the designation sacred, insofar as its meaning
relies on opposition with a category of profane, I believe that her state-
ment accurately expresses the quality of the secrecy surrounding blood.

I quote Warner for the quality of his teacher’s explanation, and not for his
own analysis which, in this context, is heavily grounded in a sacred /pro-
fane dichotomy and fails to do justice to the multiplicity of sacred sub-
stances, beings, and events.
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