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Paul of Tarsus, alternatively glorified or vilified as a “founding father” of Christianity, left one of the most influential legacies among early Christian authors.  Feminist exegetes, relative new-comers to the field of biblical hermeneutics, are increasingly more influential interpreters of early Christian writers.  Paul and feminists, however, have not always been seen as the most amicable of “bedfellows.”

Feminist exegetes latched onto Jesus material early on.  Even before the rise of the historical-critical method, women looked to Jesus as a model of women’s empowerment.  Over a century ago, Elizabeth Cady Stanton commented with approbation upon several sayings and actions of Jesus in her counter-cultural reappraisal of the Bible.
  In the last quarter-century or more, feminist scholars have mined the sayings of Jesus and the gospel stories about him, and have found there a liberative vision of full personhood for both women and men.

The move toward Paul has been somewhat more tentative.  To be sure, a few feminist scholars such as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Mary Ann Getty, Carolyn Osiek, and Antoinette Wire already have published book-length studies on Pauline material.
  When one looks at the broad spectrum of feminist writings on the Pauline material, however, one finds a curious fact.  Whereas the longer letters to the Romans, Galatians, and Corinthians have taken center stage in the malestream history of exegesis of Paul, feminist exegetes have tended to focus on the shorter letters of Paul, and have taken a rather piecemeal approach to the others.  The contributions I have just mentioned are rather the exceptions that prove the rule.

Many feminist scholars have begun to contribute essays or short commentaries on portions of the Pauline corpus.
  Of these works, many have been what one might call “remedial” in aim, promoting a critical reappraisal of the text-critical and translation issues, and suggesting a revisionist interpretation of Paul.
  Among these studies, certain portions of the Pauline corpus have taken center stage, most notably Galatians 3, 1 Corinthians 11, and Romans 16.

For example, on Romans 16 we find recent contributions from Reta Finger (“Was Julia a Racist?”), Wendy Cotter (“Women’s Authority Roles in Paul’s Churches”), Caroline Whelan (“Amica Pauli:  the Role of Phoebe in the Early Church”), Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (“The ‘quilting’ of women’s history:  Phoebe of Cenchreae” and “Missionaries, apostles, coworkers: Romans 16 and the reconstruction of women’s early Christian history”), and Isabelle Houen (“Les femmes et l’apostolat”).

In addition, some men who identify with feminist interests have taken up the baton.  For example, Ray Schulz (“A case for ‘president’ Phoebe in Rom. 16:2"), John Thorley (“Junia, a Woman Apostle”) and Marco Zappella (“A propositio di Febe prostatis [Rom 16:2]).

Taking a broader swath, Wilhelm Linss (“St. Paul and Women”) argues — on the basis of Galatians 3 combined with 1 Corinthians 7 and 11 — that Paul was an advocate of women’s liberation and equality with men before God.  And William Klassen makes a similar argument in his article “Musonius Rufus, Jesus, and Paul:  three first-century feminists.”  In these, they echo arguments made by Robert Jewett in such essays as “The Sexual Liberation of the Apostle Paul” and 

Nevertheless, feminist exegetes continue to show a certain amount of ambivalence to the Pauline corpus.  And even for those who have begun to show interest in the Pauline epistles, the letter to the Romans remains somewhat anomalous.  This last of the authentic letters — and indisputably one of the two most significant of Paul’s letters for the development of Christian doctrine — has received very little attention from feminist scholars.  And, as we saw above, what little attention feminist exegetes thus far have given to Romans (perhaps not surprisingly) tends to focus almost exclusively upon chapter sixteen — or other passages which explicitly mention women or sexual matters.

This curiosity is easily explained, however, when one looks at the approach that feminist exegetes have taken.  Since a revisionist or remedial approach “attempts to rediscover al the information about women that still can be found in the biblical writings,”
 its utility presumes explicit mention of women in the text.  Romans may be the most influential of Paul’s letters for the history of interpretation but, excepting its relatively independent last chapter, the letter lacks the kind of obvious references to women which a revisionist approach requires.  The two feminist commentaries on Romans which have appeared to date serve rather to illustrate this fact than to controvert it.

Beverly Roberts Gaventa wrote an eight-page commentary on Romans for The Women’s Bible Commentary, edited by Carol Newsome and Sharon Ringe.
  Gaventa spends fully half of her article on introductory matters, which she divides into three categories:  Contents, Occasion and Purpose, and Theological Significance.  In the portion on Theological Significance, she outlines four central themes, each of which she connects to “women’s issues” in her theological application.  In the remaining commentary portion of the essay, Gaventa takes a basically revisionist approach, and addresses her comments to seven specific portions of the letter which she sees as having particular pertinence for women.  Perhaps not surprisingly, four of these sections discuss sexual operations, sexual relationships or involve sexual metaphors (Rom. 1:18-32; 2:25-29; 7:1-6; 8:18-25).  Of the last three of these seven sections, Gaventa uses the first to focus on the question of to what extent women are included in a discussion which is inclusive in the original text but which has been made explicitly androcentric in the translations (5:12-21); the next to discuss ethnic tolerance (14:1-15:13); and the last to highlight the list of women in Romans 16 and describe their roles.

Surely these prior studies have made significant contributions to Pauline scholarship, especially because analysis of such issues as women’s roles and sexual metaphors has been important in recovering the history of women in early Christianity,  For example, the list of Pauline church leaders in Romans 16, because it includes several women, has been of value to feminists for developing the broad outlines of ministry in the Pauline churches.  This is a tremendous advance over the previous consensus, of hardly more than a quarter-century ago, that there simply were no women leaders in the early Christian congregations.

However, limiting analysis of the Pauline corpus to those passages which explicitly mention women or sexual roles creates an unnecessary dead end for feminist exegesis of Paul.  For example, its dubious connection with the foregoing chapters prevents any analysis of Romans 16 from furthering our understanding of the letter as a whole.  If we are only to look at those passages which explicitly mention “women’s concerns,” vast sections of the Pauline corpus simply will be omitted from consideration.  And this includes the vast majority of Paul’s letter to the Romans.

Elizabeth Castelli produced the second “commentary” on Romans, this one twenty-eight pages long, for the Searching the Scriptures collection edited by Schüssler Fiorenza.
  Castelli, unlike Gaventa, begins with a discussion of the feminist method she will use in this essay, including a critique of the commentary genre itself.
  She concludes that “[a] feminist commentary, in this instance, will critically gloss the text by examining the ways in which language, ideology, and imagery underwrite certain relationships of power while rendering others impossible or unthinkable.”
  Castelli then moves into a discussion of how to recover the history of early Christian women, using Romans 16 to present as an example of such historical reconstruction.
  From that point, she moves into a process of what she calls “using women to think with” — an expression which she borrows from Karen King.
  Beginning with the passages in Romans 1:18-32 and 7:1-6 which explicitly mention women, Castelli moves to the meta level of discourse analysis, focusing on Paul’s treatment of Adam and the law, ethnicity, slavery and imperialism.  In the end, Castelli produces a sort of anti-commentary, rather than simply adopting the commentary form as it traditionally is found.

Elizabeth Castelli’s critique of both the commentary form and the contents of Paul’s last letter are signals of where feminist exegetes must go next if they are to engage the Pauline correspondence.  The approach of “using women to think with” — and particularly the strategy of discourse analysis — shows more promise for looking at texts in which women figure less prominently, or perhaps are not mentioned explicitly at all.  As Castelli has shown, to break open the letter to the Romans for feminist exegesis, we need to break out to a new approach, one which requires a deeper engagement with the text, its author, and its history.  Otherwise feminist Biblical scholars must resign themselves to relegating such “theological” letters as Romans to the periphery, and restrict themselves to “rehabilitating” the sections of Paul’s letters which explicitly mention women or “women’s concerns.”

Romans has been too significant for Christian history to justify such a decision to leave it on the sidelines.  To do so would be to “ghettoize” feminist exegesis when one of the main objectives of feminist hermeneutics has been to press the significance of women’s experience in interpreting all of reality, not just “women’s concerns.  The letter to the Romans has been the single most influential of Paul’s letters in the history of interpretation of the Pauline corpus, and in the historical development of dogma in the Christian churches.  Until now, feminist exegetes have largely capitulated to the traditional malestream interpretation of Romans.  By leaving the majority of the letter unexamined, we have allowed other exegetical models and hermeneutical agendas to dominate this tradition by default.  It is imperative that feminist scholars begin to take a voice in interpreting the letter that culminated Paul’s entire evangelistic career — and that means undertaking a thoroughgoing analysis of all of the letter.  It is time we address a feminist hermeneutic to the body of the letter, Romans 1-15, and not just the letter’s appendix.

The three essays in this section of the current volume attempt to do just that.  Each author has selected a section of the body of the letter to the Romans and used a feminist hermeneutic to provide a new analysis of this key text.  Each essay illustrates a somewhat different approach to feminist hermeneutics, but all three authors take the significance of women’s experience and the immeasurable value of human life, female and male, as the starting points for their investigations.

Elsa Tamez, a Central American feminist and Biblical theologian, has chosen the doctrine of “justification” in Romans 1-8 as the focus of her present essay.  The traditional understanding of this doctrine provides the basis for her exploration of what this fundamental Pauline notion of the δικαιοσύνη Θεόυ means for women, especially those in the “two-thirds world” and those who are marginalized in “first world” societies.  It should hardly be surprising that her analysis of Paul’s term, δικαιοσύνη Θεόυ, gives rise to a significantly different understanding than the traditional “consensus” view.


In essays such as the one in this collection and her prior one on “God’s Election, Exclusion and Mercy:  A Bible Study of Romans 9-11,”
 Tamez illustrates an approach somewhat similar to Castelli.  Both Castelli and Tamez create a conversation between the world of the text and the world of today, with Castelli putting a somewhat greater emphasis on the former and Tamez on the latter.  Tamez’ liberation theology approach is less focused on specific details of the text than are traditional commentaries; she emphasizes key theological themes in the text and develops how those apply in contemporary culture, especially when read from the viewpoint of Christians of marginalized groups (e.g., women in her own Latin American context).  In her previous essay on Romans 9-11, Tamez did not specifically address the impact of these themes upon women.  Her essay in this volume, on Romans 1-8, advances the discussion by dealing directly with this issue, providing a sustained examination of how women have heard — and need to hear (or not to hear) — one of the most fundamental doctrines in this foundational Pauline letter.

Pamela Thimmes, like Castelli, takes a more detailed look at the text in her analysis here of Romans 7:1-4.  The actual arguments within the text and the socio-historical situation in which it was produced receive considerably more attention than in Tamez.  Like Castelli, Thimmes engages in a certain amount of discourse analysis, especially honing in on Paul’s use of the marriage/adultery analogy in his discussion of the role of the Law in Christian life.  Does Paul, consciously or unconsciously, reinscribe a gender hierarchy through his use of this analogy?  If so, how might that have been heard by Paul’s initial audience?  In particular, how did the women in the Roman audience construe his use of this analogy?  And what are women in a contemporary audience to make of it?  Here the strategy of “using women to think with” leads to a challenging interpretation of this often-overlooked section in Romans 7.

Several themes and features of the letter to the Romans hold promise for further probing by feminist exegetes.  Key among these themes is that of relationships:  between Jew and Gentile (in Rom. 9-11), and between Christian believers and non-Christian authorities (in Rom. 13).  In addition, one of the most interesting features of Romans is Paul’s mode of argumentation in his exposition of the love-ethic (in Rom. 12-15).  Investigation of these areas from the vantage point of feminist hermeneutics holds promise both for advancing our understanding of the Pauline corpus, and for further developing a specifically feminist methodology.

The third and final essay in this section focuses on Romans 9-11, the section that many recent Pauline scholars have called the heart of the letter, and attempts to do precisely that.

�Dr. McGinn is Associate Professor of Biblical Studies and Early Christianity in the Department of Religious Studies at John Carroll University, Cleveland, Ohio.  She was a student of Bob Jewett’s during her doctoral studies at Northwestern University and Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 1982-1989.


�Elizabeth Cady Stanton, The Women’s Bible [FIX; enter all biblio data]


�To be sure, this is not all they have found in the gospels.  I do not mean to suggest that the gospels are “feminist” writings, nor to deny the androcentric and even misogynist elements of some of the gospel materials.  But the basic point remains:  feminists, even non-Christian ones, have been looking to the Jesus material and have found there elements of a liberative vision.


�Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, parts 2-3; Mary Ann Getty, Philippians and Philemon (New Testament Message 14; Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1980); Carolyn Osiek, Galatians (New Testament Message 12; Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1980); Antoinette Wire, Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction through Paul’s Rhetoric (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1990).


�E.g., those in Searching the Scripture, vol. 2:  A Feminist Commentary, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, ed. (New York: Crossroad, 1994) and The Women’s Bible Commentary, Carol A Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe, eds. (Louisville, KY:  Westminster John Knox; London: SPCK, 1992).  Cf. Sheila E. McGinn, ́Εχουσίαν έχειν έπι τ­ς κεφαλ­ς:  1 Cor 11:10 and the Ecclesial Authority of Women," Listening/Journal of Religion and Culture:  The Social World of Saint Paul (Lewis University, Romeoville, IL), 91-104; "Galatians 3:26-29 and the Politics of the Spirit," Proceedings:  Eastern Great Lakes and Midwest Biblical Societies (1993) 89-101; Luise Schottroff, “Die Schreckensherrschaft der Sünde un die Befreiung durch Christus nach dem Römerbrief des Paulus,” EVTh 39 (1979) 496. [FIX; check spelling on name and get full page nos.]


�By the way, I do not intend “remedial” to be construed in a pejorative sense.   I would include much of my own work thus far in this category.


�insert full refs. for all of these


�insert refs; also, check if there are any from Jewett to include here??


�Include other article


�Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “Charting the Field of Feminist Biblical Interpretation,” But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston:  Beacon, 1992) 22.


�Beverly Roberts Gaventa, “Romans,” 313-320 in The Women’s Bible Commentary, Carol A. Newsome and Sharon H. Ringe, eds., (Louisville, KY:  Westminster John Knox; London:  SPCK, 1992).


�Elizabeth A. Castelli, “Romans,” 272-300 in Searching the Scriptures, Vol. 2:  A Feminist Commentary, ed. Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (New York:  Crossroad, 1994).


�Ibid. 272-276.


�Ibid. 276.


�Ibid. 276-280.


�The process seems to be a hybrid of strategies four through eight outlined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza in “Charting the Field of Feminist Biblical Interpretation,” But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston:  Beacon, 1992) 20-50.


�Elsa Tamez, FIX; give all the bibliographic data.  Cf. Elsa Tamez, “Justification by Faith,” in Letty M. Russell & L. Shannon Clarkson, eds., Dictionary of Feminist Theologies (Louisville, KY:  Westminster John Knox, 1996); “Röm,” in Luise Schottroff and Marie-Theres Wacher, eds., Kompendium Feministiche Bibelauslegung (Gütersloh:  Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1998); and The Amnesty of Grace (Louisville:  Abingdon, 1992).





