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Traditionally justification by faith or the justice of God has been understood as pardon of sins and remission of guilt. If this affirmation is not situated in the concrete context of history, it makes no sense; and, if one does not use the necessary care concerning precisely what is the sin which God pardons, it easily may lead to an irresponsible position. For the sin which kills today is very tangible, as tangible as are the victims of sin. What one hopes for today is the manifestation of God’s justice rather than God’s forgiveness of the guilty. If we read the traditional, and I would argue, false understanding of justification from a feminist point of view, the result is even more problematic.

When one speaks of liberation from guilt, we typically understand this guilt to correspond to a real, criminal act. But this does not work with women. If we were to preach to them about justification as liberation from guilt, we should ask ourselves, for what are we blaming women? Of not wanting to be the woman that society defines? Of wanting to be persons with their own identities?

As we can see, women have been gratuitously condemned by society. They have not earned this condemnation, nor does it derive from any acts of injustice on their part; it comes simply from the fact of being born a woman in a patriarchal society. The greatest injustice of society is to brand the innocent as guilty.

If we view justification from the perspective of liberation from sin and guilt, then we must admit that truly the “sin” women have committed is that of transgressing their socially-defined role as women. They have committed the “crime” of choosing to be their own persons. So if woman is a “sinner” like the rest of humanity, her sin does not consist in transgressing the second class status assigned to her by society.

It is impossible, therefore, to speak of liberation from guilt and forgiveness of the sinner without analyzing this concrete reality. Justification by faith has to be understood in a deeper way that is grounded in an analysis of the sinful relationships of society.

Injustice and Sin
In Paul’s theology of sin (ἁμαρτία) and the justice/righteousness of God (δικαιοσύνη τοØ Θεόυ, FIX; check accent Rom 1–3), he does not explicitly mention the Roman Empire. He speaks of the impiety and injustice of people who hem in the truth with injustice (ἀδίκια, Rom 1:18), and asserts that no one has been born with the capacity to do justice. But a study of the Roman situation from the perspective of those who are excluded immediately reveals the link between the power of sin and the socio-economic situation, as well as the contrast between the justice of God and the justice of the Empire; between divine grace which grants justice as a gift (in the face of the practical, human impossibility of realizing it) and the merit of status, riches and power that imbues Roman Imperial law.

It seems that Paul sees in the Roman imperial system an economic, political, and military power structure that is impossible to confront. This system of power therefore becomes a structure of sin that leads to death. Paul sees it as a system that presents itself in the guise of “protector” and “peacemaker” in the provinces, but which actually uses these appearances to cloak its practices of injustice. For Paul, this is pure idolatry, the absence or denial of God.

It is noteworthy that Paul uses the word “sin” (ἁμαρτία) in chapter three of Romans but not before then. In Rom 1–2 he speaks only of injustice (ἀδίκια). For Paul, the practice of injustice by everyone has distorted the true understanding of God. This means even truth is hedged by injustice (1:18). Sin is the mark of a perverted society in which everyone is an accomplice, even if they do not wish to be. In Rom 1:18–32, Paul outlines the process of societal inversion in three movements: first, God makes himself known to humanity (1:19, 20); next, human beings distort that revelation (1:21, 23, 25); and finally, human beings act in ways which are totally inappropriate (1:21, 22, 24, 26, 27, 29–31).

This lack of justice, the absence of the true God, leads Paul to a theology of sin as originating with Adam. The Roman Empire was neither the first nor the only experience of the domination of nations. For Paul, there must be something deeper, something intrinsic to humanity that ineluctably makes people responsible for the injustices which ensnare them. For, at any given moment, injustice gains autonomy and generates structures of social relations that are sinful, uncontrollable, and enslaving of all human beings.

Paul does not perceive, in his own age, any justice that carries the stamp of truth. The Jews thought that by fulfilling the Law they were fulfilling true justice. Paul proves the contrary: Jews seek the justice demanded by the Law and the result is injustice (2:21–23). Sin even swallows up the Law which was graciously given by God (7:7–13).

Structural Sin of Patriarchal Society
Violence against women is the dark mark that delineates the perverse structure of a racist, patrikiriarchal society like the Roman Empire of the first century.
 Likewise, violence against women is one of the most shameful realities of contemporary civilization. There is not one country, rich or poor, where one cannot find daily denunciations of physical, psychological, and sexual aggression against women of every age, race, and social class, but especially the poorest ones. Violence is systematic; it occurs at work, in school, in the street, and in the home. All women know the fear of being physically and sexually victimized in any of these circumstances. The deceptive division between private and public merely hides or relativizes this reality.

From women’s testimonies we know that this physical, psychological and sexual aggression mars a woman’s self-image and affects her profoundly, diminishing her humanity and self-esteem. Systematic violence against women frequently provokes an impotent fury which can be vented only on their children, who are even more fragile than they are. This spiral of violence, which turns the stronger against the weaker, manifests the monstrosity of the patriarchal system.

Structural sin permeates all of society and even the cosmos. In Paul’s list in Rom 2:29–31, the emphasis is on evil as “the violation of proper relationships with others.”
 If violence is an expression of relationships of domination, this is most visible in the relationships between men and women, and in the violent ways that humans treat nature. Systematic violence is expressed in militarism, in domestic relations and in commercial structures. A detailed analysis of each one of these areas clearly reveals that women and girls are the primary victims. Given the realities of the feminization of poverty, the fight for survival, consumerism and competition, violence deepens, ranging from its most sophisticated forms to the blatant murder of women and girls.

In this situation, neither the male aggressors, nor the women victims, nor society as a whole can reflect full humanity, since the victimizer himself is a victim of his own violence. And all of society is complicit in this sin precisely by refusing to recognize it as sin.

What is needed to be free from this sin is a radical transformation of patriarchal, racist and sexist society. Salvation does not come from the enforcement of juridical legislation, even though this sometimes may prove to be helpful. We may recognize the advances of society in this respect yet, on the other hand, one must also acknowledge the increase in violence. We also know that laws are manipulated to benefit those who have power and money. What is necessary is a radical conversion, which includes becoming conscious of sin itself and of our complicity in it as structurally-related individuals. One must have faith in the distinctly different logic of the inter-human male-female relationship, and must make a concrete commitment to live by the re-creative power of the Spirit. The pre-Pauline baptismal formula that appears in Gal 3:28 is a fundamental affirmation of the faith to live the new creation. “To believe whole-heartedly in justice and to confess with our mouth that Jesus reigns” (10:9–10) implies that both women and men confess, from the depths of our hearts, that in Christ there is no longer male nor female, master nor slave, Jew nor Greek nor barbarian (Gal 3:28; Col 3:11). Violence against girls and women of all ages is a manifestation of a sick society that is in need of divine healing, for “no one is just, not even one” (3:10); no human has the capacity to eliminate this structural sin.

The Justice of God v. the

Justice of Patriarchal Society
The term “righteousness of God” (δικαιοσύνη Θεόυ) carries distinct connotations. It can be seen as forensic justice, as the manner in which God’s justice has always acted in history, and as the justice which human beings are expected to practice. Despite these distinct connotations, all of them point toward the differences between this ideal of justice and the justice that first-century Christians actually experienced, whether in the realm of forensic or social justice. The reality of forensic justice was discrimination (e.g., penalties for a crime were different depending upon whether the accused was poor or rich); “social justice” represented the lie at the heart of the system: injustice.

According to Paul, there is neither an objective nor subjective possibility of doing true justice on one’s own power in an unjust world dominated by sin (Rom 3:9–10). Thus, the proclamation of God’s justice appears as great news (Rom 3:21).

Paul comes to the conclusion that, given the precariousness of life and the human inability to overcome the injustice of which it is a victim and for which it is responsible, the justice of God dignifies human beings and enables them to be makers of true justice. Jesus was the first just man and, through him, all have access to this grace, even the victimizers, if they are able to believe in the God who raises the dead—even dead women (cf. 4:24a). This faith in the impossible (cf. 4:19) fortifies them in the struggles and dangers of daily life (cf. 1 Cor 15:31a).

The actualization of God’s justice in a patriarchal society occurs in the egalitarian proposal of justification by faith, not by fulfilling the demands of traditional patriarchal culture. It is a free gift, bestowed by grace, in a society which knows nothing of this grace but rather uses merit alone to determine whether or not a person has value.

Women’s testimonies show that they strive to be loved and, therefore, they try to fulfill all of the obligations that society imposes upon them. Despite these efforts, however, they are not loved. A woman experiences insatiable demands to make herself worthy: she is overworked in domestic labor, overtaxed in the bed, over-exploited at work, besides the demand of caring for herself in order to be acceptable to others. Through the mass media, she imbibes excessive demands to consume, to fulfill herself as a woman, a modern housewife. If she does not comply with these societal demands, she meets with punishment, recriminations, and even physical and psychological violence. Hence it is said that women are not free persons, nor do they feel free. The logic of merit is the natural way our hierarchical, patriarchal society functions. It is society’s way of judging; this is the “justice” proper to it.

The justice of God is diametrically opposed to this. First of all, it follows the logic of grace. Women do not resort to “bargaining for their humanity,” accumulating economic, cultural or social merit, in order to be seen as persons. Through grace all are seen as equal persons who deserve respect amid all their differences. Women are loved by God “just because,” nothing more, as a gift that is offered time and time again, without exception. No one is excluded from the justice of God which manifests itself in mercy for the crucified women, as it is seen in the passion of Jesus Christ and in his vindication through the resurrection. In the justice of God, there is no demand for useless sacrifices by women. The good news is that the Crucified one is risen. The justice of God is verified in this act of the resurrection.

When one acknowledges the structural sin of patriarchal society, women are freed of false guilt and feel challenged to face daily, social life in accord with the wisdom of grace rather than according to the slave identity that society assigns to them.

From the Christian canon, Christian women see the justice of God revealed in history in the Jew, Jesus Messiah, who lived a life of faith according to the logic of grace in favor of all those who suffer discrimination. The liberation gained in Jesus Christ is the freedom to live according to this grace, in opposition to the slavery of which women are victims through the very laws of patriarchal society.

When women accept themselves as free persons, because the justice of God accepts them precisely as women, they become responsible for their own consciences. They are then capable of transgressing any law that diminishes their lives, for they realize that they have been justified by their attitude of faith, like that of Jesus, and not by following the strictures of a patriarchal society.

Since the justice of God is for all people, not only for women, males also can acknowledge this justice and be guided by a logic contrary to the violence generated by patriarchal society. Justification is a gift meant for all, and not just for women; this is a firm guarantee of vanquishing the sinful logic of misogynist patriarchal structures.

Traditionally Christians have believed that one is justified by faith in Jesus Christ (διά πιστέος Ιέσου Χρίστου, 3:22) through his death on the cross. Another possible translation is that one is justified by the faith of Jesus Christ—that is to say, his life of faith as manifested in his works of justice in Palestine. Jesus himself was not guided by blind obedience to the law—which one might call an imperialism of the law—when it harmed the life of human persons. Regardless of the law, Jesus followed the way that led him to actualize the message of the Kingdom of God impregnated with grace.

God justified Jesus because of his ministry of justice. That Jesus was raised is evidence that he was justified by God, confuting the judicial system which condemned him in accordance with Roman and Jewish law.

Paul, in Rom 5:12–20, contrasts Adam and Jesus Christ as the two protagonists who inaugurated distinct eras. They are the prototypes of the old and the new humanity. While it is true that they were both male, Paul at least does not make this an opportunity to reinforce the common thought of patriarchal society that Eve was responsible for introducing sin into the world because she induced Adam to eat of the forbidden fruit. Paul’s concern in this text is to show the superiority of the new era inaugurated by Jesus Christ, the second Adam. The first Adam (of whom all humanity is part) leads to death, condemnation and sin; the second Adam (of whom all humanity also is part, by grace) leads to life, grace, justice. For women who struggle to confute the ideology of patriarchal society, ensconced as it is in ancient tradition, it is fundamental to stress what a kairos this is, the “newness” of this time when interpersonal relations can take place within the sphere of justice and grace.

From Sacrificial Theology to the

Theology of Praxis and Grace
In recent years feminist and liberation theologies have argued against a sacrificial theology.
 In Christian tradition, the most noticeable values of this sacrificial theology are similar to the ones that patriarchal society requires of women: sacrifice, suffering, abnegation and willing acceptance of hardships. Moreover, to speak of God as one who sends his innocent son to die on the cross has a parallel in the abuse of paternal authority in regard to sons and daughters. Clearly the sacrificial metaphor concerning God the Father and the sacrifice of the Son is elaborated within the patterns which characterize patriarchal society.

A reading of the theological tradition from the perspective of grace as outlined in Romans also excludes the theory of penal satisfaction (developed by Anselm of Canterbury) which maintains that, in order to satisfy divine justice and obtain pardon for sins, it was necessary for God to violently sacrifice his Son. In such a view, the crucifixion was the necessary work of redemption in order to pay off a debt that humanity owed to God because of its sinful offenses. In Romans, however, justification has its roots in the gracious solidarity of the Triune God with the outcasts of history. Therefore, God cannot at the same time demand the shedding of the blood of the Outcast par excellence, “the stone which the builders rejected” (1 Pet 2:7), to reconcile the world both with Him and with itself. The tradition has placed such an overemphasis on the sacrifice of Christ, his shedding of blood on the cross, that it has forgotten the wholly conflictive life that lay behind the later reading of the historical event of Jesus’ condemnation on the Cross by the Roman Empire.

The epistle uses some pre-Pauline formulas that mention Jesus’ bloody death. However, Paul does not stop there, but also conjoins justification with the resurrection. In 4:25 we read “he was handed over for our sins [pre-Pauline formula], and raised for our justification [Pauline redaction].”

Romans 3:24–26a is a pre-Pauline, cultic fragment, possibly known in the primitive communities, which recalls the liberating function of Christ and the pardon of sins.
 This fragment annuls the saving character of the Jewish Law. Perhaps this was a soteriological tradition which originated among the Hellenists at Antioch who proclaimed Jesus as reconciler, holding in mind not only the tradition of Lev 16 but also the annual celebration of the Day of Atonement in the Temple at Jerusalem. Jesus is presented as ἱλαστέριον—a difficult and extensively-debated term—both place of sacrifice and sacrificial victim at the same time, God himself expiating, once and forever, the sins of all humanity. In this way, the expiatory function of the Temple priests is annulled, and with it the ritual law. Salvation extends to all the nations. Paul uses ἱλαστέριον simply as a sacrificial image without reference to the life and work of Jesus the Messiah. It is a parable.

The Paschal faith sees in the death and resurrection of Jesus the end of ritual sacrifices required by the Mosaic Law for pardon of sins. This invalidates the sacrifices, the Law which requires them, and the centrality of the Temple with its system of priests as mediators who administer pardon. With the world and humanity described in this way as a dead end, the Good News of the justice of God is not that God pardons sinners through the blood of his Son, but rather that God offers the opportunity to transform this upside-down world which excludes those who are discriminated against because of their gender, race or class, by raising up the One who was condemned for his practice of justice. The ultimate intention of God’s justice is not to pardon sin, but rather to remake his creatures into worthy subjects capable of transforming a world inverted by sin. Therefore, God “does not count their sins against them.” (This fact also is good news since “the wages of sin are death,” 6:23). In this way God manifests his mercy and patience. The cultic-sacrificial key to reading the letter to the Romans is not a viable option for feminist theology.

Women reject the notion of a sacrificial love and abnegation because these values are imposed upon them by the ideology of the dominant society. These duties are laws from which women seek liberation without any feelings of guilt. Therefore, to speak to them of the grace of God is a liberating message for women. In the first case, grace opposes any laws that require a person to earn human rights or dignity. Secondly, for those persons transformed by the justice of God, the praxis of justice is not required as if it were another enslaving law. Rather, since such a praxis follows the logic of grace, it erupts spontaneously, not out of obligation but from consciousness and from the heart, which seek to demonstrate “the love of God [which] is shed abroad out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit” (5:5). Finally, grace offers a space for the freedom to live together and share concrete, daily life with its celebrations. The old concern for efficacy or the practice of justice by being a “superwoman” no longer predominates in the arena of grace. One recognizes one’s limitations as a human being, heir to the corrupt nature of Adam, but one also holds onto the faith conviction that “where sin abounds, grace abounds even more.”

Women Faced with the Logic of Law and

the Logic of Faith in the Context of Exclusion
Both Paul’s letter to the Romans and the one to the Galatians specify that God makes men and women just by faith and not by the works of the law. In this way and others, Paul makes a radical critique of the Mosaic Law and circumcision. This critique, and other statements directed against the Jews in the gospels, has generated and legitimated anti-Jewish attitudes throughout history, to totally irrational ends. For this reason, and because of advances in the study of rhetoric and of our knowledge of first-century Judaism, exegesis of the “Second Testament,” for many years now, has been very careful in its affirmations concerning the Jews—and rightly so.

We cannot deny that Paul criticizes the Law and those who seek to impose it, attaching to it a salvific character. However, Paul is a Jew and he is making a self-critique of blind obedience to the Law. He does not reject the Law out of hand, but rather relativizes it as a real option for transforming the world of sin in which “truth has been imprisoned by injustice.” He considers himself obliged to seek and demonstrate a much stronger force which is able to make possible the realization of justice on earth. This force is grace, faith, manifested in Jesus the Messiah and actualized in human beings re-created to fashion new relationships: among humans, with the cosmos, and with God. What interests Paul, a Jew, is to achieve reconciliation between the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds. He puts them on the same level: both are sinners, and both have access to grace. All men and women are sons and daughters of Abraham and Sarah, not only the descendants of Sarah and Abraham according to the flesh. Faith, not law, is what allows the possibility of a break with inequalities. Law, on the contrary, does not guarantee equality; it marks off distances, and it is always open to manipulation.

This affirmation of transformation extends as well to male-female relations. The Jewish Law, including circumcision and other regulations, marks differences between men and women—just like the ones that occur in Roman Law when it refers to women and their social strata. These precepts of both worlds make the structures of exclusion in patriarchal society function. The dimension of faith, on the other hand, transcends the conditioning factors of the law and makes possible the full inclusion of those in the community who, by law, are excluded (Gal 3:28). Faith encompasses a way of looking at the world where discernment on behalf of life takes priority over mere law and tradition.

The rite of baptism symbolizes the new creation (Rom 6:11), and it does not include circumcision (a physical mark that is exclusively masculine) as an obligation. In the new creation all women and men, persons, communities and cultures share the same rights. Baptism symbolizes death to the sin of patriarchal society unto the new life manifested in new inter-personal relations, according to the will of God, Who is the woman-friend who reconciles us to Herself and all creation. She is the one who unites us as sisters and brothers by manifesting herself as mother of all. The terms “mother” and “woman-friend,” used here for God, are correlatives to the terms “father” and “man-friend” which are used by Paul.

Discrimination has no place in the arena of faith. If Paul is critical of the “Judaizers” who wish to impose the law and the Jewish practice of circumcision on those of other cultures, he is likewise very critical of Gentile Christians who discriminate against those of other cultures—like Jews (Rom 11:16–24; 14:1–15:13).

All this throws into relief the problem of law itself as something that excludes other peoples and individuals.

Still, Paul goes even further. By contrasting law with faith and grace, Paul finds in all types of law, whether judicial or “invisible”—like the law or logic of tradition, institutions, culture, and dogma—a very harmful regimen because it interferes with the exercise of discernment.
 It regulates itself and imposes itself on the lives of individuals, without leaving any room for grace. Paul criticizes this law, and contrasts it with “the law of the Spirit,” a different logic also known as grace and faith. Paul does not reject the Mosaic Law; he considers it just, good and holy in its intentions (Rom 7:12). He criticizes the mechanism of any law, including the Mosaic Law, which insists on governing all by itself. In modern terms, he is talking about the imperialism of the law. The Mosaic Law, just like any other law, is vulnerable to being all too easily absorbed into the service of structural sin (7:8). The problem is not with the law itself, but with sin that manifests itself through the regimen of the law which, leaving no room for human discernment, produces death.

The tendency of sin is death, and the tendency of grace or faith is life (Rom 8:6). The Mosaic Law could be influenced either by sin or for grace. When one is oriented toward grace, it becomes the “law” of God, “the Law of the Spirit.” Faith, says Paul, does not invalidate the law, but rather confirms it. Regardless of restraints that might be put upon the law, when it is absorbed by sin the law itself is transformed into something that can manifest the sin that leads to death.

For feminist theology the fulfillment of the law that “only provides knowledge of sin” (Rom 3:20), that makes possible the living reality of sin (7:8–9), is the functioning of the patriarchal paradigm. More specifically, it is the fulfillment of a traditional and macho culture when every institution functions according to the patriarchal-juridical ideology.

To receive the gift of “justification by faith and not by the law” implies adhering to a paradigm different from that of the “patriarchal” law of sin and death. The good news for justified men and women who embrace faith as a new way of life, just like the faith of Jesus Christ, is a new awareness of being free women and men, and the realization that in faith it is possible to transform the society where sin reigns in the structures opposed to woman. By faith we affirm that, although we live in a world riddled with sinfulness impregnated with sexism, this reality does not dominate those who are guided by the logic of grace: “you are no longer under law, but under grace” (6:14).

Faith in the Resurrection of the Body
Abraham is an exemplary friend of God because of his faith that God “can create life out of death and call into being things that do not yet exist” (Rom 4:4, 17). Our ancestors in the faith, Abraham—and also Sarah—believed that out of Abraham’s impotent body and Sarah’s sterile and worn-out bosom could emerge a new life. Abraham and Sarah were justified because they believed what was impossible according to human logic and laws, but not according to the logic of God.

To have faith means to believe that God raised up the body of the innocent, crucified victim, condemned by the law that makes patriarchal society function. The body of the Crucified is actualized today in the bodies of women who are beaten, violated, tortured. It is not actualized in order to legitimize such victimization, but rather to create solidarity with victimized women and to resuscitate them. According to feminist theology, it is crucial to stress “the resurrection of the body” in order to vanquish the evil, patriarchal dualism which despises matter and emotion (identified with woman) and privileges the soul and intellect (identified with man).

It may be that Paul contrasts Spirit and flesh because of some influence from the dualistic anthropology of Platonic tradition.
 But the significance of this Spirit/flesh contrast for Paul is not at all connected with a dualism which deprecates the body. Spirit (πνεØμα) is the arena and the power where life and peace abound; men and women can act within this dynamic space. Flesh (σάρχ) is the arena and force which tends toward sin and death, which God rejects. This is where men and women can conduct themselves according to the logic of the flesh. But, thanks to the Spirit which abides in each woman and man, the bodies of women and men are clothed and vivified. Women and men guided by the Spirit are converted into sisters and brothers through divine adoption (8:14–17). Paul here is proclaiming a new kind of interpersonal relations permeated with solidarity. In this new humanity there is no gender which can be considered inferior.

Even now, according to Paul, one lives this experience in faith, since the new creation, although inaugurated with Jesus Christ, is yet to come in its fullness. The dimension of grace is present but sin remains, manifested in and through patriarchal society. As a result, systematic violence and discrimination continue. The difference is that now one believes with faith and hope in the real possibility of a new creation, including humanity and the entire cosmos. This faith in the resurrection of the body is the power which helps to resist present sufferings and to struggle for “the revelation of the sons and daughters of God” (Rom 8:18). The entire creation, says Paul, wails as a woman with labor pains, hoping anxiously for liberation. Paul also applies this figure of the woman in labor to himself in Gal 4:19. Our own groaning (στενάζομεν) and the groaning (στενάγμοις) of the Spirit are united to the groaning (συστενάζει) of the creation in a concerted prayer to God for the resurrection of the body.

Here, then, new interpersonal relations between men and women, women and women, men and men are proclaimed, if we avail ourselves of the gift of faith through our own faith and praxis. We must believe that the violence against the bodies of women and girls of all ages will end. But this is possible not simply because we vehemently affirm it, but because we commit ourselves henceforth to announce the good news of the liberation of woman, to practice new interpersonal relations in a daily life oriented toward grace, and to affirm with faith the revival of the suffering bodies of women. This means that “we make our members weapons of justice for the service of God, like dead women raised back to life” (cf. 6:13). To this end, we women proclaim ourselves opposed to all condemnation (Rom 8:34–39).
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