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Rom. 8:18-23 as a Case Study

Paul of Tarsus, alternately 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, are increasingly more influential interpreters of early Christian writings. 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. In the last quarter-century, feminist scholars have mined the gospel stories about Jesus and the sayings of Jesus, 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.
 Many others have begun to contribute essays or short commentaries.
 Many works thus far have been remedial in aim, promoting a revisionist interpretation of Paul and/or dealing with text critical and translation issues. Among these studies, Paul’s letter to the Galatians often has taken center stage, as have passages such as I Corinthians 11 and Romans 16.


When one looks at the 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, or have taken a rather piecemeal approach to the others.  This curiosity is easily explained, however, when one looks at the approach feminist exegetes have taken. Since a revisionist or remedial approach “attempts to rediscover all 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 to illustrate this fact.


Beverly Roberts Gaventa wrote an eight-page commentary on Romans for the Women’s Bible Commentary.
 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, one section has to do with the extent to which 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 involves a discussion of ethnic tolerance (14:1-15:13); the last highlights the list of women in Romans 16 and discusses their roles.


Elizabeth Castelli produced the second “commentary” on Romans, this one twenty-eight pages long, for the Searching the Scriptures collection.
 Castelli, unlike Gaventa, begins with a discussion of her feminist methodology, which includes 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 chapter 16 as an example of such historical reconstruction.
 From that point, she moves into a process of what she calls “using women to think with.”
 Beginning with the passages in Romans 1:18-32 and 7:1-6 which explicitly mention women, she 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 explicitly mentioned 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. I will try to implement this strategy in my analysis of the creation image in Rom. 8:18-23.

Creation in Romans 8:18-23
I believe that the sufferings of this present moment are nothing in comparison to the glory [of God] about to be revealed to and among us (,Æl º:�H). For the creation (6J\F4H) waits with eager longing for the children of God (Jä< LÊä< J@Ø 1,@Ø) to be revealed; the creation (6J\F4H) was subjected to futility (not of its own will but by the will of the one who subjected it) in hope that this very same creation ("ÛJ¬ º 6J\F4H) will be set free from its slavery to decay for the freedom of the glory of the children of God (Jä< JX6<T< J@Ø 1,@Ø). We know that the entire creation (B�F" º 6J\F4H) has been agonizing and groaning together in labor pains until now; and not only this, but we who have the first fruits of the Spirit, we ourselves groan together (º:,4H "ÛJ@Â ¦< ©"LJ@Ãl) while we await adoption, the liberation of our bodies (J¬< �B@8bJDTF4< J@Ø Ff:"J@H º:ä<). (Rom. 8:18-23)


Here is a view of nature as God’s creature actively anticipating the glorious fulfilment of the divine plan. Creation is eager for freedom. Like humanity, creation is enslaved but, unlike humanity, creation did not cause this bondage. In the present age, creation’s bondage means it is unable to do that which it truly is designed to do, i.e., to have meaning and purpose that is lasting. Instead, creation is subject to futility and decay, but this is through no fault of its own. Indeed, it is God who has placed that limit on the creation. This subjection is only for a time, for creation will be set free when God’s glory is fully revealed.
 Paul seems to envision creation as an animate being on a par with humanity, for he claims that it also will receive “the freedom of the glory of the children of God.”


When discussing this passage, Castelli argued that this passage presents a dualism between male and female concomitant with the spirit/flesh dichotomy. She recognizes that there is no explicit mention of the female-male opposition in the letter, in spite of the presence of other dichotomies in Romans, but still insists that “the influence of such dualistic discourse is ubiquitous” in Paul.
 She uses the pericope immediately preceding this one on creation, Rom. 8:1-17, as a case in point. Dualism itself is a problem for feminism, she argues, because of the way it “appears to set the world and relationships within it in stark relief and does so in a totalizing fashion.”
 The flesh/spirit dualism of vv. 1-17, in the ancient context, implies all the other dualities — woman/man, nature/culture — hence vv. 1-17 must be read as implicitly valuing man over woman, humanity over nature, and vv.18-23 also must be read in this dualistic context. But the converse is also true: vv. 18-23 provide the literary context for vv. 1-17 and must nuance a reading of this prior passage.


In Rom. 8:18-23 we do find a duality, but it seems an overstatement to call it a dualism akin to what Castelli noted in the previous pericope (8:1-17, esp. vv. 15-17). Here the duality comprises an eschatological tension rather than a hierarchical, metaphysical ranking. To be sure, Paul never departs from the idea that God is Creator and the rest of the cosmos is creature, which certainly implies a hierarchy of God over creation. But there is an interdependence between nature and humanity in their shared status as creatures of God, not a superiority of humans over nature. And in prior letters Paul challenged even the hierarchy of God over creatures by talking about the divine condescension in the Christ event (e.g., Phil 2:6-8). God is monarch, but not like any human one, just as Jesus is Lord, but not like any other human Lord.


Appearances alone are not a sure guide to understanding the truth about reality, whether this pertains to God or humans or nature. This became clear in the Christ event. And Paul makes this explicit connection in the other key passage where he discusses creation, in 2 Cor 5:

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a purely physical standpoint (6"J� FVD6"); even though we once knew Christ from such a purely physical standpoint (6"J� FVD6"), we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in Christ (¦< OD4FJè), there is a new creation (6"4<¬ 6J\F4H): everything old has passed away; behold, everything has become new! . . . That is to say, God was in Christ (¦< OD4FJè) reconciling the cosmos to himself . . . . (2 Cor 5:16-17, 19a)
Human beings, including Paul, misjudged the significance of Jesus because they understood him 6"J� FVD6". They saw only what was on the surface and understood only from the standpoint of conventional thinking. Jesus was executed as a criminal, and conventional wisdom said he not only was guilty of the crime of sedition but also was accursed by God (Gal 3:13). In such a view, Jesus’ life and teaching dishonored God, so he was shamed by the cross – made “accursed” – to restore God’s honor.


When God raised Jesus from among the dead, this conventional wisdom was confounded. Jesus’ shame became his glory, and God’s “curse” was shown to be exaltation (Phil 2:9-12). The way to wisdom now is to think and act and live “in Christ” – ¦< OD4FJè – where reversal is the rule, powerlessness is power, humiliation is honor, curse is glory.


In the Christ event, God’s honor and justice (*46"4@Fb<0) were shown to be bound up with reconciling the entire cosmos, restoring the creation to the freedom and purpose and meaning that God intended for it from the beginning. Surely there is a hierarchy here in the sense that God has the power to limit creation and then to restore it, but this is not a unilateral kind of power. Creation also has integrity and power or God would not have had to place limits on it for the sake of human beings. In Christ, nature is not destroyed but released from its bondage and renewed. In Christ, God joins with nature, working with and through it to reconcile the entire cosmos.  It is creation itself which labors in its own rebirth. Nature is an active partner with God. Like an architect without a builder, God could not accomplish the divine purpose without creation. In this sense, one could just as easily say that creation has power over God.


 Humanity, as an integral part of the creation, also finds liberation and power ¦< OD4FJè. Life “in Christ” or “according to the spirit” (6"J� B<,Ø:") comprises a radically new reality where conventional power structures are overturned, which means that conventional patterns of language and thought (i.e., 6"J� FVD6") do not work. This is a reality where one person finds honor not at the expense of others but precisely in union with others (1 Cor 12:26). Life 6"J� B<,Ø:" is not opposed to material existence or life in the body; it is opposed to life 6"J� FVD6", life according to the mind set of this age of domination. And since life 6"J� B<,Ø:" is life “in Christ,” one cannot be joined with Christ while living 6"J� FVD6". In short, to be a Christian is to live 6"J� B<,Ø:". There is no other alternative.


Here is a clear example in Paul were his “language, ideology, and imagery underwrite certain relationships of power while rendering others impossible or unthinkable”
 and where Castelli’s objection to dualism per se must be tested. She rightly observes that dualism, by its nature, sets stark contrasts between two alternatives, essentially preventing the audience even entertaining the possibility of other alternatives, and certainly precluding the possibility of compromise. But can one really compromise with a system of thought or a structure of power which is based on domination if one believes that the human project is mutual edification through shared power? Or can one really compromise with a system of thought or a structure of power which is based on mutuality if one believes that the only kind of power that is worthwhile is power over others? In fact are there other acceptable alternatives that Paul is suppressing in his dualism between FVD> and B<,Ø:", or is it simply one way of stating the fact of the radical divergence between these two fundamental life orientations? I think it is the latter. Feminists, like liberation theologians, have been dealing with this issue from the beginning. Feminist writers have offered various descriptions of what mutuality in power and equity in relationships would comprise or suggestions for how to establish such a reality, but none have recommended the use of coercion to bring this about. This would not be compromise but capitulation.


The other key objection to the FVD> / B<,Ø:" duality is the way in which this dichotomy has been linked with and used to justify the claim of superiority of mind over matter, spirit over body, God over humanity, humanity over nature, man over woman. Woman and nature have been linked with FVD>, while man is associated with B<,Ø:". This is the fundamental grounding for patriarchy itself, and the excuse for powerful men’s domination and exploitation of women and nature.


These facts are incontrovertible, yet the objection is not. The fact that the FVD> / B<,Ø:" duality can be and has been used to justify oppression does not mean that it must, nor that Paul intended it to serve this purpose. It does not even mean that Paul assumed such a relationship of domination to be the “natural” mode of human relationship. On the contrary, this passage in Romans 8:18-23 assumes the integration of humanity with the nature, and teaches of them both striving together for the same freedom. And it is this freedom of creation, including humanity, which finally reveals the fullness of God’s glory. Not only are humanity and nature dependent upon each other and upon God, but even God is dependent upon humanity and nature.


In this context of mutuality, Romans 8:1-17 conveys an ethical dualism, not an existential one. It urges the readers to a transformation of world view 6"J� B<,Ø:" so that the human person can actually experience being “children of God” and “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ” to God’s glory (8:16-17).


Nor is it a disembodied “spiritual” humanity which celebrates this freedom and glory, but an embodied humanity enlivened and transformed by the spirit of God (8:11). Adoption by God entails a physical liberation, “the redemption of our bodies” (8:23). Life 6"J� B<,Ø:" is not some non-corporeal reality, but a glorious freedom in the body, a life in harmony with God and nature – truly a new creation.


But perhaps all this is a moot point for women, since Paul’s affirmation of the special relationship of Christians to God as children and heirs is based on his notion of their “adoption as sons” (LÊ@2,F\"H), and the evidence suggests that this legal term that he employs had an exclusive, not inclusive, meaning.
 Paul’s use of LÊ@2,F\"H marginalizes women’s experience. Since it seems never to have been used to indicate a woman’s adoption to insure inheritance rights, the term implies that women must ‘become male’ before they can become heirs to God and joint heirs with Christ.
 


While it is true that adoption as a son was a notable way to gain rights of inheritance of land, wealth, status or occupation, it was neither a common nor a frequent way to do so. Most men, like most women, gained inheritance rights by birth or marriage. Adoption as a son and heir is noted in the literary and epigraphic records precisely because it is unusual and would be subject to legal challenge if not properly recorded. One can probably assume that anyone living in the Roman world would know of such a thing, since this frequently was how imperial succession was ensured, including in the most recent case of Claudius’ adoption of Nero as heir over his own son, Britannicus. But this does not mean that the average person ever had an acquaintance who benefitted from such an adoption. If use of this masculine term marginalizes women’s experience, it marginalizes that of most men as well. One might as well say that one must become a senator before one can become an adoptive heir.


Moreover, the fact that term LÊ@2,F\"H is not attested as used for women does not mean that women never had an experience of adoption to insure inheritance rights. Demosthenes mentions a niece who was adopted by the wealthy Athenian Hagnias (ca. 396 BCE),
 and the apocryphal Acts of Thecla (ca. CE 150) speaks of Thecla’s adoption by Queen Tryphosa.
 One could argue that these are the exceptions that prove the rule, but the same could be said for imperial adoption of a son as heir, as in the case of Tiberius or Titus.


In the Jewish and Roman world, marriage in itself was a form of adoption of the woman into her husband’s family precisely to secure inheritance rights, and this practice was certainly more common than the adoption as son and heir. In Jewish families, the marriage contract or ketubbah was the means to ensure a sufficient inheritance for the woman upon her husband’s death or in the event of a divorce.
 This was provided by both her husband and father, thereby creating a right to inheritance from the new family. The Palestinian Talmud reaffirms the Biblical injunction that a daughter’s inheritance cannot be alienated if her father claims to adopt a man as heir.
 The example of the Hasmonean kings John Hyrcanus I and Alexander Yannai illustrates that a monarch who had mature sons could choose to set aside their inheritance rights and bequeath the throne to his wife.


 In Roman practice, a woman’s marriage was a formal transfer of the woman from one familia to another, that is, an adoption. This was most clearly the case when the marriage was in manu and the wife thereby came under her husband’s legal jurisdiction. But even in marriages sine manu, where a woman retained formal ties to her family of origin, she still went to live in her husband’s house and received inheritance rights through the marriage. When a daughter left her father’s house upon marriage, Roman custom required that she be given a dowry. Not a bridal gift, this dowry was her inheritance, given in advance of her father’s death, since she was indeed leaving the familia. Unless she was an only child, any future inheritance would come from her husband. While the XII Tables had ensured that a woman married in manu would receive a share in her husband’s estate as if she were his daughter (i.e., equal with their sons), the marriage legislation of the Augustan period reduced a woman’s inheritance if she were childless and increased it if she were a mother.
 A Roman matron’s spousal inheritance was typically limited to ten percent of the estate.
 To evade this legal limitation, some husbands adopted their wives as “sisters.”


On the negative side, women certainly did have an experience of a father’s or husband’s adoption of a man as son and heir. For the daughter or wife, this likely would be tantamount to being disinherited. The existence of such a practice is, of course, precisely the reason for the Talmudic prohibition.
 Paul’s use of LÊ@2,F\"H to refer to God’s saving choice for human beings, male and female, would be a reversal of this experience.


Even if there were a parallel term in Greek usage, the claim that a woman would be adopted as a daughter-heir would have little impact on a Jewish audience (such as comprised a great portion of the church in Rome). A daughter’s inheritance rights in Jewish tradition were quite circumscribed in comparison to a son’s. Daughters inherited no property unless there were no sons to inherit. They did not receive a portion of the estate equal to their brothers, but only a small living allowance.  Calling someone an adopted “daughter-heir” would suggest that she would receive this same limited portion designated for a natural-born daughter. For Paul to use the notion of “adoption as daughters” along with “adoption as sons” would imply precisely the same inequity in the divine inheritance as already existed in the human.


Paul’s claim that a woman was adopted as “son-heir” does not require her to become male, but rather affirms that her inheritance will be an equal portion with the other heirs. When God saved Israel from slavery in Egypt, all Israel was rescued, not just the men. As then, so even more now. God does not evaluate a person’s worth 6"J� FVD6" but 6"J� B<,Ø:"; male privilege is subverted and all become heirs on an equal basis, not only with each other but with Christ himself. This inclusive reading of LÊ@2,F\"H is reinforced by Paul’s choice of the neuter term JX6<" (children), rather than the masculine plural LÊ`4 (sons), to refer to those who experience this adoption by God.

Conclusions

From this examination of Romans 8:18-23 we can glean an outline of a Pauline theology of creation.

1. 

the universe is a creature of God

2. 

as a creature, it has a purpose and goal

3. 

creation is not a static entity but a dynamic reality still in the process of fulfilment

4. 

creation works with God and humanity to attain its purpose

5. 

creation and humanity are intimately bound with each other

6. 

creation is eager for human salvation, i.e., adoption of both women and men as God’s children and heirs to God’s freedom and glory

7. 

human fulfilment and the fulfilment of creation are mutually contingent

8. 

the fulfilment of the creation will reveal a nature organically connected to what presently exists, but also qualitatively different (“new”)

9. 

the fundamental feature of this difference is freedom/liberation characterized by clarity of purpose (liberation from futility) and endurance (freedom from decay)


Many of the features of feminist theology of creation are present in this outline of Paul’s theology of creation. As Paul did, we will start with the assumption that there is a loving Deity who generated this universe (cf. #1). Feminist theologians have been concerned with the question of the role of human beings in this creation, and have developed several themes in response to this question.


Feminists insist on the connectedness of all of creation, flora and fauna, with human beings as one component of this web of life (cf. #5). The earth and its creatures have a right to exist and to endure, quite apart from the benefits which human beings can gain from this (cf. #2). Indeed, the creation is a dynamic reality, growing and changing all the time (cf. #3). The role of the human animal in this matrix of life is to preserve, protect and foster not only humanity but also all the other forms of life on earth, and indeed the earth itself (cf. #7).


Human liberation, including the liberation of women and other marginalized persons from structures of domination, is the undergirding principle and goal of feminist theology (cf. #9). This requires a model of power that is reciprocal rather than unilateral. Hence, humans must live with each other — and with the earth and its other creatures — rather than dominating them. Living out this reciprocity is the key way to become fully human. In this process of living with the creation, human beings may make claims on the earth and its creatures, but the earth and its creatures also make claims on humanity (cf. #7). Central among these is self-preservation.


Among the feminist critiques of traditional theologies of creation is the “species centrism” imbedded in them. The preceding outline of a feminist theology of creation illustrates several of the ways in which this human elitism is undercut. These also are features which a feminist theology of creation shares with the Pauline view.


What is interesting about Paul’s brief encomium on creation is that it goes two steps further than the feminist model outlined above. Romans 8:18-23 depicts creation as alive, active, striving for a goal which it shares with humanity. Both of these points — the active role and the goal-orientation (#4 & 6) — are significant features of Paul’s view. Markedly different from many feminist views, Paul’s theology of creation is intricately intertwined with eschatology: creation is an active being precisely because it has a goal which it is eager to reach.


Feminists have shied away from eschatology, and for good reasons. Traditional eschatology often has been marked by a model of “redemptive violence” based upon precisely the kind of dualism which Castelli challenges. In this case, the spirit-man over body-nature dualism leads to a fierce devaluation of creation: disdain for the material world, including the human body, and insistence that eschaton means the “end of the world,” that is, annihilation of the earth and its creatures. Feminists cannot accept the disdain for the body, and even less the notion that human “salvation” could come about by cosmic holocaust.


Curiously, Paul hints at precisely this same sensitivity without giving up his eschatological vision. The eschaton will bring not holocaust but revelation of a reality already nascent in creation’s present form (#8). Far from being destroyed, the creation will be liberated to achieve its full potential (#9). The one thing that has prevented this is a deficiency not in the creation but in human beings. Human salvation is not yet complete, and creation waits for its sibling (#6-7). When humans are adopted as God’s children and become heirs to God’s freedom and glory, creation likewise will find its fulfilment in the freedom and the glory of God. Without his vision of the goal of creation, Paul’s claims about its active role in human salvation would make no sense.


This suggests that feminist theologians would do well to reconsider the role of eschatology in a constructive Christian theology. Deconstruction of the kind of traditional, world-negating eschatology mentioned above has been an important and necessary task. Stopping at that point, however, leaves a vacuum. Better it should be filled with a new, liberating construction rather than a recycled, dualistic one.

	�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. 
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