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Abstract


As a feminist who reads the text specifically as a woman, this paper has grown out of my desire to engage in conversation with men reading the text specifically as men.  Although the vast majority of biblical interpretation over the centuries has been done by men, it has been done not by men claiming their own gender and then reading from that perspective, but by men trying to maintain an impossible state of “objectivity.”  This is a critical difference.  In settings where women have gained relative equality with their male colleagues, the time is ripe for a move toward gender hermeneutics.  My male colleague in this project, Alec Miller, is a seminary-trained ordained minister working as a chaplain for at-risk youth (and also my husband).  Thus this paper brings several dichotomies into conversation with one another: female and male, scholar and minister, academy and residential chaplaincy.  


In this study, I first offer an introduction on the reasoning and methodology behind this approach of reading the text from gendered perspectives both male and female.  The main body of the paper is in two sections, reading as a woman and reading as a man.  Mr. Miller and I each elaborate separately on our own gendered understanding of Paul’s treatment of marriage in 1 Corinthians 7.  We then close the paper with a dialogue about how the act of listening to each other’s perspectives has changed and enriched our own understanding of the text.


(ACM) This paper has grown out of my own personal reflections on feminist biblical scholarship and where I see it growing and developing in the coming years.  This is a field near and dear to my own heart, and there is no doubt that my place in a graduate program today is made possible by the women who have come before me, and those who have supported them. 


But over the last few years, I have been noticing comments made by my male colleagues revealing that they feel uncomfortable commenting on issues of feminist scholarship, for fear of being seen as non-supportive of women, or even misogynistic.  Now, I am not saying that this assessment is accurate for all feminists in all situations, but it is an honest perception from several of my colleagues and as such deserves serious consideration.  While I am not so naïve as to think that all gender issues are solved, I do feel that in some settings, the time is ripe for us to profitably move toward a more inclusive gendered approach, a gender hermeneutics that expands the discussion from an enterprise primarily done by women to a dialogue that includes men and their perspectives as equal conversation partners.  I am interested in a conversation with men reading the Bible specifically as men, the same way I read it specifically as a woman, rather than only with men reading the Bible through methods that attempt (unsuccessfully, in my opinion) to be objective.  As we seek to cultivate an environment of true and open dialogue, we will enrich one another’s perspectives.  

Hence this exploratory study was born.  Alec and I have chosen to read together Paul’s treatment of marriage in 1 Corinthians 7, especially the first half, a passage with obviously significant ramifications for both genders and their relationship to each other.  We will each offer our own, gender-specific reflection on this pericope, and then see what conclusions we can draw from the conversation.  We have consciously chosen, for the purposes of this brief presentation, to approach the text from our own perspective, with only minimal attention given to secondary literature.  The last thing that remains to be done before we turn to the text is a brief introduction of each of us and the setting from which we read.  I am a middle-class, heterosexual, married Caucasian woman who has lived most of my life in the Midwest of the United States.  I am a lifelong Christian, an ordained minister, and admittedly a resistant reader of Paul, mostly due to gender-related issues.  I come to the biblical text as a scholar, but also as a person of faith, with theological interest in the text and its interpretation in the Church today.


(APM)  I am a heterosexual man, adopted from Guatemala by an upper-middle class, Caucasian family in the state of Iowa.  I was raised with privilege by a single mother who believed that women should possess the same powers and rights that men possess.  Yet at the same time, I grew up surrounded by a society that would always mark my skin color and my original nationality as something that could only be described as “other.”  Also, I grew up as an unchurched individual until adulthood and am now an ordained minister working in pastoral care.  Primarily, I work with adolescent youth who have reacted to extreme forms of abuse in violent and harmful ways against members of their own community.  My counseling work deals with many ideas of sin, sexuality and redemption as presented in Paul’s letters.  I have my own hesitations with Paul, which mostly lie with the way the Church, over the past 2000 years, has appropriated the works attributed to him.

Reading as a Woman (ACM)


1 Corinthians 7, together with chapters 11 and 14, often comes up when one is dealing with the topic of Paul and his views on women.  In comparison to these two much-discussed passages, which require women to cover their heads while prophesying and to remain silent in church, respectively, Paul’s treatment of marriage here in the seventh chapter actually seems somewhat progressive.  In the first-century world, and even not so very long ago in North America, the expectation that a wife would cede control over her body to her husband was nothing out of the ordinary.  But here, Paul’s instructions show a culturally unusual concern for mutuality; verses 3-4 command not just the women, but also the men, to give back “what they owe” and to yield their bodies to their wives.  Later in this chapter, Paul also encourages widows and unmarried women to devote themselves fully to God; he apparently envisions an important place for Christian women outside of the traditional roles of wife and mother.  


Despite these positive signs, though, this passage continues to be somewhat difficult for me to read as a twenty-first century woman.  I always cringe right away at verse 1, “it is good for a man not to touch a woman.”  To be sure, I am in full support of the move made by most current scholars and translations to put this statement in quotation marks, reading it as a quote from the letter written by the Corinthians themselves.  The following verses, reiterating Paul’s support of regular sexual relations within the marriage relationship, seem to refute this Corinthian slogan.  But Paul’s wish in v. 7 that all would be as him, i.e. celibate, actually agrees with this ascetic point of view.  Certainly he goes out of his way to say that it is not required for a man not to touch a woman, but he also seems to support the idea that it would be good to avoid sexual contact: “it is good/noble,” he writes, for the unmarried and the virgins to remain as they are (vv. 8, 25-26), single men and women are more free than their married peers to “be concerned about the things of the Lord” (vv. 32-34), and the widow is, in Paul’s opinion, “more blessed” if she does not remarry (v. 40).  


Paul’s instructions here are best understood in view of his expectation that the eschatological parousia of Jesus was coming soon- within his lifetime.  In vv. 26-31, he notes that the Corinthians should “remain as they are” because of the “impending crisis”; the “remaining time” is short, and the sxh=ma, or present form, of this world is passing away.  This obviously colors Paul’s reasoning that no one should pursue major life changes that are of the world, such as marriage, divorce, or even circumcision.  The apocalyptic context of Paul’s worldview perhaps makes his instructions here more understandable, but it also serves as an example of the dangers that can come from basing one’s life solely on eschatological expectation.  Thus I am not willing to excuse or explain away everything in this chapter on the basis of Paul’s apocalypticism.  The real world must be considered as well as the future eschatological world, and Paul seems to be caught in a tension between these two issues.  While he is very concerned about some concrete, “this-worldly” problems such as sexual immorality and people apparently abandoning their marriages, he dismisses issues like slavery, circumcision, and remarriage as unimportant parts of the present world (an assessment with which I think many slaves might disagree!).  


I am not sure that Paul has necessarily struck the best balance for living “between the ages.”  While I acknowledge that his opinions are fairly even-handed in the way they treat both men and women, he is still making these statements as a man, and I am reading them as a woman.  And as a woman, I take issue with Paul’s assessment of gender relations in the end times.  I do not like the implication that he sees women as distractions or temptations away from the work of the Lord.  I do not like his relegation of sexuality to a last resort, only for those who succumb to a0krasi/a (self-indulgence and lack of self-control).  And as a woman, I am gravely worried about the commands in vv. 10-16 to remain in a marriage as long as the other partner is willing.  To be fair, verse 11 does offer, for example, an abused wife the option of leaving her husband, but it also restricts her from finding a more fulfilling relationship elsewhere.  Many women (and some men as well) tend to be dangerously self-sacrificing and, under the citation of these verses, often remain, or are told by religious leaders to remain, in unhealthy and abusive relationships in the hope that they might “save” their spouse by doing so.  


Perhaps the biggest hurdle for me in reading this passage is the vast difference between my understanding of marriage and that of Paul.  To start with, he seems to regard marriage as a necessary evil, a last resort if one’s sexual desire cannot be controlled.  He also, quite consistent with first-century culture, speaks of it as more of a contractual undertaking than a personal relationship.  In vv. 3-4, he uses the vocabulary of obligation, debt, and duty; words such as a0podi/dwmi and o0feilh/ are used in other contexts to refer to paying taxes.  The picture in v. 4 of the husband having authority over his wife’s body, and vice versa, is not necessarily a beautiful vision of yielding control out of loving trust, as it is often portrayed.  It is about e0cousi/a- power, control, and authority- albeit mutual.  It is about the rights, duties, and obligations that come with the contract of marriage- contract, I think, being the key word.  This perspective on marriage, of course, is not unique to Paul, but rather embedded in the first-century world.


I, on the other hand, have a very different perspective on and experience with marriage- not necessarily better or worse, but vastly different.  In most Western cultures today, it is regarded (at least in the ideal form) as a personal relationship based on love rather than duty.  To be sure, it does entail obligations, but they are undergirded and carried out by mutual love and affection.  And on a related topic also addressed by Paul, my marriage relationship has only strengthened and encouraged my call to ministry, not detracted from it as he argues.  It seems that Paul may have overlooked the presumably effective ministry of first-century couples like Prisca and Aquila, and possibly Andronicus and Junia (Rom. 16) when he stated that married people are more concerned about their spouses than the Lord (vv. 32-35).  I have to admit that this gap between Paul, a first-century man, and myself, a twenty-first century woman, concerning this issue often seems too far to be bridged, despite his important countercultural call for gender mutuality in marriage and his acknowledgement that these are his opinions rather than divine commands.

Reading as a Man (APM)


It seems odd to read the Bible as a man for the simple fact that the authorship, interpretation, and proclamation of the Bible have been the office of men practically since the beginning of the faith.  What more can a man say now in 2008?


Putting my own concerns of how the Church has used Paul aside, I find that there is a sense of burden being lifted upon reading verses 1-4.  I believe that Paul did more to encourage the equality of the genders than he is given credit for, and this passage is a prime example.  As a male, I know that privilege has been given to men, and that men as a whole have not always used that power in a responsible manner to pass the rights of equality on to women.  It is refreshing for me to see that some 2000 years ago, a leader of the Christian church was advocating that men and women have equal rights and duties concerning their own bodies.  
Unfortunately, the Church over 2000 years has somehow managed to boil this passage down to one phrase: “a man should not touch a woman.”  I agree with Amanda’s sense of relief that this particular text is no longer being seen as Paul’s command.  It is my concern as a minister that our Christian society is so indoctrinated in the submission of women, that when this passage is read all that is heard is that the wife should give over her sexual rights and that she does not have authority over her own body.  Does the fault of this lie with the average churchgoer?  I believe the fault lies with the historical Church which has made it a common practice to paint women’s bodies as a vehicle for procreation, an object for men’s sexual gratification, and a primary cause of sin.  To turn the tide against so many centuries of thinking, scholars and ministers need to stand in the pulpit and be as blatant about Paul’s call for sexual equality as is appropriate.  

Paul does not hide the fact that he views marriage as something that is less than ideal.  In fact, marriage is viewed as an escape from sin.  I do not expect Paul to subscribe to modern Western ideas of mutual love, but I do find his use of marriage as a prescription against lust offensive.  Both genders probably see this text differently.  Women may feel that they are accused of being the cause of lust, while men might understand their own sexual desires, which often feel uncontrollable, as the problem that Paul is trying to correct.  Paul seems to imply that sexual deviance is running rampant and weakening the effectiveness of the Church and of the community; I believe that it is difficult for men to approach this part of Corinthians and not feel a sense of shame and responsibility for being the cause of so much upset.  By not allowing sex to have an acceptable and encouraged outlet, Paul puts men into an unfortunate state of confusion and powerlessness.  While I am not implying that men are only beings bent on sexual gratification, it is widely assumed that men are more preoccupied with sex than women.  If Paul does not sanction sex as a gift within marriage, I fear that many men will encounter a sense of shame when reading Paul due to his implications that sexual desire, even within marriage, hinders one’s service toward God.  While Paul’s hearers, who were most likely waiting for an imminent return of Christ, may have felt encouraged by this passage, it is a difficult word for the 21st century male who may have to live without an encouraged model of sexual expression for some 80 or more years.
The issue of shame in this passage brings up my other major concern about this passage, regarding Paul’s method of communicating his ideas about marriage.  Throughout 1 Corinthians, there is a strong sense of shame and fear that Paul used to influence his audience.  Shame and fear are unfortunately very effective forms of persuasion that men often use against other men and against women.  As men have historically held the responsibility of leading the church, this pattern has not necessarily decreased as quickly as we might like to see.  Shame and intimidation continue to be a key aspect of male culture.  This is painfully evident in all manner of relationships.  Consider the expression, “What’s the matter, are you chicken?”  This is a comment most often found among males of all ages that is used to denigrate another’s sense of manhood.  Also, while it is abhorrent that the word “gay” would be used in a demeaning way, it is in fact one of the most frequent words men and boys use to shame other males.  Men often use shame to persuade, and I believe that Paul is no exception.  There are multiple places in 1 Corinthians where Paul tries to appeal to the male response of shame in order to get the Corinthian church to “fall in line.”  His rhetorical methods can easily generate an inferiority complex among his followers, as he constantly lifts up his own behavior and practices as the model of superiority.  While this might have been culturally appropriate in his time period, it can be very harmful today, especially for those who already struggle with an overdeveloped sense of shame and guilt.  While Paul addresses both men and women in his letters, I would argue that his method of persuasion is predominantly male in nature and quite different than the methods employed by Jesus.
· And so, brothers and sisters, I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ.  I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food.  Even now you are still not ready, for you are still of the flesh.     -1 Cor 3:1-3
· I say this to your shame.  Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to decide between one believer and another… 1 Cor 6:5
· This I say by way of concession, not of command.  I wish that all were as I myself am.  But each has a particular gift from God, one having one kind and another a different kind.  1 Cor 7:7
As we discuss how different genders see this text, it is quite plain to me that Paul is attempting to motivate this group of believers by way of a tactic that is clearly masculine in nature while attempting to address issues that pertain to both genders.  I wonder what form of persuasion a female leader might have used to this church.  Again, my concern is that this tactic of fear and shame is still used in our church and attached to issues of sexuality and also of a woman’s role and her rights within a Christian marriage.

Reading Together


(ACM) Looking at our two reflections on this passage, it’s interesting that we both identified very positive and very negative aspects to Paul’s treatment of marriage.  Does one seem to outweigh the other?  Is 1 Cor 7 positive or negative overall?


(APM) I think overall it is very positive because its focus really is on mutual respect between the genders, which is a primary concern in marriage no matter what culture you are in.  This emphasis on mutual respect can only serve to help marriages, rather than break them down.  


(ACM) I do agree with you that mutuality is valuable, especially considering some of the other biblical passages that endorse a very strict hierarchical model of marriage.  For me, though, the cultural divide is still pretty tough to bypass.  In our world, love and affection are central to the marriage relationship, and there is not really any place for them in Paul’s worldview.  That makes it difficult for us to understand Paul, and vice versa.  Although I do have to admit that Paul’s emphasis on the duties and obligations inherent in his contractual view of marriage does have something valuable to say to us today, where marriages are so easily and frequently dissolved, sometimes without much consideration.  


(APM) Another aspect of the cultural divide is Paul’s apocalyptic perspective and eschatological expectations.  In this historical context, his focus on celibacy and one’s duty to God is much more understandable.  If Paul made some allowance for married couples to serve God when the end seemed imminent, we should be encouraged that there is definitely a place for both married and single individuals to serve God in a world that is perhaps not so preoccupied with the end times.  It is our job, then, to carry out what Paul could not conceive due to his worldview and historical context: to learn how people can meet their emotional and sexual needs throughout, not instead of, a life of service.


(ACM) That is an important point- there are good principles of mutual service underlying this passage, but I was struck by the fact that despite these extremely positive parts, both of us ended up with negative reactions of shame and/or anger at Paul’s treatment of marriage and sexuality.  I was annoyed that he was implying that women are tempting and distracting for men, and you felt guilty that the male preoccupation with sexuality caused so much trouble.  I don’t think that I had ever thought explicitly about the harmful effects of Paul’s use of shame before you brought it up.  It’s a good reminder that cultivating countercultural practices is always a work in progress; it was for Paul, and it still is today.   


(APM) I think our mutual negative reactions to this passage might be explained partly by Paul’s rhetoric of shame tactics, and but also partly by the fact that sexuality continues to be as messy an issue today as it was in first century Corinth.  Today, 2000 years later, men are still struggling with the same sexual behaviors, and women are still carrying the same stigma of sexual temptation.  It may be that Paul despises neither women nor men, but rather the human preoccupation with and tendency toward abuse of sexuality.  


(ACM) Even if Paul’s apocalyptic solutions are not the best answers for our world today, his identification of the issues is as accurate as ever.  The nascent principles of mutuality expressed by Paul here in 1 Cor 7 are a good starting point for the process of dealing with human sexuality, but they’re still only a starting point.  As interpreters of the Bible for people of faith today, we are in a unique position to take these ideas and develop and expand them, as humans continue to deal with sexuality and gender relations.  

By beginning the process of exploring the Scriptures both separately and together, we as men and women, scholars and ministers, can further enrich the field of scholarship and help to create a biblical theology that is relevant for the twenty-first century world.  

