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Introduction
In Howard Thurman’s seminal work Jesus and the Disinherited, he recalls a story about reading the bible to his grandmother. He asked her why she never asked him to read from Paul's epistles. She explained that when she was enslaved, white ministers routinely preached from Paul, often citing passages such as Ephesians 6:5 (Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ). Thurman's grandmother then shared, "I promised my maker that if I ever learned to read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible."[footnoteRef:1] This story speaks to the complex role that biblical authority has played in the lives of Black Americans.[footnoteRef:2] While the Bible has been a source of inspiration and hope for many, it has also been used as a tool of oppression, dehumanization, and gendered subjugation in and outside of the Church. In the face of such challenges, womanist biblical interpretation offers a unique perspective that centers the experiences and perspectives of Black-American women and seeks to develop a more inclusive and nuanced approach to biblical authority. This essay will explore the development of womanism as a response to the exclusion of Black-American women's issues by feminist and Black-American liberation approaches in biblical interpretation. Next, it will attempt to determine the position of biblical authority in contrast to other sources within womanist biblical interpretation. Finally, it will suggest a new methodology for womanist biblical interpretation if the field is to speak meaningfully to Black-American churches and within the field of academic biblical studies. [1:  Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1949), 30-31.]  [2:  This essay will use the term “Black American” over more common terms such as “African American” or “Black” is to emphasize the particular American nationality of this ethnic group, while acknowledging the unique history and characteristics of this group within the greater American culture. Additionally, the term Black is not limited to Black individuals who possess an American identity, but this essay will focus on the experience of Black Americans. Finally, African American also fails as an adequate term because the history and traditions of Black Americans do not necessarily reflect any African roots or connections to African culture. ] 

“From God and a Woman!” The emergence of Black-American-women’s reading of Scripture
The term “womanist” is a relatively new one. Its origin is attributed to Alice Walker, who coined the term in her essay “Coming Apart.”  In a footnote, Walker defines womanist as:
‘Womanist’ encompasses 'feminist' as it is defined in Webster's, but also means instinctively pro-woman. It is not in the dictionary at all. Nonetheless, (to me) from the word 'womanish,' a word our mothers used to describe, and attempt to inhibit, strong, outrageous or outspoken behavior when we were children: 'You're acting womanish!'… 
An advantage of using 'womanist' is that, because it is from my own culture, I needn't preface it with the word 'Black' (an awkward necessity and a problem I have with the word 'feminist'), since Blackness is implicit in the term; just as for white women there is apparently no felt need to preface 'feminist' with the word 'white,' since the word 'feminist' is accepted as coming out of  white women's culture.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Alice Walker, "Coming Apart," in Take Back the Night: Women on Pornography, ed. Laura Lederer, (New York: Morrow, 1980), 100n. ] 

Through her involvement in the civil rights movement, Walker became increasingly aware of racism within American feminist movements, and colorism (intracommunity racism) and sexism within Black communities.[footnoteRef:4] During this period, Walker observed that "white women feminists revealed themselves as incapable as white and black men of comprehending blackness and feminism in the same body."[footnoteRef:5] While both feminism and womanism aim to challenge gender-based oppression and empower women, they differ in their focus and scope. Modern feminism, which began to develop in the nineteenth century, attempted to prioritize the experiences of women in general, but such a generalization often lacked a nuanced understanding of race and class within the feminist paradigm.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Rufus Burrow Jr., "Toward Womanist Theology and Ethics," Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 15, no.1, (Spring 1999), 83.  ]  [5:  Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens: Womanist Prose (San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983), 374.]  [6:  Burrow Jr., “Toward Womanist Theology and Ethics,” 79.] 

Womanism developed to center the experiences of black women within the frameworks of patriarchal, racial, and classist hierarchies, recognizing the interconnectedness of all forms of oppression.[footnoteRef:7] As such, womanism and feminism are not competing ideologies, but as Walker writes, "womanist is to feminist as purple is to lavender." This difference of shade is significant, as it gives the womanist scholar the freedom to explore the particularities of Black-American women's history and culture without being bound to the issues deemed important by white feminists.[footnoteRef:8] Although feminism and womanism share in critiquing patriarchal authority within modern society; womanism also attempts to reveal the intersectional nature of oppression within its own critiques by resisting the tendency of early feminist movements to speak on behalf of all women.[footnoteRef:9] The deconstruction of the universal experience of women was a key criticism laid out by Audre Lorde in her open letter to Mary Daly. Lorde asks Daly to consider the racist and destructive nature of:  [7:  Nyasha Junior, An Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2015), 11.]  [8:  Delores S. Williams, “Womanist Theology: Black Women’s Voices,” Religion-Online.org, 1987, https://www.religion-online.org/article/womanist-theology-black-womens-voices/.]  [9:  Borden P. Bowne, Theory of Thought and Knowledge (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1899), 244-251.] 

the assumption that the herstory and myth of white women is the legitimate and sole herstory and myth of all women to call upon for power and background, and that nonwhite women and our herstories are noteworthy only as decorations, or examples of female victimization. I ask that you be aware of the effect that this dismissal has upon the community of Black women and other women of Color, and how it devalues your own words.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Audre Lorde, "An Open Letter to Mary Daly," in Sister Outsider (Freedom, CA: Crossing Press, 1984).] 

For Lorde, any assumption that the only legitimate history was that of the white, European woman, effectively erased the legacies, stories, and history of any women whose heritage did not originate from Western Europe. Furthermore, Lorde is particularly concerned with the knowledge and work of women of Color being “ghettoized by a white woman” explicitly functioning within “a patriarchal western european [sic] frame of reference.”[footnoteRef:11] In other words, Lorde argues that reliance on the stories and mythologies of white European women as a feminist model for all women does not effectively display an awareness of the particularities of the struggles faced by Black-American women – especially when those struggles are caused by the negative stereotypes and treatments of Black-American women often perpetuated by white women unaware of their own social location within the patriarchal construct of a White European epistemology. If women within all social locations are to be given equality within society, their particular experiences, stories, and knowledge must be present in the formation of a feminist vision of progress. Attention to particularities of the experiences of Black-American women is the foundation for the emergence of a womanist approach towards biblical interpretation.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Lorde, "An Open Letter to Mary Daly."]  [12:  Jacquelyn Grant, White Women's Christ and Black Women's Jesus (Decatur, GA: Scholars, 1989), ##.] 

Womanist approaches were first employed by religious scholars seeking to engage with multiple sources – “biblical, theological, ecclesiastical, social, anthropological, economic, and interfaith dialogue to inform a theological understanding.”[footnoteRef:13] As such, a distinct element of womanism is the approach to the bible as one-of-many authoritative sources for theological discourse and biblical interpretation. Because of the intersectional philosophy of womanism, "much of the womanist work that engages biblical texts comes from fields outside of biblical studies."[footnoteRef:14] However, to attribute such an approach only to contemporary womanist biblical interpretation is a mistake. It is crucial to note that Black-American women have been critically reading and interpreting the bible for centuries before the emergence of a womanist approach. At the intersection of racial inferiority and gendered subjugation, Black-American women have often encountered biblical interpretations which served to marginalize and oppress their position within American society. For example, blackness was interpreted to be a sign of the “curse of Ham,” (Genesis 9:24-27) since the biblical account connects Ham’s offspring to the Ancient African regions of Egypt, Cush, and Put.[footnoteRef:15],[footnoteRef:16] Other texts (Eph. 6:5, Col. 3:22; 1 Tim. 6:1; and Philemon) were also regularly employed as biblical support for chattel slavery in the United States. "Even those who did not support slavery still upheld notions of white supremacy and black inferiority partly because of such biblical interpretations."[footnoteRef:17] Additionally, many other Euro-American interpretations of the Bible as authoritative and normative formed a socially accepted and gendered understand of women's subordinate place to men. Within this biblical understanding arose an interpretation of gendered ideals in regards to true womanhood, which Biblical Scholar Nyasha Junior describes as "the vulnerable, fragile, upstanding white woman who was the 'angel of the house.'"[footnoteRef:18] Anna Julia Cooper, one of the first prominent Black liberation activists in the US, states, "The colored woman… is confronted by both a woman question and a race problem, and is as yet an unknown or unacknowledged factor in both."[footnoteRef:19] Additionally, the abolitionist Sojourner Truth warned “if the [Black-American] men get their rights and women don’t, things will be no better for black women than they were during slavery.”[footnoteRef:20] The two challenges of racism and sexism were intricately connected to one another for Black-American women, and both of these issues were perpetuated by readings of scripture which understood such interpretations of the bible to be universally authoritative.  [13:  Williams, “Womanist Theology.”  ]  [14:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, 17.]  [15:  Michael O. Emerson & Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and the Problem of Race in America, (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2001), 35. ]  [16:  New International Version (2011), Genesis 10:6. ]  [17:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, 65.]  [18:  Ibid., 64.]  [19:  Quoted in Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, Junior, 66.]  [20:  Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 214.] 

Christian Black-American women faced a difficult scriptural challenge: how should one read a text which has been used to dehumanize and oppress one's racial and gendered identity? In such a context, to submit to an unquestioned biblical authority would result in a dehumanized understanding of oneself at best, and the destruction of one’s culture, family, and self at worst. As such, Black-American Christian women crafted their own interpretations of the Bible that supported their identity and fought against their racial and gendered oppression. Sojourner Truth, in a speech given at the 1851 Women's Rights Convention, offered a new understanding of Christ’s connection to femininity. In the speech, Truth argues:
Then that little man in black there, he says women can't have as much rights as men, 'cause Christ wasn't a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Sojourner Truth, "Ain't I a Woman?" speech, Women's Rights Convention Akron, OH, December 1851, Internet Modern History Sourcebook, accessed at https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/sojtruth-woman.asp.] 

Although Truth’s interpretation does not offer a detailed exegesis of any particular biblical text, it does present a clear resistance to readings of scripture which speak authoritatively on the maleness of Christ being an important feature for the superiority of men within the church and society. However, the most important aspect of this speech comes in the social position of Truth as an uneducated and untrained theologian. Truth’s reading of scripture was not informed by years of seminary, and she likely was not read on Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologia.[footnoteRef:22] Truth’s reading of scripture was informed by her experience as a Black-American woman whose pursuit of racial and gendered equality informed her hermeneutical tools.  [22:  In the Summa Theologia, Aquinas relies on an Aristotelian argument that the female is the result of physical and moral defects. Aquinas extends this argue to reason that the male is morally superior and thus is the particular aspect of humanity truly made in the image of God. As such, Christ had to be incarnated in the male, and thus it is only the male which represents the fullness of Christ. This argument for the male as the representative of Christ is still used within the theologian defense of male-only ordination within the Catholic Church. See, Franjo Šeper, Declaration Inter Insigniores On The Question Of Admission Of Women To The Ministerial Priesthood, (Vatican, 1976) Section 5.] 

In a similar way, Maria W. Stewart engaged in a socially and experientially informed biblical hermeneutic.  Born in 1803 as a free Black-American woman to free Black-American parents, Stewart advocated for the abolition of slavery in the American South and for the expansion of women's rights in the American North.  However, due to her positionality as a Black woman, she faced internal criticism from Black abolitions and feminists; thus, she choose to step away from public activism. In a final farewell address, Stewart shared, "… I find it is no use for me as an individual to try to make myself useful among my own color in this city."[footnoteRef:23] This is a quote possibly alluding to the words of Jesus "A prophet is not without honor except in his hometown and in his own household." (Matt. 13:57; Mark 6:4: Luke 4:24).[footnoteRef:24]  Furthermore, Stewart simply rejects Paul's teaching that women should be silent, claiming Paul's views would be different if he endured the suffering of women.[footnoteRef:25] Stewart then proceeds to highlights God's use of women throughout the bible: from leaders like Deborah and Esther to marginalized figures such as Mary Magdalene and the adulterous woman. She finishes her speech by asking "What if such women as are here described should rise among our sable race? And it is not impossible; for it is not the color of the skin that makes the man or the woman, but the principle formed in the soul?" Stewart rejects an appeal to biblical authority which denounces her personhood. Instead, she presents an alternative interpretation which suggests that the social location of the biblical author, Paul, has shaped the formation of the text. As such, Paul's writings are not authoritative, as they clearly even contradict the God-ordained actions of women throughout the biblical texts. By choosing to uphold a truncated reading of the Pauline texts, Stewart suggests that the Black-American community is limiting itself in the work of liberation. She may also be implying that her actions for abolition and women's rights are divinely inspired and in line with her understanding of biblical authority.[footnoteRef:26] However, Stewart’s understanding of biblical authority is not determined by traditional methods of reading or scholarly hermeneutical practices; rather, it is defined by a reading affirmative of her identity, and one which effectively works towards equality and the provision of rights and dignity to Black-American women.  [23:  Quoted in Sue E. Houchins, Spiritual Narratives (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 78.]  [24:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, 69.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, 69.] 

Womanist Biblical Interpretations and Hermeneutics
	Womanist biblical interpretation is rooted in experiential and socially located readings as displayed in the examples of Sojourner Truth and Maria W. Stewart. However, such an approach began to be systematically used by womanist religious scholars in the 1980s. A pioneer of womanist biblical reading, Delores S. Williams, constructed a womanist method which is shaped around four methodological approaches: “multidialogical intent,” “liturgical intent,” “a didactic intent,” and “a commitment both to reason and the validity of female imagery and metaphorical language in the construction of statements.”[footnoteRef:27] For Williams, by engaging in a multidialogical intent, Christian womanist are able to advocate and engage in conversation and action with a variety of social, political, and religious communities about survival and productive quality of life. Because interpretations of scripture historically have held dire consequences for Black-American women, “survival and productive quality of life” is the primary concern of womanist according to Williams.[footnoteRef:28] The liturgical intent aims at challenging and reshaping the foundations of the Black-American church through the engagement of theological and biblical discourse to produce actions which guide Black-American churches towards actions of racial and gendered justice.[footnoteRef:29] According to Williams, "The Bible, a major source in black church liturgy, must also be subjected to the scrutiny of justice principles."[footnoteRef:30] The didactic intent recognizes the teaching function of womanism, which aims to educate all Christians with new insights about moral life based on ethics in support of justice for women and a productive quality of life for all oppressed persons and communities.[footnoteRef:31] Finally, womanist thought attempts to highlight and incorporate female imagery, metaphor, and story to bring Black-American women's history, culture, and religious experience into the interpretive circle of biblical interpretation, theological discourse, and into the liturgical life of the church.[footnoteRef:32] As such, womanist religious studies holds Black-American folk wisdom, art, stories and subjective experiences as authoritative texts for engaging the formation of biblical interpretation.[footnoteRef:33]  [27:  Williams, “Womanist theology.” ]  [28:  Williams, “Womanist theology.” ]  [29:  Ibid.]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Ibid.]  [32:  Ibid.]  [33:  Stephanie Y. Mitchem, Introducing Womanist Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002), 61.] 

	By positioning the Black-American experience in such high regard, womanist biblical interpretation has entered an ambiguous space within the academic field of biblical studies. According to Nyasha Junior, “womanist scholars in religious-studies-related fields do not offer readings of biblical texts or engage biblical scholarship in ways that one would anticipate from biblical scholars.”[footnoteRef:34] Junior contends that within the field of biblical studies, biblical texts and related literature are the focus of scholarly inquiry. Thus, it is distinct from theology in that “one’s experience is not a source in the same ways as in other disciplines.”[footnoteRef:35] However, such a definition of biblical studies implies that biblical scholars are able to reach a degree of objectivity generally unattained by scholars in other fields. The challenge with this perspective begs consideration of the degree to which one’s ontology informs their epistemology. Are the hermeneutical tools employed by the interpreter shaped by their embodied experience? Can any text be read outside of the subjective experience of the interpreter? These are questions which biblical studies must contend with if the field is to make room for bible interpretations formed outside of the standard euro-American epistemological frameworks commonly employed by modern critical methods.  [34:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, 79.]  [35:  Ibid., 133.] 

If biblical studies cannot make space for scholarship formed through epistemological approaches shaped within the experience of Black-American women, then the field runs the risks of perpetuating the beliefs of “Euro-American scholars… [who] have, over the centuries, used their economic, academic, religious, and political dominance to create the illusion that the Bible read through their experience, is the Bible read correctly.”[footnoteRef:36] Junior raises important concerns about overemphasis on experience within womanist biblical studies, but womanist works also highlight the false perception that any interpretation of scripture is truly objective. The bible's authority lies in its power to elicit a response and shape the identity of the reader. This means that biblical authority is responsive to the reader's engagement with the text. However, a reader's engagement with a bible text will likely be influenced by the epistemological tools formed within their social location and experiences.[footnoteRef:37] Womanist ethicist Katie G. Cannon makes such an argument, suggesting that by reading scripture within a Black-American literary framework, womanist biblical interpreters are able to articulate concerns pertaining to issues only visible to Black-American women.[footnoteRef:38] One’s epistemology informs what one reads, how one reads, and even which aspects of a text stands out in a biblical text, subsequently determining the overarching meaning of scripture for the reader. Yet, the reader’s epistemological tools are not limited to the race or gender of the interpreter; this is where current womanist approaches should embrace a wider methodological approach.  [36:  Brian K. Blount, Then the Whisper Put on Flesh: New Testament Ethics in an African American Context (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), 15.]  [37:  William P. Brown, “Introduction” in Engaging Biblical Authority: Perspectives on the Bible as Scripture (Louisville; London: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), xv.]  [38:  Katie G. Cannon, "Womanist Perspectival Discourse and Cannon Formation" Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, 9, no. 1/2 (Spring-Fall 1993), 33.] 

The Future of Womanist Biblical Interpretation
Womanist is a helpful term, but it is potentially limiting within the academic field of biblical studies. Due to the small number of Black-American women working in the field of religious studies, nearly every Black woman gets labeled a womanist regardless of their ethnic and national identity, academic training, or methodological approach.[footnoteRef:39] As a result, the corpus of literature pertaining to womanist biblical studies is significantly limited. Despite the emergence of the field in 1988 with the publication of Renita J. Weems’ monograph Just a Sister Away,[footnoteRef:40] Junior writes, "Womanist biblical interpretation has not had a significant impact on the field of biblical studies in terms of the production of material for scholarly discourse."[footnoteRef:41] She then adds that "restricting the [womanist] approach to African American women reinforces the notion that womanism is a statement of personal identity rather than a scholarly approach.”[footnoteRef:42]  Additionally, such restrictions will perpetuate the underrepresentation of womanist methodological approaches toward biblical interpretation, because such approaches would be limited to just 7 percent of the US population.[footnoteRef:43]  In other words, if identifying as a Black-American woman is the only defining aspect for becoming a womanist, womanist biblical interpretation will remain in a marginalized position within the field of biblical studies. Junior highlights the emergence of critical-disability studies as a potential model for womanist biblical studies: [39:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, 78.]  [40:  Renita J. Weems, Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible (Oakland, CA: Innisfree Pr, 1988).]  [41:  Junior, Ibid., 136.]  [42:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation, 143.]  [43:  US Census Bureau, “Population Estimates, July 1, 2022,” accessed at: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/PST045222.  ] 

Unlike womanist biblical scholarship, critical-disability studies within biblical studies does not require a scholar engaging in work with disability to be a person with a disability. Also, while emerging from the disability right movement, critical-disability studies scholars are not positioning themselves as disability rights advocates, but they investigate constructions of notions of disability… In contrast to womanist biblical scholarship, critical-disability scholarship allows greater inclusion, which has contributed to its growth and development within biblical studies.
Space must be made within womanist biblical studies for individuals to analyze survival and liberation motifs without sharing the traditional womanist ontological position. Such a shift is also critical to prevent womanist interpretations from acting into the “fallacy of the universal;” a critique womanists commonly offer to feminist.[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Bowne, Theory of Thought and Knowledge, 247.] 

Black women, and even Black-American women do not share a universal experience or a singular approach towards biblical interpretation. For example, although some womanist scholars do not ascribe to literal readings of the bible for the basis of moral authority within the Black-American church, a Pew Research Center survey discovered that 59% of Black-American protestants do believe in a literal reading and interpretation of scripture.[footnoteRef:45] This is the challenge of interpretations centered around the experience of the reader. Experiences are individualistic, varied, and difficult to engage with in a large dialogical setting. And though there is no universal Black-American experience, but there are ways to prioritize the common issues faced by Black-American women. By forming a methodological approach from within the culturally informed epistemology of Black-American women – an epistemology shaped through the stories of survival, liberation, and quality of life narratives common to Black-American women, womanist interpretation can shift its locus from the ontology of the interpreter to the methodological approach used by the interpreter. A potential epistemological framework for the construction of a methodology for womanist interpretation can be established in a hermeneutic attentive to the "multiple categories of difference, multiplicative forces of oppression, and power dynamics" within biblical texts.[footnoteRef:46] Such an approach can form more inclusive questions about biblical authority regarding readings centered on issues of gender, class, racial identity, sexual orientation, and disability. This approach could form womanist biblical scholarship which is established through the Black American epistemological construct of intersectionality while decentering the ontological experience of the scholar as a prerequisite for the label of womanist. It could also present a continuation of womanisms multi-source approach, by engaging in dialogue with biblical interpretations which also focuses on ways traditional readings have resulted in the marginalization of particular identity groups.  [45:  Pew Research Center, “Interpreting scripture among members of the Historically Black Protestant Tradition by race / ethnicity,” Poll. Accessed at: https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/religious-landscape-study/racial-and-ethnic-composition/black/religious-tradition/historically-black-protestant#interpreting-scripture]  [46:  Junior, Introduction to Womanist Biblical Interpretation,148.] 


Conclusion
	This essay explores the relationship between feminist concerns and biblical authority, with a specific focus on womanist biblical interpretation. Womanism provides a unique perspective that considers the experiences and perspectives of Black-American women, which were often excluded by both feminist and Black-American liberation biblical interpretations. The essay also examines the challenges faced by Black-American women with regards to biblical authority, as readings of scripture were often used to justify their racial oppression and gendered subjugation. In response, Black-American women began offering their own readings of scripture which affirmed their humanity and promoted the Black-American church towards racial and gender justice.
This essay also proposed a new approach for womanist biblical interpretation that establishes a methodology and hermeneutic attentive to diversity and difference, multiple forms of oppression, and power dynamics within biblical texts. This methodology would involve a holistic approach that considers epistemological readings informed by experiences of marginalization, without centering the ontology of the interpreter as a prerequisite for engagement in womanist readings. Womanist approaches could also embrace a wider methodological approach that recognizes the intersectionality of oppression and the diverse experiences of marginalized groups. This would involve engaging with scholarship and theories developed outside of the Black-American context, such as critical-disability and queer biblical interpretations, to develop a more nuanced and even more inclusive approach to biblical interpretation. By embracing a wider methodological approach, womanist biblical interpretation could become more inclusive and relevant to a wider range of scholars and communities. And therefore, offer readings of the bible which affirms its authority within specific context while also advocating for ethical readings which affirm the dignity of all people and communities. 
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