“Gender Studies has had a significant impact on the way we read the Bible.” Do you agree with this statement? Make sure you provide biblical examples. 2,500 words. Word count – (2,377)
Gender studies can be defined as “an interdisciplinary approach to the study of gender, sexual categories, and identity. As a discipline, gender studies borrows from other theoretical models like psychoanalysis—particularly that of Jacques Lacan—deconstruction, and feminist theory in an attempt to examine the social and cultural constructions of masculinity and femininity as they relate to class, race, ethnicity, and sexuality” (Poetry Foundation, 2022). This essay will examine how gender studies has impacted the way in which a contemporary Western society reads and interprets Biblical figures and scriptures. In order to do this, this essay will focus on conducting a textual analysis of both Ezekiel 16 and Job 40, whilst also using quotations from other parts of the Bible to ensure that additional evidence for the research conducted is provided. The version of the Bible used in this essay is the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition (NRSVUE), which is accessible online through Bible Gateway.
 Alongside each textual analysis, this essay will use a variety of different gender theories and scholars to answer the question of what impact does gender studies have on Biblical scripture. It is important to note that interpretations of gender in the Bible may vary from scholar to scholar slightly, however when applied to the Bible, each of these perspectives contribute to how one may approach the Bible and makes a crucial impact on how passages of the Bible are interpreted. For example, as Bible scholar and self-described feminist Jane Schaberg states: “while some feminists consider the Bible and its associated religions too outdated, chauvinistic and oppressive to be redeemed, many others find the Bible to be a source of valuable and sometimes surprising information about the role and experience of women” (Biblical Archaeological Society, 2011).
Starting with a textual analysis of the Ezekiel 16, this chapter of the Bible acts as a marriage metaphor and personifies Jerusalem as a helpless child who is saved by Yahweh and eventually grows up to become his “adulterous” wife. The term “prostitute” is used derogatorily several times by Yahweh to describe Jerusalem within this passage. As Morse describes, Ezekiel 16 has “frequently drawn critical attention from feminist biblical scholars due to their inclusion of shocking, retributive violence against the personified Samaria and Jerusalem, the “wives” of Yahweh” (Morse, 2018).
  Using the study of masculinity, throughout the text it can be argued that Yahweh holds a ‘saviour complex’, a trait particularly associated with toxic masculinity. According to Choudhary, “a man’s essential identity in society is defined as that of a ‘saviour’. If he fails to become that, there is really nothing else, that he can be. As extreme, vague, or absurd as this statement might sound, it is the prevailing crux upon which any notion of manhood is built in a patriarchal society” (Choudhary, 2020). This theory first becomes evident at the beginning of the text where Yahweh stumbles upon a feeble child left for dead in an open field and decides to save her. He narrates “no eye pitied you to do any of these things for you out of compassion for you, but you were thrown out in the open field, for you were abhorred on the day you were born” (Ezekiel 16:5), emphasising that without Yahweh’s intervention, Jerusalem would not have survived her abandonment, and so she must owe her life to him.
 Then, once Jerusalem becomes of age, Yahweh further takes advantage of this power by entering a covenant with her, even stating “you became mine” (Ezekiel 16:8) despite there ever being an agreement between the two. He uses possessive and controlling language such as “bound” (Ezekiel 16:10) to further accentuate the hold that he has over her. This masculine power is reflected in God, and by “adopting a Foucauldian approach, it is suggested that 'masculinity' should be analysed as a set of practices which create, maintain, and reinforce inequalities between the sexes and that their achievement is situationally contingent” (Shepherd, 1996).
As Yee (2003) cited in Claassens (2014) points out, in Ezekiel 16 “women become the literal and metaphorical sites where male controversies and struggles are played out, in which they have little voice or representation”. As the text is assessed further, one thing becomes extremely apparent. Evidently, the text is a monologue which consists of a narration from Yahweh and Yahweh only. Jerusalem has no means of defence in this passage and not a single opportunity to describe her version of events. Yahweh takes complete control over what is said and presented to the readers of this text and many feminist scholars such as Day have likened his behaviour to that of an “abusive husband” (Day 2000).
This idea of the ‘abusive husband’ stems from a range of different instances within Ezekiel 16, particularity the power dynamic between Yahweh and Jerusalem. Despite Yahweh possessing almost all control over his wife, it seems that this power is not fulfilling enough for him and so he decides to not only scold Jerusalem but remove any little freedom she may have left in order to ensure that she is kept under wraps at all times. At the end of this chapter, he declares to Jerusalem that she may “never open her mouth again because of her shame” (Ezekiel 16:63). Day states that the punishment inflicted upon Jerusalem is “unnecessary, and indeed inaccurate”, whilst going on to demonstrate how ironic it is that “Jerusalem is to be prohibited from opening her mouth, when she has never yet been provided an opportunity to do so” (Day, 2000).
Ezekiel 16 presents Yahweh as a very bitter narcissist who is easily “provoked to anger” (Ezekiel 16:26). The message that Yahweh conveys here does not seem to be coherent with his supposed “good and forgiving” (Psalm 86:5) nature. If Yahweh was responsible for raising Jerusalem, then at most he should take accountability for her actions, even if he condemns them and deems them as unforgivable. Instead of referring to outrage as a means to cope with Jerusalem’s actions, an omnibenevolent God should question why such acts were committed by someone who was guided by the Lord of righteousness. 
Men refusing to take accountability is a trait often found within toxic masculinity, with men fearing that being wrong makes them less reliable as leaders and as a result, less desirable to women. “Supporting women and acknowledging personal flaws requires humility and self-correction. They often score lower on tests of empathy than women, enabling them to disregard others’ emotions, silence other sexes and avoid accountability at all costs” (Tadross, 2022). This seems to be the case with God in Ezekiel 16, where God refuses to accept that his own faults and projects them on to Jerusalem as a way to deflect the underlying issues.
Without the use of gender studies, it would be easy to simply overlook Yahweh’s traits of toxic masculinity. If this was overlooked, it would result in the belief that Jerusalem was disobedient towards her keeper Yahweh, and that Yahweh is in fact both the omnibenevolent hero and unfortunate victim in this scenario. After close examination, this does not appear to be the case.  As King points out “many current issues in the debates about women, their experience and self-understanding, status, and role, are still influenced by or indirectly related to religious teachings and world-views, even when these are sharply criticised or rejected” (King, 2017). It is crucial that gender studies highlight the inequalities of religious texts as well as redefine the teachings of them so that women are not undermined.
 Many feminists declare that in order to “analyse the issue of prostitution, we cannot just focus on sex as a personal moral issue; rather, we must examine the unequal power structures and social constructions of gender, sexuality, class and race that create systems that exploit the vulnerable, especially the poor, the young, people of colour, and socially outcast women” (Wu, 2001). Did Jerusalem prostitute herself simply because she enjoyed the pleasure that it offered her or was it a desperate escape from an abusive husband and the covenant that she was forced in to? These contemplative questions proposed by gender studies redefine contemporary worldviews that stem from religious teachings. This is why the study of gender is paramount for a deeper understanding of the Bible.
Next, this essay will conduct a textual analysis of Job 40 using masculinity studies, to further identify the impact that gender studies has on the Bible. The chapter of Job 40 is centred around a power struggle between God and Job. God believes that Job is a “faultfinder” (Job 40:2) who has been questioning his power and as a result, God challenges Job to fight against Behemoth. According to Connell, “ideally, men try to create the different forms of power they have by establishing power relations over women, other men, and their own bodies” (Connell, 1987). Using Connells theory of power, in this chapter, God is seen aiming to ‘create’ power by establishing dominance over Job. If God has to create this power, then his omnipotent nature needs to be questioned. Why would such a powerful God need to create power when it is claimed that he already has the uttermost competence?  
God describes how tough and dangerous Behemoth is with relish, describing its’ bones as “tubes of bronze” and its’ limbs as “bars of iron” (Job 40:18). It is unrealistic to think that Job who is just a man, would be able to defeat such a brawny brute and this is something that God is well aware of. God is encouraging violence because it benefits himself, despite many passages within the Bible such as Ezekiel 45:9 strictly teaching against it, where God says to the princes of Israel “put away violence and oppression and do what is just and right” (Ezekiel 45:9). Much like Ezekiel 16, God has a desperate need to be respected and when this respect is not given, he feels threatened and displays hypermasculinity. Benoît Monin, a professor of organizational behaviour and psychology at Stanford University reiterates this point, acknowledging that “men are under very strong prescriptive norms to be a certain way, and they work hard to correct the image they project when their masculinity is under threat” (Bach, 2015). He rejects his own teachings and resorts to violence - a trait associated with being ‘manly’ so that he can prove to the Job that he holds the dominance and control in this situation. Further, by setting up Job against a beast God highlights the animalistic behaviours that the Bible attributes to men. Time after time again it is proved that the worth of a woman in the Bible is based off what she has to offer emotionally, and the worth of a man is determined by his strength. In Ezekiel 16, Jerusalem is severely punished for acting undignified and shedding blood (Ezekiel 16:38), yet in Job 40, God is purposefully encouraging this bloodshed. More inconsistencies of God’s character emerge when he contradicts his own set teachings.
 It is also interesting to note that within Job 40, Job says “I lay my hand on my mouth. I have spoken once” (Job 40:4-5). If Job is compared to Jerusalem, it becomes apparent that God was much more lenient towards a man expressing his discontentment rather than a woman. Job was given the opportunity to speak, even if it was just once yet Jerusalem was not just refused the right to complain about the forced covenant that she entered, she was also refused to right to explain why she committed sins against God, could this lack of voice be due to the idea that in the Old Testament, women are seen to be mentally inferior to men with them heavily relying on their father figures or husbands in order to survive, as seen through both the story of Ezekiel 16 and the Book of Ruth? Early argues against this theory, announcing that although the Old Testament demonstrated a world in which “men used women as tools for their advancement, the stories rarely depict women as weak-minded, rather, Old Testament women often appear much more intelligent than their male counterparts, the belief that women are not mentally fit for anything beyond being a wife and mother has its roots in Plato and Aristotle rather than Genesis, Jesus, and Paul. Because many church fathers relied heavily on Plato and because the most important theologian of the Middle Ages, Aquinas, relied on Aristotle, this belief found its way into Christian theology” (Early, 2022). 
Despite many debating whether gender studies are actually beneficial or just pedantic, gender studies make a tremendous contribution to the way in which we read the Bible. With the use of these theoretical approaches, it becomes apparent that some teachings in the Bible are not as black and white as we may initially think. As Hermken expresses, “in his ‘Letter to Women’, Pope John Paul II (1995) acknowledges that throughout history, women have been excluded, ignored, underestimated, mistreated, and violated. Significantly, he refers to history and culture as being crucial factors contributing to women's structural inequality. While history and culture have certainly impacted women's social position, particular notions about gender and gender relations are also firmly anchored in the Church's patriarchal biblical ideology” (Hermkens, 2022).
 Applying gender theory to texts within the Bible allows for a more in-depth, modern analysis.  It is incredibly important to understand that the Bible should not be taken literally as it is quite clearly a product of its’ time but by pointing out the inequalities between men and women within the Bible and understanding how the Bible could be deemed to hold the earliest teachings of toxic masculinity and female oppression, it Is easier to recognise that some of its teachings could be hindering us as a contemporary society. Gender studies examine the behaviour of both men and women during the Biblical era which provides a better comprehensive understanding of the behaviours of the ancient world. With our newfound research and knowledge of gender, sex, and sexuality in the modern world, biblical feminists and gender scholars are equipped with a wider awareness of the issues brought to light through the study of gender, hopefully we can use it to move away from a primitive ancient world in to an impartial, open-minded, modern world.
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